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Abstrsct

Ihis study examined the gersonal snd pro;essianal tehavior o+ 199
prime-time television characters with major speaking roles. The
results showed that higher status occupations still predomirate
o prime-time television. Characters with higher occupational
Status made fewer mistakes in their personal and professional
lives, displaved greater integrity, and were laés likely to use
violerize than those with less precstigious positions. A separate
analiysis itndicatea that viewing of entertainment or public af-
ta1rs television was only slightly related to a variety of at-

ti1tudes toward real-life professianals.



ihe raortrayal and Intluence of the Personal and Professional

Bernavior o+ Prime-Time Television Characters

Tne portrayal o+ occupations arn television is a growing issue.
The Mobil Corporation, for example. has been running a series n#
ads in riewspapers and magazines the last few vears which has
severely cCriticized the "antibusiness bias” of news programs,
Jther professionals express concern about effects of unrealistic
portrevals of their occupations. As one attornev put it,
“reople’s preconceived notions of how a ‘criminal’ is supposed tc
look, perpetuated by television. aftect verdicts--probably many,
marny more trian we suspoect (Lewis, 1974, p. &)."

Such concerns are not urnwarranted. Public opinion polls since
the iate 194Cs have shown a steady decline in public confidence
in doctors, business executives, and attornevys, among other pro-
tessiorials (Hastings & Hastings, 1987) . Few studies have sys-
tematically assessed the portrayal o+ occupations on television.
Little evidence alsc exists about the influence of cccupational

port

s ]

‘ayals on viewers’' percepticns of their real-li4+e counter-

parts. This study addresses both issues.
Prime-Time Fortrayals o+ Uccupations

Lantent analyses have demonstrated that television portrays a
world ot high-status occupations. DeFleur (1964) found that
television characters had mostly professional or managerial cc-
c.spations, while those less prestigicus were not much in
evidence. Seggar and Wheelerbtl973) found that 32% of the formal

cccugational roles on daytime and prime-time television were
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Acrtrayed bv men. White men, according to their research, tended
to nave higher-status. occupatiorial roles than minority men. Trend
da”za i1ndicate that, altrncugh ar increasing number of leading
roLes are) beirg piaved by black men and women, they are rnot
occupatilionally =qual to white men on television fComstoct, Cra+-
r@e, Katzmarn, McCombs & Roberts, 1978; Kalisch & Kalisch, 1924).
studies o0+ the prctessional beravior o+ television characters
nave caoncentratad on physicians, lawyvers, and police officers.
doeeauwahlin (15795 reported that doctors on televisior poszess
“uncanny  ability” to dominate ard control the medical preblems
and personal 11995 ct thei1r patiernts, often successfully per+arm-
ir9 high-ri1sk operaticns in a variety q* specialities from weel
Lo weeK, lelevision ' s lawvers have besen portraved as having the
sit11i5 to prove consistently the irnocerce of their unjustly
Accusad clients, many times by causing the actual criminal to
cantess on the starid under vigorous cross examination (Winick &
W1niCw, 19793 Lerstiowitz, 1982). Police officers and private
deleciives similariy have been shown to have the inteiligence and
tenacity to solve virtually any type of crime (Daley, 1972).
thesé studies were conducted, thowever, before the recent trend
Loward "realism” in prime-time programming. Programs such ‘as
"ot. Eisewhere, " “L.A.i Law, " "Hill Street Blues,” ard "Moor -
li1ghiting” nave portraved the personal and professioral lives of
tnelr characters compilcated and not alwavs surcessful. More -
over, current television programming is portraying a wider range
or occupations, with women and minority characters wmore often

represented. These trends should be evident in contempcrary



ariaiysas.
the Infiuence of Uccucational Portravals

A varlety Of studies have showrn that teievision viewing affects
perceptions of real-life workers. Gerbn;r and Gross (1975) hrave
denoristrated a greater tendency for heavier television viewere to
Sverestimate the number o+ perscons involved in law enforcemert
trnan i1gnt viewers. Volgy and zZchwarz (19230) found heaviszr
viewsrs of medical programs had more positive attitudecs towerds
Goctors and less supportive of nontraditional occupational roles
tor women than l.ght viewers. Respordents in a study by Jefters
ana PMi=15S t1932) indicated that television dactors and rurses
vere more friendly. put patiente more at ease, showed more in-
terest, andbwere more undérstanding than their real-life courter-
marte, Gerbner (1¥87) has provided evidence that negative por-
travais of SCientists on television encourages hostile concep-

tions ot sclernce.
Kesearch Guestions

Basez on the foregoing discussion, four research questions
guided this study: {1) what proportion of television characters
in current prime-time orogrammina have higher-status occupations?

