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Marital Status in TV Drama: A Case of Reduced Options

ngr the past 30 years, television has come to play an increasingly
iﬁportéﬁl rele in our SOCiety. It is, in essence, the wholesale distributor
of images and serves as the mainstream of our popular culture. It is "on"
in the average home for over six hours each &ay. Unlike newspapers, maga-
zines, and films, television presents a world that most people experience
in a largely non-selective manner., It is, in brief, our nation's most
common,; constant; and-vivid-learning environment. While television is only
one of many factors which may influence people, findings from some recent
analySesl (discussed later) reveal that it may well be the single most
common and pervasive source of certain sex-related conceptions and actions
for large segments of the population.

From the earliest days of research on television content, marriage and
the family have consistently appeared as important themes.2 Two independent
studies of television programming of thecearly 1950's found similar basic
dimensions of content and that home and_family were important and dominant
program themes.3 Studies about daytime serials have found that these'pro—
grams deal alﬁost exclusively with home and family. For example, Katzman‘s
analysis of conversations in television seriales revealed that love and the
home wereithe predominant themes in 32.8 percent of all recorded conversations.
Content studies focusing upon the presentation of women on television have
consistently revealed that women are usually presented in a home, family,
or marital context.

A study of women in télevision programs 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 not otherwise



em.ployed.5 Moreover, most women in children's shows are home-oriented and
concerned with physical appearances: they are responsible for all cooking
and cleaning, while authetity is relegated to méle characters. Hashell ex-
amined five episodes of each of 13 iseries in which women were the principal
characters (e.g., "Alice,” "One Day at é Time,"™ "Charlie's Angéls') and
found that even though the women in this specially fooused sample held jobs
and supported households without male assistance, most of the topics they
discussed wére "traditionally female," dealing with romance, persomal
appearances, dating, and divorce,. |

Informatfion about the portrayal ofgmarriaggfin prime—time dramatic
television programming comes from a stu&y by Manes and Melynk.7 This
- analysis revealed that full-time housewives had more successful marriages
than working wives, and that working women, as 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 appeared
to bé ready to quit their jobs or were willing to work for their husbands,

A major study of prime-time network family series aired between 1947
and 1977 found that 90 percent of these programs were situation comedies and
that ﬁore than half of all the heads of television households ﬁad middle-
class occupations.8 For example, 43 percent of heads of households in tele-
vision family drama were professionals. 1In contrast, professionals make up
only 14 percent of the U.S. labér force. These authors alsc note that the
working class was especidlly uﬁderreprésented in these family-related series
(6 percent of all family series) and were often presented in a negative
fashion. No working class characters appeared in family series aired between
1666 and 1977. These authors noted two recurrent themes.9 First (predomi-

nant in family series aired between 1949 and 1966), the working class



husband-father was often portrayed as 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 mobile -- dignity was attached to becoming middle class.

Methodology
'This research was conducted as part of Cultural Indicators, an ongoing
research project'that has been examining trends in television content and

0 The Cultural Tndicators design

conceptions of social reality since 19'69.1
consists of two interrelated procedures: (1) méssage system analysis —- the
annual content analysis of primthime and weekend-daytime network television
drama and (2) cultivation amalysis —— determining tpe conceptions of social
reality that television viewing tends to cultivate in different groups of
viewers.,

This study uses data from annual ﬁessage system analyses and focuses
upon the portrayal of married, formerly married, and single major characters
in prime-time network television dramatic programs. These data isolate the
gross, unambiguous, and commeonly understood patterns of portrayal; they do
not reflect what any particular individual viewer might see on any given
evening .but rather what large communities absorb over long pericds of time.

The sample includes all dramatic prime~time (8 to 1l p.m. EST} programming
aired on ABC, CBS, and NBC during one week in the fall of each year from
1975 to 1979.12 In addition, the sample includes data from prime~time
dramatic programs broadcast during one week each in the springs of 1975
and 1976. The data thus come from 7 one-week long samples of prime-time
network dramatic programming. Dramatic programs include television plays,
movies shown on television, cartoons with a fictionalistory line, as

well as situation comedies and crime-adventure shows. This five vear




sample includes 447 programs aﬁd 1298 adult major characters (those over 16
years old).

