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Marital Status in TV Drama: A Case of Reduced Options

Over the past 30Iyears, television has come to_plaj an increasingly
imp;rtaht role in our society. It is, in essence, the wholesale distributor
of imaggs_ahq ‘serves as rhe mainstream of our popular culture. It is "on"
in_the‘average home for over six hours each da&. Uniike newspapers, maga-
zines, and films, television presents a world:that most people experience in
a largely nonfsélectivermaﬁner. it is, in bfief;'our_pgtion's most
cdmmog, constant, and vivid learning environment. While television is only
one of many factors which may influence people, it may well be the single
most common and pervasive source .of cértain sex-related conceptibﬁs and
actions for large segménté of the'population. 

From the earliest days of research on television contenﬁ?imaifiage}and the
family have“consiéténtly appeared as'importaht themes., 1 Tﬁd’iﬁdé—
pendent studies of telévision-programming'of:the early 1950's found similar
basic dimensions of content and that home and~family were important and.
dominant program themes.Z Studies about daytime serials have found that
these programs.deal almost exclusively with home and family. For example,
Ratzman's anélysis of conversations:in teleVision.serials_reﬁealédnfhat-love
and.the home were the predoﬁinant theﬁes in 32,8 percent of all recorded
conversations.3 Content studies focusing upon the presenﬁation of women
on televiéioﬁ'héve coﬁéisteﬁﬁlﬁ fevééled thét wémen.afé ﬁéually prew.

sented in a home, family, or marital context.

A study of women in television prbgrams designed for children and/or

focusing upon family life found that most females are portrayed as either




wives or mothers and that married female characters are"pot chefwise employed.
Moreover, most ﬁomen in children's shows are home-oriented and concerned

with physical appearances: they are respensible for all:icooking and

cleaning, while authority is relegated te male eharactere. Hashell ex—

amined five episodes of each of 13 series in which women were the principal
characters (egg;, "Alice,”" "One Day at a Time,"” "Cheflie's Angels') end

found that even though the women in this specielly“foeused sample held

jobe and supported households without male assistence, most of the topics

they discussed were "traditionally female," dealing with romance, personal
appearances, dating,;aed divorce.”

_Information about the §0rtrayal of.mafriage in prime=time dramatic
televieion programming comes from a study by Manes aﬁd Melynk.‘6 This
analyeis revealea that-full—time housewives had more successful merriages
than working wives, and that working women, es compared to working men,
were more likely not to be married. Moreover, the few successfully married
" and working women often were not independent or "true" workers; they ap-
peared to be ready to quit their jobs'or were willing to work for their
hﬁsbands._

A major study of prime-time network family series aired between 1947
and 1977 found that 90 pereeet of these progrems were situation comedies
and that ﬁore than half of ali the heads of television households had
middle-class oceupatiens.7 For example, 43 pe?cent of heads of households
in_television'family_drama were professionale.- In contrast, professionals
makefup only 14 pefeent'of the U.S. labor force. Theee:authbre also note

. that the working class was especially underrepresented in these family-related

series (6 percent of all family series) and were often presented in a negative
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1966 and 1977. These authors noted two recurrent themes.8 ﬁirst, {pre-
dominant in fémily series aired between 1949 and 1966}, the working class
husband-father was often portrayed aé a bumbling fool, Second (dominant
since 1971) the children.in.these series were upwardly mobile. Thus, in
these shows the working class family was presented with dignity when up;

wardly mcbiie —— dignity was attached to beCOming middle class.

~ Methodology

This research was conducted as-part of Cultural iﬁ&icétors, an ongﬁing
research project'thét ﬁas beeﬁ examining trends in televiéion content and
conceptions of social reality since 1967—68.9 _This paradigm consists of
two interrelated parts: (1) message system analysis —- fhe annual content
analysis of prime-time and-weekend—daytime network-television drama and
(2) cultivatioh analysis —— deﬁermining the conceptions of social reality

that televisioﬁ-viewing tends to cultivate in different groups of viewérs.lp

-This_study focusés upon the portrayal of marriage, home, an& famiiy in
primemtimé.nétWQrk television dramatic programs. It uses data that isolate
the gross, unambiguous, and commonly understood pétterns of portrayal; these"
-data do not reflect what any particular individual viewer might see on any
given evening but rather what large communiéies absofb over long periods of
- time,

