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Abstract

This study investigated the impact of participating in a reality television
show on the behavioural patterns of university music students in Sri Lanka. As
media platforms increasingly reshape the boundaries between education and
entertainment, a growing number of students engage with televised reality
shows, driven by aspirations of fame, exposure, monetary prizes, and career
advancement. Through qualitative interviews with 30 music undergraduates
who have competed in popular Sri Lankan reality shows, the research ex-
plored how such experiences reshape their academic focus, self-presentation,
time management, and career goals. Findings revealed that participation often
cultivates confidence, stage presence, and marketability, while simultaneously
introducing challenges such as academic disengagement and emotional strain.
The study highlights a significant gap between university music curricula and
the industry’s demands. It calls for educational reforms that incorporate per-
formance training and media literacy, enabling students to thrive in both aca-
demic and professional artistic spheres. By bridging this gap, institutions can
prepare aspiring musicians for the evolving landscape of modern performance

culture.
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Introduction

Reality television has grown to become one of the most signif-
icant forms of entertainment worldwide. In 2005, ‘Sirasa TV’ intro-
duced reality television to Sri Lanka by launching ‘Sirasa Super Star’,
marking a milestone in the country’s television history. The program
was an adaptation of ‘American Idol’. The competitive television show
was advertised for young adults aged between 18 and 30 to compete
for monetary prizes and fame with the attractive slogan “Who Wants to
Be a Star’. Later, Derana TV, Hiru TV, Siyatha TV, and several other
channels launched similar reality television programs inspired by ‘Sirasa
Super Star’. These competitive reality shows were designed for differ-
ent age groups, including senior citizens, children, and adolescents. As
a result, many students are increasingly drawn to these shows, view-
ing them as a fast track to success and social recognition (Abeysekara,
2025).

The widespread consumption of media, including reality tele-
vision, has raised significant concerns about its impact on the academic
and social development of young people. Scholars emphasize that long-
term exposure to television content can shape an individual’s percep-
tions of reality, potentially impacting their values, attitudes, and be-
haviour for decades (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Speck, 2008).

In the Sri Lankan context, these impacts are particularly rele-
vant given the changing media landscape and increasing youth engage-
ment with television and digital platforms. Research by Senevirathna
et al (2023) found that heavy social media usage among Sri Lankan
university students was linked to declining academic performance and
reduced focus. Similarly, Suganya et al, (2020) reported that students
who spent excessive time on social platforms experienced negative im-

pacts on their educational outcomes.
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These findings underscore a broader concern: that media engagement,
while offering opportunities for personal growth and exposure, may
also come with risks to academic stability and behavioural discipline.

Despite growing interest in the media’s role in shaping youth
behaviour, there remains a notable lack of scholarly research examining
how direct participation in media, particularly reality television, affects
university students in Sri Lanka. Existing studies have primarily fo-
cused on media consumption rather than active involvement. However,
students who take part in reality shows often undergo unique experi-
ences, including public scrutiny, intense competition, time commit-
ments, and lifestyle changes. These factors may impact their academic
engagement, learning habits, and overall behaviour in both positive and
negative ways.

This study aims to address this gap by examining the academic
and behavioural impacts of participating in reality television among
university students in Sri Lanka. Through a qualitative approach in-
volving interviews with students who have competed in such programs,
the research aims to uncover how their involvement has impacted their
educational journeys, time management, discipline, and aspirations.
In doing so, it contributes to a better understanding of the complex
relationship between media participation and higher education in Sri
Lanka.

Some Scholarly Reviews

Reality television programs, particularly talent-based competi-
tions, have garnered significant attention among young adults, provid-
ing platforms for individuals to showcase their talents and gain public

recognition.
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Ngah and Vadeveloo (2012) observed that reality TV programs are per-
ceived as more authentic than other television programs, thereby apply-
ing a more substantial impact on viewers’ attitudes and values.