Each program in this sample was subjected to an extensive recording in-
strument that examined many different aspects of programming and characteri-
zations. This analysis focuses upon some of the data collected for adult
(over 16 years old) major characters (those who play roles essential to the
plot). Thésspecific content items used in this analysis include catééqry
schemes for marital status,lggsex, social age, race, employment status,
romantic involvement, importance of family iife, committing violeﬁce and
victimization, and personality traits that were assessed by five-point bi-
polar adjective scales such as repulsive-attradtive, violentipeaceful, and
stupid—smart.14

To assess the reliability of each content item in thé instrument each
program in the sample was independently coded by two pairs of trained ﬁoni—
tors. (The final data set consists of a random selection of one of these
two codings for each program;) An agreement coeéfficient was then calcudated
for each item.15 Yearly coefficients range from .95 for sex to .50 for some
personality traits. The yearly coefficients for marital status averaged

around .75.

Findings.

The prime-time television world is a fairly stereotyped and traditiomal
world. Women have been consistently outnumbered by three to one: for each
woman cast in a major role, three men are similarly cast.16 Consequently,
female characters are less important, play fewer different types of roles,
and many are concentrated in roles that can be best described as "typically

female,"




When woﬁen do appear, however, they usually are younger than the men,
are more attractive and nurturing, are quite often portraved in the context
of home and familf, and likely to be married. Women who are employed (not
usually those who are also married) are cast in traditionally female occu-~
pations -- nurses, secretaries, waitresses, and sometimes teachers. Men,
on the other hand, are generally portrayed as older, more powerful.and potent,
and preportionately fewer are'mafried, More men are employed and they usually
work in high prestige and traditionally masculine occupations (dbctors, law=" -
yers, policemen; ‘and other professionally-orientdd jobs)’..7 Finally, a con-
siderable portion of the female character population is found in pfograms
where major themes center around home and familyfe

Notions of marriage, home, family and romance are Important aspects of
the way characters are portrayed and tend to be mﬁch more developed in female
characters than male characters. Thus, the proportion of female characters
who cannot be categeorized as either married or not married is considerably
smaller than the co?responding proportion of male characters. On prime-time
network dramatie programs aired between 1975 énd 1979 (see Table 1), only 12
percent of the females could not be coded on marital status; 45.1 percent
are classified as sihgle; 26;1 percent are married, and 13.2 percent
are divorced, separated, or widowed.

* Rk k%

Table 1 about here
h ok k%

Although there are some year-to-year differences there are no con-
sistent trends in the data. Among men, the only year—-to-year significant
differences were found among those in the cannot code and single classifi-

cations -- for men whose marital status cannot be determined, there is an
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overall negative trend that has both significant linear (F#8.824)fP<.@@l)
ard non-linear (F=4.574, p<LBE1) components; for single men there is an
overall positive trend that has both significant 1iﬁear (F=7.6§4, ol 331
and non-linear (F=3.17%, p<.@61) cmﬁgonents. Arong women there is a
significant year-to~year positive linear tren& only for single ﬁomen (F=4,421,
p<.85)., These trends would thus seam to indicate that while, overall, the
number of men in the cannot code group &ecreaéeé and the nuuber of men in
the single classifiction increased between 1973 and 1979, there were consi-
c¢erable fluctuations in the data. 2Among women, the analysis revealed that
the number of single women increased linearly between 1973 and 1979.
These trends, however, did not account for much variance; the maxinum eta
sguare was .@3gl.

Table 2 reveals that sex, race, and marital status are even more inter—
woven, While information about marital.status is not availabie for more than
a third of the thte males, this informationlis missing for only 18.3 percent of
of the non-white males. Consequently, more non—white than white males are
either married or expiicitly not married.. Hon—white males are also a little
more likely then white males to be in the formerly married classification.