This analysis describes married, formerly married, and unmarried major::
_charact’ers.l1 It uses data collected for adult (over 16 years'old) mqjof
characters (those who play roles eséential to the plot) in,week?long'samples
of prime-time network dramatic programs aired between 1975 and 1979.12 _The
content items are demographic and descriptive variables that meet acceptable

standards of'réliability.l3




Findings
| Content studies have consistently revealed that the prime-time te1e=f_1
vision world is a fairly stereotyped and traditional World.. Women hafe
been consistently underrepresented ——-for the past eleven years they have
been outnumbered by three to one. Thus, for each Womén cast in a major
role, fhree nen are similarlﬁ cast, Consequently,_female-éharactets are
less importaﬁt, play fewer different types of roles, and mény are concen-
trated in roles that'caﬁ be best deséribe@ és "typicallf fémaIE.U

When Woﬁen do appear, however, they usually are vounger than the men,
are more attractive and nurturing, aré quitg often portrayed iﬁ the.context.
of home and family, and likely -to be marrie&. ‘Women who are emplbyed (not
usually ﬁhose who are also married) are cast in traditipnally female occu-
pations - nu?ses, seCrétéries, Waitresses,'and,sometimes teachers. Men,
on the other hand, are generally portrayed-as older, more powerful and!
potenty and propOrti0nate1yufewer are.marfiéd. More men are.employed and
thef usually work in high prestige and traditiomally masculine occupations
(docﬁbrs, lawyers, policemen, and other profeésionally—oriented jobs).
Finally, a considerable portion of the female character population-is found
in programs where major themes center around home and family.la-

thions of marriage, home, family and romﬁnce are important aépects-of
the way characters are portrayed and ten& to be much more developeﬁ in female
characters. Thus, the.proportiqn of female'chafactefs who cannot be cate-—
gorized as either married or not married"’is_. consridera‘bly smaller than the corres-—
ponding probortiéﬁ.of ma1e characters. On_priméétimé network dramatic
prdgrams aired between 1975 and 1979 (see Table 1), only 12 percent of tﬁe
females could not be goded on marital status; 44.3 percent are classified

as not married, 33.2 percent are married, and 8.2 percent are divorced,




" separated, or widowed. These are five year figures, but the year-to-vear

differences are slight if not non-existent.

* % X %

Table 1 about here
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Similar differences exist for the proportion of men and women within
each marital status claséification. Since the-mafital status of very few
women is unknown it is not surprising that 86.8 percent of the cannot code
group are men and only 13.2 percent are women.'.The male-female distribution
is aimqst the same for.married and unmarried characters —— almost a one-third
to‘two—thirds'split. The proportion of Wbmen increases in the formerly
married category; women make up 44.9 percent of this group.

Table 2.réveals that sex, race, and marital statuS'are even more inter-—
woven. While information about marital status ié not available for more
than a third of the white males, this'infdrmatioﬁ is miSsing for only 17.6

:percent-of the.ﬁOn—White méles. Conse@uently; more ﬁdn—white than white -
males areé either married or explicitly not married.  Close fo the same petr-—
cent of white and non~white males are in the formerly married classification.

& ok % K
Table 2 about here
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Among female characters, the relationéhip befween race and marital
status fakes on én entirely different form. White women are much mofe'
likely not to be married than qon4white women. Almost half-of the white
women are presented as not.ﬁarried, while onlj 22.9 percent of the non-white.
women fall in this category.. Married ﬁomen include.ohly 30.8 perceﬁt of

the white women but 57.1 percent of the non-white women. Finally,



slightly mofé white than non-white deen are widowed, divarced, or separated.

Age is another wvery impbrtant aspect of characterization and is classi-
fied in two ways —— an estimation of a character's chronological age and
their social age. Social age is a descriptive variabierthat classified
characters in the following ageftelatgdéfolgs: children-adolescents, young
adults-(those with few responsibilities or just beginning a career), settléd
adults (characters in.the prime years of life, settled in careers, With.
families; ete.), and older adults_(those past the prime years of life and
portrayed asl"old"i. |

The relationship betwéen age and marital-status reflects some very
predictéble differences. For example, most chafaéte:s who ére not married
are_young adﬁlts -~ more than one third of thé males and almost haif-of_the
‘women. Most of the married and practically all of the formerly-married-and/
ot mixed marital status chéractefs are settled or older adults. In regard
to chronological age, in most roles female charaéters are younger than their
male counterparts. Married characters, however, tend to be older than un-
married'ﬁﬁaractefs and'formerly marrigd charactérs-(becagse many are widowed)
areugeﬁérglly the 6ldest_grbup.

