Journal of Early Adolescence
1987. Yol. 7. No. 3. Page 283-297

Televised Occupational Stereotypes and Their Effects on
Early Adolescents: Are They Changing?

Roberta Wroblewski
Aletha C. Huston
Center for Research on the Influences on Television on Children
University of Kansas

Abstract

By the mid 1980s, prime time television contained frequent portrayals of
females in traditionally male occupations such as lawyer, police officer,
and private detective. To determine whether young people’s gender sche-
mas about such occupations have been affected by these portrayals, fifth
and sixth grade students were questioned about stereotypically feminine
and masculine occupations they encounter frequently in real life, occupa-
tions often shown on television, and those infrequently encountered in
real life or on television. The masculine “television” occupations were
those in which females were frequently portrayed in the mid-1980s. Chil-
dren knew more about the “real life” and “television” occupations than
about the remaining jobs, confirming the prediction that television serves
as a source of occupational information. Television occupations were
regarded as more extremely sex stereotyped than real life occupations,
and students had more negative attitudes about males participating in
televised feminine occupations than in real life feminine occupations.
The results for girls supported the hypothesis that gender schemas have
changed for televised “masculine” occupations. Girls expressed positive
attitudes about female participation and stated high personal interest in
engaging in these occupations. Individual differences in home viewing
did not predict knowledge or attitudes except that girls who expressed
high aspirations for feminine television occupations (e.g. model) often
watched programs showing traditional sex roles and infrequently viewed
programs with nontraditional roles.

This paper is based on a Senior Honors Thesis by the first author under the direction of the second
author. We are grateful to the staff and students at Baldwin Grade School, Baldwin City, Kansas for
participating in the study and to Rosemarie Truglio for assistance in data collection. The research was
partially supported by a grant from the National Institute of Mental Health (MH 39596).

[283]






Televised Occupational Stereotypes 285

~ nd DeFleur (1967) included an ingenious method of pinpointing the role of televi-

son as an influence on occupational knowledge. They found that the amount of
relevision viewed correlated with knowledge about occupations frequently shown on

~ elevision, but not with knowledge about other occupations.

Effects of counterstereotyped portrayals. Both experimental and correlational
sudies have shown that indeed counterstereotyped occupational portrayals can in-
fuence the attitudes and aspirations of children. (Atkin & Miller, 1975; Johnston &
Ettema, 1982, O'Bryant & Corder-Bolz, 1978; Miller & Reeves, 1976, Pingree, 1978;

~ williams, LaRose, & Frost, 1981). Miller and Reeves (1976) evaluated the impact of

five female characters portrayed in nontraditional jobs, namely two police officers, a
park ranger, a high school principal, and a television news producer. Third and sixth
graders who were able to identify the female characters having nontraditional
occupations were more accepting of girls’ aspiring to these occupations and tended
10 believe that more women participated in these occupations than those who were
unfamiliar with the characters.

Using experimental designs, Atkin and Miller (1975), O’ Bryant and Corder-Bolz
(1978), and Pingree (1978) each tested the effects of commercials portraying women
in nontraditional occupations on the occupational stereotypes of grade school chil-
dren. All three research groups found that, after exposure to such commercials, the
portrayed occupations were viewed as more appropriate for women. However, this
effect was more apparent for girls than boys.

The most extensive experimental studies of the effects of counterstereotyped
occupational portrayals were conducted by Williams, LaRose, and Frost (1981) and
Johnston and Ettema (1982) in the formative and evaluative research for Freestyle, a
program designed to increase early adolescents’ awareness of career options by
overcoming sex stereotypes. Data were collected from five sites dispersed across the
United States in a total of 116 classrooms of 9- to 12-year old students. The tested
treatment was referred to as “intensive school use” and consisted of teacher-led
“Preview Activities,” post viewing discussions, and supplementary activities con-
ducted for the majority of the 25 quarter-hour segments, shown two per week.