) what proportice. o+ higher-status occupational roles are

[

Plaved by remale anc minority characters on current prime-time
aro3rams’? (3) rHow does tne personal and protessional behavior c+
television characters vary by occupaticnal status? ard (4) Does
te1evision viewing of occupatiocnal portrayals relate to public

&tt.tudes toward professianals encauntered in daily life.




Metrnod
1he Content Analysis

ccupatiornal portravals were assessed by a content analysis of
ali prime-time pragrams, excludinag movies, showrn an ABC, NBC, and
CB> between March 11-25, 1987, 1+ a regular program was not
shown the first week. the episéde shown the rnext week wa; coded.
ihe wunits o+ analysis were all characters with major speaking
rcies and wno were rnot studernts. Due to the complexity of fhe
enalysis, fi1ve characters were chosen at rardom when more than
+iIVE quaixfied ones occurred in trhe progsram.  The firnal sample
consisted ot 19S chnaracters. Students in an advarced audierce
measurement class taught by the senior author did the coding.
Triai analyses were conducted until suft+icient levels of inter-
coder reliability were obtainea fcr each measure.

lne occcupation of cach employed character was originally ranked
tron one to seven using Hollingshead’'s occupational-status srcaie
ioLnjean, Hill, & McLemore, 1967). Atter an initial examinatior,

ticweves, the results were reduced to five categories:

Lategory 1: Executives or proprietcrs of maior businesses
and major or lesser professionals, including
physicians, lawyers, nurses, accountants, mili-

tary ctficers. police captains, and engineers.

Category 11: Administrative personnel, executives and
proprietors of small businesses, and minor

protessionals, including actors, newspaper



ana iV reportaers. detectives, schrool teacherc,

aria police oft+ricers.

Clerical and =sales workers, technicians,

[
.

Category 1i
skillec manual laborers, machine operators,

and unskilled emplovees.

iWwa other categories i1ncluded unemploved characters and those
whose jobs detied ciassit+ication. such as angels, spies and good
sa&meiitans., 'he autonomy allowed characters irn performing their
jobs was class.ti1ed as l=reportes to someone, 2=both reports to
someone and sOomeone reports to them, and 3=self employed or

csoumneane reports to tr.em.
ine network (CBS. MBC., or ABC) and type (drama, comedy, wes-
1
tern, or crime) for egach character’s program was recorded. The
foders also recorded each characters’ gender, race (white or
minority), age (15-35,36-595, anc S&6+), and marital status (mar-
ried, not married., unclear).

The& personal and grofessional behavior o+ sach character were
alsa nmeasured. Fhe number of unique mistakes made by each char-
acter 1in the course of their personal and professional 2f%+4airs irn
cach program werse counted. Outcomes of professional ard personal
~zi1ationships for each character were classified as 1= negative,
<= no outcome, or 3= positive, according to whether or not the
gutcome appeared to be satistactory to other characters in the

<
program. Fersonai and professicnal integrity were coded as 1=

dishornest, 2= rnot ciear. or 3= fLonest, based on whether or not

the character committed a dishonest act during the program.




