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The three people I was really impressed with-and they just happened to be black,
young female singers-all seem to be landing in the bottom three. They have great
voices. The fact that they’re constantly in the bottom three-and I don’t want to
set myself up here-but I find it incredibly racist.

British Rock star Elton John, April 27, 2004

America, don’t forget you have to vote for the talent. You cannot let talent like
this slip through the cracks.

American Idol show host Ryan Seacrest, on the same date

1 Introduction

More than 30 million Americans watched the television show, American Idol, in 2005. The

figure amounts to no less than 17 percent of households with television sets in the United

States. It is exciting to see young talented amateurs compete with each other to open up a

way to a successful musical career. The judgment system is democratic, completely open to

the public: anybody can vote for his or her favorite contestant. Unfortunately, as seen from

the above quotes, this historically popular show has been charged with racial discrimination.

This paper examines whether viewers are allegedly racially biased. First, I test whether the

racial composition of viewers determines the race of who gets eliminated. Second, I examine

whether the racial composition of contestants in turn affects viewership.

Becker (1971) discusses three possible sources of racial discrimination: discrimination by

employers, employees, and customers. Among them, the last seems to be explanatory of

persistence of racial discrimination in the labor markets. This is because customer discrimi-

nation can survive market competition as long as consumers are willing to pay premium for

goods and services when they are labelled by race in one way or another.1 For example, some
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people might feel more comfortable with a salesman of the same race. Some might prefer

houses in the neighborhood of the same race as their own. Holzer and Ihlanfeldt (1998) find

that the larger the fraction of minority customers, the higher is the probability that workers

from the same racial group will be hired, in particular for jobs where employees contact

customers face to face.

As we can see from the above examples, racial discrimination is closely related to same-

race preferences. Many studies across a range of disciplines from economics to social psy-

chology have examined racial preferences in various contexts. First, Wong (2003) finds that

mating taboo, a distaste for marrying a mate outside one’s own racial group, accounts for

low interracial marriage rate and that it is a by far more important factor than education and

earnings. Racial preferences also appear to affect interpersonal trust. Chen et. al. (2005)

find that people are more satisfied with physicians in one’s own racial group. Hallinan and

Williams (1989) examine the interracial friendship formation of high school students and find

that they are more likely to choose a same-race peer as a friend. Moreover they find that this

racial division is not well explained by observable characteristics.2 Lastly, Hraba and Grant

(1970) replicate the experiment using the doll technique by Clark and Clark (1947) and show

that young children prefer the doll of their own race (color), while the original article finds

that black children prefer light skin dolls.3 The authors suggest that black children have

recently become more proud of their race. It is a surprising and disappointing finding that

even 4 year old kids have same-race preferences. Furthermore, the pattern becomes stronger

as they get older.

More directly related to this paper, studies in communication and journalism have found

that people are attracted to characters of the same race in the visual media such as television
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programs and movies. Dates (1980) finds that black audiences not only favor television shows

with black characters, but also evaluate black characters more positively. It is also found that

black viewers are more likely to identify themselves with black characters and, in general,

viewers enjoy seeing people of their own race on television.4

Some recent studies have utilized television viewing patterns, the so-called Nielsen rat-

ings, as a measure of consumer preferences; Kanzawa and Funk (2001) relate the racial

composition of basketball teams to the ratings at the metropolitan-area markets. They find

that an additional white player on the home team attracts an additional 0.54% of television

households in the area. Myers (2005) examines the relationship between local news view-

ership and the racial composition of employees at the station level. Aldrich et. al. (2005)

estimate the effect of the quarterback’s race on the ratings for professional football games.