Freestyle did indeed have some positive effects on the occupational aspirations,
stereotypes, and attitudes of both boys and girls. Pretest measures of occupational
aspirations showed that 80 percent of the jobs boys said they would consider had
male stereotypes; 56 percent of the girls’ desired jobs had male stereotypes. Al-
though both boys and girls expanded the number of jobs they would consider
following exposure to the show, the same sex-typed trends remained.

More positive changes were found in the children’s beliefs about currently
existing adult roles. At the posttest, there were significant increases in children’s
estimates of the number of workers of the counterstereotyped gender. Both boys’
and girls’ attitudes toward counterstereotypical participation in four male- and three
female-stereotyped jobs revealed a substantial degree of positive change, although
girls’ initial attitudes were less stereotyped and therefore changed less than boys’.
Perhaps most remarkable is the finding that the net positive outcome of exposure to
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rions, which are still portrayed as predominantly female, were not expected to
change. The influence of nontraditional occupational portrayals was expected to be
sronger for girls than boys because of sex differences in gender schemata in general
and the same-sex pertinence of the female television roles.

The correlational design used by Defleur and Defleur (1967) was adapted to
separate knowledge obtained from television and from other sources of learning.
sex-typed occupations were selected to represent three knowledge sources: (a) those
frequently encountered by children in real life, (b) those often shown on television,
(c) those for which neither real life nor television were frequent sources. Measures
of children’s knowledge about each occupation, their estimates of the gender
distribution in the real world, prestige ratings, attitudes about counterstereotype
participation, and willingness to consider the occupations for themselves were
obtained. Frequency of viewing both traditional and nontraditional television
shows was assessed.

METHOD

Subjects

The participants were 65 children (35 male and 30 female) from the fifth (28)
and sixth (37) grades of a grade school in a small town in the midwest. Ages ranged
from 10 to 13 years (M = 11.33).

Procedure

Questionnaires were administered in the classroom to three groups of 20 to 25
children each in sessions lasting 35 to 45 minutes. The instructions for each section
were read aloud to insure the children understood each item. The children were
asked not to advance to the next page until each child had completed the current
section. Two assistants circulated around the room to respond to individual ques-
tions and to see that all parts of the questionnaire were completed.

The Tested Occupations

Six occupations were selected to represent each of three knowledge sources:
personal contact, television, and neither. The knowledge source assignments were
based on content analyses of television (e.g. Williams et al., 1986), ratings by a
group of 18 adult professionals in child development, and pilot interviews.

Within each knowledge source group, half of the occupations were feminine
stereotyped and half were masculine stereotyped. Gender stereotype assignments
were based on the percent of men and women in each occupation in recent surveys
and on ratings by 18 adult professionals. For the “television” knowledge source set,
the masculine stereotype occupations were chosen to represent traditionally male
occupations in which women are presently portrayed frequently. The list of pro-
grams from the content analysis by Williams et al (1985) showing women in non-
traditional occupations was used to select them.
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listed below?” For each of the 18 target occupations, they marked as many as
applied from the following options: (a) Seeing someone do this job in real life, (b)
Talking to someone who does the job; (c) Seeing someone do it on TV; (d) Hearing
someone talk about it on TV; (e) Reading about it; (f) Don’t know what the job is.

Prestige rating. Next, they were asked to rate the prestige of each of the eighteen
occupations. Prestige was defined for the children as a job that is important,

 valuable, difficult, requires a lot of education, and is performed by people you

admire. The definition was written at the top of the page and read aloud by the
experimenter. The children were then asked to rate each occupation on a Likert
scale of 1 through 5, very low to very high prestige. On these and subsequent scales,
they could circle a question mark (?) if they did not know enough about the
occupation to rate it.

