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Abstract

This study examines and evaluates the representation of ethnocultural diversity in non-fiction TV programmes broadcasted
by the Flemish (Belgian Dutch-speaking) public service broadcaster VRT in the 2016—2017 TV season. A qualitative content
analysis of a sample comprising 36 clips and episodes of 14 non-fiction programmes was supplemented by four focus group
interviews with a total of 12 participants belonging to different ethnocultural minorities. The findings suggest that despite
several measures undertaken by the VRT, the representation of ethnocultural minorities is still unbalanced and biased in
at least three ways: first, in presenting minorities as homogeneous groups rather than highlighting intragroup differences;
second, in ‘typecasting’ people with a migration background thematically, i.e., for items on topics and issues related to
their ethnocultural identity; and, third, in portraying and approaching minorities from a dominant group perspective. The
article ends with the recommendation for public service media to further improve ethnocultural diversity in the workforce
and to encourage their journalists and TV producers to reconsider their ‘professional pragmatics’ in order to increase their
ethnocultural sensitivity and better manage the representation of super-diversity in their programmes.
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1. Introduction its diversity. This is particularly the case for public ser-

vice media (PSM), which for many “still represent a nor-

In today’s digital age, most people still rely heavily on
mainstream media content to inform themselves and
learn about society. According to the Reuters Institute
Digital News Report, also in high-choice media environ-
ments, television is the main source of news for many,
and while people are increasingly consuming news on
the Internet, the online news sources they use are often
websites and apps of legacy newspapers and television
channels (Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, &
Nielsen, 2017). As mainstream media remain key sources
of information, they carry a great responsibility in the
mediated construction and representation of society in

mative vision of what mainstream media ought to strive
to achieve in terms of pluralism and societal representa-
tion” (Horsti, Hultén, & Titley, 2014, p. 3). PSM therefore
tend to reflect dominant political and social discourses
on cultural diversity. In Europe’s contemporary migration
societies this means that PSM have been given an impor-
tant role in promoting and supporting the ‘integration’
of immigrants and social cohesion among ethnic major-
ity and minority groups (Horsti et al., 2014; Titley, 2014).

In Flanders, the Dutch-speaking northern part of
Belgium, the public service broadcaster VRT signed a Di-
versity Charter in 2003, which “signalled the official start
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of cultural diversity policies at the VRT” (Dhoest, 2014,
p. 112). In the same year, a Diversity Cell was established,
consisting of two staff members tasked with monitoring
and stimulating diversity both in the TV and radio pro-
grammes and within the workforce of the VRT. An im-
portant initiative of the Diversity Cell was the creation
of a Diversity Monitor to measure the portrayal of per-
sons with different ability levels, gender, ethnocultural
and religious backgrounds in TV programmes of the VRT.
While this quantitative monitoring of the mere presence
of minorities on television has helped the VRT to achieve
government-imposed targets (Dhoest, 2015), the Diver-
sity Cell is aware that quantitative measures do not show
the whole picture. Therefore, in 2017, the VRT commis-
sioned a qualitative study to analyse and critically eval-
uate the representation of ethnic minorities in its tele-
vision programmes. Whereas the study, independently
conducted by the authors of this article, included a sam-
ple of both fiction and non-fiction programmes, the ar-
ticle at hand only focuses on the data and findings con-
cerning the VRT’s news, current affairs, documentary and
talk show programmes. More specifically, the study em-
ploys a multimethod research design in which a qualita-
tive content analysis of a selection of 14 non-fiction pro-
grammes broadcasted by the VRT in the 2016-2017 TV
season is combined with focus group interviews with 12
expert members of different ethnic minority groups. The
combination of content analysis and focus group inter-
views allows us to provide a nuanced and profound de-
scription and evaluation of the way in which the journal-
ists and programme makers at VRT account for and deal
with ethnic diversity in the process of TV production.