While these previous studies used the ratings for total households, I use the data on viewer-

ship differentiated by race (black and non-black). This is an important contribution to the

literature because I can test for the existence of same-race preferences for different races.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the show and

presents crude but strong evidence for racial discrimination among viewers. Section 3 ana-

lyzes voting behavior at the aggregate level when there exist same-race preferences. Section

4 presents a behavioral model of viewers. I test whether the racial composition of contestants

affects household viewership for different racial groups. Section 5 discusses the dynamics of

voting and viewership. The last section concludes.
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2 American Idol

The television show American Idol, originated from the popular British television show

Pop Idol, is a contest show in which amateur singers compete with each other and viewers

determine the best performer. The final winner receives a major record deal, while other

contestants often become celebrities depending on their popularity. Since the first season

was televised in 2002, there have been four seasons through 2005. The program has been so

far very successful; on average, about 7 percent of households watched it in the first season,

and it increased to 15 percent in the last season.5

Among thousands of celebrity hopefuls, ten or twelve finalists, equally divided between

men and women, are selected through early auditions and semifinals. During the final round

each contestant performs live songs from a weekly theme, such as Country, Motown, Musicals

or Disco. Sometimes a particular singer, such as Elton John or Gloria Estefan, is chosen

as a theme. A common theme is given so that contestants are evaluated based on their

performance, not their selection of songs.6

The show is nationally televised twice a week, Tuesday and Wednesday. After it is aired on

Tuesday, anybody, not necessarily one of viewers, can vote for his or her favorite contestants

by sending text messages to or calling a toll-free number assigned to each contestant. Callers

are allowed to vote as many times as they like for any number of contestants. The contestant

with the fewest votes is eliminated. Although the data on votes are not available, it is easy

to find that voters on average vote more than once. For example, in the third season, there

were more than 65 million votes deciding the final winner, while there were only 25 million

viewers, including young children aged 2.7

5



In this study I use the Nielsen ratings data to measure number of viewers of American

Idol. The Nielsen Media Research measures the nationwide ratings in the United States by

an electronic measurement system called the Nielsen People Meter. These meters are placed

in a random sample of about 5,000 households, recording what program is being tuned.8 The

data are available for all four seasons from 2002 to 2005, including 82 individual shows.9 The

Nielsen data provide information on the numbers of total households and black households

who watched each show. I calculated the number of non-black viewing households.

Some simple illustrations strongly suggest the existence of same-race preferences among

viewers of American Idol. Table 1 presents the racial composition of finalists and the ratings

by seasons, measured as a percentage of households watching the show among households

with television sets. While the ratings for non-black households have increased over seasons

and doubled from 7.2% in season 1 to 14.7% in season 4, the ratings for black households

on average peaked in season 2 followed by season 4, 3 and 1. Interestingly the order of the

ratings exactly corresponds to the share of black finalists.

Figures 1-2 show that the percentage of households watching the show among households

of each race has a positive relationship to the share of contestants of the same race. Figure 1

shows that black households’ ratings increase as the share of black contestants increases; a 10

percent increase in the share attracts an additional 1.4 percent of black households. For non-

black households, the ratings are significantly lower in season 1 than the other seasons. After

excluding season 1, I find that the same 10 percent increase in the share of black contestants

would decrease the ratings by 0.7 percent. A more negative relationship is observed among

individual shows in season 1.

The observed relationships in Figures 1-2 provide strong evidence for same-race prefer-
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ences, although they are just correlations. First of all, there is no reasonable third factor

that could artificially derive these relationships. Second, more importantly, both directions of

causality imply the existence of same-race preferences. Why are there more black contestants

when more black households watch the show? And why would more black households watch

the show when there are more black contestants if there were no same-race preferences? I

will examine these questions in more details.

3 Voting

The first test of this paper investigates whether viewers favor contestants of their own race.

I consider a simple model of voting for estimation. For simplicity suppose that there are

only two candidates (contestants); one is black and the other is non-black. Let Nrjt denote

the number of voters of race r at show j in season t. Denote r = 1 for black and 0 for

non-black. Suppose that some voters are racially biased. Let prjt denote the proportion of

households with same-race preferences. I will interpret this parameter as the strength of

same-race preferences among population of each race. Then, the number of voters favoring

contestant of each race (nrjt) is:

n0jt = p0jtN0jt + θjt(1− p0jt)N0jt + θjt(1− p1jt)N1jt + ωjt

n1jt = p1jtN1jt + (1− θjt)(1− p1jt)N1jt + (1− θjt)(1− p0jt)N0jt − ωjt,

where θjt is the proportion of unbiased voters voting for the non-black contestant. They

have different opinions due to different preferences, independent of the race of contestants.