When we examipe the relationship between mar;iage and age we find that
.young adulfs are the ieast likely group to be married -- about 8.out of 10
of both young men and young women are not ﬁarried. Differences among set-
tled adﬁlts are also sex-related. Most male characters are found in three
marital status hategories: there is no'information for 36.5 percent of the
males and about‘the-same proportion (a little more than a quarter) are not
married as_are married. The formerly married make up 12.6 percent of the
middle-aged women and 5.7'pefcent of middle-aged men. Both older men and

older women are the groups of characters who are most likely to be cast in



a married role —- 47.6 percent of these men and'44.4'percent of the women.
Finally, more than 10 percent of both older men and older women are cast
as formerly married.
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Table 3 about here
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Romantic involvement in primthime tells arsimilar story. In short,
-more female than male characters are involved in some romantic situation
or hehavior and about half of the young adults and settled adults are also
so categorized. But; among Ehe elderly, romanée is praétically non-existent;
in these seven annual weekly éamples, only_four'of these characters -—— three
men and one woman -—-— are.presented as having a romantic relationship.

We also find that, in géneral, romance, home, family, and marfi;ge are
linke&; Married characters are often involved in romantic.relationships —
_62.7ﬁpéréent of married men and:73L8 percent of married women. In contrast,
among ¢haraéters who are_not.mgyried; only 38.4.perceﬁt of the men and 46.4
percent of the women arefinvalved romantically;'and among tﬁe fdrmerly
married, only a quarter of both men and women are so involved.

Marital status is also related to other aspecfs of thé‘portrayal of
home and family, TFor example, family life is more likely to be important
to marfied charécters and married characters are also likely to either have
or care for children. The group of characters moét 1ikély to be portrayed
as having children are formerly married men.

The relationship between marital status and employment in prime-time

(see Table 4) is especially important. First, many major characters —- over .

one quarter of the women and 10 percent of the men —- do not have jobs,

‘These characters are not presented as unemployved; rather, an occupational



role is mot part of their characterization. About three-gquarters of male
adult characters and a.little more than half of the female adult characters
are portrayed in anroccupation_while the remaining characters are house~
wives, criminals, retired, and in other non—employmeﬁt rositions.

* %k %
Table 4 about here
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Among women occupétional status-is usually assdciated with marital
status; Among all adult characters, married women are the least likely
grbup to be portrayed as employed -~ only 28.6 percent of marfiedIWOmen
have.a specific occupational role. This is very différent from our society
where about half of.all womép who are married, and living With their hus~
bands, have jobsf WOmen.in prime time who are not married, however, are
often employed - 60.6 percent of the unmarried women, 61.3 percent of the-
formerly married women, and 75 percent of thé_mixed gfoup. For male
characters, marital staﬁus is not related to employmeﬁt status; most males
are emploved and the group with ﬁhe smallest.proportion of non—empioyed

. characters (still seven out of ten) are unmarried.

Discussion

The_results of all'these-aﬁalyses are“remarkably siﬁilar and offer
littlé more than a rather steredtypical and tfaditional portfayal of-
‘marriage. The picture that emerges is that home and family, marriage
and romance are important themeés in the media and are usually presented as
the domain of.fhe female.. Mariﬁal stafus clearly differentiates female
'dhafactérsf 'Marriéd'womeh.até'bften presented iﬁ fﬁe'most stereotyped

and traditional ways —— they have children, perform homemaking tasks, are



involved romantically, are not involved in violence, and usually do not have _
an butside"jbb. Mpreove£; our analysis of persbnality traits reveals that
these women are feminine, peaceful, fairly happy, attractive, smart, and

warm. Unmarried women are also po?trayed-somewhatVtraditionally. As would

be expected they are younger, do nbt have or care for cﬁildren, family 1ife.
is not presented as part of their characterization, they are likely to be em—
yloyed, and ;héy gre a_little-mdré likely to be involved in viqlepce;__Mpréon?;
the personality.trait analysis revealed that tﬁeée women are ;ﬁite attractive,
sociable, warm, smart, and feminine. Surprisingly, mere non-white women thah
Whife women.are marrie& While.proportiOQately more White than non-white

women are not married.