Before discussing our findings and recommenda-
tions, we situate our study within the current body of
literature on (public service) media and diversity. We ar-
gue that the debate on PSM'’s role in representing eth-
nic diversity is shifting from a paradigm focused on the
‘recognition of multiculturalism’ to one focused on the
‘management of super-diversity’, which urges us to pay
more attention to the production context in which the
‘politics of diversity’ are, can and should be translated
and integrated into the norms and work practices of
TV professionals.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Media, Multiculturalism and Super-Diversity

Debates on the role of (public service) media should al-
ways be considered within the broader policy context
and political discourse. When democracies in Europe and
elsewhere began to develop policies on ‘multicultural-
ism’ from the 1970s onwards, the ‘paradigm of diversity’
also entered PSM debates. Struggling with their legiti-
macy in an era of increased access to information tech-
nologies and fierce competition from commercial media,
public service broadcasters became more aware of the
distinctive role they could play in the recognition of mul-

ticulturalism (Horsti et al., 2014). This resulted in multi-
cultural programming and efforts to include marginalised
voices in media representations of diversity (Leurdijk,
2006). By the end of the twentieth century, the notion of
‘multiculturalism’ began to be replaced by the broader
idea of ‘cultural diversity’ (Malik, 2013). Instead of fo-
cusing on programmes that explicitly addressed ethnic
voices and topics, a more inclusive approach was taken
to produce programmes with rather than about mem-
bers of minority groups. Also, PSM began to broaden
their attention from on-screen diversity to diversity be-
hind the screen (cf. Ofcom, 2017). As a result, within
PSM in Europe, diversity is nowadays “understood as a
series of commitments to ‘diversify’ across three key ar-
eas: in programming (questions of representation and
plurality of voice), in employment, and in organizational
development (training people to appreciate/learn from
diversity)” (Horsti et al., 2014, p. 10, italics in original).
Literature on the representation of ethnocultural di-
versity in television programming points out three ma-
jor problems or concerns. First, study after study has
shown an under-representation of certain minorities in
media content, which may lead to their ‘symbolic anni-
hilation’ (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). If certain groups are
less visible on television, they and their concerns are
more likely to go unnoticed by society. In the past, me-
dia and policymakers have responded to this issue by im-
posing diversity targets to ensure the recognition of the
ethnocultural diversity within society. While it remains
important to strive for a statistically accurate reflection
of reality, such quantitative strategies have possible side-
effects, including ‘box ticking’ (Leurdijk, 2006) and ‘to-
kenism’ (Hodkinson, 2011). Some authors also suggest
that quantitative strategies are insufficient to address the
‘burden of representation’, that is, the expectation placed
on members of minority groups to stand for the entire
community they are supposed to represent. Although
this burden of representation is likely to decrease if it
is spread over a larger number of ‘role models’, individ-
uals who appear on television may still feel pressured
to adhere to certain role expectations that come from
both their own minority community and the dominant
group(s) in society (Dwyer, 1998, p. 60; Hodkinson, 2011).
A second problem in media representations of di-
versity is that media’s portrayal of minority groups and
minority-related issues is characterised by stereotyp-
ing and a negativity bias. Hodkinson (2011) notes that
“stereotypical depictions of ethnic minorities have been
a constant feature of the history of media content”
(p. 201). One of the most recent forms of stereotyping
in European media reporting is how people with origins
in Africa and the Middle East are often associated with
Islam, extremism and terrorism. Stereotypes and one-
sided negative images of ethnic minorities lead to stigma-
tisation and us/them polarisation (Shadid, 2005), which
relate to the phenomena of ‘everyday racism’, xenopho-
bia and Islamophobia (Essed, 1991; Saeed, 2007; van
Dijk, 2000). The negativity bias also results in the ‘ghet-
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toization’ of ethnic minorities, i.e., the tendency to re-
port on minorities in relation to problems and threats
(Haynes, 2007, pp. 175-176). A large body of research
shows that media coverage about ethnic minorities em-
phasises topics such as violence, crime, drugs, unemploy-
ment, poverty, and, more recently, religion and funda-
mentalism (ter Wal, d’"Haenens, & Koeman, 2005).

A third concern regarding the media’s representation
of ethnocultural diversity deals with the implicit norma-
tivity of ‘whiteness’ in media discourse. Dyer (1997) in-
troduced the concept of ‘whiteness’ to indicate that in
Western societies, most social and political issues tend
to be approached from the perspective of white peo-
ple, implying that ‘people of colour’ represent the ‘other’
whereas whiteness constitutes the taken-for-granted, in-
visible norm. Several authors have shown how media
tend to adopt this us/them dichotomy to distinguish be-
tween the white majority and ethnic minorities, thus re-
flecting and reinforcing the cultural inequalities in soci-
ety (Blommaert & Verschueren, 1998; Ferguson, 1998).