7



As such the parameter represents the non-black contestant’s observed quality relative to the

black contestant. The racially-unbiased voters, by definition, would vote according to the

observed quality. Lastly ωjt is an unobserved factor for voting, favorable to the non-black

contestant, uncorrelated with same-race preferences or contestants’ quality.

Since there are only two contestants, the black contestant is voted off if n0jt > n1jt. If

no one is racially biased, then:

n0jt = θjtN0jt + θjtN1jt + ωjt = θjtNjt + ωjt

n1jt = (1− θjt)N1jt + (1− θjt)N0jt − ωjt = (1− θjt)Njt − ωjt.

In this case, if there are a sufficient number of voters enough to make ωjt ignorable, voting

outcome is solely determined by θjt, independent of the racial composition of voters. How-

ever, if there are some voters racially biased, for example, the black contestant is voted off

if and only if:

(p0jt + (2θjt − 1)(1− p0jt))N0jt + ωjt > (p1jt − (2θjt − 1)(1− p1jt))N1jt − ωjt,

where the outcome depends upon the racial composition of voters as well as other things like

θ, p’s, and ω.

There are four possible cases, as summarized in Table 2. First suppose that θ > 0.5, i.e.

unbiased voters observe that the non-black contestant is superior by quality. In this case,

only if same-race preferences are sufficiently strong for black voters (p1 > 2θ−1
2θ

), the black

is more likely to be eliminated, ceteris paribus, as N0 increases or N1 decreases. Otherwise
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the non-black almost always wins regardless of the racial composition of voters, N0 and

N1. On the other hand, when the black contestant is observed superior by unbiased voters

(θ < 0.5), only if same-race preferences are strong enough for non-black voters (p0 > 1−2θ
2(1−θ)

),

the black contestant will be voted off as N0 increases or N1 decreases, ceteris paribus. If

same-race preferences are not sufficiently strong, then the black contestant will win without

a big positive noise.

An important implication from the above model is that the probability that the black

contestant is voted off should depend upon the racial composition of voters only if there are a

sufficient number of voters with same-race preferences for at least one race. If the preferences

are weak for both races, voting outcome depends upon θ and noise ω only. This implies that,

even if I find that the racial composition of voters does not affect voting outcome, it does

not mean that there exists no discriminatory voting behavior. My tests for the existence of

same-race preferences should be conservative.

Without information on contestants’ observed quality, I estimate the reduced-form probit

models in which voting outcome depends upon the racial composition of voters. The de-

pendent variable is the indicator for whether a black is eliminated. According to the above

theory, I should include the number of voters for each race or the racial composition of voters

as key explanatory variables. However, since there is no information available on voters, I

proxy the number of voters by the number of viewing households. In this regard the results

should be accepted with caution. First, note that viewers are not necessarily voters; those

who watched the show might not vote, while those who didn’t watch could vote.10 However

I expect that the two variables should be strongly and positively correlated. Second, ideally,

we need the count of votes (not voters) because anyone can vote as many times as he or
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she likes. The proxy is valid under the assumption that the number of votes per voter is

constant across shows.

Recall that the show is broadcast twice a week. Although anyone can vote, actual voters

are likely to be viewers of Tuesday shows because voting is allowed for only a few hours

immediately after each Tuesday show. As a result, I focus on Tuesday shows while I check

Wednesday shows for robustness. The sample is further restricted to those where at least

one black contestant remains.

The share of black contestants is included as an explanatory variable because a black

contestant is more likely to be eliminated when there are more blacks. For example, if every

contestant is equally talented and voters are race blind, then voting outcome is randomly

decided and the probability that a black is eliminated should be equal to the share of blacks.

