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':Study L1tt1e Has Changed for Asian Amencans on TV F11m

'irohough APA p0pulatlon rises, number of television and movie roles are the -
‘jsame as. 15. years ago, accordmg to figures by research group in Phxladelphla.

?"-By JULIEHA

__RAFU STAFF WRITER

TIn hght of actor Steve Pa.rk‘
(“Fargo,” “Do the Right Thing"”)

.eamest and increasingly. famous
“mission statement” calling for
change in a racially insensitive and
exclusionary Hollywood, you
would think Asian Americans in
the *90s are still shut out of major
roles in American TV and film.

- And, in fact,-you would think
-right, according to-the first annual

Proportionate Represcntanon of .

‘Dwersxty (PROD) index. "

. Produced by the Cultural Indi-
‘cators research project directed by
George Gerbner, the diversity in-
.dex is like areport card of the enter-
tainment industry’s performance in
zrepresentmg racial and gender

groups, as well as groups identified -

- by sexual orientation, dlsab1l1ty, age
and income level.

;" Itmeasures major speakmg parts

in representatlve samples. of prime
time TV programs of the 1995-96
season and in the 40 top-grossmg
movies of 1994 and 1995.

It also also looks at the types
(hero vs:villain) and fates (success

- vs. failure, perpetrator of violence
vs. victimof violence) of these char- .

acters.
-According to the index, White

_ males are cast in TV and film one- -
and-a-half times their proportion of
. the national population, ‘while all

other groups castcomprise one-third

- of their proportion of the popula-
tion. "’

Gerbner calls the index a cul-
tural indicator which shows that
American TV and film has “abso-
lutely reduced the variety and di-
versity of representatxon to the mar-
gms of our culture.”

““We have an underrepresented
American scene,” he says.
© “There is no ethnic and racial
representation in prime time,” added

Gerbner based in Philadelphia and

founder of the Cultural Environ-

‘ment Movement, an international
coalition of more than 150 organi- -
zations dedicated to fairness, equity

and diversity in media. He also
serves as dean emeritus of the

Anrnienberg School of Communica--

tionat the Umversny of Pennsylva-
nia.

. Based on  White males’
overrepresentation and lack of di-
verse representation in media,
Gerbner said, “The message sent to

White suburban males is: ‘You're -

in charge, it’s OK to dominate ev-
ery situation you can.”” On the con-

trary, the message sent “to women,

to people of color, to children, to
old people is, ‘Beiare, you better
be cautious and deferent:al ‘or you
get hurt.”” , -

: Gerbner a commumcau_ons re-

searcher and sociologist, contends U

American TV serves asa “market-
ing agent.” v o

: picture.”

“As a marketmg agent or opera—

. tion, ittargets those whoare the best -

customers—upper and middle class
White males, suburban types, and
overrepresents thosecharacters,“he‘
said: “It vxrtually 1gnores poor
people.” _
As for racial minority represen-
tation, gerbner said, 1t’s a “mlxedr
- “African Amencans are (close
to) proportional to their population
in representation in drama, though
in news, they don’t fare so welf and
are [often connected] with crime
and drugs,” he said. “Other minori-
ties—Asian Americans and- His-
panic Americans—are vastly
underrepresented and ill-fated,
“That’s what makes minorities

“of people—they are culturally (in-

fluenced) to act in a more depen-

* dent and vulnerable way, " Gerbner

theorized.

While Asian Pac:ﬁcs are 34
percent of the national populanon
they comprised only 0.3 percent of-
prime time TV characters in 1995-
96 and 1.6 percent of characters in -
- Pw ase see Study, Page 4
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Asian Pacifics are 3.4 percent of the population, but only .3 percent are on prime time TV.
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From Page 1 .
the top box office films for 1994-

95, according to the index. This

means that Asian Pacifics have only
8.8 percent of their proportional
representation on prime time TV
and 47 percent of their proportional
representation in film.