It should be noted that media, and particularly
PSM, are increasingly aware of the problems of under-
representation, stereotypical portrayal and white norma-
tivity in media coverage on ethnic minorities. In reac-
tion to these issues, they engage in efforts to pay more
attention to ‘diversity within diversity’. This points at a
paradigm shift away from the concept of ‘multicultural-
ism’, that has repeatedly been criticised for its tendency
“to flatten thinking about cultural heterogeneity” (Cottle,
2000, p. 29), towards new paradigms that give more
room to thinking about ‘intersectionality’ and ‘intercul-
turality’. These concepts highlight the multiple identities
of people, urging media to acknowledge that members
of minority groups never belong to just one social group.
Media should therefore pay more attention to different
‘intersections’ between ethnicity and other identity fac-
tors such as age, gender, sexual orientation, religion, etc.
(Crenshaw, 1989).

To account for the internal heterogeneity between
and within different ethnic minority groups, Vertovec
(2007) proposes a framework of ‘super-diversity’, sug-
gesting that policymakers and practitioners should
“avoid the conventional trap of addressing newcomers
just in terms of some presumably fixed ethnic identity”
(p. 1048) and acknowledge the intra-cultural “plurality of
affiliations” (p. 1048) among migrant and ethnic minor-
ity groups. Whereas the politics of multiculturalism en-
couraged media to focus on ‘collective identities’ and on
commonalities rather than differences between major-
ity and minority groups, the concept of ‘super-diversity’
accepts and emphasises the cultural heterogeneity and
voice plurality within and among ethnic minority com-
munities. Moreover, super-diversity requires (public ser-
vice) media to shift away from the mere ‘recognition’ of
the multicultural character of social reality towards an
increased awareness that ethnocultural diversity needs
to be managed. This relates to what Horsti et al. (2014)
refer to as ‘organizational development’, suggesting that

actions need to be taken to raise awareness and train
people within the organisation to develop a sensitivity
for diversity within their daily work practices.

2.2. The ‘Professional Pragmatics’ of TV Production

In political discourse, diversity is often regarded as a
problem that needs to be managed. According to Blom-
maert and Verschueren (1998), two forms of diversity
management can be distinguished: on the one hand,
governments and public services, including PSM, are
tasked with the goal of containing diversity by stressing
unity, cohesion and collective identities, while, on the
other hand, they also have to develop strategies to pro-
mote tolerance. Both management strategies still under-
lie current diversity policies of PSM. However, applied to
super-diversity, one can argue that further strategies are
needed to ensure that ethnocultural minorities are not
being disadvantaged in their access to and presence in
TV programmes. One way to do so is by training TV pro-
fessionals to develop a greater awareness of and sensi-
tivity to ‘diversity within diversity’. As Dreher (2009) sug-
gests, such trainings in cultural sensitivity could focus on
skills for ‘listening across difference’ to minority voices,
thus “shifting some of the responsibility for change from
‘ethnic communities’ and on to the institutions and con-
ventions which enable and constrain receptivity and re-
sponse” (p. 456).

To increase sensitivity to super-diversity requires
media to reconsider the ‘professional pragmatics’ that
shape the process of TV production. The concept of ‘pro-
fessional pragmatics’ was developed by Cottle (1998) to
refer to the practices and strategies used by profession-
als to deal with organisational goals and government-
imposed targets in the daily work context—i.e., by articu-
lating, rationalising, mediating and circumventing them.
Accounting for the role of ‘professional pragmatics’ al-
lows researchers to see “how unintended as well as in-
tended consequences flow from the ways in which pro-
ducers respond to, and professionally mediate, difficult
internal institutional and external cultural-political cir-
cumstances” (Cottle, 1998, pp. 312—-313). In other words,
to fully understand media representation, we should be
aware of the resources, strategies, routines, norms and
skills that shape the decisions which practitioners take
during the TV production process (see also Cottle, 2000;
Van den Bulck & Broos, 2011). Indeed, as the idea of
media as ‘managers of diversity’ (d’"Haenens, 2006) im-
plies the recognition that media professionals play an
active role in the selection and portrayal of minorities,
it is important to take into account the production con-
text. Hence, this study focuses on the (re)presentation
practices of TV journalists and programme makers, and
ends with recommendations of how the VRT, and PSM
in general, can improve these practices by influencing
the ‘professional pragmatics’ that both enable and con-
strain the representation of super-diversity in TV non-
fiction programmes.
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3. Case Description: The Flemish Public Service
Broadcaster