For this reason I will test whether the marginal effect of the share of black contestants on

the probability is one. If it is greater than one, it suggests that blacks are more vulnerable.

However, without information on quality, I cannot tell if this reflects blacks’ lower quality in

general or discrimination against blacks.

Table 3 shows results. They are consistent with prior expectations. I find that the share

of black contestants significantly increases the probability that a black is voted off. The

marginal effect is larger than one at the 95 percent significance level, which indicates that

black contestants are generally at a greater risk of elimination.

The probability decreases significantly in the number of black households after holding

the number of non-black households constant. An increase in the number of black households

by 0.55 million (or one standard deviation) decreases the likelihood of a black’s being voted

off by 32 percent. In column (2), where the racial composition of households is included,
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I find that an increase in the share of black households by 0.03 (one standard deviation)

decreases the probability by 22 percent.

Next I include the interaction term between the racial composition of viewers and the

number of contestants. The idea is that same-race preferences might get stronger or those

with same-race preferences are more likely to participate in voting as there are a smaller

number of contestants, that is, voting determines higher rankings. The results in column

(3) support this hypothesis. The share of black households does not significantly affect the

probability until about 5 contestants remain. The effect is substantial when there are only a

few contestants. For example, when there remain three contestants, an increase in the share

of black households by 0.03 would decrease the probability by 61 percent. Voters seem to be

more concerned about the race of the higher ranked.

As mentioned before, I assumed that Tuesday viewers proxy voters. For robustness I run

the same regressions by using Wednesday viewers. The results are in columns (4)-(6). As

expected, using Wednesday shows, I do not find the same results as in Tuesday shows.

My finding that voters are racially biased is in contrast with the previous findings from

another television show Weakest Link (Levitt 2004, Antonovic et al. 2005) where they find no

evidence for racially-discriminatory voting behavior. The main difference between American

Idol and Weakest Link, which I think derives the contrasting results, is anonymity. In the

latter show who voted against whom is completely revealed, so a stigma attached to racist

views would affect voting decision. As Levitt (2004) explains, “contestants may shy away

from targeting blacks on a nationally televised program.” On the other hand, in American

Idol, voters are free to reveal their true preferences under anonymity.11
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4 Viewing

The second test examines whether the racial composition of contestants determines house-

holds’ viewership of different races. I consider a behavioral model for estimation. Suppose

that household i in racial group r decides whether or not to watch the j-th show in season

t, t = 1, 2, 3, and 4. Due to data limitations, I focus on two racial groups; r = 1 for black

and 0 for non-black. Following Aldrich et. al. (2005), I specify the utility of consuming

(watching) a given show as the following:

Uirjt = βr0 + βr1Blackjt + βr2Xjt + αrt + ηrjt + εirjt,

where ηrj and εirjt represent unobservable preference and show characteristics. Hypotheti-

cally the utility depends on the racial composition of contestants, Blackjt, black contestants’

share. If viewers’ preferences are race based and if they prefer to watch contestants of the

same race, βr1 should be positive for black households and negative for non-black house-

holds.12

Assuming that the εirjt’s are i.i.d. extreme value, the share of households watching the

show among the households of race r is:

srjt =
exp(βr0 + βr1Blackjt + βr2Xjt + αrt + ηrjt)

exp(βr0 + βr1Blackjt + βr2Xjt + αrt + ηrjt) + 1
,

where the utility of not watching is normalized to zero. Taking the log of the ratio of the
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share choosing to watch over the share choosing not to watch yields:

ln(srjt)− ln(1− srjt) = βr0 + βr1Blackjt + βr2Xjt + αrt + ηrjt,

which can be estimated by the ordinary least squares method. The share of households

watching each show can be calculated from the Nielsen ratings.

A vector of control variables Xjt includes observable show characteristics, such as total

number of contestants, the indicators for the final week and final show (season finale), and

the indicator for Wednesday show. These variables are included to control for factors other

than race that would determine a show’s popularity. It seems reasonable to suppose that

more households would watch the show as it approaches the season finale or on Wednesdays

when the contestant who is eliminated is announced.