* k k%

Table 2 about here
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Imorg Female characters, the relationship between race and marital
status takes on a different form. White women are much more ilikelv to be
single than non-white women (Z=2.56, p<.0l). Almost half of the white women
are pregented as single, while only 23.5 percent of the non-witite women fall
into this category. WMarried women include only 24.6 percent of the white women
but 41,2 §ercent'o£ the nonwhite wonen (Z=2.13, p<.ffl). Finally, slightly
more non-white than white women are widowed, divorced, or separated.

| ge is andther very important aspect of characterization and is classi-

fied in two ways —— an estimation of & character's chronological age and



their social age. Social age is a descriptive variable that cla§sifiesr B
characters in the following age-related'roles: children-adolescents, young
adults (those with few responsibilities or just beginning a career), settled
adults (characters In the prime years of life, settled in careers, with
families, etec.), and older adults (those portraved as "old").

The relationship between age and marital status teflects sqme_véry pre-~
dictable differences. For example, young adults are the least likely group
to be married -- about 8 out of 10 of both young men and young women are
single. Differences in marital status among settled adults ard, however,
sex—relaﬁed. Most middle-aged men are found in three marital status cate-
gories: there is no information for 38.2 percent and about the same pro-
portion {a little more than a quarter) are single.as are married. Propor-
tionally:more women, who are settled adults, on the other hand, are married
than single and information on marital status is missing for only 14.8 percent
of these charagters. The formerly married are also most likely to be mi&dle~
aged; they make up 16.7 percent of the middle-aged women and 9.0 percent of_r
middle-aged men.r-Both older men and older women are rarely seen in these
programs (necessitating caution when interpreting these results) and are the
characters th are most likely to be presented as formerly married ——.43.5
percent of these men and 40.0 percent of the women are separated, divorced,
or widowed. In regard to chroﬁological age; in most roles female charécters
-are younger than their male counterparts. Married characters, however, tend
to be older than single characters and formerly married characters (because
many are widowed) are usually the oldest.group.

ok R %

Table 3 about here
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Romantic involvement in prime time tells a similar story. In short,
more female than'male characters are involved in some romantic situation
or behavior and about half of the young adults and settled adults are also
so categorized. But, among the elderly, romanée is practically non-exist-
-ent; in these seven annual weekly samples, only four older characters --  .
three men and one woman -—- are presented as having a romantic relationship.

We also fiﬁd that, in general, romance, home, family, and marriage are
linked. Married characters are often involved in romantic relationships _-14
70.7 percent ofsmarried men and 80.8 percent of married women. In contrast,
among characters who are single, only 39.0 percent of the men and 47.4 per-
cent of the women are involved romantically;.aﬁd among the formerly married,
only about a quarter of both men and women are romantically involved.

Marital status is also related to home and family. For example, family
life is more likely to be important to married characters and married charac-~
ters are also likely to edther have or care for children. The group of
characters most iikely to be portrayed as having children are formerly
married men!:

The relationship between marital status and employment in prime time
(see Table &) islespecially important. First, many major characters —_—
over one quartér of the women and 10 percent of the men -- do nét have jobs}
These.gharacters are not presented as unemployed; rather, an occupational:
role is not part of their characterization. About three—quarters of male
adult characters and a little more than half of the female adult chatracters
are porﬁrayed in a specific occupation; the rest are housewives, criminals,

retired, or not otherwise emploved.
% k%

Table 4 about here
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Among women occupational status is uSuably associated with marital
status. Among all adult characters, married women are the least likely
group to be portrayed as employed -~ only 28.3 percent of married women
have a specific occupational role. This is very different from our society
where about half of all women who are married, and living with their hus-
bands, have jobs., Women in prime time who are not married, however, are
often employed —- 59.6 percent of the single women and 6l.5 percent of the
formerly married women are employed., For male characters, marital status
is not related to emplovyment status; most males are employed and the group
with the smallest prdportion of non-employed charaéters (but still seven
out of ten) are those who are single.

