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HomO'Sapiens'becomes a_partiéular kind of human being through his use
of symbols. Social régularities in ﬁuman behévior'canﬁot'be understood in
isolation from éultural régulérities iﬁ the symbolic environment. And when.
the symbolic environment itself'is'éhanging,-the quality of-sbcial health

and behavior_can-best:be assessed if we know which way the cultural tides

- flow.

The basic aéSumption underlying the féseétch ﬁe call CulturalzIndicators .
is thét television drama is in the maigstream -~- or is.EEg mainétfegm -- of-
the symbolic environmeﬁt.which cultivates-thé-most widely shared conceptions
“of life, society, and thg world. No member of society is unaffected by its-.
dominanf.cultural trends, - Telévisiqn:drama-offers viewers a continuous
stream.of '"facts" and impressions about the ways of the world, thé cdnétaﬁﬁies
and vagaries of "human nature", and the c6nsequences of actions,

This analyéis is based upon a unique:data_bank and research design called

. 2 : . '
Cultural Indicators, This framework consists of two interrelated procedures --

This report is based upon ‘research be1ng conducted: under Admin1strat1on on
Aging Grant No. 90-A-1299, "Aging with Television®

Cultural Indicators research began with the investigation of violence in -
network television drama in 1967-68 for the National Commission on the

Causes and Prevention of Violence. ‘It continued under the sponsorship of
- the Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory Committee in Television and Social
Behavior, the National. Institute of Mental Health, and the American Medical
Association, A description of this research may be found in George Gerbner,
Larry Gross, Marilyn Jackson-Beeck, Suzanne Jeffries-Fox and Nancy Signorielli,
. "Cultural Indicators: Violence Profile No. 9," Journal of Communication,

‘1978, 28:3, pp. 176-207.




|
(1) Message System'Analysis - the periodic analysis_of orime-time.and weekend-
. daytime network dramatlc telev151on programmlng and (2) Cultivation Analy31s -

determlnlng conceptions of social real1ty television. v1ew1ng tends to cultxvate

.in groups of child and adult viewers.

This discussion of how the elderly are portrayed 1n prime-time network
television drama is based upon the analysis of a number\of content items from .

the Cultural Indicators Message System Analysis 1969—19%6 Data Archive for
\

This analysis isolates elderly characters through a_content item entitled

Ma jor Characters.

Social Age, This item consists of four age-related elassifications --

© (1) children and adolescents, (2) young adults, (s) s'ettj.led adults (eharacters
who have steady employment, a faﬁily, ete.), and_(&)-eléerly. It also has

- a "cannor c1assify"‘category to cover those characters'éhere social age

'cannot be determined. This discussion focuses upon the |comparison of the

- three adult age categories; that is, it looks at how the elderly are por-

trayed in relation to young adults and_settled'adults. It uses archived data
for four types of content items -- demographic, descripqive, home and family, -

and bi-polar personality trait scales,

The Social Age of Major Characters in Prime-Time Drama
. : |

The'elderly are a very small segment (3.8 percent)}of the major character
poPulation. ‘Chi1dren and adolescents are also a small group (5 percent); while
most characters are'young.adults.(23'pereent) or:settlee adults_(67.9 pereent).
 The distribution of all male and all female characters %n the four Social Age
_oategories is_somewhat similar, However, a greater percentage of women'are_.
‘classified as young adolts (30 percent of the women and | 20 percent of-the.men-.

are young adults) while more men than women are categorized as settled adults



(71 percent of fhe mén as compared to 60 percent of the women). -Aﬁout theﬁ
‘same percentage of men and women are classified as elderly,

Ifhe diétribufion of-meﬁ and women withih.each.group_is also.interesting.
Overall, if we consider the entire'populatioﬁ of major.characfefé in pfiﬁe-
time.network dramatic'programming, the distribution of men to women is
75 percent to 25 pércent. Thét is, men make up about.75 percent of the
entire'character population anﬁ womeﬁ ﬁake up about 25 percent. This distri-
bution also holds fér chafacters claséified asfelderiy'éna as.settled adults.,
Hdwever, tﬁe distribuﬁion of men an& ﬁémen classified as foung adults is
somewhat moreAfavoraﬁle to Womén -~ that is, one-third of these characférs

are women and two-thirds are men,

General-Demogréphic and Descriptive Information

Most television characters are white; overall, only 10 ﬁercént of'the
character pOpulation is classified as.non-white. :waever, more of - the elderly
~are likely to be non;white {17 percent) thén settléd-adults'(S_percent); ndnf
whites make up'13 percent of the young adult-group; Oﬁer._85 percent df.'