Formériy'married women are presented 1ess tfadi£iona11y but seem  to
‘fare the least well of the women, They are.older, they have jobs, they have
-and/or.caré for children, perform homemaking activities for others, are not
often invqlved in a romantic.relationship, and while.many feel that family
life is.imﬁortant they aré significantly less likely_tﬁan married women to
feel this way. Moreover; the personality traits of the formerly married
Wbman-reveal that she is less attractive, SOmewhatrunhappy, a-little selfish,
and much less feﬁinine than the other women Who'p0pu1ate.pfime—time drama.

Married and formerly mérried men, on the othef hand, do-not differ as
much. Formerly married male characters_are, howevergrconsiderably less
masculine than other men and are also older and a little unhappy. They aré
very likely to have children and family life is important to them. Men who
are not married are very ﬁnlikely to be portrayed positivély in regérd to
home and family —-- naturally, they do not have childreﬁ, they do not play
roles indicating that family life is important, many are not involved ro-

mantically (although more of the ummarried than the formerly married are so
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involvéd). Finally, these men are rated as youngetr, attractive, sociable,
strong, smart, and masculing.-

Although_phgse images seem to idealize the unmarried state -~ characters
who are not married are portrayed the most positively and with the least
conflicta-¥ they have jobs, are more powerful, and appear in a wider variety
of settings;____telévisibn also seems to foster the' notic;n (especiélly for
considerably reduced optibns and rareI% have a liﬁe awaﬁ from the family
S— thef rérely are preéented,as able to mix marriage-énd_other activities
such as succeeding in a jdb. The formerly married woman seems to have it
all -- she has a job and a family —-— but.sherp_ays i;he price by i:ueing lesé
feminine, attractive, sociable, selfish,.and ﬁnhappyf These conflicts are
almost_neﬁer part of.mﬁle characterizations —— males ére both married an&
employed and seem to succeed in'both.. One negative'aspect of male por-
trayals, however, is that married men are somewhat more likely to be por-
trayed as less important énd powerful than their unmarried counterparts.

In a word, these imagés reflect an ambivélence.abouf thé "appropriate"
roles and options for women in our society. And findings:from our longi-
tudinal study of a three year panei'of over.QOO adéiescents in rural~
suburban NeW-Jerseylslﬁrovide evidence that teleﬁision may cultivaté con—.
flicts‘that reflect this ambivalence. For example, Mbrgén and.Harr—Mazer16
"and Morgan17“héve found that television culfiﬁates suéﬁ”outloékS‘és "families

' as well as Higher

are”good;"-“éiﬁgié'is bad," and "families are large,’
- career aspirations and éﬁpectations.
In brief, these analyses reveal that adolescents who watch more tele-

vision are more likely to be eager to get married and have children at a

relatively early age, as well as to express the desire to have more children.
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More importantly, longitudinal examination of these data reveals that early
televisioﬁ viewing haé a significant_independent.influénce upon later
fémily_eipectations; above and beyond.the effects of earlier family ex-
pectations. This strengthens the possibility of making a causal inference;
amount of viewing in.early adolescence significantly rélates to that part of
fémily expectations in later adolescence which is not explained by eariy
plans, and,thué.influenceé "new information" or change in family plans.
Television seems #o cultivate attitudes about when to form a family
- and how many children to have. But we need to know ﬁore about-the por—
trayal of family relationsﬁips, both in terms of the néture of interactions
Vwithin the family and the nature and'scope of the functions served by family
" members. .In addition, we'néed to understand the role television may play
in cultivating images and expectations regarding qontinuities and disrup-
tions in family 1life for other age groups. Beyond its influence on ado-
lescents, the representatidn of familyﬂbehaviofs-on television may contribute 
. to adults' conceptions, both as they form families and as their children

grow up.
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Table 1

Marital Status of ‘Adult Major Characters
(Prime Time, 1975-1979)

All. : Male Female

2.1

N. % N Col.% Row % N  Col.Z Row 7%
Total - 1286 100.0 907 100.0 (70.5) 379 100.0 (29.5)
Marital Status . E o o
Cannot Code 348 27.0 302 -33.3: 86.8 46 12.20 13.2
- Not Married 501" 39.0 333 36,7 66.5. 168  44.3  33.5
Married 351 27.3 225  24.8 64,1 126 33.2  35.9
Formerly Married 69 5.4 38 4,2 55.1 31 8.2 44.9
Mixed 17 1.3 9 1.0 52.9 8 47.1