The analysis of the personality traits of characters in these marital
status categories reveals some additional interesting differences in por-
trayal. For.tﬁe most part women, whether single, married, or formerly
mérried, are more attractive, fair, sociable, and warm while the male char-
acters in these classifications are more potent, rational, smart, and.
stroug. In regard to the latter group'of traits;_however, the analysis re-
vealed that on"these scales women in the cannot code marital status category
had scores that were almost identical to the men who also could not be coded
on marital status. The formerly married female television character is also
likely to be rated as strongergand smarter but less feminine, sociable, and

21
warm than her married or single counterparts.

DiscuSéion

The résults of all these analyses are remarkably similar and offer
little more than a rather stereotypical and traditional portrayal of women
and marriage., The picture that emerges is that home and family, marriage

and romance are important themes and are usually presented as the domain of
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the female. Marital status clearly differentiates female characters.
Married women are often presented in the most sterecotypéd and traditional
ways.-- they have children, perform homemaking tasks, are involved roman-
tically, are not involved in violence, and usually do not have an occupation.
Moreover, the analysis of personality traits reveals that married women are
feminine, peaceful, fairly happy, attractive, smart, and warm. Single women
are also portrayed somewhat traditionally. As wotild be expectéd they are
yvounger, do not have or care for children, family life is not presented as
part of thelir characterization, they are likely to be employed, and they are
a little more likely to be involved in violende. Moreover, the personality
trait analysis revealed that single women are more attractive, sociable,
warm, smart, and femivnine than other women.

Formerly married women are presented less traditionally but seeﬁ to
fare the least well of the women. They are older, they have jobs, they
have and/or care for children, perform homemaking activities for others,
are not often involved in a romantic rglationship, and while many feel that
family life is important they are less likely than married women to feel
this way. Moreover, the personality traits of the formerly married woman
reveal that she is less attractive, somewhat unhappy, a little selfish, and
less feminine than the other women who populate prime-time drama.

Married and formerly married men, on the other hand, do not differ as
much. Formerly married male characters are, however, a little odder qnd a
little unhappy and are very likely to have children and place valug on family
life. Men who are single, on éhe other hand, are very unlikely to be por-
trayed positively in regard to home and family. Naturally, they do not have
children, they do not play roles indicating that family life is important,

and many are not involved romantically (although more of the single than the



11

formerly married are so involved). Fiﬁally, these men are rated as younger,
and more attractive, sociable, strong, smart, and masculine than men: inithe
other groups.

Although these images seem to idealize’the unmarried staté ~— characters
who are single are portrayed the most positively and with the least conflicet
-~ they have jobs, are more powerful, and appear in a wider variety of
settings, television also seems to foster the notion (especially for women)
that marriage is benign, secure, an& safe. But married women have considerably
reduced options and rarely have a life away from the family -- they rarely
are presented as able to mix marriage and other activities such as succeeding
in a job. The formerly married woman seems to have it all -- she hés a job
and a family -~ but she pays the price by being less feminine, attractive,
sociable, selfish, and unhappy. These cqnflicts are almost never part of
male characterizations —— males are both married and employed and seem to
succeed in both. One negative aspect of male portrayals, however, is that
married ﬁen are somewhat more likely to be:portrayed as less important and
powerful than their unmarried counterparts.

In a word, these images reflect an ambivalence about the "appropriate"
roles and options for women in our society. And findings from our longi-
tudinal study of a three year panel of over 200 adolescents in rural-~

23
suburban New Jersey  provide evidence that television may cultivate con-

. i 23
flicts that-feflect this ambivalence. For example, Morgan and Harr-Mazer

and Mbrgaﬁzw have found that television cultivates such outlooks as "families
are good," "single is bad," and "families are large," as well as higher

career aspirations and expectations.
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In brief, theée aﬁalyses reveal that girls who watch more television
are more likely to¢ have higher career aspirations and expections aﬁd also
to be eager to get maried, have chiidren at a relatively early age, and to
.express the desire to have more children. Iore inportantly, longitudinal
examination of these data reveals that early television viewing has a signi-
ficant independent infiuvence upon later family expectations, above and beyond
the effects of earlier family‘expectationé. This strengthens the possibility
of making a causal inference; amount of viewing in early adolescence signifi-
cantly relates to that part of family’expectations‘in later adolescence wnich
is not explained by early plans, and thus influences "new information® or
change in family plans.