In the Sri Lankan context, the rise of such programs has cre-
ated a space for university students to actively pursue fame, financial
rewards, and personal fulfilment (Abeysekara, 2025). The intersection
of media participation and academic performance has been a subject of
scholarly interest. While active engagement in media can offer experi-
ential learning opportunities, it may also pose challenges to students’
academic commitments. Studies have indicated that excessive involve-
ment in media activities can lead to decreased academic performance
due to time constraints and divided attention. For instance, Silva et al.
(2022) found that increased Facebook usage among Sri Lankan univer-
sity students was associated with diminished academic outcomes. Sim-
ilarly, Senevirathna et al. (2023) mention that students’ extensive use
of social media platforms negatively impacted their academic perfor-
mance, primarily due to reduced study time and increased distractions.

The propagation of social media has transformed the learning
landscape, offering both opportunities and challenges. Chandrasiri &
Samarasinghe (2020) highlighted that while social media can enhance
learning experiences when used judiciously, its overuse may adverse-
ly affect students’” academic performance. Furthermore, Suganya et al.
(2020) emphasized that the time spent on social media and the ad-
dictive nature of these platforms had significant negative impacts on

students’ academic achievements.
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Reality Television Participation and Behavioural Implications

Active participation in reality television can have a profound
impact on students’ behaviour and learning patterns. The demands of
such programs, including rigorous schedules and public scrutiny, may
lead to stress, anxiety, and altered social interactions. While empirical
studies specifically focusing on Sri Lankan university students are lim-
ited, insights can be drawn from related research on media engagement
among university students. For example, the study by Ngah and Vade-
veloo (2012) indicated that reality TV programs could impact viewers’
moral judgments and value systems, suggesting potential behavioural
implications for participants.

Despite the growing popularity of reality television among
university students in Sri Lanka, there remains a scarcity of research
examining the direct impact of active participation in such programs
on students’ academic behaviour and learning patterns. Most existing
studies have concentrated on media consumption rather than active
involvement. This gap highlights the need for comprehensive research
to investigate the nuanced effects of reality television participation on
the academic and behavioural outcomes of university students in the
Sri Lankan context.

Thus, this study has explored the gap in existing research con-
cerning the behavioural changes in contestants of reality television
shows, as well as the motivations behind these changes, with a partic-
ular focus on university music students who have participated in such

shows.
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The Structure of University Music Education in Sri Lanka

There are six universities in Sri Lanka that offer degree pro-
grams in North Indian music: the University of Peradeniya, the Sri
Palee Campus of the University of Colombo, the University of Sri
Jayewardenepura, the University of the Visual and Performing Arts,
SLTC Research University, and the University of Kelaniya. Music edu-
cation at the university level began in Sri Lanka in the 1970s. Initially,
until the 1990s, universities offered degrees in Fine Arts.

Since the 1990s, these programs have been restructured and
are now offered as degrees in Performing Arts. However, the core ob-
jectives of these programs have remained largely the same primarily to
prepare students for careers as teachers and lecturers. Until the 2000s,
the curriculum focused mainly on theoretical and practical studies in
classical music. Around 2010, with the growing impact of media and
technology, several subjects related to these fields were introduced into
the curriculum.

These additions opened up new pathways, including media and
music integration, information technology, creative music production,
sound engineering, and music recording software studies. Later, the in-
ternship training and planning of a musical event, known as music
production, were added to the curriculum (Abeysekara, 2025). Uni-
versity music education curricula are structured as three- or four-year
programs, in accordance with the requirements of the Sri Lanka Qual-
ifications Framework (SLQF), to ensure consistency and maintain ac-
ademic quality. Table No. 1 shows the sample structure of university

music education.
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Lt

[ Successfully completion of G.C.E. Advanced Level J

1%year |=——=>| Semester1 | Classroom learning Assignments+ Mid
—Deep practical and End semester
\ G and theoretical exams in practical

and theory

cl

Assignments+ Mid
and End semester
exams in practical
and theory

—Deep practical
and theoretical

End of the 1*
year and
promoting to
2nd year

Assignments+ Mid
and End semester
exams in practical
and theory

Classroom learning
—Deep practical
and theoretical

Cls learning
—Deep practical
and theoretical

Assignments+ Mid
and End semester
exams in practical
and theory

Classroom
learning —Deep
practical and
theoretical+ Exam

Internship
training/Music
production (Exam)

[ Cassroom learning Stage
—Deep practical performance
and theoretical (Exam)+
+Exam Dissertation