Self-consideration. The desirability of the 18 occupations for oneself was as-
sessed with a question adapted from Johnston and Ettema (1982): “It will be a long
time before you choose an adult job. However, you probably know that there are
some jobs you would not consider doing and others that you would consider doing.
What do you think about each of these jobs for yourself?” Children responded on a
4-point Likert scale: (1) definitely not consider, (2) probably not consider, (3)
probably consider, (4) definitely consider, and (?) I don’t know this job. Children
were then asked to write down their aspired occupation (They were not limited to
the 18 that were listed).

Gender distribution beliefs. Children’s beliefs about the proportion of females
and males in the 18 occupations were assessed with a question adapted from

~ Johnston and Ettema (1982): “How many men and how many women do you think

do each of these jobs?” The response scale was (1) all women, (2) mostly women,
(3) half women & half men, (4) mostly men, and (5) all men, and (?) I don’t know.
Gender distribution attitudes. The next item, adapted from Johnston and Ettema
(1982), was designed to tap the children’s attitudes about adults performing coun-
terstereotyped occupations. For the nine occupations with a female stereotype, the

. children were asked, “How would you feel if more men did each of the jobs listed

below?” A Likert scale from (1) very good idea to (5) very bad idea was offered.
For the masculine stereotype occupations, the question was “How would you feel if
more women did these jobs?”

Television Viewing Checklist

A viewing checklist contained 60 prime time network television dramas and
comedies currently being aired. According to the criteria used by Williams et al.
(1986), 25 programs were “nontraditional”; that is, prominent female characters
were predominantly in nontraditional occupations or in an equal mix of traditional
and nontraditional occupations. The occupation of a female character had to be
visually portrayed, not just mentioned. Eleven of the 25 programs were not coded

by Williams et al. (1986); they were classified by the senior author using the same
criteria.
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Contrary to expectations, children claimed to have seen TV salespersons fre-
quently on television. In retrospect, it appeared possible that some children thought
the occupational title referred to people who sell things in television commercials
rather than people who sell television sets. Because of the possible ambiguity, this
occupation was eliminated from further analyses.

In the case of the police officer, most children reported learning about the
occupation from television, as expected, but most also said they had real life
experience with police. Police officers are shown very frequently on television in
highly salient roles. In fact, over 20 percent of the programs on the checklist
involved police officers, and over half of these werc classified as nontraditional
programs. Because of its major theoretical importance and frequency of nontradi-
tional portrayals, the occupation of police officer was retained in the masculine
television knowledge source cell.

Effects of Knowledge Source and Gender Stereotype

Analyses of variance were conducted for each of the five dependent measures:
occupational knowledge (matching), gender distribution beliefs, prestige ratings,
gender participation attitudes, and self consideration. Individual children’s scores
for each cell (i.e., occupational category) were the mean scores for all occupations
rated in that cell. If a child did not respond for one of the occupations, scores were
prorated on the basis of the other occupations in the cell. Subject gender was the
petween-subject factor, and occupation sex-type and knowledge source were
repeated measures. The means are shown in Table 3.

Occupational knowledge. There was a significant interaction between knowledge
source and sex-type, F(2, 126) = 3.28, p < .05. Feminine television occupations
were the best known. A main effect of knowledge source was also found F' (2, 126)
= 35.02, p < .001, indicating that the occupations in the unknown category were
1ot known as well as occupations in the television and real life categories. A main
effect of stereotype, F(1, 63) = 14.04, p < .001, indicated that feminine jobs were
petter known than masculine occupations (see Table 3).

For the remaining dependent variables, analyses included only two levels of
knowledge source, television and real life, because many children did not know
enough about the occupations in the “neither” group to rate them.