. television characters are categorized as-miﬁdle'élass. However, class statué
tends.to increase with age.‘ The elderly have ﬁhe greatest proportion qf
their group_(lB.G percent) categorized as belonging to the upper class,

o Oﬁerall, ﬁore than half'of_thé major chafacter population in pfime-time
programs are classified as "go0d", However, fewer of the eiderly'are pof;_
trayed as'"gdod". Close to 60 percent of youﬁg adulﬁs and settled adults are -
classified as "good:, whileiléss than 50 pe#cent of the elderly are so cate-
gorized. Moreovér, the percent classifiéd as '"bad" is the same for eldérly
an& settled adult characters -- 14 percent. .Moreuthan oqe-third of the
_élderly are portrayed as both "good' and ﬁbad". :In regard.to success, fewef

of the elderly, especially elderiy wdmen, are coded as successful..,PfOpor~



tionately more elderly women are classified as "unsuccessful" than any other
age-felated group (almost 30 percent), About 19 percent of men in béth the
. elderly and settled adult groups are classified as "unsuccessful"; Finally,

the elderly, more'than'any other adult age gréup, portray roles that are

somewhat comic, and vice-versa, fewer of the elderly portray serious roles,

Qortrayal of Violence

Among all.characters, the elderly are the least likely group td_either-
commit violence br be victimized. 'If they are victimized, the elderly are
more likely (than any other age group) to be killed, however, they afe_less
1iké1y to be jusf hure, | |

Sex and age roles and violence are related iﬁ an intergsting ﬁay._'Wifh
increaéing agé; the male's risk'qf generai victimization declinés; 0ld men
are the only age-felated group who are more likely to commit violeﬁce;thah
_be.victiﬁized,' Young boys gét hgrt a.loﬁ and.qld men.db a lot of hpfting.
"This contest favors elderly men untilzit becomes letbal ;— then, the-eldérly
males become one of the groﬁps more likely to belkilled_ﬁhan.to kill others.

. For women, increasing age means incréasing risks of both being huft and
being killed. 01d womén,'unlike old men,.are more likely to gét hurt than
hﬁrt others, When old women are.éast.iﬁ.roies that involve killing,.the role

calls for them to get killed but never to kill,

" Home and'Family Life

Content items focusing upon home and family life are a recent addition
to the ﬁessage system analysis, Cbnsequently; this discussion is based upon
the analysis of a small number of'characters.—- all of these iteﬁs,_except

marital status, were_codéd for four of the ten samples included in the



analysis, Given thié_note of caution, it appears that home and family may

be an important aspeét in the portrayal of the elderly'in televigion drama.

' "  More .of the elderly than any of the other adult age groups are married (abbut

67 percent), have children, and are coded positively on the family life item,
that is, family_life is important to them, However, none of the elderly women
and only two of the elderly men in this sample are involved in a romantic

‘relationship.,

Personality Traits

The analysis of the persdnality trait profiles of each ége group fevealed
.that elderly characters are rated less positively than young édults or_sett1ed
adults; They are tﬁe only group not rated as attractive; but they are rated
as being sociable,_warm, peaceful, fair,.and supportive. The elderly are
also rated.as the least happy (actually somewhat uﬁhabpy) of these gr0up§

of characters,

Summary -

.In conclusion, the overali image of the.élderly in this sample of prime~
time, network'dramgtic television progfams is that the elderly may be home
and family loving people but yet they are genérally-ineffective and soﬁewhat
passive. The elderly are almost invisiblé in télevision drama; fhat is;.very-
few characters are.classified as.old. Although the elderly are healthy (so
are all other tglevision characters), theyudo not portray rples.;hét are very
effective or active, . Also, they portray comic, or sﬁmewhat comic, roles more
oftén_tﬁan they portray serious roles, Fewer of the elderly characters are
portrayed as "good",'gnd? in general, a éreater percentage of the eldérly,

