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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 The characters in children’s television model behaviors and characteristics that have the 

potential to perpetuate or counter traditional gender stereotypes. This study utilizes a content 

analysis of the highest rated children’s television programs in 2014, including the top programs 

for both preschoolers (ages 2-5) and school-age children (ages 6-11). The analyses found that 

male characters, comprising 60.2% of all characters, continue to dominate popular children’s 

television. Results suggest that a larger number of stereotypical female gender roles continue to 

be perpetuated through these programs than male gender roles, particularly in shows popular 

among school-age children. The research examines the differences in gender representation by 

target age of audience, animated and live action programs, networks (Disney Channel, 

Nickelodeon, PBS), and gender skew of audience. The implications of the findings on the 

socialization of children and ideas for future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 This country has a gender problem. It can be seen everywhere from the classroom to the 

boardroom. It starts at a young age, with girls being taught to be quiet and polite and to serve as 

examples for their more rambunctious male classmates (Chemaly, 2014). Meanwhile, children 

grow into adults and women are told to “act like a man” to gain professional respect (Ridgeway, 

2011). From early childhood on, we are socialized to understand the behaviors and roles 

expected of males and females in society. These messages about gender expectations are 

communicated to children through various channels, including parents, teachers, and the media. 

 

A recent study researching the status of women in the media in the United States revealed 

that women continue to lag behind their male counterparts in nearly every form of media. For 

production of the 250 top-grossing domestically made movies of 2013, women accounted for 

sixteen percent of all directors, executive producers, writers, cinematographers and editors. In the 

top 100 films of 2012, women held 28.4% of all speaking roles. Furthermore, male opinions tend 

to be more prevalent in the media, with men being quoted 3.4 times more often than women on 

the front page of The New York Times and male opinion page writers outnumbering women four-

to-one in the nation’s top newspapers (Gray, 2014). Earlier this year, the under-representation of 

women in film was brought to the forefront of public discussion as the 87th Academy Awards 

nominations failed to include any women in the categories of best director or best screenwriter. 

Additionally, all eight best picture nominees were male-driven stories featuring male-dominated 

casts (Sinha-Roy, 2015). 
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While much of the recent press around diversity and media has focused on adult-targeted 

television and film, the issue is also prevalent in media created for children. Actor Geena Davis’s 

Institute on Gender in Media was founded with the intent of working with the media industry to 

improve gender balance and reduce stereotyping in media targeting children. In its studies, the 

Institute found that females are vastly under-represented in children’s media both on-screen and 

behind the scenes (Smith & Choueti, 2010). Other recent research analyzing the gender content 

of shows on Cartoon Network, Nickelodeon, and the Disney Channel revealed that feminine 

behaviors were virtually non-existent in programs targeting boys. Even amongst female 

characters, children’s television is presenting few images of feminine roles to boys. 

Consequently, girls are exposed to images of both masculine and feminine behaviors on 

television, but boys see almost exclusively masculine roles (Hentges & Case, 2013).  

  

Although the characters and worlds depicted in children’s television are fictional, these 

programs can have a very real effect on children and their perception of society. Studies have 

found that children who perceive television as socially realistic are likely to incorporate 

messages from television into their beliefs about the real world. Even if a child understands what 

is fictional and what is factual on television, that distinction does not guarantee the child will be 

able to avoid undue influence from fictional television (Wright, Huston, Truglio, Fitch, Smith, & 

Piemyat, 1995). While the characters on television are one of many models in most children’s 

lives, this medium could have a major impact on how children understand the world around them 

and the expectations for their role in it.  
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There is a significant amount of research on the representation of gender in children’s 

television and its influence on children’s attitudes and beliefs. Most recently, studies of gender in 

children’s media have investigated whether the target audience of children’s television networks 

is associated with particular representations of feminine and masculine behaviors among 

characters. The analysis revealed more male characters, regardless of target audience gender, and 

significant differences in the portrayal of gender stereotypical behaviors across networks 

(Hentges & Case, 2013). Based on which shows children are choosing to watch, boys and girls 

could be receiving disparate messages about gender roles and society’s expectations of men and 

women, which could have long-term consequences on their gender socialization.   

 

The primary purpose of the present study is to examine the current status of gender 

representation in popular children’s television programming. This will be achieved by analyzing 

the highest-rated programs of 2014 for preschool-age (2-5) and school-age (6-11) children. The 

secondary purpose of this analysis, using data about the gender skew of each program’s 

audience, is to determine if young male and female viewers are receiving distinct messages about 

gender based on the programs they are watching. By analyzing the highest-rated shows across 

the United States, this study will focus on programs with the widest reach into American homes 

whose characters serve as trusted guides and models of behavior for millions of children across 

the country. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

2.1 Children’s Media Habits in the United States 

Television, in one form or another, remains the dominant medium for children of all ages 

in the United States. While the proliferation of mobile devices and video streaming services has 

contributed to a shift in how, when and where television programming is watched, television 

screen time still far outranks the amount of time spent with other types of media (such as video 

and computer games, music, and e-books). Across all socioeconomic classes and races, 

television continues to be the media platform with the greatest reach into American homes, 

ensuring that nearly all children throughout the country have television as a “constant 

companion” (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). 

 

2.1.1 Television Usage in the Home 

As of 2013, almost all parents of children ages zero to eight had a television in their 

homes (96%) and 70% had cable or satellite services (Rideout & Saphir, 2013).  The percentage 

of families with cable or satellite services decreased from 80% in 2010 (Gutnick, Robb, 

Takeuchi, & Kotler, 2010). However, the percentage of parents who reported having Internet 

connectivity with their TVs, allowing access to streaming services such as Netflix and Hulu, 

increased to 30% in 2013 (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). This may account for the drop in cable and 

satellite services, as more families opt to subscribe to streaming platforms and abandon their 

cable packages.  
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In many homes in the United States, television is often turned on even if no one in the 

family is actively watching it. In 2010, the Joan Ganz Cooney Center reported that the TV is left 

on in 48% of homes when no one is actively engaged with it (Gutnick et al., 2010). In a 2013 

study, this number decreased with 36% of parents reporting that TV is left on in their homes all 

or most of the time (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). Additionally, a significant percentage of children 

in the United States have a TV in their bedroom. Nielsen data shows that children ages two to 

five watch TV in their own room nearly 20% of the time, and children ages six to eleven do so 

over 25% of the time (Gutnick et al., 2010). 

 

As of 2013, 36% of children ages zero to eight had a TV in their room; this number 

ranges from 16% of kids under two, to 37% of two to four-year-olds, to 45% of five to eight-

year-olds (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). This number continues to rise as children get older, with 

71% of all eight to eighteen-year-olds having their own TV in their bedroom (Rideout, Foehr, & 

Roberts, 2010). Among parents, the most common reasons cited for children having television in 

their bedroom include: the child shares a room with an older sibling, to free up shared TVs for 

other family members, and to keep the child occupied so the parent can get things done around 

the house (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). Whatever the reason, it is clear that children in the United 

States, regardless of age, have nearly constant access to television in their home and often 

without direct parent supervision.  Due to the seemingly ubiquitous presence of television in 

American children’s lives, it is necessary to study the messages that are being communicated to 

children in the most-watched programs targeting this demographic. 
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2.1.2 Trends in Children’s Media Use 

In 2010, most children in the United States spent three or more hours watching television 

each day during the week; on the weekends, this increased to at least four hours each day 

(Gutnick et al., 2010).  Between 2010 and 2013, the average amount of time children spent 

watching TV on a television set decreased to just under an hour a day (0:57), however overall 

average screen media use (including computers, smartphones, and tablets) occupied nearly two 

hours (1:55) each day. The percentage of children who watch TV on a daily basis also dropped 

over the past few years, from 65% in 2011 to 58% in 2013 (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). 

Interestingly, as children enter elementary school, Nielsen data shows only a slight dip in 

television usage: children ages six to eleven watch just about seven minutes less TV and video 

per day than preschoolers despite being out of the home for several more hours each day 

(Gutnick et al., 2010). Very young children are also engaging with television, as 66% of children 

under the age of two have ever watched TV and 30% of children in this age group are daily TV-

watchers (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). 

 

With the rapid expansion of other media platforms, ranging from tablet devices and smart 

phones to DVRs and video streaming services, we have seen a shift in how children watch 

television programming over the past few years. However it is accessed, television content still 

dominates media consumption for children. As of 2010, 59% of TV watching occurred at the 

original scheduled broadcast time and 41% was either time-shifted (via DVR or on-demand 

access) or on a platform other than a TV set (Rideout et al., 2010). In 2013, of the average hour 

each day children spent watching TV on a television set, almost a third was spent watching 
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shows recorded on a DVR, downloaded or streamed, or on demand. Additionally, between 2011 

and 2013, there was a five-fold increase in ownership of tablet devices among families with 

children eight and under, from 8% of all families in 2011 to 40% in 2013. The proportion of 

children with access to some “smart” mobile device at home also increased from half (52%) to 

three-quarters (75%) of all children in the same time span (Rideout & Saphir, 2013). The ability 

to access television programming online, on mobile platforms, and on demand has consequently 

allowed parents and children to be more selective about which shows they watch and to watch 

more of the programming they prefer rather than adhering to the scheduled broadcast times. In 

this study, I will examine the twenty highest rated television programs for children ages 2-5 and 

6-11 in 2014 according to Nielsen, as these are the shows with the largest viewership and reach 

into American homes.  