I include time trend variables αrt because the show gets increasingly popular over seasons

for both racial groups. Note that these variables play a role of season-specific fixed effects

since the show is repeated as many as 22 times within a season. The specification can be

interpreted as the least squares dummy variable model, allowing for unobserved heterogeneity

across seasons.

Table 4 presents results. Columns (1) and (2) show that a 10 percent increase in the

share of black contestants decreases non-black households’ ratings by about 3.4 percent

and increases black households’ ratings by 4.4 percent.13 Evaluated at the average rating,

this translates into about 385,000 households for the non-black (0.4 percent of non-black

television households) and 98,000 households for the black (0.8 percent of black television

households).
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Other results are consistent with expectations. First, as the number of surviving contes-

tants is reduced, more households tend to watch the show. This makes sense because the

show gets more exciting as the season proceeds toward the end. For the same reason the

ratings get significantly higher during the final week and season finale. Second, the season-

specific intercepts are significant, implying that the ratings are on average different over

seasons. As seen in descriptive statistics, the ratings for non-black households have consis-

tently increased over seasons, while those for black households are non-monotonic. However,

for both racial groups, the ratings in the first season are significantly lower.

Next, in columns (3) and (4), I include the lagged dependent variable to account for the

possibility that households’ viewing habits are persistent over time. For black households,

the results are similar. But, for non-black households, the estimate for the effect of the share

of black contestants becomes statistically insignificant, while it is still negative.14 For both,

viewing patterns show significant inertia.

In columns (5) and (6), I allow for nonlinearities of the share of black contestants. For non-

black households, an increase in the number of black contestants decreases the ratings. The

effects are almost monotonic. For both black and non-black households the largest marginal

effect is found between 0 and 1. Adding one black into a pool of non-black contestants

decreases the ratings for non-black households by about 1.5, but increases the ratings for

black households by 5.2. The last two columns show the results when we account for inertia.

There is no significant effect of the number of black contestants on non-black households’

viewership. On the other hand I find that having more black contestants attracts more black

households.

Table 5 shows the results for Tuesday and Wednesday shows, separately. Overall, the
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results are similar as before. It is notable that the racial composition of contestants affects

black viewership more significantly for Wednesday shows. It seems that black households

are more responsive to the share of black contestants when voting outcome is announced.

5 Dynamic Causation

Until now I have found that the racial composition of viewers determines the race of who is

eliminated, while the racial composition of contestants affects viewing patterns. These two

findings are dynamically related; the racial composition of Tuesday viewers in the previous

week determines the current week’s share of black contestants through the voting mechanism.

The share of black contestants in turn affects the racial composition of viewers. The dynamic

process implies that the share of black contestants might be endogenous with regards to

viewing patterns. To address this concern, I estimate the following simultaneous equations

by the two-stage least squares estimation:

ln(srjt)− ln(1− srjt) = γr0 + γr1Blackjt + γr2Xjt + seasonrt + νrjt,

Blackjt = δ0 + δ1Xjt + δ2Zj−1,t + seasont + ujt,

where season is the season-specific effect. The variables in X are defined as the same as be-

fore. The lagged dependent variable is also included. The simultaneous-equation estimation

allows the share of black contestants to be possibly endogenous.

The second equation is a modified linear version of the previous voting outcome equation.

The dependent variable is the share of black contestants rather than the indicator of whether
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a black is eliminated. Zj−1,t represents instrumental variables. I use the share of black

households in the previous show (week) and its interaction with number of contestants as

instrumental variables for the share of black contestants in the current show. I assume

that Zj−1,t is uncorrelated with ujt as it is predetermined. Since the first-stage equation is

meaningful only for Tuesday shows, I restrict the sample into those shows.15

Table 6 presents the results from the two-stage least squares estimations. The first-stage

results are consistent with the results from the probit model of voting outcome. As there are

more black households in the previous week, the share of black contestants in the current

week is likely to be higher. This is because a black contestant is less likely to be eliminated in

the previous week. As before, the effect of the racial composition of households on the share

of contestants is significant only if there remain a relatively small number of contestants (less

than 6). The instrumental variables are significant in the first-stage equation, accounting for

about 30 percent of the R squared.