End of the
2™ year and

promoting to
4th year

End of the 4th
year+

Graduation

Table No. 1: The table illustrates a sample four-year university ed-

ucational structure, drafted by the author for illustrative purposes.
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Participation in Reality Television Shows: Steps and Their Impact

on Contestants’ Behaviour and the Motivation

It was identified that the participants involved in this study had com-
peted in Derana Dream Star by Derana TV, Hiru Star by Hiru TV, 7he
Voice Teens, The Voice Sri Lanka, and Sirasa Super Star by Sirasa TV. The
participants had already undergone some or all of the stages outlined
in Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4. At each stage, they were expected to showcase
their unique talents, as prioritized by the organizers, even more than
by the judging or coaching panel. Specifically, participants are required
to improve their performance skills, appearance, and a few other skills,
in addition to their singing skills. The process of these reality television

shows typically unfolds within a year, as they are organized on an an-

nualy.
Derana Dream Star by Derana TV
Competitors Ordinary The competition
selected for competition that starts in the Main
Basic Audition checks suitability for Studio on the TV
by applications the broadcasting channel+ SMS Votes
Several competitions are broadcast =
ém====== | |jve, with different themes, and
selections depend on SMS votes.
»
Few competitions are broadcast Qliarter Semi-finals+
live, with different themes, and > | finalss SMS SMS Votes
selections depend on SMS votes. o

Table No. 2: shows the steps that follow for the Dream Star compe-
tition on Derana TV. Table created by the author.
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Hiru Star by Hiru TV

Ordinary competition
that checks suitability
for the broadcasting

Competitors

The competition
selected for

starts in the Main

Basic Audition

Studio on the TV
by applications

channel+ SMS Votes

sessions, and reduces
the number of
competitors

Several competitions are broadcast

Additional competition to g g 3
live, with different themes, under the
==
recall one mn" named guidance of an artist who are in the
‘Wild Card Audition’, who has judging panel, and selections depend
already been disqualified for

on SMS votes.

Several competitions are broadcast Quarter Semi-finals+
live, with different themes, under the finals+ SMS SMS Votes
guidance of an artist who are in the Votes

judging panel, and selections depend
on SMS votes.

Table No. 3: shows the steps that follow for the Hiru Star competi-
tion on Hiru TV. Table created by the author.

The Voice Teens/ The Voice Sri Lanka by Sirasa Tw

A few ordinary

Competitors competitions that
selected for
check for

Basic Audition the broadcasting
by applications

The competition
starts in the Main

Studio on the TV
channel+ SMS Votes

sessions, and reduce

the number of

Battle rounds - The coaches’ pair Blind auditions- four coaches sitting “
two competitors from their group. opposite of the competitor and choose
Each pair must agminst them to their group by pressing button
/ each other | thatindicate ‘1 Want You’
(
—»
The rounds — C Live shows competitions are
compete against three or four others for broadcast live, with different
a spot in the live phase. Only two will be themes, under the guidance of an
selected. artist who are in the judging panel,
( and selections depend on SMS votes. SN\

B
A few competitions are broadeast Quarter “
e====== | live, under the guidance of an artist finals+ SMS
whe are in the judging panel, and Votes
selections depend on SMS votes.
-

Table No. 4: shows the steps that follow for The Voice Teens/The
Voice Sri Lanka by competitions on Sirasa TV. Table created by the

author.
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Sirasa Super Star by Sirasa TV

/ Afew ordinary \

Competitors competitions that check | | The competition ‘
selectedfor | | suitability for the starts in the Main
| basicaudition | broadcasting sessions, | Studio on the TV ‘ —
by applications | and reduce the number | ' channel+ SMS Votan)
l of competitors j —
— 7

Several competitions are broadcast \
live, with different themes, under the |
guidance of an artist who are in the
judging panel, and selections depend

\ on SMS votes,

+»

S
[Several competitions are broadcast \ | Quarter | | Semi- ﬁnals+
live, with different themes, under the === | finals+ SMS _“ SMSVotes =
guidance of an artist who are in the | Votes )

judging panel, and selections depend
on SMS votes, /

Table No. 5: shows the steps that follow for Sirasa Super Star by
competitions on Sirasa TV. Table Created by the author.