Gender distribution beliefs. High scores on this scale indicated that a high

~ proportion of men were believed to be in the occupation. The 18 occupations ranked

by gender distribution ratings are shown in Table 4. With the exception of two
occupations which were unfamiliar to many children (contralto and typesetter), all
were rated according to gender stereotyped expectations. In the analysis of variance

. of occupations grouped by sex-type and knowledge source, a main effect for sex-
i type, F (1, 63) = 213.85, p < .001, confirmed that children believed masculine

occupations were populated by a higher proportion of males than were feminine
occupations. The interaction between knowledge source and sex-type was signifi-
cant, F (1, 63) = 5.70, p < .05. Television occupations were believed to have
slightly more extreme sex-typed distributions than real life occupations (see Table
3).
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TABLE 4
Mean Gender Distribution and Prestige Rating for All Occupations

(Occupation Gender Prestige
Distribution® Rating®
Private Detective 3.79 4.05
Mail Carrier 3.49 2.16
Insurance Salesperson 3.42 3.52
police Officer 3.41 4.61
TV Salesperson 3.33 2.48
Dentist . 3.32 4.28
Lawyer 3.32 4.56
Textile Machine Operator 3.18 3.06
Podiatrist 3.00 4.11
Dental Hygienist 2.86 3.82
Data Entry Clerk 2.64 3.75
Typesetter 2.59 3.23
Contralto 2.44 2.50
Cafeteria Server 2.14 2.74
Model 2.11 3.00
Housekeeper 2.00 2.85
Secretary 1.92 3.37
School Nurse 1.74 3.80

«Scale of 1 to 5. For gender distribution, high = mostly men in the occupation.

Self-consideration. There was a significant three-way interaction between gen-
der, knowledge source and sex stereotype, F (1, 63) = 23.36, p < .001 and a two-
way interaction of Gender x Stereotype, F (1, 63) = 89.26, p < .001. There were
main effects of knowledge source, F (1, 63) = 19.11, p < .001 and stereotype,
F (1, 63) = 130.0, p < .001. Boys expressed the highest preference for masculine
television occupations. The other three cells were ordered: masculine real life,
ferninine real life, and feminine television. The analagous rankings for girls were:
feminine television, masculine television, feminine real life, and masculine real life
occupations (see Table 3). It is striking that girls expressed a high level of interest in
the targeted masculine stereotyped occupations in which women are frequently
shown on television.

Home Viewing as a Predictor

Viewing scores were calculated by summing the number of programs the child
claimed to watch regularly. Subtotals of viewing nontraditional (i.c., programs
portraying women in nontraditional occupational roles) and traditional (i.e., not
nontraditional) programs were also calculated and used in analyses. The mean
number of nontraditional programs the children reported viewing regularly was 9.37
with a minimum of 4 and a maximum of 24 (SD = 3.71). For traditional programs,
the mean was 16.02 with a minimum of 8 and a maximum of 31 (SD = 5.05).






Televised Occupational Stereotypes 295

DISCUSSION

The results support the prediction that early adolescents glean a considerable
amount of occupational information from television. They were knowledgeable
about occupations often shown on television even when they were not likely to have
personal contact with members of these occupations in their everyday lives. Their
awareness of television occupations contrasted sharply with their lack of knowledge
about many other occupations that are not available in their everyday life
gxperiences.

Television occupations were also regarded as more extremely gender stereo-
typed than real life occupations, and male participation in feminine television
occupations was viewed more negatively than participation in real life feminine
occupations. Similarly, prestige and self-consideration ratings suggest that a bias
toward male occupations was heightened by television.

The results partly support the major hypothesis that the new frequency of
pontraditional occupational portrayals of women will affect the aspirations, atti-
tudes, and gender schemata of regular child viewers. Perhaps the best evidence for
the hypothesis is found in the self-consideration ratings. While boys showed evi-
dence that television is associated with polarized occupational aspirations, girls’
self-consideration ratings suggested that the nontraditional portrayals of the mas-
culine television occupations may have altered their aspirations in the reverse man-
ner. Girls preferred masculine television occupations to feminine real life occupa-
tions. This is especially impressive in light of the fact that the nontraditional
portrayals of these occupations do not constitute the majority of their television
portrayals.