 

2.2 Theoretical Framework 

The present study is grounded in two theories of media effects: cultivation theory and 

social cognitive theory. Cultivation theory, developed by George Gerbner, investigates 

television’s contributions to viewers’ conceptions of social reality (Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). 

Social cognitive theory, developed by Albert Bandura, purports that mass media, such as 

television, contain models that viewers may internalize and imitate in real-world social 

interactions. In regard to gender development and differentiation specifically, social cognitive 

theory holds that gender is promoted by modeling that is exemplified both in a child’s immediate 

environment and in the mass media (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). While this study will not observe 

the effects of media on children, it is still important to analyze and understand the representations 
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of gender that could potentially have an effect on how children behave and perceive the world 

around them. 

 

2.2.1 Cultivation Theory 

In its most familiar interpretation, cultivation theory hypothesizes that those who spend 

more time watching television are more likely to perceive the real world in ways that reflect the 

most common and recurrent messages of the world of fictional television (Morgan & Shanahan, 

2010). However, television does not simply create images and beliefs that viewers then mimic. 

Rather, cultivation is a dynamic process in which “layers of demographic, social, personal, and 

cultural contexts also determine the shape, scope, and degree of the contribution television is 

likely to make” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1986, p.23). Cultivation is largely 

determined by the extent to which television informs viewers’ worldviews. Personal interactions 

and other social affiliations are likely to reduce the effects of television, while continued 

exposure to the messages expressed and reinforced by television without mediation by other 

sources is likely to augment the viewer’s belief in those values (Gerbner et al., 1986). 

 

Cultivation analysis has been applied to numerous studies of media effects over the past 

few decades. In studies of gender and family roles, it was found that television contributes to the 

propagation of traditional images and aspirations (Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). In studies of 

violent television, Gerbner and colleagues found that heavy viewers of violent television were 

more likely to have exaggerated perceptions of victimization and mistrust than light viewers, a 

pattern that became known as the “Mean World Syndrome” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & 
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Signorielli, 1980). In television portrayals of social groups and types, the absence of a particular 

group can cultivate messages about power and values just as strongly as the presence of a group. 

As Gerbner et al stated, “the prominent and stable overrepresentation of well-to-do white men in 

the prime of life dominates prime time and indicates a relatively restrictive view of women’s and 

minorities’ opportunities and rights” (Gerbner et al., 1986, p.26). In the present study, the 

absence of particular genders in prominent roles (i.e.: lead and co-lead characters) will be 

observed in an effort to determine the messages about the value of males and females in these 

popular children’s programs.  

 

As discussed in the previous section on children’s media use, it is apparent that television 

is a major source of information for children. Children begin watching television long before 

they can read or even talk (Gerbner et al., 1986). The repeated exposure to particular messages 

and values is cause for concern, especially for very young children whose communication 

sources are largely limited to their parents and the media. In developing cultivation theory, 

Gerbner asserted “long-term, ritualistic exposure to formulaic stories with consistent lessons 

would be expected to mean something to those who consumed them” (Morgan & Shanahan, 

2010, p.349). Consequently, as children repeatedly watch television programs with consistent 

messages about gender, the more likely they are to adopt a particular worldview cultivated by the 

values of the television producers. This study will analyze the top twenty most popular television 

programs among preschool and school-age children with the purpose of investigating the types 

of gender messages communicated by these heavily-watched shows. 
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2.2.2 Social Cognitive Theory 

In practice, social cognitive theory is the study of the relationship between antecedents 

(e.g., television models), the resulting mental representations (e.g., beliefs and attitudes), and the 

ensuing outcomes (e.g., children’s social and psychological well-being) (Olson & Dweck, 2008). 

As applied to the media, social cognitive theory claims that mass media, such as television, 

contain models that viewers observe and internalize. Most behaviors that people display are 

learned, either deliberately or inadvertently, through the influence of models (Bandura, 1971). 

While the observation of models is not likely to immediately create similar patterns of behavior 

in the viewer, the repeated viewing of a particular model can affect the adoption of new social 

practices and behaviors (Bandura, 2001). Furthermore, it is widely accepted that models for 

behavior may be stored as cognitive scripts for future use; when a real life situation resembles 

the stored situation, the relevant script may be retrieved and used (Geen, 1994). 

 

Some forms of modeling are believed to be more powerful than others, particularly those 

in television. As Bandura suggests, “Children, or adults for that matter, rarely have to be 

compelled to watch television, whereas verbal characterizations of the same activities would fail 

to hold their attention for long” (Bandura, 1971, p. 10). Indeed, models on television are so 

effective in capturing attention that viewers learn the depicted behavior regardless of whether or 

not they are given extra incentives to do so. In one experiment, children who watched modeled 

actions on television without distractions later displayed the same amount of imitative learning 

regardless of whether they were informed in advance that correct imitations would be rewarded 

(Bandura, 1971). 
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In an update to his theory in 2001, Bandura reports, “in observational learning a single 

model can transmit new ways of thinking and behaving simultaneously to countless people in 

widely dispersed locales” (Bandura, 2001, p.271). As applied to the study of children’s 

television, one could surmise that the characters in highly watched television shows serve as 

models of behavior that children all over the United States (and in some cases, the world) may 

internalize and reflect in their own attitudes and actions. This study will place particular attention 

on the lead characters of popular children’s television shows to determine the gender-related 

behaviors and attitudes they model for their young viewers. It will also incorporate the gender 

breakdown of the shows’ audiences; this will help elucidate if girls and boys are receiving 

similar or distinct messages about gender based on the shows they choose to watch.  

 

2.2.3 Media Effects and Gender Development 

Gender identity develops as children realize they belong to one gender group or another. 

Once this realization is made, children demonstrate increased motivation to be similar to other 

members of their group, preferences for members of their own group, selective attention to and 

memory for information relevant to their sex, and increased interest in activities relevant to their 

sex (Martin & Ruble, 2004). As children recognize their gender group, they make assumptions 

about similarities within the gender groups and about differences between boys and girls.  

 

Research has shown that before children can label themselves and others by gender 

(which occurs shortly after age two), they are able to differentiate between the sexes and act in 

ways consistent with traditional gender-linked practices. According to social cognitive theory, 
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knowledge about gender roles involves a higher level of abstraction than simply categorization 

of persons and activities by gender (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  Consistent with these theories 

and findings, it is widely accepted that children tend to follow a developmental pattern for 

understanding gender stereotypes that consists of three ordered phases. In the toddler and 

preschool age range, children learn about gender-related characteristics, such as girls’ and boys’ 

preferences for playing with different types of toys. Between the ages of five and seven, children 

reach their peak of rigidity as they consolidate newly acquired knowledge about gender groups 

and behaviors. By age eight, children enter a phase of relative flexibility compared to the 

previous couple years (Trautner, Ruble, Cyphers, Kirsten, Behrendt, & Hartmann, 2003). As 

children develop their own gender identity and try to make sense of gender-linked behaviors, the 

vast majority are receiving messages and watching models of gendered behavior in the media. 

Historically, children received these gendered messages from models in their immediate 

environment, including parents, peers, and teachers. From the data on media usage surveyed 

earlier, it is clear that television has expanded the pool of models available to children. Past 

studies on gender and media have found that the sexes are sharply differentiated in the media and 

gender roles tend to be more traditional than is actually the case (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). This 

study will provide an update to this field of research, specifically gender in children’s television, 

by analyzing the top rated shows for children over the past year (January 2014 – December 

2014). 

 

Once children are able to differentiate the sexes, research has demonstrated that they 

prefer to attend more to models of the same sex as themselves (Bussey & Bandura, 1984, 1992). 
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Many have argued that adherence to gender roles is socially stressed more for boys than for girls. 

Accordingly, boys tend to pay more attention to same-sex models than do girls (Slaby & Frey, 

1975). Furthermore, when exposed to a female model engaging in male and female stereotyped 

activities, boys just over the age of two emulated male activities to a greater extent while girls of 

the same age showed no gender-linked differential in the activities they emulated (Bussey & 

Bandura, 1999). This preference among boys to watch same-sex models is often cited (Lemish, 

2010; Thompson & Zerbinos, 1997) as a speculated reason for the domination of male characters 

in children’s television programming.  

 

2.3 Gender in Children’s Media 

There is a significant amount of previous research on the topic of gender and media, 

particularly examining the portrayal of stereotypical gender roles and the balance (or lack 

thereof) of male and female characters in lead and supporting roles. Previous studies have 

focused on the analysis of gender in film, television, video games, and advertising. This section 

will provide an overview of previous studies related to children’s media and gender and will 

discuss trends in this field as the research has evolved. 