The behavioural transformations observed in university stu-
dents who participated in reality television shows often reflect a contrast
between structured academic environments and the dynamic, commer-
cial-driven demands of televised performance. While traditional uni-
versity education emphasizes theoretical knowledge, discipline, and ac-
ademic achievement, reality show experiences prioritize marketability,
immediate audience engagement, and adaptability in performance.

Stage-based progression in reality shows, beginning with audi-
tions, followed by training, public performances, and televised elimina-
tions, exposes participants to situations that demand instant transfor-

mation in behaviour, appearance, and communication.
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Each step in these competitions is designed not merely to assess
talent but to shape contestants into commercially viable public figures
while the television channel uplifts themselves commercially and for
their publicity. Consequently, students often adapt by enhancing their
outward presentation, developing social media strategies, and cultivat-
ing star-like attributes such as confidence, and on-stage charisma.

In contrast, university environments foster intellectual develop-
ment but often lack the mechanisms to prepare students for high-pres-
sure public performances or media-facing roles. As a result, many par-
ticipants in this study reported that their behavioural evolution, such
as improvements in grooming, time management, and communication
style, was catalysed more by reality television experiences than by for-
mal academic training.

Students’ behavioural modifications, such as adopting
stage-friendly fashion, learning to handle microphones and cameras,
or attending beauty salons, emerged as responses to the direct demands
of reality shows. These habits were rarely introduced through univer-
sity curricula. Moreover, emotional regulation under pressure, public
speaking, and interpersonal charm skills that enhance public perfor-
mance were largely cultivated during reality show participation rather
than academic instruction.

The motivation behind these changes was equally pragmatic.
Participants recognized that theoretical mastery alone could not secure
visibility or success in a competitive entertainment landscape. Exposure
through televised platforms offered rapid social validation, fan base de-
velopment, and sometimes, financial independence benefits that often
took precedence over traditional academic milestones. In this way, real-
ity shows served not only as talent showcases but also as accelerators of

behavioural maturity and professional orientation.
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This comparative tension between institutional education and
media participation reveals a critical insight: while university training
builds foundational knowledge, reality television introduces situational
learning that is often more closely aligned with real-world performance
contexts. Therefore, the behavioural patterns shaped by these contrast-
ing environments reflect the dual paths students navigate academic

progress on one hand, and rapid social mobility and fame on the other.

Table No. 6 shows the behavioural patterns that changed in the
university students who have competed in reality television shows and

the motivation behind the changes.

Behavioural Changes After Reality || || Motivations Behind the
Show Participation Behavioural Changes
Improved personal appearance, To meet the expectations
grooming, and fashion sense (e.g., of show organizers and
using perfumes, dressing like stars). | || appeal to the audience,

increase the chances of

fame and votes.

Increased confidence and stage Exposure to large audi-

presence. ences and professional

equipment (e.g., cameras,

microphones) encouraged

adaptation.
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Shift from academic to perfor-

mance-based aspirations.

Realization that theoreti-
cal knowledge alone isn't
sufficient for a career in

music to become a star.

Developed marketing and self-pro-
motion strategies (e.g., growing

social media followers).

Reality shows emphasize
visibility and popularity to

advance in competitions.

Greater understanding of com-

mercialism in entertainment.

Participants observed how
shows prioritize mar-
ketability, sponsors, and

branding.

Adjusted communication styles
(e.g., switching to Sinhala terms,

half-English speaking).

Advised by organizers to
behave in a culturally or
commercially appropriate

manner.

Learning to manage performance

anxiety.

Experience in reality
shows provided practical
training that is not typ-

ically available in school

or university settings.

Joining music bands or starting a

YouTube channel after the show.

To continue leveraging
the fame and build a
sustainable music-related

career.
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Changed attitudes toward beauty Pressure to appeal to

and attractiveness. audiences and producers;

belief that beauty equals

votes or opportunities.

Prioritized performance skills over Entertainment value was

classical music traditions. perceived as having a

more significant impact

on audience engagement.

Table no 6: shows the descriptive behavioural changes and the mo-
tivation behind the behavioural changes of the participants in the
study. Table created by the author.

Results

The qualitative interviews conducted with 30 university music
students who had participated in Sri Lankan reality television shows
such as Sirasa Super Star, Hiru Star, Derana Dream Star, and The Voice
Sri Lanka revealed significant changes in their behavioural patterns and

learning approaches following their participation.