Flanders presents an interesting case for the study of eth-
nocultural diversity in PSM, not only because Belgium,
like most European countries, has a colonial past (in
Congo and Ruanda-Urundi) and became a migration soci-
ety in the second half of the twentieth century, but also
because the region is a stronghold of PSM, with the VRT
still taking a market leader position (Dhoest, 2014). Be-
cause of its reach and impact, politicians are well aware
that the VRT can play an important role in promoting val-
ues of inclusion, integration and social cohesion. There-
fore, the VRT has been urged to develop diversity poli-
cies. As mentioned above, a milestone in this respect
was the launch of a Diversity Charter in 2003 and the
subsequent creation of a Diversity Cell. In the following
years, the Diversity Cell undertook different actions to
monitor and stimulate diversity in the VRT’s program-
ming and organisation.

Despite the undeniably good intentions, the efforts
were not immediately successful or visible in the out-
put and organisation of the VRT. Reflecting on the VRT
actions concerning ethnic and cultural diversity up to
2010, Dhoest (2014) found that the VRT still fell short of
its ambitions regarding the presence of ethnic diversity
on and behind the screen. Similarly, a study on the im-
pact of the Diversity Charter on ethnic minority report-
ing in the newscasts of the VRT concluded that, seven
years after its implementation, working within the char-
ter had not resulted in more balanced ethnic minority re-
porting, due to journalists’ and programme makers’ un-
willingness or incapacity to change their work routines
or question their professional norms (Van den Bulck &
Broos, 2011).

However, in recent years, significant progress has
been made. After a renewal of the Diversity Charter in
2012, the VRT intensified its efforts to diversify its staff,
which has led to an increased number of journalists and
programme makers with different ethnic backgrounds
behind and on the screen. Also, the VRT decided to avoid
usage of the generalising and increasingly stigmatising
term ‘allochthone’ (meaning ‘born elsewhere’) to refer
to persons of foreign origin (Dhoest, 2014). Furthermore,
the annual Diversity Monitor shows that since 2012, the
VRT has been successful in meeting the diversity bench-
marks set out in the Management Agreement between
the Flemish government and the public service broad-
caster. In the most recent Management Agreement for
the 2016-2020 period, these benchmarks stipulate, for
instance, that the VRT should strive for 7.5% of ‘new
Flemings’ in its total TV output (VRT/Flemish Govern-
ment, 2016). The term ‘new Flemings’ refers to people
born or with at least one parent born outside the EU-15.
Recent figures show that 10% of the Flemish population
fits this definition, with 2% of the population having ori-
gins in Turkey and about three percent in countries of
the Maghreb (especially Morocco) (Noppe et al., 2018).

Despite the positive reports on the VRT’s performance
in attending to ‘new Flemings’ in its programmes, the Di-
versity Cell is aware that quantitative measures do not al-
low for much reflection and contextualisation. Therefore,
the cell has begun to organise workshops for journalists
and programme makers to assess and reflect on their
practices and strategies in relation to ethnocultural diver-
sity. In preparation of these workshops, the Diversity Cell
commissioned an independent study to critically evalu-
ate its TV programmes and develop recommendations
for how the VRT’s media professionals can further im-
prove the representation of super-diversity on the Flem-
ish television screen. As mentioned above, the article at
hand discusses the findings and recommendations based
on the analysis of the non-fiction programmes broad-
casted in the 2016-2017 TV season.

4. Research Design

This study employs a multimethod research design to in-
vestigate and evaluate the construction and representa-
tion of ethnocultural diversity in non-fiction programmes
of the Flemish public broadcaster VRT. First, in order to
describe how ethnocultural diversity is represented on
television, we conducted a qualitative content analysis
of a sample of non-fiction programmes broadcasted in
the 2016-2017 TV season. Second, in order to interpret
and evaluate these representations, we organised focus
group interviews with 12 expert members of ethnocul-
tural minority groups.

