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 A lone red rose lingers on the table, symbolizing the delicate line between heartbreak and 

eternal love, as suitors pine to learn which side of the line is their destiny. The Bachelor and The 

Bachelorette present this as an authentic and ideal love story, despite an unspoken agreement 

with audiences that it’s less than realistic. The magic of the series stems from the producer’s 

ability to capture genuine emotions trapped in a doctored narrative. The show may be skillfully 

edited, but it is not scripted or fake. The artful blend of spectacle and authenticity invites viewers 

to form an attachment to the program content. The result is that audiences who watch shows like 

The Bachelor/ette begin to believe in its messaging, be it consciously or unconsciously. But what 
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are these messages? At first glance both versions of the show appear to portray an identical quest 

for fairytale-like romance. However, the true reality of the hit TV franchise is that the series 

normalizes an insidious, gender-biased narrative that dictates how we, as audiences, should love. 

––––––– 

 A star was born in 2002 when The Bachelor launched. To date there have been 20 

seasons, the latest of which had 8 million viewers and snagged a spot as the 4th most popular TV 

series on Twitter. Its popularity inspired numerous spin-off shows, most notably The 

Bachelorette. The Bachelorette began a year after The Bachelor, although the female-centered 

show only has 12 seasons to date. Controversy behind the production of these shows has 

frequently reared its ugly head since this franchise commenced. 

 Storms swirl around inauthenticity within the show. Some of the barrage of criticism is 

unfounded. Technically, nothing in the show is fake or scripted. That said, the producers do stage 

events, and it is nearly impossible for contestants to fashion an entirely spontaneous moment on 

the show. According to former Season 16 Bachelor contestant Courtney Robertson – known for 

her seemingly unplanned skinny-dipping date – “everything was arranged hours in advance.” 

Courtney says, “I knew if I suggested [skinny-dipping] on-camera, [the producers] would help 

me organize it.” 

 Other memorable moments in the show may not be scripted, but producers manipulate 

contestants to get desired footage. The best lubricant for manipulation? Bouquets of alcohol. 

Former contestants admit that producers ensure there is plenty of alcohol in the house to keep 

Sidebar: Tune in to The Bachelor season 16 to watch Courtney Robertson’s shocking skinny-
dipping date with Ben Flajnick.
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emotions raw. Sheer boredom woos contestants to drink; they are not allowed phones, 

magazines, music, or computers. Suitors have nothing to do but reflect on the dates and bachelor/

bachelorette. Once producers prep contestants to be in a raw, emotional state, all they need to do 

is comb through many hours of footage to find the best clips. Edit clips together to maximize 

drama, and you have a hit reality show. 

 These production techniques place The Bachelor/ette into the “docusoap” category. A 

docusoap combines the documentary genre with soap opera style. Viewers of docusoaps are 

more likely to form parasocial relationships, which is a one-sided relationship marked by a 

connectedness to a media personality, despite the lack of interaction or realism. The formation of 

parasocial relationships indicates that a viewer is actively absorbing and processing program 

content. Some viewers go so far as to write letters and send gifts to fictional characters. The 

principal danger of the franchise is that we cannot easily discern its truth from fiction, 

setting us up to be more susceptible to its content. Researchers at Kent State University found 

that men, in particular, perceive higher realism in The Bachelor/ette and are therefore more likely 

to endorse messages in the programming. 

 Even if the emotions on the show are not totally fake, the narrative of what an “ideal” 

love story should look like is a false and potentially dangerous message. The franchise 

emphasizes key characteristics of a fairytale love story, namely the “love at first sight” and 

“finding the right partner completes you” tropes. These are not inherently problematic ideas. 

Many people fall in love at first sight, believe their partner makes their dreams come true, or 

both! The setback is that the show relies heavily on patriarchal heterosexual imagery. It 

perpetuates ideology that heterosexuality is the only route to romantic happiness. Sure, 
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heterosexuality is the norm, but after 900 contestants on 32 total seasons for more than a decade 

of programming, there couldn’t be one LGBT+ bachelor or bachelorette? The heterosexual-focus 

is a frustrating obstacle for the LGBT community, but the franchise’s heavy reliance on 

patriarchal ideals is a danger to all sexualities. These patriarchal ideals constrain contestants into 

gender stereotypes that are as tight as the female suitors’ ballgowns. 