Enhanced Self-Presentation: Nearly all participants reported a marked
improvement in their grooming, fashion sense, and awareness of phys-
ical appearance. These changes were often driven by the desire to meet

media expectations and appeal to a broader audience.

Increased Self-Confidence and Public Presence: Exposure to large-scale
performances and media attention fostered stronger stage presence and

public communication skills.
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Shift in Career Aspirations: Many students experienced a shift from ac-
ademic-oriented goals (e.g., teaching or research) to performance-based

ambitions, aiming for visibility and success in the entertainment indus-
try.

Time Management and Prioritization: Participation in these shows re-
quired manipulating academic and media responsibilities. While some
students developed stronger organizational skills, others struggled with

academic deadlines and attendance.

Adoption of Marketing Techniques: Students actively built their per-
sonal brands through social media, recognizing the importance of visi-
bility, fan engagement, and digital presence in maintaining momentum

after the show.

Behavioural Adjustments for Cultural Appeal: Participants modified
their speech patterns, manners, and appearance to align with public
expectations and cultural norms encouraged by show organizers. These
changes mainly were self-reported as positive in terms of self-growth,
confidence, and exposure, but several students also acknowledged aca-

demic setbacks due to reduced study time and missed lectures.
Discussion

The findings demonstrate that reality television has a complex,
dualistic impact on university music students. On one hand, these plat-
forms offer invaluable exposure, enhance soft skills, and provide re-
al-world experience in performance-based careers. On the other hand,
the emphasis on fame, marketability, and instant gratification can dis-

rupt academic discipline and long-term educational planning.
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The transformations observed align with the notion of me-
dia-induced behavioural adaptation, where individuals alter their iden-
tity and actions in response to media norms and audience expectations.
These students were not merely performers but were also learning to
function as public personalities something their university curricula did

not fully prepare them for.

One of the most prominent insights from this study is the gap
between traditional academic training and the skills demanded by con-
temporary media landscapes. While universities emphasize theoretical
knowledge and classical music traditions, reality shows demand cha-
risma, audience engagement, and adaptability. This disconnect has led
to a new form of hybrid learner one who seeks to balance institutional
expectations with personal and professional growth fostered by media

participation.

Furthermore, motivation played a key role in shaping be-
havioural shifts. Students were driven not only by the lure of fame and
financial gain but also by a realization that classroom achievements
alone may not ensure a viable career in music. This pragmatic shift
underscores a changing value system among youth, where visibility, au-
dience appeal, and social media traction are increasingly seen as valid
indicators of success. However, the study also uncovered potential risks.
Several participants admitted to experiencing burnout, academic de-
cline, and emotional fatigue due to the pressures of competition and
public scrutiny. The transition back to regular academic life was often
challenging, especially for those who gained brief fame but lacked long-

term career strategies.
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Conclusion

This study examined the impact of reality television shows on
the behavioural and learning patterns of university music students in
Sri Lanka. The findings revealed that active participation in such pro-
grams significantly alters students’ self-perception, priorities, and en-
gagement with academic responsibilities. While the exposure provided
by these platforms enhanced students’ confidence, stage presence, and
public communication skills, it also introduced challenges related to
time management, academic focus, and emotional well-being.

The behavioural transformations observed such as increased
emphasis on personal branding, grooming, and performance-centric
goals highlight the growing disconnect between traditional university
music education and the demands of the contemporary entertainment
industry. Students increasingly recognize that academic qualifications
alone are insufficient for success in the media-driven cultural landscape.
As such, they seek to complement their formal education with the ex-
periential learning opportunities that reality shows provide.

However, the tension between institutional academic expec-
tations and the fast-paced, image-oriented world of reality television
underscores the need for educational reforms. Universities must con-
sider integrating practical media exposure, performance training, and
mental health support into music programs to prepare students for
multifaceted careers in the modern music industry. Reality television
serves as both an opportunity and a challenge. It empowers students
to pursue broader professional ambitions but also calls for a careful
balance between fame and academic fulfilment. By understanding these
dynamics, stakeholders in higher education and media can collaborate
to support the holistic development of aspiring young musicians in Sri
Lanka.
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