4.1. Qualitative Content Analysis

For the qualitative content analysis, we created a non-
random sample of 36 clips and episodes from 14 non-
fiction programmes broadcasted in 2016—2017 on one of
VRT’s three TV channels (één, Canvas and Ketnet). The
programmes selected include the seven-o’clock news
programme Het Journaal (8 items), the youth news pro-
gramme Karrewiet (2 items), the current affairs pro-
grammes De Afspraak (4 items) and Terzake (4 items),
the investigative programme Pano (2 episodes), the talk
shows Van Gils & Gasten (4 clips) and Alleen Elvis Blijft
Bestaan (1 episode), the satire show De Ideale Wereld
(3 clips), the daily human-interest programme ledereen
Beroemd (3 clips), and one episode from the docu-reality
programmes Goed Volk, Topservice, Op Weg met Jan, De
Klas and Radio Gaga.

We used purposive sampling to select clips and
episodes reflective of the variety of ethnic minorities
and contexts in which they appear in the totality of the
non-fiction TV programmes produced by the VRT in that
period. This way, we ensured that our sample also cov-
ered those (rare) items in which different ethnic groups—
covering the entire range of ‘new Flemings’—appear in
less typical (or stereotypical) roles and contexts. Conse-
quently, the findings presented below may not be repre-
sentative for the overall TV output by the VRT, but we
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believe they provide a representative picture of the dif-
ferent ways in which journalists and programme makers
at the VRT manage ethnocultural diversity when produc-
ing television content.

A systematic qualitative content analysis was per-
formed to describe and interpret how the selected pro-
gramme items represent ethnic minorities. We analysed
their thematic scope and focus (what is the topic of the
item, and which aspects of the topic are emphasised
or downplayed?), the visual representation of ethnic mi-
norities (which actors are shown, whose voices are in-
cluded, and how are the actors and voices portrayed?),
and the textual representation (how are minority topics
and persons talked about, in what wordings and what
tone?). The descriptive part of the analysis was carried
out by the first author of this article, but discussion be-
tween the three authors informed the further interpre-
tation of the findings.

4.2. Focus Group Interviews

To deepen and validate the interpretation of the findings
of the content analysis, we decided to organise focus
group interviews with expert members from different
ethnic minority groups. Two criteria were used to iden-
tify ‘expert members’: the participants had to belong to
an ethnic minority and they had to work for either a me-
dia or a minority group organisation. The expert mem-
bers were invited to one of four focus group sessions or-
ganised in October 2017. In total, 12 people participated,
of whom seven were women, all were between 22 and
55 years old, and all had different ethnic origins (includ-
ing the Far and Middle East, Northern and sub-Saharan
Africa, and Eastern Europe).

The focus group sessions had a duration between 1.5
and 2 hours. Each session started with a general and
open discussion on media representations of diversity,
during which each participant was asked to share his/her
own experiences and perceptions. Next, we showed the
participants up to seven short clips chosen on the basis
of the content analysis and representative for the vari-
ety of ways in which TV journalists and producers deal
with ethnic minority persons and topics in non-fiction
programmes. We did not explain why we had selected
those items, but neutrally stated that these were ei-
ther typical or rare examples of how TV programmes ap-
proach and represent ethnocultural diversity. As we had
expected, the clips elicited rich and nuanced conversa-
tions between participants on the pros and cons of di-
versity representations on Flemish television. The data
derived from the focus groups helped us to further inter-
pret the findings from the content analysis.

5. Findings and Discussion
Given that the results of this study are based on triangu-

lation of findings derived from the content analysis and
focus group interviews, we present our findings and in-

sightsin an integrated way. Following the structure of the
above literature review, our analysis is organised around
the three themes of under-representation, stereotypical
and negative representations, and ‘white normativity’ in
ethnic minority coverage, leading us to a critical reflec-
tion on VRT journalists’ and TV producers’ sensitivity for
super-diversity.

First, in relation to under-representation, it is impor-
tant to note that the appearance of ethnic minorities
on television is related to important events and debates
in national and international politics. In the period of
our study, events such as the Turkish coup attempt, the
Syrian civil war, ISIS terrorism, and Europe’s migration
crisis have drawn much of the Flemish media attention
to ‘new Flemings’ with origins in Turkey, the Maghreb
countries, and the Middle East. Although our qualitative
content analysis does not allow us to quantify this claim,
data from the VRT'’s Diversity Monitor do confirm it, as
does the overall perception of our focus group partici-
pants that minorities with roots in these regions dom-
inate TV representations of ethnocultural diversity. Be-
cause of this observation, the first clips we showed in
our focus groups featured ‘new Flemings’ with Moroccan
and Turkish roots, leading one participant to state:

It’s quite logical that people of Moroccan and Turkish
origin begin to surface on television if you consider
that the first generation of these communities immi-
grated fifty years ago. You may wonder how long it will
take for the media to include the new migrant commu-
nities such as the Chechens or the Sudanese people.