 

2.3.1 Gender in Children’s Films, Commercials & Video Games 

While the primary focus of the present study is children’s television programming, it is 

important to consider the related research on gender in other forms of media to understand the 

prevalence of these gendered messages across and throughout the media and to build a 

foundation for this study of current children’s television programs. 
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Recent studies analyzing top-grossing children’s movies as well as the ever-popular 

Disney Princess line of films have tracked the evolution of gender roles and stereotypes over 

time.  In a study of the 101 top-grossing G-rated movies from 1990 to 2005, researchers found 

that females are vastly underrepresented in children’s films.  The results of the analysis showed 

that fewer than one out of three speaking characters are female, fewer than one out of five 

characters in crowd scenes are female, and more than four out of five of the films’ narrators are 

male (Smith & Cook, 2008). In a related study analyzing the 400 top-grossing films (rated G, 

PG, PG-13, and R) between 1990 and 2006, researchers found that 73% of characters are male. 

When they segmented the films into specific time periods, they found no change in the 

prevalence of female characters over time; the percentage of females in films had neither 

increased nor decreased over sixteen years (Smith & Cook, 2008). Furthermore, in a cross-

cultural study investigating female depictions in films worldwide, it was found that only 28 films 

out of a sample size of 120 featured a female as the lead or co-lead character (Smith, Choueti, & 

Pieper, 2014). The present study will include an analysis of the lead characters in current 

children’s shows, examining both the character’s gender and the gender-related behaviors and 

attitudes they model. 

 

A recent content analysis of the nine Disney Princess movies examined the gender role 

depictions of the prince and princess characters with a focus on their behavioral characteristics 

and climactic outcomes in the films. The study found the first three movies (created in the 1930s 

and 50s) depicted more gendered attributes for both princesses and princes, and the later films 

featured princesses who were more assertive. However, the authors warn that there were many 
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contradictory gender messages in the later movies despite overall improvement in egalitarian 

content (England, Descartes, Collier-Meek, 2011). Another study took an in-depth look at 

thirteen female leads in G-rated films and found that almost all of the females were praised for 

their appearance and that love was an integral part of the female protagonists’ aspirations, with 

almost all of the leads pursuing a romantic relationship. One positive finding of this study was 

the well-known “damsel in distress” story line was observed in fewer films than the researchers 

expected (Smith & Cook, 2008). The study of Disney Princess movies also reported that the 

portrayal of romance provides a strongly gendered message consistent over time and that the 

princesses are frequently portrayed as idealized feminine figures. Perhaps most disquieting is the 

finding that actions aligned with traditional gender roles, such as caretaking skills and adherence 

to conventional beauty, granted the Disney princesses many rewards, which could reinforce the 

perceived importance of these behaviors for children watching the films (England et al., 2011). 

 

Video games, although less frequently played by young children than adolescents and 

teenagers (Rideout & Saphir, 2013; Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010), are a viable form of media 

for children to experience, particularly since much video game advertising targets youthful 

audiences (Dill & Thill, 2007). One study analyzing the images of video game characters from 

top-selling U.S. gaming magazines found that not only are women underrepresented in these 

magazines (only one quarter of the images were of females), but the female characters who are 

depicted are likely to be scantily clad and conforming to idealized body and beauty types (Dill & 

Thill, 2007). Similarly, in the aforementioned study of the 400 top-grossing films, females were 

over five times more likely than males to be shown in sexually revealing clothing (Smith & 
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Cook, 2008). Although the youngest viewers are not likely to be engaging with these media on 

their own, it is possible for young children to be exposed to this type of content through older 

siblings and family members. 

 

In addition to films and video games, commercials are another form of media where 

children experience messages about appropriate gendered behavior. In a study analyzing 595 

commercials that aired during children’s programming, the researcher found that commercials 

tend to perpetuate traditional gender roles. Commercials that featured only girls overwhelmingly 

portrayed cooperative interactions, while commercials featuring only boys were more likely to 

portray competitive interactions. Additionally, 39% of girls-only commercials featured “at 

home” settings, compared to only 12% of boys-only commercials, reinforcing the gender 

stereotype that women belong in a domestic setting. One of the most striking findings of this 

study was that of nearly 600 commercials, only three featured girls-only eating; the absence of 

females modeling healthy eating habits coupled with increased body image issues among young 

girls is cause for concern (Larson, 2010; Pai & Schryver, 2015).  

 

In another advertising study, children’s exposure to nontraditional images of girls in 

children’s television commercials was tested through exposure to one of three commercials 

followed by a toy sorting task where children were asked if six toys were for girls, boys, or both. 

The children who saw the nontraditional commercial of a girl playing with a traditionally “boy” 

toy were more likely to indicate the toys were for boys and girls, rather than just one sex (Pike & 

Jennings, 2005). It is promising that this brief exposure to nontraditional models encouraged 
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children to challenge traditional gender roles. Similar to these studies, the present research will 

analyze the types of behaviors that male and female characters exhibit in an effort to understand 

if the current popular shows among children are perpetuating or challenging traditional gender 

roles. 

 
2.3.2 Gender in Children’s Television 
 

Gender in children’s television programming has been the topic of numerous studies over 

the past few decades, many of which have revealed pervasive gender stereotypes in the roles that 

characters play and the behaviors and attitudes they model for children. A number of studies 

have not only analyzed the content of television programs for gender, but have also researched 

the effects that gendered content has on children and on their preferences for certain programs. 

This section will discuss the findings of several significant studies, both content analyses and 

experimental research, on the topic of gender and children’s television. 

 

2.3.2.1 Studies of Television and Children’s Perceptions of Gender 

Several studies have focused on the media effects of television on children’s perceptions 

and beliefs about gender. In one study designed to determine the relationship between the 

amount of time children spend watching television and their knowledge of adult sex role 

stereotypes, males and females in grades 1, 3, 5, and 7 who were classified as heavy television 

viewers or light television viewers were administered the Sex Stereotype Measure (McGhee & 

Frueh, 1980). The findings from this study indicated that heavy viewers had more stereotyped 

perceptions than light viewers, a finding that is aligned with cultivation theory in that the more 
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children watch television programs with consistent messaging, the more likely they are to adopt 

those particular beliefs. Among light viewers, perception of male stereotypes declined with age; 

among heavy viewers, stereotypic perceptions of males were maintained with age. Interestingly, 

there was no comparable effect for perception of female stereotypes (McGhee & Frueh, 1980). 

 

Other research has examined the immediate effect of certain television content on 

children’s perceptions. Davidson, Yasuna, and Tower researched the effects of animated 

programs on girls’ gender-role stereotyping. In their study, five- to six-year-old girls viewed one 

of three animated cartoons, either high or low stereotyped or neutral and were then tested for 

gender-role stereotyping. The results showed that girls who viewed the low-stereotyped program 

received significantly lower gender-role stereotype scores than did girls in the high and neutral 

conditions (Davidson, Yasuna, & Tower, 1979). These findings suggest the need for not only 

gender-neutral programming, but for portrayals of females and males in nontraditional roles in 

order to impact the perceptions of young children. The present study will explore to what extent 

characters in current children’s television programs model traditional versus non-traditional 

gender roles. 

 

In a review of various studies on children’s media and gender, Calvert and Huston 

reported that girls could have more to gain from counter-stereotypical portrayals than do boys. 

Indeed, “unless boys believe that there are positive rewards for men who are nontraditional, 

counter-stereotypical portrayals will have limited, if not negative, effects on them” (Calvert & 

Huston, 1987, p.84). Consistent with cultivation theory and social cognitive theory, this study 
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concludes that children come to the television viewing experience with previous knowledge that 

affects what they perceive, remember, and infer about male and female characters (Calvert & 

Huston, 1987). This implies, depending on a child’s previous experiences with television and in 

the real world, that repeated exposure of male and female characters in nontraditional roles is 

necessary to reverse any stereotyped beliefs the child may already have. 

 

In a more recent study by Calvert and colleagues, children’s reports about their favorite 

educational television programs were examined for the presence of gender stereotypes.  Overall, 

reports contained more male characters, more male pronouns, and more masculine behaviors. 

The boys’ reports, in particular, generally focused on male characters and masculine behaviors. 

However, boys and girls both liked The Wild Thornberries, a show featuring a female lead in a 

non-traditional role. This finding led the researchers to believe that perhaps what a character 

does may be just as important in boys’ viewing choices as the sex of the character (Calvert, 

Kotler, Zehnder, & Shockey, 2003). In the present study, I will examine both the gendered 

content of current television programs and the gender breakdown (mostly girls, mostly boys, or 

gender-neutral) of the audience of those programs, which will lend some insight to this 

discussion. 

 

Another significant finding of the Calvert et al study was the increased preference for 

same-sex characters as children age. The researchers found that preadolescent girls showed a 

greater preference for programs featuring a female lead character over time. Three of the five 

favorite programs cited by older girls in the study had female lead characters (Calvert et al, 
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2003).  Other studies examining children’s preferences for male or female characters have found 

similar results. In a cross-cultural study of children’s gender preferences, four- to six-year-old 

boys and girls from China, Germany, and the United States were asked to select videos they 

would most like to see. Choices were between pairs of videos featuring male versus female 

protagonists with story content held constant. Across cultures, both sexes favored stories 

featuring protagonists of their own sex. This preference was found to be particularly strong in 

American girls, while American boys showed only a moderate preference for male characters. 