 Let’s start with the type of contestants on the show. 

 According to the Huffington Post and an analysis of thirteen years of The Bachelor and 

Bachelorette, the gender of the contestants changes the prestige and allure of their occupation. 

The most desirable females tend to be models, assistants, students, and teachers. The top males 

are professional athletes or in finance. Of the 300+ female contestants, none were engineers and 

many had professions such as “dog sitter” or “free spirit”. 

 The women are generally younger than the men. On The Bachelor, the average age of the 

female winners is 25 years old and the average age of the bachelor is 31. On The Bachelorette, 

the average age of the male winners is 28 years old, and the average age of the bachelorette is 27. 
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 As far as physical attributes, the female contestants are, on average, a size 6 and 5’5” tall. 

The male contestants are 6’1” tall on average, which is 3 inches above the national male average. 

All the contestants tend to be caucasian; there has been only one minority in the title role on all 

the seasons of The Bachelor and Bachelorette. According to the Washington Post, the show 

quickly cuts any minorities in the crowd of suitors vying for the bachelor/bachelorette’s love. 

 For the contestants who fit conventions, the art of dating lives in the details. 

 The dating activities are also highly gendered interactions. On group dates, the men are 

more likely to compete in a physically demanding activity, such as pretending to be firefighters 
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or playing a game of football. The group dates for women tend to be mentally focused, like 

learning a foreign language or playing games at a school. When the contestants talk about their 

emotional journeys leading to the show, the women talk about their romantic history and the men 

talk about about a significant non-romantic event that taught them to reexamine life, such as the 

death of a close friend. Furthermore, women are much more likely to talk about the importance 

of family and seek familial approval. 

 Overall, male suitors are portrayed as confident, sometimes arrogant, and the female 

suitors are portrayed as hopeful and desperate. Perhaps this difference most clearly manifests in 
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the departing interviews of the rejected suitors. When males leave the show, they tend to blame 

the bachelorette for not choosing them. Rejected females are left tearfully talking about their 

broken hearts. 

 The waterfall of tearful female footage may be an infamous feature of the series, but 

beware the excessively emotional woman. Each season of The Bachelor will feature a woman 

who initially appears to be a viable contestant. She will slowly unravel throughout the season, 

becoming more and more emotional, until she releases a torrent of passion and is promptly sent 

home. Researcher Rachel Dubrofrsky says this arc “shows a woman’s emotions as spectacular 

and excessive, signaling that she is unable to control herself and therefore unfit for love.” She 

calls this moment of emotional explosion “the money shot”, borrowing the term from film 

pornography. Although this character is a Bachelor staple, there is no male equivalent for The 

Bachelorette. 

 The thorn of it all. 

 Like rose petals, these elements may seem unassuming when isolated, but they form a 

clear image as an amalgamation. Unfortunately, it is not an image of eternal romance but a 

picture of constricting gender stereotypes. Men must provide financial comfort, confidence, and 

strength. Women must put aside cynicism and wait for prince charming to come. 

 Critics may be quick to claim that “it’s just entertainment”. However, it is no secret that 

our “entertainment” changes our day-to-day behavior. At its most amusing, studies found that 

watching shows like The Bachelor/ette correlate with viewers drinking alcohol or using hot tubs 

earlier in a dating relationship. But researchers also found more problematic effects of viewers 

endorsing themes that view women as sexual objects, imply men are sex driven, and suggest 
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dating is considered a game. It is well-documented that such viewpoints correlate with increased 

violence towards women. More benignly, other theorists believe such perspectives explain our 

general dissatisfaction with the dating marketplace. 

 Maybe the fairytale romance told in The Bachelor and The Bachelorette is not a positive 

dream. That doesn’t mean we can’t watch the show. But next time we sit down to watch one of 

our beacons of romance ask, “Do you accept this rose?”, maybe we should think about whether 

or not we are receiving the petals or the thorns.