In general, participants agreed that certain minorities,
especially Muslims and people from the Middle East
and (both Northern and sub-Saharan) Africa, seem to
be more present on Flemish television, as compared to
other ethnocultural minorities which tend to be under-
represented, such as Jews, migrants from Eastern Euro-
pean countries and people with origins in Asia except
the Middle East. Some participants remarked that peo-
ple belonging to under-represented groups still carry a
‘burden of representation’. This was apparent in the con-
tent analysis as well, among others in a serene obser-
vational portrayal of an Orthodox Jewish family living in
Antwerp. Despite the programme being 55 minutes long
and several members of the Jewish family being inter-
viewed on different topics, it stayed limited to one family.
A focus group participant remarked that this particular
family was ‘an easy choice’ made by the producers:

This man and his family are famous in Antwerp. This
is one of the few Jewish families that often appear in
the media, so they now somewhat stand for the entire
Jewish community. You know, it’s always him.

The issue of under-representation also persists when
we focus on expert voices in news and current affairs
programmes. The content analysis shows that ethno-
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cultural minority members still rarely appear in non-
fiction programmes as experts on topics unrelated to
their ethnocultural background. This was only the case
in a few of our 36 analysed clips and episodes. How-
ever, there seems to be a difference between news
and current affairs programmes, on the one hand, and
talk shows and documentary programmes, on the other
hand. For the latter genres, we found two examples
of programmes centred around an ethnic minority per-
son that went beyond identity-related topics, such as
the glamourous portrayal of the Belgian-lranian business
women Attoesa in the programme Topservice or presen-
ter Danira Boukhriss (Greek-Moroccan roots) teaching a
class about love in De Klas. Similarly, the youth news
programme Karrewiet contained items in which ethnic
minority voices are included in relation to ‘non-ethnic’
topics, such as a young reporter covering the Dutch elec-
tions. In other news and current affairs programmes, we
found that ethnocultural minority members occasionally
appear in vox-pops or as celebrities, but not as expert
voices, unless the item or programme focused on an is-
sue related to their ethnocultural background. This find-
ing aligns with the perception of the focus groups partic-
ipants, one of whom stated:

When are you, as a Moroccan or Turk, contacted by
the media? When they have an item about the festi-
val of Eid al-Adha or some other typical Muslim phe-
nomenon. But | never see, for instance, a Moroccan
biologist on TV.

Another participant was surprised when she recently saw
an IT-specialist of Turkish origin being interviewed in a
TV news report about a worldwide cyber-attack, which
to her shows that the VRT’s diversity efforts start to pay
off. Yet, she and other participants stressed that there is
still much progress to be made in terms of representing
‘diversity within diversity’. This is supported by our con-
tent analysis: looking at ‘intersectionality’, we found that
ethnic minorities in non-fiction TV programmes rarely in-
tersect with minority groups such as LGBTQ people, el-
derly people and people with disabilities. Little attention
is also paid to religious diversity within ethnic groups (or
to ethnic diversity within religious groups). Yet, these in-
tersections are not completely absent. For example, the
current affairs programme Terzake carried a report of
a Syrian homosexual refugee studying in Brussels. Re-
garding the intersection between ethnicity and age, men
older than 60 years old appeared in a report of Terzake,
as well as in the investigative programme Pano and the
docu-reality programme Goed Volk, whereas the oldest
ethnic minority woman in the 36 analysed programmes
and clips was 50 years old. Further, the human inter-
est programme ledereen Beroemd carried an item about
a blind person, while De Afspraak also had an ethno-
cultural minority interview guest with a visual disabil-
ity. Although these exceptions were appreciated by the
focus group participants, the lack of recognition for in-

tragroup differences within ethnocultural minorities re-
mains a point of concern, as reflected in the following
quote, which focuses on the intersection between eth-
nicity and religion:

If you look at the TV coverage of Islamic topics, jour-
nalists don’t see the difference between a Moroccan
Muslim and a Persian Muslim. Yet, as a Moroccan,
I have more in common with ethnic Belgians than with
Iranian Muslims. A newsroom should be aware of the
cultural and religious diversity within Islam.