Lharacters were ciassl+xed'accordzng to whether they 1= did -
<=c¢i1d not commit an illegal act diring the course of the program.
ihey were coded according to whzther or not they used physical
violence or verbax aggression (i=ves, 2=no} to achieve theijir
Protessional goals, Finalliy, codeis made a subjective judgmert as
to ;he attractiveriess of the characters (on a five-point scale

ranging +from very unattractive to very attractive) and whether

they were 1= rnot i1iked ar 2=1li1ked by most other characters in the

orogram.
The ZSurvey

ine second portion of the analvsis examired relationships be-
tween trequency of viewing televised entertainment and public
att+sairs programs and attitudes toward doctors, lawvers, and po-
ilce officers. fhe sample consisted of 400 adults age 18 gr
oclder irn the metropolitan Toledo area from January 18 through 31,
V8s. A probability sample of telephone numbers was drawn from
thhe aztropolitan directory and the last digit increased by cne.
frter three caiij backs, 2 respaorse rate of S3.9% was obtaired,
nased on total Completions and refusals.

eEntertairment television viewing was measured by an index of
the +trequency o+ watching situation comedy, detective/crime,
sports, So0ap operas. game, and drama programs. Public affairs
television viewing was mgasured by an index o+ the frequency ’a+
watching natianal news, local news, news specials, and news
m&gazine programs.

Resporndents were asked whether they were “satisfie&“ or "not

catistied"” with the services of a doctor, lawyer, and police



o+rficer who last prcovided them services. They were additionally
a=ied whether tney thought "most éeople" iri each profession were
Chonest” or "dishonest.” Fespornderits were asked whether‘ peocple
who gpract.ce each protfession were "more intelligent,” "less 1n-
telii1gent,” or "about the same level” as most people. Finally,
thev ~ated aoctors. lawyers, and police officers acceording to
whether they were able to help their clientele "most _of the

time," "some of the time,” or "net at ali.”
Results

Arialysis ot Occupaticnal Portrayals

Consistent with previous studies, the results showed that
prime-time television is dominated by characters with high-status
occupations. Ure-third o+ the characters’ professions were clas-
sified as Category I, 29.3% in Category II, and 12.2% in Category
111, while 10.1% o+ the characters were not emploved outside the
home and 9.1% held unclassifiable b:cupations. Police cfficers cr
privéte investigators were the most frequently occubring charac-
ters (1/7.2%), folliowed by lawyers (7.0%), and business executives
(6.1%i . However, a broad range of occupations were represented
it the Y1 programs analvzed, including singers, secretaries,
saies ctlerks, innkeepers, dock workers, lobbyists, TV  repair
persons, butiers, travel agents, architects, TV station menaqgers,
baiilit++s, helicopter pilots, psychologists, interior designer;,

writers, and teachers.




Table 1 about here
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:The results in fable 1 show that the occupational status o+
prime-ti:me television characters somewhat varied according to
network and tvype ot proaram. ABC had the most characters in
tategory I (338.95%). followed by NEC (32.9%) and CBS (29.5%). NRC
had more characters not employed outside tne home or with an
uncliassifiable occucation (11.8% and 12.9%) than ARC (7.7% and
7. %), or CBS (¥.8% and 4.9%). Dramatic programming had the
gsreatest number ot characters with Category I occupations
i45.é%f, while the characters in comedy and crime programs more

cfter, had lower-status occupations.

Table 2 about here

fie results shawn i1in Table 2 for occupational status by the
characters’ demographic characteristics are consistent with those
trom earlier studies (Seggar & Wreeler, 1973 DeFleur, 1964) .
More males than temales held Category I occupations (35,5% versus
SF 9D, @s did characters older than 35 (36.4% versus 23.6%) and
tnose married (37..% versus 30.8%) . White and minority charac-
ters, however, had occcupations with about equal status, a result

which dit+ers from previous studies (Lemon, 1978),.

Table 3 about trere




tabte J shows levels of persoral and professionai behavicr by
trne +1ve ogcnupatioral cateqories. Characters 1n  the Highest
cccudtatctional categery logicalis had posirtiors with the highest
level ot autorniomy. “1th the exception ot those in the miscei-
ianecus category. Characters in the highest occupaticnal
categery also made somewhat tewer mistakes, were less likely tn
vse v;olence. anda ware more horiest, although the ocutcomes of
thei1r activites were slightly :(2ss positive, thar thpse in Cate-
gories L and [i:. Craracters 1in the unempioved anrd miscellaneous

categories stardout as considerably different in most types o+t

bznav.or than those i1n Categories I, 1I, and II1I.