Boys™ gender distribution attitudes were also very traditional (i.e., they showed
strong bias against counterstereotype participation, particularly in feminine and/or
television occupations). Girls, however, were more positive than boys toward coun-
terstereotype participation in all four occupation categories. Furthermore, girls were
most positive about female participation in television masculine occupations.

In contrast to attitudes and aspirations, children’s beliefs about the gender
distribution in different occupations were no less traditional for television occupa-
tions than for other occupations. In fact, one of the nontraditional occupations,
private detective, was believed to be the most male-dominated with a large margin
separating it from the next highest rating of male-dominance. It appears that chil-
dren’s beliefs about the real world may constitute part of their gender schemata
which are less malleable than their attitudes and aspirations. At least for girls, the
results of the present study suggest that occupational attitudes and aspirations are
influenced by suggestion and demonstration, especially when such information is
imparted by a very popular medium such as television. However, the effect is not
mediated by a change in occupational sex stereotypes defined by the perceived
gender of actual participants.

For the most part, individual differences in viewing were not related to the






Televised Occupational Stereotypes 297

Johnston, J. & Ettema, J. S. (1982). Positive images: Breaking stereotypes with children’s
selevision. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Learys M. A, Huston, A. C, & Wright, J. C. (1983, April). The influence of television
production features with masculine and feminine connotations on children’s comprehension
and play behavior. Paper presented at the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in
Child Development, Detroit, MI.

List, J. A., Collins, W. A, & Westby, S. (1983). Comprehension and inferences from tradi-
tional and nontraditional sex-role portrayals on television. Child Development, 54, 1579—
1587.

Looft, W. (1971). Sex differences in expression of vocational aspirations of elementary school
children. Developmental Psychology, 5, 109.

Martin, C. L., & Halverson, C. F, Jr. (1981). A schematic processing model of sex- -typing and
stereotyping in children. Child Development 52, 1119-1134.

McGhee, P. E., & Frueh, T. (1980). Television viewing and the learning of sex-role stereo-
types. Sex Roles, 6, 179-188.

Miller, M. M., & Reeves, B. B. (1976). Children’s occupational sex-role stereotypes: The
linkage between television content and perception. Journal of Broadcasting, 20, 35-50.

Morgan, M. (1982). Television and adolescents’ sex role stereotypes: A longitudinal study.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 43, 947-955.

OBryant, S. L., & Corder-Bolz, C. R., (1978). The effects of television on children’s ster-
eotyping of women’s work roles. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 12, 233-244.

pingree, S. (1978). The effects of nonsexist commercials and perceptions of reality on
children’s attitudes about women. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 2, 262-277.

Schlossberg, N. K., & Goodman, J. (1972). A woman’s place: Children’s sex stereotyping of
occupations. Vocational Guidance Quarterly, 20, 266-270.

Seggar, J. F, & Wheller, P. (1973). World of work on TV: Ethnic and sex representation in
TV drama. Journal of Broadcasting, 17, 201-214.

Siegel, C. L. (1973). Sex differences in occupational choices in second graders. Journal of
Vocational Behavior, 6, 255-261.

Sternglanz, S H., & Serbin, L. A, (1974). Sex role stereotyping in children’s television
programs. Developmental Psychology, 10, 7T10-715.

Stevens, G., & Cho, J. H. (1985). Socioeconomic indexes and the new 1980 census occupa-
tional classification scheme. Social Science Research, 14, 142-168.

Williams, F, LaRose, R, & Frost, F. (1981). Children, television, and sex-role stereotyping
New York: Prager.

Williams, T. M., Baron, D., Phillips, S., Travis, L., & Jackson, D. (1986, August). The
protrayal of sex roles on Canadian and U.S. television. Paper presented to the International
Association for Mass Communication Research, New Delhi, India.

Reprint requests should be addressed to:

Aletha C. Huston

Department of Human Development
University of Kansas

Lawrence, KS 66045