Other participants criticised the VRT’s current affairs pro-
grammes for always inviting the same experts, or as one
participant put it, “there is more than just one scientist
with Congolese roots who can give their opinion about
what | call ‘African-Flemish’ topics or people”.

The under-recognition of intragroup differences cre-
ates the image of ethnic minorities as rather homoge-
neous groups, which opens the door to stereotypical and
negative representations, our second theme. Here, how-
ever, the qualitative content analysis and focus groups
provide nuanced insights into the biases in media repre-
sentations of ethnocultural diversity. For instance, by in-
cluding different non-fiction genres and by purposively
selecting items in which ethnic minorities appear in dif-
ferent roles and in relation to different topics, we were
able to identify different examples that nuance the idea
that ethnic minorities are commonly associated with
‘bad news’. The negativity bias is clearly still dominant in
the news coverage of politics and events related to eth-
nic minorities, but, as also indicated in the focus groups,
most of these issues such as unemployment rates or
discrimination, can and should not be ignored. What is
more problematic, according to the participants, is that
journalists and TV producers seem to struggle with avoid-
ing clichés and stereotypes. The participants gave several
other examples, many of which were in line with what
our content analysis shows. One example of stereotyp-
ing in our sample was a report in the seven o’clock news
about a training initiative to help recent immigrants find
a job, that unnecessarily shifted the focus to the broader
issue of unemployment among ethnic minorities by con-
fusing the terms ‘newcomers’ (people who recently ar-
rived in Belgium) and ‘allochthones’ (an unproductively
broad category and a term to be avoided). Another news
report, about the tendency among teenage football play-
ers to shower with their underwear on, included inter-
views with four young ‘new Flemings’, insinuating that
this ‘new puritanism’ is primarily related to ethnicity,
even though a sexologist interviewed in the same report
argued that it had probably to do with the omnipresence
of smartphone cameras.

Stereotyping does not only occur in textual repre-
sentations, but also in visual representations of ethnic
minorities in non-fiction programmes. One participant
stated it explicitly:
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| still see much too many cliché representations of
black people on television. You can see images of
them happily dancing or hanging around in the street,
but you seldom do see them in an intellectual role.

Although other participants agreed with her, our content
analysis shows that the VRT programmes do also show
ethnic minorities in less typical or stereotypical roles. For
instance, a news item about Chinese New Year carried
an interview with a westernised Chinese-Belgian woman
instead of only showing exotic images of traditionally
dressed Chinese people. Another news report, focusing
on how people in a park enjoyed the first warm days
of the season, started with interviews with white par-
ents and their kids around the swimming pool, and then
moved on to a Turkish-Belgian family taking a picnic else-
where in the park, thus showing, in a unifying rather than
differentiating way, how ‘old’ and ‘new Flemings’ spend
their leisure time in the sun. Further, we observed sev-
eral politicians with a migration background as voices in
non-fiction TV programmes, as well as a dentist, a police
agent, a business woman, and a writer. Again, our selec-
tive sample does not allow generalisation, but the exam-
ples show that the VRT does make efforts to move be-
yond stereotypes. These efforts and the good intentions
were also acknowledged in the focus groups, although
participants added that there is still considerable room
for improvement.

Our third theme and an important remaining point
of concern is the dominant group perspective. In our
content analysis, this was for instance illustrated in
the above-mentioned news item about unemployment
among new migrants using the polarising term ‘al-
lochthone’, ignoring the VRT’s editorial guidelines sug-
gesting avoidance of the term and generalising the prob-
lem of unemployment to all ethnic minorities. Another
example concerns a news report about a day care cen-
tre for disadvantaged children. While most of its employ-
ees have a migration background, only ‘white’ employ-
ees were interviewed, and the journalist emphasised
that the migrant employees lack a proper knowledge of
the Dutch language. In the focus groups, this prevailing
us/them dichotomy, and the underlying white normativ-
ity was perceived as a major problem for Belgian tele-
vision. Apart from the newscasts, participants also di-
rected their criticism at the current affairs programme
De Afspraak. This programme regularly invites ethnic mi-
nority persons as interview guests to discuss the news of
the day, but since they are placed around a table with
the other three guests of the day, the ‘new Flemings’ re-
main a minority voice in the studio. In the focus groups,
several participants remarked that often ethnic minority
members are overruled by other interview guests or con-
fronted with questions from the white, male TV presen-
ter in such a way that it often puts them, intentionally or
not, in the position of ‘the other’. According to some par-
ticipants, a perfect illustration was the clip we showed
in which two black, female ‘new Flemings’ were invited