Television.seems to cultivate attituéeé about when to form a family
and how many children to have that may be in conflict with the career
aspirations it alsoc cultivates., But we need to know moré about the portrayal
of family relationships and how they relate to occupational prestige and
success.l In addition, we need to understand the role television may play
in cultivaﬁing images and expectations regarding continuities and disruptions
in family 1ife for other age groups. Beyond its influence on adolescents,
the representation of family behaviors on television may contributg to

adults' conceptions, both as they'form families and as their children grow up.
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Table 1

Maritgi Status of Adult Major Characters in
Prime-<Time Network Drama, 1975-1979

All Characters Males Females

N=1286 §=907  N=379

. oy y
Single |  39.4 37.0  45.1
Married 21.8 20.0 26.1
Formerly Married 9.7 8,3 13.2
Mixed 2.0 1.4 1344
Cannot Code : 27.1 33.3 12.1

x2 = 23.08
p<.001




Table 2

Marital Status of White and Non-White Adult
Major Characters in Prime-Time Network Drama,

1975-1579
“White  Non=White
All Characters - N=1168 N=116
_ % y A
Single 39.7 36.2
Married 20.9 31.0
Formerly Married 9.3 13.8
Cannot Code .¥2_28.O - 17.2
_’3%'“=_1__2.08 p<.Ol
Males N=823 Ne82
% %
Single 36.6 41.5
Married 19.3 26.8
Formerly Married 7.9 12.2
Mixed 1.5 1.2
Cannot Code .2 34,8 18.3
o x=10.41 p<.05
Females N=345 N=34
. o % I
Single 47,2 23.5
Married 24.6 41.2
Formerly Married 12.8 1%.6
Mixed 3.5 2.9
Cannot Code 11.9 14,7

(%2 not applicable)




Table 3

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

FALL Male Female
Young Adult N=255 N=157 N=98
z A A
‘Single 81.2 80.3 82,7
Married 5.1 3.8 7.1
Formerly Married 1.2 0.6 2,0
Mixed 1.6 1.9 1.0
Cannot Code 11.0 13.4 7.1
(Xz not applicable)
Settled Adult N=976 R=712 N=264
y 4 % Z
Single 28.1 27 .4 29,9
Married 26,8 24,2 34.1
Formerly Married 11.1 9.0 16.7
Mixed 2.2 1.3 4.5
Cannot Code 31.9 _.738.2 14.8
x%460.60 p<.001
Older Adult N=33 N=23 N=10
4 % %
Single 18.2 817 40.0
Married 15.2 - 13.0 20.0
Formerly Married 42.4 - 43.5 40.0
MiXEd 3.0 ! ’ 40’3 0-0
Cannot Code 21.2 30.4 0.0
1

(x?yndt applicable)



Table 4

Employment and Marital Status of Adult Major Characters

(Prime Time, 1975-1979)

Cannot Formerly- .}
Code  Single . Married Married Total
A1l Charzcters N=348 N=507 N=280 N=125 N=1286
% % % % %
Unknown 4.0 15.8 25.4 16.8 14,9
Unemploved 2.3 2.2 251 4.8 2.5
Not Working 10.6 14.8 3.9 5.6 . '10.3
Housewife 0.0 0.8 9.6 4.0 2.8
Employed 83.0 66.5 58.9 68.8 - 69,6
Males N=302 N=336 N=181 N=75 N=907
% 4 A % B 4
Unknown 3.3 12.8 17.1 6.7 9.9
Tnenmployed 2.0 1.2 2.2 5.3 2.0
Not Working 11.6 15.8 5.0 6.7 11.5
Housgewife 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 . 0.1
Employed 83.1 69.9 75.7 81.3 76.5
Females iN=46  N=171 N=99 N=50 N=379
AR A % % %
Unknown 8.7 21.6 404 32.0 26.6
Unemployed 4.3 4.1 2.0 4.0 3.7
Not Working 4.3 12.9 2.0 4,0 7.4
Housewife 0.0 1.8 27.3 10.0 9.2
Employed 82.6 59.6 28.3 50.0 53.0