than any other age grbﬁp; portray roles that are ¢lassified as "bad" or



"uhsuccessful". Moreover, the'elderly are not portrayed as a particulafly
powerful group because they are much more likely to be victimized than to
inflict violence. Finally, their scores on personality trait scales reveal

that they are a general ineffective gfbup of characters,



Sex and Social Age of Major Characters
in Prime-Time Drama

(1969-1976)
” N %
_ALL CHARACTERS 7 1898 100.0
. Male _ | 1372 72,3
" - Female : . : S 526 '27.7
| CHILDREN/ADOLESCENTS | 103 100.0
. Female = o - 35 34.0
YOUNG ADULTS . . .. . 436 100.0
Male S 280 64,2
-‘Female 5 .. - 156 ' 35.8
SETTIED ADULTS . 1289 100,0
“Male 972 75.4
Female _ ’ : 317 . 24,6
ELDERLY o o 70 100.0
Male o 52 . 74,3

Female ' ' 18 - 25,7



Social Age and Sex for
A1l Major Characters

. MAJOR CHARACTERS

TOTAL

Child-Adolescent
" Young Adult

Settled Adult

Elderly -

(1969-1976)

ALL FEMALE
N yA N % N %
1898 - 100.0 1372 100.0 526  100,0
103 5.4 . 68 5.0 35 6.
436 23,0 280 . 20.4 156 . 29.
1289 67.9- 972 . 70.8 317 . .60,
3.7 52 3.8 3.

70

18



Social Age and Sex for
All Major Characters

(1969-1976)

'MAJOR CHARACTERS -

TOTAL

Child-Adolescent

Young Adult
Settled Adult
Elderly

ALL MALE FEMALE
N % N % L
1898 . 100.0 1372 100.0 526 . 100.0
103 5.4 68 . 5.0 35 6
- 436 23.0 . 280 . 20.4 156 = 29
1289 67.9 972 70.8 317 60
3.7 52 3.8 18 . 3



Social Age'and Sex for.
All Major Characters

MAJOR CHARACTERS.

TOTAL

Child-Adolescent

Young Adult
-~ Settled Adult
- Elderly '

- (1969-1976)

FEMALE

bt»uyq'

ALL MAIE
N % N % N 7,
1898 100.0 = 1372 100.0 526 100.0
103 5.4 68 . 5.0 '35 6.
436 23.0° 280  20.4 156  29.
1289 . 67.9 - 972  70.8 317 0.
70 3.7 52 3.8 18 . 3.



Social Age and Sex for
All Major Characters
(1969-1976)

MAJOR_CHARACTERS

TOTAL

Ed

Child-Adolescent

" Young Adult
Settled Adult
Elderly

ALL MALE FEMALE

N % N % N %
1898 .100.0 1372 © 100.0 526  100.0

103 5.4 68 5.0 35 6

436 23.0 280 20.4 156 29

1289 67.9 972 70.8 317 60

70 3.7 | 52 3.8 18 3



Social Age and Sex for
All Major Characters
(1969~1976)

ALL ' MALE ' FEMALE

N % N % N %
MAJOR CHARACTERS- |
TOTAL 1898 100.0 . 1372 © 100.0 526  100.0
‘Child-Adolescent ~ 103 5.4 68 5,0 35 6,
Young Adult - 436  23.0 280  20.4 . 156 . 29,
. Settled Adult 1289 67.9 972  70.8 317 60,
Elderly .70 3.7 s2 3.8 .18 . 3.

W~




Sex and Social Age of Major Characters

in Prime-Time Drama
(1969- 1976)

~ ALL CHARACTERS - | 1898 100.0
. Male - 1372, 72.3
Female o - ) . 526 27,7
CHILDREN/ADOLESCENTS = 103 100.0
‘Male o . 68 66.0
. Female ' 3 34.0
YOUNG ADULTS - - . 436 100.0
Male . o : 280 64.2
Female | | 156 35.8
" SETTIED ADULTS - - 1289 = 100.0 -
' Male : : 972 - 75.4
 Female o : 317266
ELDERLY - 70 - 100.0
Male ' 52 . 74.3

Female ' _ 18 25,7



