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The Money Shot: Trash, Class and the Making of TV Talk Shows

In the introduction to The Money Shot: Trash, Class and the Making of TV Talk Shows, Laura Grindstaff quotes a talk show producer discussing the difference between ‘classy’ and ‘trashy’ talk shows, and how she prefers to work on a ‘classy’ show as it requires less bending of her own ethical code. This distinction between ‘classy’ and ‘trashy’ talk shows, what types of stories they portray and which guests they attract, and how they attempt to manipulate those guests in order to produce emotional moments in the pursuit of ‘good television’ informs the bulk of the rest of the book. Grindstaff uses a pornography term as a metaphor to explore the multifaceted ways talk show producers and guests function within the confines of mediated talk programs while attempting to achieve the ‘money shot,’ or moment of emotional truth performance that create a highlight within the show. Her ethnographic approach to the study, grounded in theories about feminist fieldwork, allows for a particular analytic style in which some of the producers of these cultural artifacts are able speak for themselves. While Grindstaff’s analysis provides a good understanding of how and, in some cases, why talk shows and their guests are configured in a certain way, there are also elements of her study that could have been improved or altered to provide a more broad image of talk show production and how images are manipulated in order to fully create the ‘money shot.’

     Grindstaff’s ethnographic approach to studying talk shows, which included working on both a ‘classy’ and ‘trashy’ talk show, visiting over a hundred tapings and interviewing both talk show producers and guests, is particularly adept at providing what Grindstaff argues is a heretofore unexamined view of the talk show phenomenon. She claims that most examinations of talk shows have focused on other things: castigating them as pop culture garbage that reinforces negative social stereotypes and contributes to a ‘dumbing down’ of American culture, claiming them as space for marginalized groups to speak and validate their identities or examining them from the perspective of mediated discourse. Her study focuses not just on issues of oppression, hegemonic discourse and the reproduction of certain class and gender-based identities, but on how all of these elements can be seen through the actual workings of talk show production. One of the real strengths of her study is that she discusses not only what messages are ultimately presented during the shows, but all of the background details that lead to the crucial ‘money shot’ moments that are the crux of any successful show. Rather than focusing merely on the production elements, or the financial interests that production staff must consider in order to meet the demands of the market, Grindstaff focuses on how these given elements – marketability and the need for high emotional content – function to influence everything from why certain topics and guests are chosen to how guests and producers relate to each other in the context of the constraints inherent to this type of program.  

     One of the most successful elements of this study is that it creates a new way of understanding how and why talk show guests decide to ‘air their dirty laundry’ on television. She also examines how the process of ‘fluffing,’ or preparing them to perform emotionally, interacts with the structure and intent of these shows to create a particular idea of ‘ordinariness.’ As Grindstaff acknowledges, talk shows hold a particularly low position in popular culture. One commonly stated reason for watching such shows is that it allows viewers to feel superiority over the guests who seem, particularly to middle-class viewers, to be violating specific social taboos by exposing personal secrets on television.  In her position as an intern and production assistant on different talk shows, Grindstaff is able to capture a more clear picture of the guests as people before, during and after the production process.  She attempts to examine their motives for appearing on shows, their reactions to being primed to produce emotion-based performances, the degree to which they might alter or stick to their story to meet the demands of the format and the explicit demands of the production staff, and ultimately the level that they participate in constructing the spectacle atmosphere of the talk shows. This is an intriguing step for this type of study, because it acknowledges that the guests’ are active participants in these shows and not merely dupes being exploited, without ignoring the social power dynamics that make certain people more likely to appear on shows than others. 

     Both the structure of the book and the limitations in Grindstaff’s access and approach make some of her arguments less successful in fully capturing a picture of how money shots are formed in these shows. Some of the dominant themes of the piece are how these shows reproduce and reflect certain ideas of class, ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, the divide between academic experts and ‘organic’ experts and the way ordinariness is constructed through ‘authentic’ guests telling their stories in the most emotive, and often the most simplistic, terms possible. Yet the structure of the book often forsakes intellectual analysis for documentation; the main theoretical argument in the piece is relegated to the introduction and the final chapter. Grindstaff critiques the way that talk shows often simplify huge social issues for the sake of creating easily digestible sound bites, yet her book seems to reproduce that very inequality by loading all of the analytic elements at the end. More importantly, in her focus on the backstage, preparatory elements of talk shows, Grindstaff overlooks key elements of how a show is produced for public consumption. Some of these overlooked production elements could explain why guests are prepped to perform in certain ways. For instance, there is no discussion about the editing process or the way television cameras function to create depth and space in a television studio. While her study is not about reception, and therefore not focused on how the shows are portrayed for the non-studio audience, the editing process is nevertheless extremely important as it can influence why certain people, shots or ideas are considered ‘better’ for the show.

     The Money Shot is an intriguing ethnography of a particular, and much maligned, entertainment form that provides a good analysis of how producers and guests work to create the emotional highs and lows of talk shows. In particular, her attempt to let the people involved with these shows speak about their own experiences creates a more nuanced picture of the talk show phenomenon, and the media in general. There is room for more empirical analysis of how the finished product of the talk shows compares to the production process that might shed further light on the idea and production of the money shot.  