Table 2

Marital Status of White and
Non—WhiﬁgrAdglt_ﬂgjpr'Characters, by .Sex
(Prime Time, 1975-1979)

White . , Non-White ,
N Col.%Z Row % N Col.%Z Row'%
a1 1165 100.0 90.6 - . 120 100.0 9.3
Cannot Code 327 28.1 94.0 20 16.7 5.7
Not Married 456  39.1 91.0 45 37.5 9.0
Married 302 2579 86.0 49 40.8 14.0
Formerly Married 63 5.4 91.3 6 5.0 8.7
- Mixed 17 1.5 100.0 0 0.0 0.0
Males : 821 100.0 90.5 85 100.0 9.4
Cannot Code 286 34.8 94,7 i5 17.6 5.0
Not Married : © 296 36.1 88.9 37 43,5 11.1
Married : 196 23.9 87.1 26 34.1 12.9-
Formerly Married © 34 4.1 89,5 b 4.7 10.5
Mixed 9 1.1 100.0 0 0.0 0.0
Females 344 100.0  90.8 35 100.0 9.2
Cannot Code = 41 119  89.1 5 14.3 10.9
Not Married 160 46,5 95.2 g8 22,9 4.8
Married 106 30.8 84.1 20 57.1 15.9
Formerly Married - 29 8.4 93,5 2 5.7 6.5
Mixed _ 8 253 100.0 0 0.0 0.0
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Table 3

Marital Status of Adult Major Characters
in Three Social Age Categories
© (Prime Time, 1975-1979)

All Male Female
N % N % N %
=qumng,:Aduit 255 100.0 157 100.0 98 100.0
“ “Cannot Code 28 11.0 21 13.4 7 7.1
Not Married _ 206 80.8 126 80.3 80 81.6
Married 19 7.5 9 5.7 10 10.2
Formerly Married 1 0.4 0 0.0 1 1.0
Mixed 1 0.4 1 0.6 0 0.0
Settled Adult 976 100.0 712 100.0 264 100.0
Cannot Code 311 31.9 272 38.2 39 14.8 |
¥ot Married 269 27.6 192 27.0 77 29.2 E
Married 316 32.4 205 28.8 1lli 42,0 ;
Formerly Married 64 6.6 35 4.9 29 11.0
Mixed 16 1.6 8 1.1 8 3.0
Elderly 33 100.0 23 100.0 10 100.0
. Cannot Code 7 21.2 7 30.4 0] 0.0
Not Married X 6 18.2 2 8.7 4 40.0
Married - 16 48.5 11 47.8 5  50.0 :
Formerly Married 4 12,1 3 13.0 1 10.0
Mixed 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0




Table 4

Employment and Mafital Status of.
. Adult Major Characters, by Sex

1975-1979
Cannot Code WNot Married Marriéd Formerly Mixéd Total
N L __N Z N % N _ % N _% _N 7%

Major Characters . 348 100.0 501 100.0 351 ”100;61“69';;Qgggﬂjlip,iog.o-_1286 100.0/
Unknown 14 4.0 80 16.0 86 24.5 10 1l4.5 1 5.9 191  14.9
Unemployed 45 12.9 81 16.2 31 8.8 6 8.7 1 5.9 164 12.8
Housewife 0 0.0 4 0.8 29 8.3 3 4.3 0 0.0 36 2.8
Employed 289 83,0 336 67.1 205 58.4 50 72.5 15 88.2 895 69.6

Males . 302 100.0 333 100.0 225 100.0 38 100.0 9 100.0 907 100.0
Unknown - 10 3.3 43 12,9 34 15.1 3 7.9 0 0.0 90 9.9
Unemployed 41 13.6 55 16,5 22 9.8 4  10.5 O 0.0 122 13.5
Housewife 0 0.0 - 1 0.3 0 0.0 O 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1
Employed - 251  83.1 234 70.3 169 75.1 31 81.6 9 100.0 694 76.5

Females 46 100.0 168 100.0 126 100.0 31 100.0 8 100.0 379 100.0 i
Unknown 4 8,7 37 22,0 52 41.3 7 22.6 1 12.5 101 26.6 |
Unemploved 4 B.7 26 15,5 g 7.1 2 6.5 1 12.5 42 .11,% ;
Housewife 0 0.0 3 1.8 29 23.0 3 9.7 O 0.0 35 9.2 :
Employed 38 2.6 102 60.7 .36 28.6 19 61.3 6 75.0 201 53.0 ;