The preference for same-sex protagonists also increased with age, suggesting the preference is a 

reflection of socialization (Knobloch, Callison, Chen, Fritzsche, & Zillmann, 2005). The present 

study will include television programs for preschool-age (2-5) and school-age children (6-11) as 

well as the gender breakdown of the programs’ audiences; thus, revealing if girls and boys are 

more likely to watch shows featuring lead characters of their own sex as they move from the 

preschool to school-age viewing category. 

 

2.3.2.2 Content Analyses of Children’s Television and Gender Representation 

One of the most consistent findings throughout content analyses of children’s television 

is the dominance of male characters. In a study examining gender representation in over a 

thousand children’s television programs, researchers found that male characters appear twice as 

often as female characters (Smith & Cook, 2008). This finding has been replicated many times 

over, with Hentges and Case most recently revealing that sixty-six percent of characters were 

male regardless of the broadcast network’s target audience gender across Nickelodeon, Cartoon 

Network, and Disney Channel shows (2013). Not only do male characters appear more often, but 
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they have also been found to receive more attention. In a study comparing gender roles in post-

1980 and pre-1980 cartoons, male characters in the post-1980 cartoons were still given more 

prominence, appeared more frequently, and talked significantly more than did female characters 

(Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995). 

 

Over time, content analyses have indicated that children’s television is moving toward a 

less stereotypical portrayal of gender. In the aforementioned study comparing animated programs 

before and after 1980, a particular change was noted in the representation of females; after 1980, 

female characters were more independent, assertive, competent, and intelligent than their 

predecessors (Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995). In Baker and Raney’s examination of portrayals of 

male and female superheroes in children’s cartoons, they too found few instances of traditional 

gender stereotyping. However, they did report on subtler stereotyping, such as male superheroes 

being more likely to fill leadership roles. Nearly one-third of male superheroes acted alone or 

were leaders of a team. In comparison, only 12.5% of female superheroes were depicted in a 

similar role. Females were also shown working under a mentor at a much higher rate than male 

superheroes (45.8% versus 24.4%) (Baker & Raney, 2007). Aubrey and Harrison’s study of a 

sample of first and second graders’ favorite television shows revealed that the programs 

contained a greater number of male characters, but the male and female characters did not 

behave in gender stereotypical ways (2004). In their study of gender portrayal across networks, 

Hentges and Case also found male and female characters behaving more similarly than past 

studies demonstrated; however, the characters’ behavior was generally moving in the direction of 

displaying more masculine behaviors (2013). The present study will expand on this research by 
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examining the actual gender skew of the audience for current popular children’s television 

shows. Consulting this audience data will reveal if gender-neutral shows are more popular 

among children than shows featuring stereotypical portrayals of gender. 

 

Differences between portrayals of gender have been found in animated cartoons versus 

live-action shows for children as well. In the content analysis of over a thousand children’s 

shows cited earlier, it was found that male characters dominated animated shows more so than 

live action shows. In live action shows, female characters occurred more frequently in groups, 

and males and females had almost equal single-speaking roles. Live action females were also 

presented with more humor than those in animation (Smith & Cook, 2008). The present study 

will build on this research by analyzing the gender representations in a sample including both 

animated and live action shows for children. 

 

The recent study by Hentges and Case examining behaviors of male and female 

characters across Disney Channel, Nickelodeon, and Cartoon Network revealed that gender 

stereotypes differ significantly across networks. Characters on Cartoon Network, with mostly a 

male audience (Larson, 2004), displayed higher levels of physical aggression, being in danger, 

and rescuing others. Meanwhile, shows on the Disney Channel, with largely a female audience 

(Schmuckler, 2006), were more likely to display females in comic roles. As Hentges and Case 

state, the evidence from this study indicates that gender messages in television are not the same 

for boys and girls (2013). It is probable that boys and girls receive different messages about 

gender depending on the type of programming they watch. The present study will further this 
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research by examining the actual gender skew of the audience for particular television programs. 

This analysis will reveal whether girls and boys are watching television portraying similar or 

different representations of male and female behaviors and capabilities.  

 

2.4 The Present Study: Gender in Popular Children’s Television 

Building on the substantial foundational research on gender in children’s media, the 

present study will advance this field in multiple facets. First and foremost, this study will provide 

a necessary update to the body of research on gender and children’s media by examining the 

current landscape of popular children’s television programming. The sample for this study 

includes the top twenty programs for children ages 2-5 and 6-11 in the United States, as 

determined by Nielsen ratings, for the year 2014 (January 2014-December 2014).   

 

By analyzing the highest rated shows across the country, this study will focus on 

programs with an expansive reach into American homes and arguably a great impact on children 

based on the programs’ popularity. While this study will not examine media effects on viewers, 

it is still important to analyze the gender messages conveyed through these highly watched 

shows as millions of children are regularly exposed to these programs. Previous studies have 

focused on shows based on a sample of children’s self-reported favorite programs (Aubrey & 

Harrison, 2004; Calvert, Kotler, Zehnder, & Shockey, 2003), a particular genre (Baker & Raney, 

2007) or network (Hentges & Case, 2013), but none appear to have examined television 

programs based on their national ratings. 
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The present study will include the top ten shows for the preschool-age audience (ages 2-

5) as well as the top ten shows for the school-age audience (ages 6-11). By including both of 

these age groups, this study will be able to compare the representation of gender in shows 

created for younger and older children, and will also include both animated and live-action 

shows. Studies have analyzed gender representations in animated programs specifically 

(Davidson, Yasuna, & Tower, 1979; Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995), but this study will be 

amongst the first to include both animated and live-action shows. 

 

Finally, this study will include data about the actual audience of each program in the 

sample; specifically, the percentage of male and female viewers for each show as reported by 

Nielsen. Knowledge of the audience’s gender composition is particularly valuable to gain insight 

into which shows appeal to primarily boys, primarily girls, or to both boys and girls. This 

information will help determine if boys and girls are more likely to watch shows featuring a lead 

character of the same gender as them, if boys and girls are observing different representations of 

gender based on the shows they choose to watch, and other compelling research questions. While 

other studies have examined shows based on their target audience (Hentges & Case, 2013), this 

will be among the first studies to include data about the gender of the actual audience of 

children’s television programs on this scale.  

 

 

 

 



 

25 
 

2.4.1 Research Questions 

This study will explore the following research questions: 

1. Overall, how do the top-rated shows for children 2-5 and 6-11 represent gender? Specifically, 

are characters more likely to portray traditional or non-traditional gender roles?  

 

2. Are there significant differences in gender representation between preschool (2-5) shows and 

school-age (6-11) shows? 

 

3. Are there significant differences in gender representation between animated and live action 

shows? 

 

4. Are there significant differences in gender representation among the networks with top-rated 

shows (Disney Channel, Nickelodeon, PBS)? 

 

5. Are there significant differences in gender representation among programs whose audiences 

are primarily boys, primarily girls, and gender neutral? 

 

6. Is the 2-5 audience or the 6-11 audience more likely to watch programs featuring lead 

characters the same gender as themselves? 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
 
 

This study employed quantitative content analysis to examine gender representation in 

popular children’s television programs. The content analyzed was comprised of the overall top 

ten highest rated television programs for children ages two to five (preschool-age) and the top 

ten shows for children six to eleven (school-age) in the year 2014.  

 

3.1 Data 

To determine the top ten television programs for each age group, I acquired monthly 

ratings reports from Nielsen for January 2014 through December 2014 (Nielsen, 2014).  In these 

reports, programs are ranked from highest to lowest by their average audience (AA%), or the 

percentage of all households/persons that viewed a specific source or program (Nielsen, 2011). 

From the over 250 programs ranked for these age groups, I determined the top ten programs for 

each month based on their average audience. I then found the average yearly rating for each 

program by adding its monthly ratings together and dividing the total by twelve to account for 

each month of the year. In the end, I determined a list of twenty total shows, ten for preschool-

age and eleven for school-age, that ranked as the top ten highest rated shows for each age group 

for the year 2014. Although there were eleven total programs for the school-age demographic 

due to a tie for the tenth spot, one of the programs (Wild Kratts) also ranked in the preschool-age 

list so the total number of programs came to twenty. The list of programs, their yearly ratings, 

and the network they appear on can be found in Table 1 and Table 2. 
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TABLE 1  
Top rated programs for children 2-5 in 2014 
 
Rank Program 2014 Average Rating Network 
1 Curious George 5.28 PBS 
2 PAW Patrol 3.86 Nickelodeon 
3 Sofia the First 3.22 Disney 
4 Bubble Guppies 3.08 Nickelodeon 
5 Team Umizoomi 2.92 Nickelodeon 
6 Wild Kratts 2.41 PBS 
7 Dora the Explorer 2.32 Nickelodeon 
8 Wallykazam! 2.31 Nickelodeon 
9 Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood 2.27 PBS 
10 Dinosaur Train 2.13 PBS 
 
 
 
TABLE 2  
Top rated programs for children 6-11 in 2014 
 
Rank Program 2014 Average Rating Network 
1 Austin & Ally 2.25 Disney 
2 Sam & Cat 2.14 Nickelodeon 
3 Liv & Maddie 1.69 Disney 
4 Jessie 1.60 Disney 
5 Girl Meets World 1.48 Disney 
6 Every Witch Way 1.39 Nickelodeon 
6 Dog with a Blog 1.39 Disney 
8 Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 1.36 Nickelodeon 
9 Gravity Falls 1.07 Disney 
10 A.N.T. Farm 0.96 Disney 
10 Wild Kratts 0.96 PBS 
 