The second-stage results for non-black and black viewership are presented in column (1)

and (3), respectively. I find that, after controlling for the endogeneity, there is no significant

effect of the racial composition of contestants on non-black viewership. The sign is even

reversed. However the share of black contestants still significantly increases black households’

viewership. The estimate shows that it was slightly underestimated without accounting for

the dynamics of voting and viewership.

In sum, the results in this section confirm the presence of same-race preferences in both

voting and viewership, in particular for black households. Voting and viewing affect each

other dynamically, in particular for higher rankings. This two-way causality would generate

a multiplier effect; as more black contestants are featured, black households are more likely
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to watch the show, and more black viewers, perhaps those with same-race preferences, partic-

ipate in voting. As a consequence, a black is less likely to be eliminated and, if so, the share

of black contestants is more likely to increase in the next week. The racial composition of

those who are eliminated in the early stages would determine the direction of the multiplier

effect.

6 Conclusion

This paper examined viewership and voting patterns in the popular television show, Amer-

ican Idol. In principle, the contestants must be evaluated solely based on their performance

and talent, which are supposed to be independent of race. But I found strong evidence

for the existence of same-race preferences. First, voting behaviors are racially biased. A

black contestant is less likely to be voted off as there are relatively more black viewers. This

pattern is only significant when it comes down to a relatively small number of the final con-

testants. Second, I also found that featuring more black contestants significantly increases

black viewership but decreases non-black viewership. After accounting for dynamic feedback

between voting and viewership, I still found that black households are more likely to watch

the shows when there are more black contestants.

Although same-race preferences might be thought of a root of racial discrimination, it

is controversial whether these pure preferences among television viewers would translate

into actual discrimination, for example, in the labor market where preferences should be

reconciled with economic stakes. On the other hand it is also true that we have not found

any reasonable cause but pure preferences for some social phenomena like hate crimes and
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taboos against interracial marriage. Clearly more empirical studies are needed to assess the

relationship between racial preferences and discrimination in various contexts.
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Notes

1Empirical evidence is ample in the sports markets. It has been found that the racial

composition of basketball teams affects game attendance or all-star vote in baseball depends

on race of players. See Kahn (1991) for a literature survey.

2Similar patterns exist in college students’ dating partner selection in a speed dating

experiment (Fisman et. al. 2004).

3The findings in Clark and Clark (1947) were cited in Brown vs. Board of Education in

1954 as evidence of adverse effects of school segregation.

4Refer to, e.g., Greenberg et. al (2002) and Bryant and Thompson (2002) for a survey of

the literature.

5Historically the most watched program was M*A*S*H Special on February 28, 1983.

The household rating was 60.2%. Super Bowl in 1982 recorded 49.1%

6That contestants sing songs from a given genre is important for the purpose of this paper

because one’s favorite genre, for example jazz, is not likely to be independent of race.

7It is reported that each major phone company like Verizon and SBC received about 100

million additional calls due to the program (USA Today, May 27, 2003). Some fans use a

speedy voting software, which demonstrates the show’s increasing popularity.

8About 12 percent of the sample is black, which is consistent with the census data. Refer

to www.nielsenmedia.com for more information.
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9I excluded one week because a contestant was disqualified. The sample size is small, but

remember that millions of people are involved with each observation.

10Willingness to vote would depend upon the intensity of preferences, access to phones,

and value of time, which might vary with race.

11Studies in psychology found that in performance evaluations raters score ratees of the

same race significantly higher (Kraiger and Ford 1985). Also in political science it has been

found that blacks are more likely to participate in voting if there is a black candidate and

support candidates of their own race (Kaufmann 2003).