for a discussion about daily racism in Flanders. Although
one participant appreciated that the discussion was be-
tween two black persons “instead of white against black”,
most participants highlighted how it was embedded in a
discourse of “us against them”. As our content analysis
shows, it already started with the introduction of the two
guests as “two ladies, who both grew up in Flanders, both
adopted out of Rwanda, both having two kids, you both
went to the same school, | hear, yet with a totally dif-
ferent vision”. Some participants interpreted this quote
as a perfect example of the white normative perspective
that views black people as one homogeneous group of
whom ‘we’ thus can expect that ‘they’ would share one
uniform vision.

Overall, our study shows that VRT journalists and TV
producers seem to be aware of the issues and pitfalls of
media representations of ethnocultural diversity, as we
did not identify any very problematic (e.g., openly racist
or stigmatising) representations. However, our analysis
and the interviews with experts also showed that they
regularly fall short of avoiding these pitfalls in the daily
practices of TV production, making slippages (e.g., the
occasional use of the word ‘allochthone’) and falling back
on representational patterns (e.g., connecting ethnic mi-
norities to certain themes or ‘othering’ them). At the
end of the focus groups, participants were asked what
the VRT could do to further increase cultural sensitivity
among their staff. All of them underlined that it was cru-
cial to increase diversity within the workforce. As one
participant stated:

One of the problems is that the VRT still has ‘white
newsrooms’, which makes that people with a minor-
ity background are not involved from the beginning
of the creative process. Ideas and perceptions are
sometimes counterchecked, but this often happens
too late, when most decisions are already taken.

Other participants agreed by saying that ethnocultural
sensitivity should become “a natural reflex” in every TV
newsroom and production team, especially when cover-
ing stories with or about ethnocultural minorities. They
stressed that a public service broadcaster should play a
leading role in this process.

6. Conclusion

As argued in the literature review, the debate on
PSM’s role in representing ethnocultural diversity has
shifted from the ‘recognition of multiculturalism’ to-
wards the ‘management of super-diversity’. Despite a
growing awareness of this in newsrooms, the represen-
tation of ethnocultural diversity on television continues
to be a permanent challenge and complex, multi-faceted
issue for PSM. To critically evaluate the Flemish public
service broadcaster’s implementation of their diversity
policies, this study employed a qualitative content anal-
ysis of the representation of ethnocultural diversity in
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non-fiction programmes, combined with focus group in-
terviews with ethnocultural minorities.

The findings of our content analysis suggest that de-
spite several measures undertaken by the VRT, the rep-
resentation of ethnocultural minorities remains unbal-
anced and biased in at least three ways. First, despite
some notable exceptions, minorities continue to be rep-
resented as homogeneous groups and their intragroup
differences are insufficiently highlighted. This fits Cottle’s
(2000) argument that (public service) media should pay
more attention to different ‘intersections’ between eth-
nicity and other identity factors such as age, gender, sex-
ual orientation, religion, etc. Second, people with a mi-
gration background still largely appear in topics and is-
sues related to their ethnocultural identity. This themati-
cal ‘typecasting’ is in line with existing literature, and the
focus group participants acknowledged that this is partly
due to current affairs—often bad news—hence enforc-
ing the negative stereotyping. However, journalists can
counterbalance this bias by including ethnocultural mi-
norities more often in non-ethnic-related topics, includ-
ing expert roles. Third, minorities often continue to be
portrayed and approached from a dominant group per-
spective, so they are ‘othered’ rather than included in
Flemish society.

We do not want to suggest that the examples dis-
cussed are representative for the way in which ethnocul-
tural minorities are being represented on Flemish tele-
vision, as the qualitative nature of the study does not
allow for generalisation. However, we contend that our
findings indicate that there is still room for improve-
ment in addressing the needs and interests of all social
groups in a context of super-diversity. Yet, our study also
makes clear that the VRT is aware of these issues and in-
vests in efforts to improve ethnocultural diversity both
in the workforce and in its programmes. The qualitative
study at hand forms the basis for a series of workshops
within the VRT to increase sensitivity for super-diversity
among its employees and within its programmes, which
may encourage them to engage more in ‘listening across
difference’ and to question the professional pragmatics
that shape their practices and strategies towards diver-
sity management.
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