 

In determining the average yearly rating for each program in the top ten for the school-

age (6-11) demographic, I encountered one issue with the programs appearing on the Disney 

network. Several of the Disney shows, such as Austin & Ally and Jessie, appeared twice in each 

month’s Nielsen report – once as their normal program name (i.e.: Austin & Ally) and again with 
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a tag of “LN” after the name (i.e.: Austin & Ally – LN). After consulting with a number of media 

researchers and contacting Nielsen about this anomaly, I surmised that the “LN” tag, which was 

unique to Disney, may be a technique Disney employs to track different feeds of the program, 

such as a weekend versus weekday feed. It should be noted that Nielsen never confirmed this 

distinction; however, the media researchers I consulted all agreed this was likely the reason. For 

the purposes of determining the top ten programs for the year, I included the Disney programs 

both with and without the “LN” tag. In the rare instance that both versions of a program occurred 

in the top ten for a particular month, I included the average of the two ratings as that program’s 

overall rating for the month. For example, in April 2014, Jessie ranked fifth with a rating of 2.50 

while Jessie-LN ranked 6th with a rating of 2.43; I averaged these ratings to determine that Jessie 

received an overall rating of 2.47 in the month of April.  

 

Once the top ten programs for each age group were determined, I watched two full 

episodes of each program over a two-week period, typically coding four episodes per session. I 

watched and coded one episode of each program in the list and then went through the list again at 

random, so as to never watch the same program back to back. It should be noted that most 

episodes featured one storyline spanning the full 22-25 minutes. However, some preschool-age 

programs combine two 11-minute storylines into one episode. For these programs, I watched 

four 11-minutes episodes in order to watch each program for the same length of time. Overall, I 

watched between forty and fifty minutes of each program; the exact runtime varies from program 

to program, and even among episodes of the same program. This combines to a total of 

approximately fifteen hours of television programming. The final sample included four shows on 
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PBS (e.g., Wild Kratts and Curious George), eight shows on Nickelodeon (e.g., PAW Patrol and 

Sam & Cat), and eight shows on Disney (e.g., Sofia the First and Jessie) (a full list of programs 

by network is included in Table 1 and Table 2). The episodes included in the sample were all 

watched on each individual program’s website. Most programs offered at least two full episodes 

from the current season for free on their website. The only exception was Girl Meets World on 

Disney; since free streaming from the program’s website was unavailable, I purchased two 

episodes of the most recent season at random from Amazon Instant Video. 

 
 
3.2 Coding 
 

The unit of analysis was each character that played a lead or supporting role in the 

episodes included in the study sample. Similar methodology, focusing on the character as the 

unit of analysis, has been used in previous research on gender in children’s media (Hentges and 

Case, 2013; England, Decartes, and Collier-Meek, 2011). A master coding sheet provided 

instructions for the content analysis, including high-level information about the episode itself 

(i.e.: animated or live action). The coding instructions are available in Appendix A. Each 

character in the sample was coded for their role on the show (lead or supporting), human or non-

human (including animal, monster, mermaid, etc.), age (child, teenager, adult, or unknown), and 

gender (male, female, or unknown). Clues for non-human gender determination, such as name 

and dress, were also provided. 

 

Each character in the sample was coded for the presence or absence of particular behaviors. 

The coding variables were informed by previous research on gender and children’s television 
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and film (Hentges and Case, 2013; England, Descartes, and Collier-Meek, 2011). Initially, I 

intended to code the frequency of each variable but this proved too difficult to achieve reliability. 

The variables were defined as follows (these can also be found in Appendix A): 

 

• Affectionate – readily feeling or showing fondness or tenderness; may involve physical 
displays (a hug, a kiss, a touch to indicate affection) 

 
• Aggressive – hostile or violent behavior or attitudes toward another; readiness to attack 

or confront; can be physical or verbal in expression 
 

• Athletic – physically strong, fit, active; may involve running, or providing evidence of a 
strong physical effect on a character or object 

 
• Authority role/leader – the power to give orders or make decisions; the power to direct 

or control someone or something 
 

• Brave – courageous, daring, fearless; often involves a rescue or leadership in the face of 
danger 

 
• Comic role – humorous, funny, silly; often involves making other characters laugh 

 
• Domestic role – devoted to home life, household affairs, or the family 

 
• Emotional - having feelings that are easily excited and openly displayed; passionate, 

sensitive, demonstrative  
 

• Focus on appearance – adjusts physical appearance for the purpose of making it look 
better or to draw attention to it; expresses interest or concern for their physical 
appearance 

 
• Receive comments on appearance – another character addresses their physical 

appearance 
 
 
 

Prior to coding the entire sample, I conducted reliability coding with one other researcher on 

ten percent of the total sample. We both coded four episodes, which included one episode each 
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of Wild Kratts, Wallykazam!, Sofia the First, and Sam & Cat and twenty-four total characters. 

These four programs were intentionally selected so the reliability sample would span both live 

action and animated shows, preschool and school-age shows, and include at least one program 

from each of the three networks included in the study. After two rounds of independently 

viewing and coding the episodes, we achieved inter-coder reliability on each variable in the 

codebook. Reliability was determined by measuring Krippendorff’s Alpha and average percent 

agreement. A measurement of .80 for Krippendorff’s Alpha is often considered the norm for 

good reliability (De Swert, 2012); the average Krippendorff’s Alpha across all fourteen variables 

was 0.867. The average percent agreement achieved was 96.7, with each variable achieving at 

least 91 percent agreement. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

4.1 Research Question 1 

The first research question asked how the top-rated shows for children ages 2-5 and 6-11 

collectively represent gender. Specifically, this question focused on if characters are more likely 

to portray traditional or non-traditional gender roles. 

 

4.1.1 Gender of Characters 

In the entire sample of characters (N=379), 60.2% (N=228) of characters were male and 

39.8% (N=151) were female. To further explore the frequency of male and female characters, I 

ran a series of tests analyzing the data by age of the audience, type of show (live action or 

animated), program network, type of character (lead or supporting), and age of character. 

  

When sorting the data by age of the audience (either 2-5/preschool or 6-11/school-age, as 

determined by Nielsen ratings), I found that 64.8% (N=127) of characters in the preschool shows 

were male and 35.2% (N= 69) were female. The shows with a school-age audience had a more 

balanced split, with 55.2% (N=101) of characters being male and 44.8% of characters being 

female (N=82) (p=.056). 

 

When examining the gender of characters by the type of show, the results indicate that 

live action shows have a more balanced split with 47.9% (N=67) of characters being male and 

52.1% (N=73) of characters being female. In contrast, male characters dominated animated 
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shows, comprising 67.4% (N= 161) of the characters; 32.6% (N=78) were female characters 

(p=.000). 

 

Across the three networks (Disney Channel, Nickelodeon, and PBS), Disney had the 

most balanced split with 53.4% (N=70) of characters being male and 46.6% (N=61) of characters 

being female. Nickelodeon featured characters that were 64.2% (N=95) male and 35.8% (N=53) 

female. PBS’s characters were 63.0% (N=63) male and 37.0% (N=37) female (p=.149). 

 

When examining lead versus supporting characters, the results show the gender-split is 

nearly the same for both. Lead characters were 58.5% (N=76) male and 41.5% (N=54) female, 

while supporting characters were 61.0% (N=152) male and 39.0% (N=97) female (p=.626). 

 

Among child, teenage and adult characters, the results reveal that more of the teenage 

characters were females (52.4%, N=54) than males (47.6%, N=49). Child characters featured 

64.8% (N=81) males and 35.2% (N=44) females. Similarly, adult characters were 62.5% (N=85) 

males and 37.5% (N=51) females (p=.005). 
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TABLE 3 
Percentage of male and female characters        
     Male %  Female % p Value 
All programs    60.2   39.8  - 
 
Preschool (2-5)    64.8   35.2  .056* 
School-age (6-11)    55.2   44.8 
 
Live action    47.9   52.1  .000* 
Animated    67.1   32.6 
 
Disney Channel   53.4   46.6  .149 
Nickelodeon    64.2   35.8 
PBS     63.0   37.0 
 
Lead role    58.5   41.5  .626 
Supporting role   61.0   39.0 
 
Child character   64.8   35.2  .005* 
Teenage character   47.6   52.4 
Adult character   62.5   37.5     
*significant at p<.06 
 

 

4.1.2 Gender Role Portrayal 

To determine the gender role portrayal of male and female characters within the entire 

sample, I ran cross-tabulations for each behavior by character gender. Of the ten behaviors that 

were coded, results show there was a significant difference (p<.06) between male and female 

characters for six of them: affectionate, brave, comic role, emotional, focus on appearance, and 

receive comments on appearance. Four of the characteristics did not reveal a significant 

difference between male and female characters; those characteristics were aggressive, athletic, 

authority role/leader, and domestic role. For the purposes of this study, traditional gender roles 
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were defined as in previous studies on gender in children’s media by Hentges and Case (2013), 

England, Descartes, and Collier-Meek (2011), and Baker and Raney (2007). 