12Unlike Aldrich et. al. (2005), I ignore taste for diversity, which seems to be innocuous

in the current context because about 30 to 40 percent of finalists are blacks. The figure is

by far higher than black population’s percentage in the society (12%). This is consistent

with the finding that black characters are over-featured on prime-time television (Bryant

and Thompson 2002).

13For intuitive interpretation I converted the estimates to the effects of the share of black

contestants on ratings.

14The fact that we find no strong evidence of non-black households’ discriminatory viewer-

ship might reflect that non-black households include both white and other race households.

15I ran the same regression on Wednesday shows, but found no significant effect of the

racial composition of viewers.

20



References

[1] Aldrich, Eric M, Arcidiacono, Peter S. and Vigdor, Jacob L. 2005. “Do People Value

Racial Diversity? Evidence from Nielsen Ratings.” Topics in Economic Analysis & Policy

5(1), Article 4.

[2] Antonovic, Kate, Arcidiacono, Peter and Walsh, Randall. 2005. “Games and Discrimi-

nation: Evidence from the Weakest Link.” Journal of Human Resources 40(4): 918-947.

[3] Becker, Gary S. 1971. The Economics of Discrimination. Chicago: The University of

Chicago Press.

[4] Bryant, Jennings and Thompson, Susan. 2002. Fundamentals of Media Effects. Boston:

McGraw Hill.

[5] Chen, Frederick M., Fryer, George E., Phillips, Robert L., Wilson, Elisabeth, and Path-

man, Donald E. 2005. “Patients’ Beliefs about Racism, Preferences for Physician Race,

and Satisfaction with Care.” Annals of Family Medicine 3(2):138-143.

[6] Clark, Kenneth B. and Clark, Mamie P. 1947. “Racial Identification and Preference in

Negro Children.” in Readings in Social Psychology, Theodore M. Newcomb and Eugene

L. Hartley (eds.), New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

[7] Dates, Jannette. 1980. “Race, Racial Attitudes and Adolescent Perceptions of Black

Television Characters.” Journal of Broadcasting 24(4):549-560.

[8] Fisman, Raymond, Iyengar, Sheena, Kamenica, Emir, and Simonson, Itamar. 2004.

21



“Racial Preferences in Dating: Evidence from a Speed Dating Experiment.” mimeo,

Graduate School of Business, Columbia University.

[9] Greenberg, Bradley S., Mastro, Dana and Brand, Jeffrey E. 2002. “Minorities and the

Mass Media: Television into the 21st Century.” in Media Effects: Advances in Theory

and Research (2nd Edition), Jennings Bryant and Dolf Zillmann (eds.) NJ: Erlbaum.

[10] Holzer, Harry J and Ihlanfeldt, Keith R. 1998. “Customer Discrimination and Employ-

ment Outcomes for Minority Workers.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 113(3):835-867.

[11] Hallinan, Maureen T. and Williams, Richard A. 1989. “Interracial Friendship Choices

in Secondary Schools.” American Sociological Review 54:67-78.

[12] Hraba, Joseph and Grant, Geoffrey. 1970. “Black is Beautiful: A Reexamination of

Racial Preference and Identification.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology

16:398-402.

[13] Kahn, Lawrence M. 1991. “Discrimination in Professional Sports: A Survey of the

Literature.” Industrial and Labor Relations Review 44(3):395-418.

[14] Kanzawa, Mark T. and Funk, Jonas P. 2001. “Racial Discrimination in Professional

Basketball: Evidence from Nielsen Ratings.” Economic Inquiry 39(4):599-608.

[15] Kaufmann, Karen. 2003. “Black and Latino Voters in Denver: Responses to Each

Other’s Political Leadership.” Political Science Quarterly 118(1):107-125.

[16] Kraiger, Kurt and Ford, J. Kevin. 1985. “A Meta-Analysis of Ratee Race Effects in

Performance Ratings.” Journal of Applied Psychology 70(1):56-65.

22



[17] Levitt, Steven D. 2004. “Testing Theories of Discrimination: Evidence from Weakest

Link.” Journal of Law and Economics vol.XLVII:431-452.