Based on the index findings, 8
percent of the Asian characters suz-

veyed were cast in a positive light’

and 5 percent negative (as in heroes
vs. villains),

However, Asian Pacific charac-
ters fail in their goals 80 percent of
the time, compared to 67 percent
for the general character popula-
tion—a “remarkable” discrepancy,
Gerbner noted. o

As for being the perpetrator or
the victim of violence, Asian char-
acters are less likely to be either,
said Gerbner. About 10 percent are
perpetrators, versus 12 percent for
the general character population,
while 13 percent are victims, com-
pared to 16 percent of the general
character population.

“The main thing is
underrepresentation,” he com-
mented  of

prime time and 3.1 percent in mov-
ies, though their population esti-
mates are at 7 percent. —

Gerbner, apioneering researcher
on violence in TV and its impact on
the cultural environment, contends
that TV not only reveals vast
underrepresentation of various
groups, but shows how “American
TV is no longer American TV.”

“Most producers in American
TV cannot break even on the do-
mestic market,” he explained. “They
are producing for the world market
to make a profit. What travels best
on the global market is that which
needs no translation, which speaks
action in any language, which fits
into any culture, which is violence.
So violence is in TV not because
people want it ... they don’t pro-
duce higher ratings at all.”

This global marketing formula
may churn out big dollars for con-
glomerates, but have a negative
impact on children, Gerbner said.

“What kind of world does TV
present to all of our children, born
into homes where TV is on 7 hours
41 minutes a day?”" he asked. “We
are essentially mortgaging the so-
ctalization of our children to a glo-

bal marketing

AsianPacifics. %The message sent to formula which
“They are . is devastating
mostly minor !ﬂ"‘llte s"'blfrban ma’e_s for them.

charactersand s ‘You're in charge, it's “(They be-

are less suc-

cessful.” . . . s
Notably, Situation you can.

the survey  —George Gerbner, who conducted a study on

took only one the American entertainment industry

week per TV

season as a sample for measuring
representation, since this study was
interested in “‘repetitive and ritually
exposed” media representation of
Sroups.

The sample week was chosen to
avoid sweeps time and holidays, so
regular programming could be sur-
veyed. '

As for other groups surveyed,
African American characters on
prime time TV registered 10.6 per-
cent, while their population is 12.1
percent nationally, In film, they do
much worse, with African Ameri-
cans making up 5.5 percent of the
“characters in top-grossing movies.

About 2.3 percent of prime time
TV characters and 1.6 percent of
top-grossing movie characters are
Latinos, who make up 10.5 percent
of the population. .

While 51.2 percent of the popu-
lation is female, 36.9 percent of
media characters in prime time are
women and 26 percent in film.

Low-income persons face simi-
lar underpresentation. Although
they are 15.1 percent of the popula-
tion, 1.3 percent of prime time TV
characters are low-income and only
3.1 percent are in big-draw movies.

Gays and lesbian characters are
0.6 percent of media characters on

OK to dominate every

come) more
fearful, more
apprehensive,
‘more vulner-
able. Women
and girls are
more damaged because they see
themselves underrepresented by
one-to-three. They are having fewer
occupations. They are not only
underrepresented but
overvictimized, so they develop a

sense of vulnerability and that cre-

ates minorities_out of a numeric
majority.” :

Gerbner has been studying these
demographics in prime time TV
and film for 30 years. Following the
assassination of Robert Kennedy
and John F. Kennedy, President
Lyndon Johnson set up a national
comranission on the causes and pre-
vention of violence, which called
on Gerbner to produce a report on
TV violence.

“The message to everybody is
our culture is not free,” said the
Hungary native. “It is highly, rig-
idly censored, not by the govermn-
ment, butby corporations interested
in marketing.”

Over the last 10 or 15 years, he
says, the figures in media represen-
tation of groups have been very
stable. '

“So (the most recent results) are
no surprise,” Gerbner remarked.
“The surprise is it doesn’t change.”

(For more information on
PROD, call(215) 387-5303 or send .
e-mail to CEM@libertynet.org.)