 

The traditionally female behaviors of affectionate, emotional, focus on appearance, and 

receive comments on appearance were displayed by female characters significantly more than 

they were by male characters. For affectionate, 39.7% (N=60) of all female characters 

demonstrated this characteristic, while 20.6% (N=47) of all male characters did so (p=.000). 

Emotionality was portrayed by 27.8% (N=42) of female characters and by 16.7% (N=38) of 

male characters (p=.009). 12.6% (N=19) of female characters demonstrated a focus on their 

appearance, while only 5.3% (N=12) of male characters did so (p=.011). Lastly, 17.2% (N=26) 

of females received at least one comment on their appearance, as opposed to 8.3% (N=19) of 

male characters (p=.009). 

 

Male characters represented the traditionally male characteristics of brave and comic role 

significantly more so than female characters. For brave, 17.1% (N=39) of male characters 

portrayed this trait while 7.3% (N=11) of female characters did so (p=.006). 36.0% (N=82) of 

male characters were portrayed in a comic role, while 25.8% (N=39) of female characters were 

(p=.038). 

 

Of the four behaviors that did not have a significant difference between male and female 

characters, three were traditionally male characteristics (aggressive, athletic, and authority 

role/leader) and one was traditionally female (domestic role). Although not statistically 
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significant, it is interesting to note that a higher percentage of female characters (20.5%, N=31) 

were portrayed as aggressive than male characters (14.5%, N=33)(p=.123). Additionally, the 

percentage of male and female characters in a domestic role was nearly equal, with 8.8% (N=20) 

of male characters portraying this characteristic and 9.9% (N=15) of female characters (p=.702). 

 

TABLE 4 
Percentage of male and female characters displaying each behavior, 
All programs           
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
 
Affectionate   20.6   39.7   .000* 
Aggressive   14.5   20.5   .123 
Athletic   28.1   21.2   .132 
Authority role   25.4   21.9   .424 
Brave    17.1   7.3   .006* 
Comic role   36.0   25.8   .038* 
Domestic role   8.8   9.9   .702 
Emotional   16.7   27.8   .009* 
Focus on appearance  5.3   12.6   .011* 
Receive comments on  8.3   17.2   .009* 
appearance           
*significant at p<.06 
 

 

4.2 Research Question 2 

The second research question inquired if there were significant differences in the 

representation of gender between preschool (2-5) and school-age (6-11) shows. The findings 

were significant for seven characteristics: affectionate, athletic, brave, comic role, emotional, 

focus on appearance, and receive comments on appearance.  

 



 

37 
 

Among the characteristics found to be significant, affectionate, athletic, brave, emotional, 

focus on appearance, and receive comments on appearance all had significant differences in their 

representation between male and female characters in the school-age programs. Affectionate was 

the only characteristic that had significant findings for both age groups; for the school-age 

shows, 34.1% (N=28) of female characters were affectionate while 19.8% (N=20) of male 

characters were (p=.028). Female characters in school-age shows were more likely to 

demonstrate emotional behavior, with 35.4% (N=29) of females and 18.8% (N=19) of males 

acting emotionally (p=.011).  

 

Focus on appearance and receive comments on appearance were both significant for the 

school-age shows. 23.2% (N=19) of female characters demonstrated a focus on their appearance, 

while 9.9% (N=10) of male characters did so (p=.015). There was a notably higher percentage of 

characters of both genders, but especially female characters, who were focused on their 

appearance in school-age shows in comparison to preschool shows. In the preschool shows, 0% 

(N=0) of female characters demonstrate a focus on their appearance and only 1.6% (N=2) of 

male characters do. Receive comments on appearance also saw a notable change between the 

two age groups, with a mere 2.9% (N=2) of females and 1.6% (N=2) of males in preschool 

shows receiving comments. In school-age shows, 29.3% (N=24) of female characters and 16.8% 

(N=17) of male characters receive comments on their appearance; this occurred significantly 

more in female characters than males in these programs (p=.045).  

 



 

38 
 

Athletic and brave were portrayed significantly more by male characters than by females 

in school-age programs. In school-age programs, 24.8% (N=25) of males and 13.4% (N=11) of 

females displayed athleticism (p=.055). Additionally, 17.8% (N=18) of males demonstrated 

bravery as opposed to 6.1% (N=5) of females (p=.017).  

 

In the preschool-age programs, two behaviors had significant differences in their 

portrayal by gender: affectionate and comic role. Affection was displayed significantly more by 

female characters, with 46.4% (N=32) of females and 21.3% (N=27) of males demonstrating 

affectionate behavior (p=.000). Males were portrayed in a comic role more often than females in 

preschool shows, with 26.8% (N=34) of males and 8.7% (N=6) of females in such a role 

(p=.003). 

 

Among the characteristics that did not have significant differences in their representation 

by male and female characters (aggressive, authority role, domestic role), there are some 

interesting observations to be made. Aggression increased a notable degree for both male and 

female characters in school-age shows; in preschool shows, 5.1% (N=10) of all characters 

demonstrated aggression while 29.5% (N=54) of all characters in school-age shows portrayed 

aggressive behavior. For characters in an authority role, the percentage of female characters 

remained nearly the same between preschool and school-age shows, with 21.9% (N=16) and 

21.8% (N=17), respectively. While this percentage remained stagnant for female characters, it 

increased for male characters from 14.9% (N=10) in preschool shows to 29.8% (N=48) in 
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school-age shows, surpassing the percentage of female characters in an authority role.  Again 

none of these findings were statistically significant, but make for interesting observations. 

 
TABLE 5 
Percentage of male and female characters displaying each behavior, 
Preschool (2-5) and school-age (6-11) programs       
 
Preschool (2-5) 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
 
Affectionate   21.3   46.4   .000* 
Aggressive   4.7   5.8   .744 
Athletic   30.7   30.4   .968 
Authority role   14.9   21.9   .288 
Brave    16.5   8.7   .128 
Comic role   26.8   8.7   .003* 
Domestic role   8.7   8.7   .994 
Emotional   15.0   18.8   .483 
Focus on appearance  1.6   0.0   .295 
Receive comments on  14.9   21.9   .288 
appearance 
 
School-age (6-11) 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
 
Affectionate   19.8   34.1   .028* 
Aggressive   26.7   32.9   .361 
Athletic   24.8   13.4   .055* 
Authority role   29.8   21.8   .191 
Brave    17.8   6.1   .017* 
Comic role   47.5   40.2   .324 
Domestic role   8.9   11.0   .641 
Emotional   18.8   35.4   .011* 
Focus on appearance  9.9   23.2   .015* 
Receive comments on  16.8   29.3   .045* 
appearance            
*significant at p<.06 
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4.3 Research Question 3 
 

The third research question asked if there were significant differences in the 

representation of gender between animated and live action shows. The findings for this question 

were significant for four characteristics: affectionate, aggressive, comic role, and receive 

comments on appearance. 

 

Female characters in animated programs were significantly more likely to demonstrate 

affection than male characters. 43.6% of female characters (N=34) and 19.9% (N=32) of male 

characters portrayed affectionate behavior in animated shows (p=.000); in live action shows, 

female characters were also more affectionate than male characters but the difference was not 

statistically significant (p=.086). Results show that 29.8% (N=48) of male characters in animated 

programs were portrayed in a comic role, as opposed to 10.3% (N=8) of female characters 

(p=.001). In live action shows, the distribution of comic roles between male and female 

characters is more equitable, with 50.7% (N=34) of males and 42.5% (N=31) of females in such 

a role (p=.326). In live action shows, female characters were significantly more likely to receive 

comments on their appearance than were male characters; 31.5% (N=23) of females and 16.4% 

(N=11) of males received comments on their appearance (p=.038). In animated shows, these 

percentages were much lower for both genders, with 5.0% (N=8) of males and 3.8% (N=3) of 

females receiving comments on their appearance (p=.698). Female characters in live action 

shows were also significantly more aggressive (30.1%, N=22) than male characters (16.4%, 

N=11)(p=.056), which is the first significant counter-stereotypical gender representation revealed 

in the findings. 
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The behaviors that did not have significant differences in live action or animated shows 

include: athletic, brave, authority role, domestic role, emotional, and focus on appearance. 