[18] Myers, Caitlin K. 2005. “Dialing for Demographics: Customer Discrimination and Local

News Personalities.” mimeo, Department of Economics, University of Texas at Austin.

[19] Wong, Linda Y. 2003. “Why Do Only 5.5% of Black Men Marry White Women?”

International Economic Review 44(3):803-826.

23



Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Viewership1

Season 1 Season 2 Season 3 Season 4
(2002) (2003) (2004) (2005)

No. of finalists 10 12 12 12
No. of black finalists 3 5 4 4
Non-black ratings 7.18 11.59 13.03 14.67

( 2.18 ) ( 1.91 ) ( 1.40 ) ( 1.14 )
Black ratings 11.63 20.32 18.22 18.32

( 2.35 ) ( 4.02 ) ( 3.08 ) ( 1.57 )
No. of non-black households 6.71 10.89 12.45 14.15

( 2.08 ) ( 1.80 ) ( 1.34 ) ( 1.10 )
No. of black households 1.45 2.59 2.34 2.41

( 0.29 ) ( 0.51 ) ( 0.40 ) ( 0.21 )
No. of observations 16 22 22 22
1 Standard deviations in parentheses. Number of households is in millions.
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Figure 1: Black Ratings and Share of Black Contestants
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Figure 2: Non-black Ratings and Share of Black Contestants

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Rating = -7.2Black + 16.1

Rating = -14.2Black + 10.0

26



Table 2: Voting Model
(Probability that the black contestant is voted off)

Case Prediction
(1) θ > 1

2 , p1 > 2θ−1
2θ As N0 increases or N1 decreases, the probability will increase

(2) θ > 1
2 , p1 < 2θ−1

2θ Non-black almost always wins, regardless of N0 and N1

(3) θ < 1
2 , p0 > 1−2θ

2(1−θ) As N0 increases or N1 decreases, the probability will increase
(4) θ < 1

2 , p0 < 1−2θ
2(1−θ) Black almost always wins, regardless of N0 and N1
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Table 3: Voting1

(The dependent variable is whether a black contestant is eliminated)

Tuesday Wednesday
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Share of black contestants 2.56 2.43 3.11 1.47 1.38 1.43
( 0.75 ) ( 0.74 ) ( 1.16 ) ( 0.72 ) ( 0.70 ) ( 0.69 )
[ 3.21 ] [ 2.95 ] [ 2.72 ] [ 4.52 ] [ 2.62 ] [ 3.94 ]

No. of contestants -0.02 -0.01 -0.47 -0.03 -0.03 -0.26
( 0.02 ) ( 0.02 ) ( 0.21 ) ( 0.03 ) ( 0.03 ) ( 0.15 )
[ -0.76 ] [ -0.59 ] [ -2.90 ] [ -2.01 ] [ -1.76 ] [ -2.35 ]

No. of black households -0.58 -0.10
( 0.21 ) ( 0.22 )
[ 3.58 ] [ -1.27 ]

No. of non-black households 0.03 -0.02
( 0.05 ) ( 0.04 )
[ 0.58 ] [ -0.67 ]

Share of black households -7.56 -28.51 1.07 -6.89
( 3.69 ) ( 11.79 ) ( 3.33 ) ( 6.43 )
[ -2.50 ] [ -4.02 ] [ 0.76 ] [ -1.55 ]

No. of total households -0.06 -0.06 -0.02 -0.01
( 0.02 ) ( 0.03 ) ( 0.04 ) ( 0.04 )
[ -2.23 ] [ -1.95 ] [ -1.40 ] [ -0.59 ]

Share of black households 2.74 1.29
× No. of contestants ( 1.30 ) ( 0.82 )

[ 2.91 ] [ 1.96 ]
R squared 0.181 0.172 0.241 0.112 0.112 0.157
1 No. of observations is 37. Marginal effects at means are calculated. Robust standard errors are in

parentheses, adjusted by clustering for seasons. Z statistics are in brackets.
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