Tabie 4 about here

B T T P —

iabie <4 shows the resuits of a stepwise regression analysis cf
unccupational status (excluding the uriemploved and miscellaneous
Zaleqaries) on the demosraphic and personal and profescesironal
behavior measureé. Amora variables entering the final equaticr,
auatonsny (b= .Z2/) proved to be the strongest predictor of cccup-
aticnas: status, tollowed by use of violence (b= .13), pro‘fes-
sional untegrity (b= -,127), a dummy variable for comedy program-
Hing i=.18), cerscnal outcome (.135), age (.11), and a dummy
variabie for drama programs (.11). Overall, these veriable:=

acceunted +t+or 29.85% ot the variance (p < .01} in occupational

status.,

e




Anaiysi1s of Public Attitudas ioward Frofessionals

T resuits trom the survey ind:cated that doctors, lawyers,
&1 poliice officers were highly -~egarded by the respondents.
Lver 0% ot the respondents were satistied with the services
cravided by the doctcor. lawyer, o police officer with whom they
lest nad contact. similarly. ac least 75% of the respondents
btelieved most peopole 1n the three nrofessions were honest. Amcrg
the resgoadents, 31% rated doctors as more intelligent than mest
peGple. while 69% felt that wav.about iéwyers " and 16% about
Folice vtticers. Concerning their helpfulness to clients, 87% o+t
the sample believed doctors could help patients most of the time,

S6% +e1t tnat way about lawyers, and &80% about police otficers.

fable 5 about here

v 3enerat, the results shown 1n Table S indicate that neither
ethiter Ltausnmant raor gublic afféirs television viewing is related tno
atiitudes about doctors, lawyers, or police oft+icers. Neverthe-
less, there are sigriificant. i+ smali, correlations between en-
terteainment viewing and perceptions of the intelligerce of doc-
tors and police cfficers. Public affairs programming viewirg is
sign:ficantly related to perceptions of the honesty and intel-

iigerice of police officers.
Discussion

As previous studies have indicated, prime-time television
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porirays a world ot wealth. power , and achievement. At least
Gier- Lird Of the cnaracters with major speakirng roles in the 51
crrograms analyzed had higherfstatus occupations, with the largest
cuncentration in drama Orograms. However, 47.5% o+ the prime-
t.me characters had less prestigious occupations, while 19.2%
e1ther did rot have joos cutside the home or were employved in ar
urclassifiable pcsition. Although law enforcement officers or
privatekznvestlgatnrs, lawvers, and business executives were tn=z
nost freguent characters, the rarge of cccupations portrayed on
ceime-time television was striking.

fhe demographic attributes of ocrime-time characters appear o
pe wmore varisd than in zarlier studies, “emale actors played
33.%% and minority actors 15.6% af the major-speaking rcles
anaivaad, substantiai gains over past seasons on television
(€. Fe Greenberq, Simmons, Hogan, & Atkin, 1980). The results
1rdicated that characters with higher-status occupatiors still
were nost otten male. married. and oldear. Yet almost 3I0% of
tematle characters had higher-status qccupations. while white ard
mingraity characters were &qually likelv to have prestigrovs
PLUSILIONS,

Amorng characters with classifiable occupations, those with the
hignest-ctatus jobs committed scomewhat fewer errors, kad higher
./ utessional integrity, and were less likelvy to use violence than
those in less prestigious‘ positions. Unemploved characters,
however, exhibited the most positive behavior, while those in the
r.5cei laneous categories had the least positive benavior.

Univ  small relaticnshins were found between viewing entertain-

wien t and publiic affairs television and perceptions of the hon-
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esty, intelligence, and helpfulness of doctors, lanwyers, and
poulice otticers, as well as satisfaction with their services in
real life. Given that direct experience usually overrides media
ettects, these results are perhaps not surprising (Zucker, 1978),
Future ‘studies might look at attitudes toward professions with
wnich people have little contact.

ihe results of this study are ercouraging, given the increasing
tendency for young people to model television characters. This
study indicates that the occupational ro;e models available .to
them on television have become less stereotyped than those pre-

sernted to previous generations. We hope this healthy trend

coritinues.



Notes

i Mo western programs were shown on the networte during +the

codlng perioa.