Among these, however, there are some notable observations. Characters, both male and female, 

demonstrated bravery at a higher percentage in animated shows than in live action shows. For 

instance, 14.1% (N=11) of female characters in animated shows were brave, as opposed to 0% 

(N=0) in live action shows. Similarly, 23.6% (N=38) of males in animated shows were brave, 

while only 1.5% (N=1) of males in live actions shows demonstrated that trait. Analyzing focus 

on appearance revealed the opposite finding, with characters of both genders demonstrating this 

behavior at a higher percentage in live action shows than in animated shows. In animated shows, 

less than two percent of both male (1.9%, N=3) and female (1.3%, N=1) characters focused on 

their appearance; in live action shows, 13.4% (N=9) of males and 24.7% (N=18) of females 

engaged in this behavior. This difference is significant for both genders, with p=.000 for males 

and females. 
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TABLE 6 
Percentage of male and female characters displaying each behavior, 
Live action and animated programs        
 
Live action 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   22.4   35.6   .086 
Aggressive   16.4   30.1   .056* 
Athletic   11.9   8.2   .463 
Authority role   14.9   21.9   .288 
Brave    1.5   0.0   .295 
Comic role   50.7   42.5   .326 
Domestic role   10.4   11.0   .922 
Emotional   25.4   37.0   .139 
Focus on appearance  13.4   24.7   .093 
Receive comments on  16.4   31.5   .038* 
appearance 
 
Animated 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   19.9   43.6   .000* 
Aggressive   13.7   11.5   .646 
Athletic   34.8   33.3   .825 
Authority role   29.8   21.8   .191 
Brave    23.6   14.1   .088 
Comic role   29.8   10.3   .001* 
Domestic role   8.1   9.0   .814 
Emotional   13.0   19.2   .210 
Focus on appearance  1.9   1.3   .743 
Receive comments on  5.0   3.8   .698 
appearance            
*significant at p<.06 
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4.4 Research Question 4 

The fourth research question explored differences in the representation of gender among 

the three networks with top-rated shows, namely Disney Channel, Nickelodeon, and PBS. Of the 

characteristics that were coded, the following were found to have significant differences in their 

portrayal by male and female characters on at least one network: affectionate, authority role, 

brave, comic role, emotional, focus on appearance, and receive comments on appearance.  

 

Affectionate behavior was portrayed at a significantly higher percentage by female 

characters on both Disney and Nickelodeon. On Disney, 44.3% (N=27) of females and 18.6% 

(N=13) of males demonstrated affection (p=.001). On Nickelodeon, 30.2% (N=16) of females 

and 11.6% (N=11) of males were affectionate (p=.005). The findings on PBS for affection were 

not significant. 

 

The results of the analysis by network also revealed that both Disney and Nickelodeon 

programs had significant differences in the gender representation of the characteristic of 

authority role. Interestingly, the gender that appeared in an authority role in a higher percentage 

was not consistent across the networks. For the Disney programs, 31.1% (N=19) of female 

characters were in an authority role; 15.7% (N=11) of male characters were in such a role 

(p=.036). Comparatively, for Nickelodeon, 22.1% (N=21) of males were portrayed in an 

authority role, as opposed to 7.5% (N=4) of females (p=.023). The findings on PBS for authority 

role were not significant. 
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The characteristics of brave, emotional, focus on appearance, and receive comments on 

appearance all had significant findings exclusively for Nickelodeon. For bravery, 27.4% (N=26) 

of male characters and 5.7% (N=3) of female characters demonstrated this trait (p=.001). 30.4% 

(N=18) of female characters were emotional, as opposed to 10.5% (N=10) of male characters 

(p=.000). Female characters on Nickelodeon were significantly more likely to both focus on their 

appearance and receive comments on their appearance than male characters. 11.3% (N=6) of 

females and 1.1% (N=1) of males demonstrated a focus on their appearance (p=.005). The same 

percentages also apply for receiving comments on appearance; 11.3% (N=6) of female characters 

and 1.1% (N=1) of male characters received comments on their appearance in Nickelodeon 

programs (p=.005). The percentage of characters receiving comments on their appearance was 

higher for Disney programs, but it was higher for both female (29.5%, N=18) and male 

characters (20.0%, N=14). 

 

The one characteristic that had a significant difference by gender on PBS was comic role.  

In PBS programs, 33.3% (N=21) of male characters were portrayed in a comic role, while 10.8% 

(N=4) of females characters were (p=.012). This could be related to the fact that all of the shows 

on PBS in the sample belonged to the preschool age-range, with the exception of Wild Kratts 

which ranked in the top ten for both age groups. The results showed that preschool shows, as a 

whole, featured fewer characters in comic roles than live action shows. 

 

 

 



 

45 
 

TABLE 7 
Percentage of male and female characters displaying each behavior, 
Networks: Disney Channel, Nickelodeon, PBS       
 
Disney Channel 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   18.6   44.3   .001* 
Aggressive   17.1   29.5   .093   
Athletic   10.0   13.1   .577 
Authority role   15.7   31.1   .036* 
Brave    7.1   6.6   .895 
Comic role   58.6   45.9   .147 
Domestic role   11.4   11.5   .993 
Emotional   25.7   31.1   .491 
Focus on appearance  12.9   21.3   .197 
Receive comments   20.0   29.5   .206 
 
Nickelodeon 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   11.6   30.2   .005* 
Aggressive   20.0   20.8   .913 
Athletic   37.9   24.5   .098 
Authority role   22.1   7.5   .023* 
Brave    27.4   5.7   .001* 
Comic role   21.1   13.2   .236 
Domestic role   1.1   5.7   .097 
Emotional   10.5   34.0   .000* 
Focus on appearance  1.1   11.3   .005* 
Receive comments  1.1   11.3   .005* 
   
PBS 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   36.5   45.9   .352   
Aggressive   3.2   5.4   .583 
Athletic   33.3   29.7   .709 
Authority role   41.3   27.0   .152   
Brave    12.7   10.8   .779 
Comic role   33.3   10.8   .012* 
Domestic role   17.5   13.5   .603 
Emotional   15.9   13.5   .750 
Focus on appearance  3.2   0.0   .274 
Receive comments  6.3   5.4   .848    
*significant at p<.06 
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4.5 Research Question 5 
 

The fifth research question asked if there were significant differences in the 

representation of gender among programs whose audiences are primarily boys, primarily girls, or 

gender neutral. Audience data for each show in the sample was acquired from Nielsen; with this 

data, I was able to determine the percentage of female viewers and male viewers for each show 

for the year 2014. For analysis purposes, if a show’s female audience and male audience were 

more than five percentage points apart, the show was categorized as skewing toward the gender 

with the higher percentage. For example, Wallykazam! on Nickelodeon had an audience in 2014 

comprised of 53% boys and 47% girls; based on this data, it was categorized as a boy-skewing 

show. The full list of shows and their audience data can be found in Appendix C. It should be 

noted that the majority of shows skewed toward one gender or the other, so the gender-neutral 

sample only consisted of two shows, Bubble Guppies and Team Umizoomi, both of which are 

designed for a preschool audience. 

 

Of the characteristics coded, five had significant findings in their portrayal by a particular 

gender: affectionate, brave, comic role, emotional, and focus on appearance. Of these, 

affectionate was the only characteristic that had a significant difference across all programs (girl-

skewing, boy-skewing, and no gender skew), with higher percentages of female characters 

portraying affectionate behavior. On girl-skewing shows, 37.9% (N=33) of females and 18.4% 

(N=18) of males were affectionate (p=.003). On boy-skewing shows, 39.6% (N=21) of females 

and 23.0% (N=26) of males demonstrated affectionate behavior (p=.027). On the shows with no 
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gender skew, 54.5% (N=6) of female characters and 17.6% (N=3) of male characters were 

affectionate (p=.041). 

 

Both brave and comic role were significant in boy-skewing programs, with a higher 

percentage of male characters portraying both characteristics. In boy-skewing shows, 26.5% 

(N=30) of males and 11.3% (N=6) of females were portrayed as brave (p=.026). In shows with 

primarily a male audience, 29.2% (N=33) of males and 7.5% (N=4) of females were in a comic 

role (p=.002). Girl-skewing shows had a more gender-balanced distribution of comic roles, with 

43.9% (N=43) of males and 39.1% (N=34) of females in a comic role (p=.509). While the 

characteristic of athletic did not have significant findings, it is notable that a higher percentage of 

characters, both male and female, were portrayed as athletic in boy-skewing shows. In shows 

with a majority male audience, 42.5% (N=48) of males demonstrated athletic ability, as opposed 

to 13.3% (N=13) in girl-skewing shows (p=.000). 34.0% (N=18) of female characters were 

athletic in boy-skewing shows, compared to 12.6% (N=11) in shows with primarily a female 

audience (p=.010). 

 

Shows with primarily a female audience had significant findings for the characteristics of 

emotional and focus on appearance, both of which were portrayed significantly more by female 

characters. In girl-skewing programs, 37.9% (N=33) of females and 22.4% (N=22) of males 

exhibited emotional behavior (p=.021). Girl-skewing shows also had a higher percentage of 

female characters focused on their appearance; 21.8% (N=19) of females and 10.2% (N=10) of 

males demonstrated a focus on their appearance (p=.030). Although receiving comments on 
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appearance did not have significant findings in this analysis, it is interesting to note that the 

highest percentage of male and female characters receiving comments on appearance occurred in 

girl-skewing shows, with 26.4% (N=23) of females and 15.3% (N=15) of males. These 

percentages are much lower in boy-skewing shows, with 5.7% (N=3) of females and 3.5% (N=4) 

of males receiving comments on their appearance. 