TEas, tor example, the outcome of a trial was considered

-
-
L 2

pusitive 14 the detendents were satisfied with the services

the exact verdict

pirovidad Dy their attorney, recsardless of

venderad.
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Table 1

Percentage of Prime-Time TV Characters in
Occupational Status Categories by Network and Program Type

Occupational Category

I II ITT Unemployed Miscellaneous Total n X2
Network
NBC 32.9% 22.4 20.0 11.8 12.9 100% 85 .
ABC 38.5%4 30.8 15.4 7.7 7.7 1005 52 -7
CBS 29.5% 37.7 18.0 9.8 4.9 100% ' 61
Program Type
Drama 45.6% 27.9 11.8 7.4 7.4 100% 68
*
Comedy 25.6% 26.8 25.6 12.2 9.8 1005 82 20-26
Crime 29.8% 36.2 14.9 8.5 10.6 100% 48
Note. *Not significant.




Percentage of Prime-Time TV Characters in Occupational Status

Categories by Demographic Attributes

Occupational Category

I Unemployed Miscellaneous Total n X2
Sex
Male 35.5% 4 5.0 9.9 100% 121 9. 87+
Female 29.9% .5 8.2 7.8 100% 77 7
Race
Minority 32.3% 9.7 2.9 100% 31 3.02
White 33.5% 0.2 8.4 1002 167 *~-
Age ‘
18-35 28.6% i 6.5 9.1 100% 77
36-55 36.4% 2 7.1 0.1 100% 99 23.74*
56+ 36.4% .1 6.4 4.5 100% 22
Marital Status ) |
Married 37.7% 7.5 17.0 9.4 100% 53
Unmarried 30.8% 2.2 9.4 6.0 100% 117 21.83**
Not Clear 37.0% 8.5 0.0 2.2 100% 27

Note. **p<.05; *p<.01




Table 3

Standard Scores of Personal and Professional Behavior
by Occupational Status Category

N =198

Occupational Category

I 11 III Unemployed Miscellaneous
Autonomy .18 -.04 -.56 -- .59
Professional Mistakes -.05 - .05 -.15 -- .35
Personal Mistakes -.04 -.02 .02 .13 .05
Professional Outcome -.10 .07 -.08 -- .31
Personal Outcome -.20 .13 .04 .28 -.07
Professional Integrity .14 -.06 -.17 -- .01
Personal Integrity -.03 .03 .01 .61 -.45
Legality ﬁ -.01 .02 .02 27 -.37
Use of Violence .24 -.15 -.03 .34 -.68
Use of Verbal Aggression -.04 .06 -.03 .15 -.16
Likeability -.10 -.03 .06 .44 -.16
Attractiveness -.02 -.15 11 .07 .24

Note. Higher scores indicate higher levels of autonomy, professional and personal
mistakes, more positive professional and personal outcomes, higher professional and
personal integrity, less use of violence and verbal aggression, and greater like-
ability, attractiveness and legality. A difference of :.25 between any two stan-
dard scores is significant at least at the p<.05 level.




Table 4

Standard Coefficients for Stepwise Regression of Occupational Status
on Demographic, Personal, and Professional Behavior Variables

N =158
Independent Océupationa1 Status
Autonomy .27
Use of Violence .18
Personal Outcome -.17
Comedy Programming -.16
Professional Integrity .15
Age 1
Drama Programming .11
R? .208*

Note. Only variables significantly contributing to

total variance explained, based on an increment to R

test, are shown.
*p L .01




Table 5

~ Correlations between Entertainment and Public Affairs TV Viewing
and Perceptions of Doctors, Lawyers, and Police Officers

Entertainment Public Affairs
Perception Viewing Viewing
Satisfaction with:
Doctors .05 .05
Lawyers .04 .02
Police Officers .01 01

Perceptions of the Honesty of:

Doctors .04 .04
Lawyers .01 .06
Police Officers .01 1%

Perceptions of the Intelligence

of:
Doctors 8** .00
Lawyers .06 .01
Police Officers L10%* L12%*

Perceptions of the Helpfulness

of:
Doctors .04 .00
Lawyers .00 .05
Police Officers 01 .05

Note. **p £.05