 
 
 
 
TABLE 8 
Percentage of male and female characters displaying each behavior, 
Audience: Girl skew, boy skew, no gender skew       
 
Girl skew 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   18.4   37.9   .003* 
Aggressive   19.4   31.0   .067   
Athletic   13.3   12.6   .900 
Authority role   15.3   24.1   .130 
Brave    6.1   4.6   .647 
Comic role   43.9   39.1   .509 
Domestic role   9.2   10.3   .790 
Emotional   22.4   37.9   .021* 
Focus on appearance  10.2   21.8   .030* 
Receive comments   15.3   26.4   .061 
 
Boy skew 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   23.0   39.6   .027* 
Aggressive   11.5   7.5   .433 
Athletic   42.5   34.0   .296 
Authority role   31.9   18.9   .081 
Brave    26.5   11.3   .026* 
Comic role   29.2   7.5   .002* 
Domestic role   9.7   9.4   .951 
Emotional   12.4   17.0   .425 
Focus on appearance  1.8   0.0   .330 
Receive comments  3.5   5.7   .526   
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No gender skew 
Behavior   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Affectionate   17.6   54.5   .041*   
Aggressive   5.9   0.0   .413 
Athletic   17.6   27.3   .544 
Authority role   41.2   18.2   .203   
Brave    17.6   9.1   .527 
Comic role   35.3   9.1   .118 
Domestic role   0.0   9.1   .206 
Emotional   11.8   0.0   .238 
Focus on appearance  0.0   0.0   - 
Receive comments   0.0   0.0   -    
*significant at p<.06 
 
 
 
4.6 Research Question 6 
 

The sixth and final research question asked whether the preschool (2-5) audience or the 

school-age (6-11) audience were more likely to watch programs with same-sex lead characters.  

The analysis revealed significant findings for girls in the 2-5 and 6-11 audience as well as boys 

in the 2-5 audience.  In programs with primarily a female audience in the 2-5 age range, 41.7% 

(N=5) of females were in a lead role as opposed to 11.1% (N=2) of males (p=.053). In programs 

with primarily a female audience in the 6-11 age range, 44.0% (N=33) of female characters were 

lead characters as opposed to 22.5% (N=18) of male characters (p=.004). In programs with 

primarily a male audience in the 2-5 age range, 41.3% (N=38) of male characters were in a lead 

role, while 19.6% (N=9) of females were lead characters (p=.011). The results were not 

significant for boy-skewing shows in the 6-11 age range (p=.118). 
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TABLE 9 
Percentage of male and female characters in lead roles by gender skew and age of audience  
 
Girl skew   % of Males  % of Females  p Value  
Preschool (2-5) 
 Lead role  11.1   41.7   .053* 
 Supporting role 88.9   58.3   
 
School-age (6-11) 
 Lead role  22.5   44.0   .004* 
 Supporting role 77.5   56.0 
 
 
Boy skew   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Preschool (2-5) 
 Lead role  41.3   19.6   .011* 
 Supporting role 58.7   80.4 
 
School-age (6-11) 
 Lead role  47.6   14.3   .118 
 Supporting role 52.4   85.7    
 
 
No gender skew  % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
Preschool (2-5) 
 Lead role  47.1   54.5   .699 
 Supporting role 52.9   45.5 
 
School-age (6-11) 
 Lead role  n/a   n/a   - 
 Supporting role n/a   n/a      
*significant at p<.06 
 

Beyond the initial research question, I analyzed the frequency of all male and female 

characters by gender skew of programs (see Table 10), as well as the gender of the lead character 

by the gender skew of shows regardless of the age of the audience (see Table 11). The first 

analysis revealed girl-skewing shows had 53.0% (N=98) male characters and 47.0% (N=87) 

female characters, boy-skewing shows had 68.1% (N=113) male characters and 31.9% (N=53) 
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female characters, and gender-neutral shows had 60.7% (N=17) male characters and 39.3% 

(N=11) female characters (p=.016). 

TABLE 10 
Percentage of male and female characters by gender skew of audience    
 
Audience   Male %  Female %  p Value 
Girl skew   53.0   47.0   .016* 
Boy skew   68.1   31.9 
No gender skew  60.7   39.3      
*significant at p<.06 

The second analysis revealed significant findings for the number of male and female lead 

characters in girl-skewing and boy-skewing shows. In programs with a majority female audience, 

43.7% (N=38) of females were in lead roles and 20.4% (N=20) of males were in lead roles 

(p=.001). In programs with a majority male audience, 42.5% (N=48) of male characters were in 

lead roles and 18.9% (N=10) of female characters were in lead roles (p=.003). 

 
TABLE 11 
Percentage of male and female characters in lead roles by gender skew of audience  
 
Girl skew   % of Males  % of Females  p Value 
 Lead role  20.4   43.7   .001* 
 Supporting role 79.6   56.3    
 
Boy skew 
 Lead role  42.5   18.9   .003* 
 Supporting role 57.5   81.1    
 
No gender skew 
 Lead role  47.1   54.5   .699 
 Supporting role 52.9   45.5      
*significant at p<.06 
 
 

Finally, across all programs, lead characters were 58.5% (N=76) male and 41.5% (N=54) 
female. Supporting characters were 61.0% (N=152) male and 39.0% (N=97) female. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The primary purpose of this content analysis was to examine the current status of gender 

representation in popular children’s television programming through analyzing the highest rated 

programs for preschool-age (2-5) children and school-age (6-11) children.  The secondary 

purpose of this analysis, using data about the gender skew of each program, was to determine if 

male and female viewers are receiving different messages about gender based on the programs 

they are watching.  

 

5.1 Gender Stereotypes & Behavior 

Overall, there were significantly more male characters in these television programs. This 

finding is particularly apparent in preschool shows, in which 64.8% of characters were male, and 

in animated shows, in which 67.1% of characters were male. Among the three networks whose 

programs were included in this study, Nickelodeon had the largest disparity between number of 

male and female characters (64.2% male), followed by PBS (63.0% male), and Disney Channel 

(53.4% male). Furthermore, there were more male characters in both lead roles (58.5%) and 

supporting roles (61.0%). This finding is aligned with previous content analyses of children’s 

media (Hentges & Case, 2013; Smith & Cook, 2008) that also revealed the dominance of male 

characters on screen. 

 

In terms of gender representation, there were more female stereotypes perpetuated in 

these programs than male stereotypes. When looking at the entire sample, female characters were 

found to be more likely to be affectionate (p=.000), emotional (p=.009), to focus on their 



 

53 
 

appearance (p=.011), and to receive comments on their appearance (p=.009). Male characters 

were more likely to be brave (p=.006) and in a comic role (p=.038). The only traditionally 

female gender role that was not found to be significant across the entire sample was domestic 

role; very few characters, either male or female, were cast in this type of role. Of the traditionally 

male behaviors, three were found to be insignificant: aggressive, athletic, and authority role. 

Interestingly, a higher percentage of female characters (20.5% of all females) demonstrated 

aggressive behavior than did male characters (14.5% of all males). This finding is consistent with 

the recent research by Hentges & Case, in which they determined that “female characters are 

acting in more stereotypically masculine ways, but male characters are not displaying feminine 

behaviors” (p.330, 2013).  

 

The perpetuation of traditional gender roles was more apparent in school-age (6-11) 

shows than in preschool (2-5) shows. In preschool shows, female characters were found to be 

significantly more affectionate (p=.000) than male characters. Additionally, male characters were 

significantly more likely to be in a comic role (p=.003) than female characters. In school-age 

shows, there were more traditionally feminine stereotypes found to be significant than masculine 

stereotypes. Female characters in school-age shows were more likely to be affectionate (p=.028), 

emotional (p=.011), to focus on their appearance (p=.015), and to receive comments on their 

appearance (p=.045). Male characters, in contrast, were only found to be significantly more 

athletic (p=.055) and brave (p=.017) in school-age shows. It is interesting to note that female 

characters seem to consistently be defined by these traditionally feminine roles. The lack of 

dynamic female characters on screen could be related to the lack of women in roles behind the 
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screen in children’s media. This argument has been raised in previous studies, citing that only 

7% of directors, 13% of writers, and 20% of producers in family films are women (Smith & 

Choueti, 2010). 

 

Gender-based stereotypes appeared on all three networks in this study to varying degrees. 

PBS programs (Curious George, Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, Dinosaur Train, Wild Kratts) 

were more likely to portray male characters in a comic role (p=.012). Disney Channel programs 

(Austin & Ally, Liv & Maddie, Jessie, Girl Meets World, Dog with a Blog, Gravity Falls, A.N.T. 

Farm, Sofia the First) were more likely to portray female characters as affectionate (p=.001). 

The Disney Channel featured the only significant counter-stereotypical behavior, with females 

more likely to be in an authority role than male characters (p=.036). Although not a statistically 

significant finding, Disney Channel programs also had a higher percentage of females in comic 

roles than PBS or Nickelodeon. This is consistent with Hentges & Case’s findings that Disney 

Channel featured more females in comic roles than Nickelodeon or Cartoon Network, which 

could be related to the network targeting female viewers (2013). Nickelodeon programs (PAW 

Patrol, Bubble Guppies, Team Umizoomi, Dora the Explorer, Wallykazam!, Sam & Cat, Every 

Witch Way, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles) revealed the most gender stereotypes of the three 

networks. On Nickelodeon, females were more likely to be affectionate (p=.005), emotional 

(p=.000), to focus on their appearance (p=.005), and to receive comments on their appearance 

(p=.005); males were more likely to be brave (p=.001) and in an authority role (p=.023). It 

should be noted that the majority of PBS programs in the sample were in the preschool age 



 

55 
 

range, the majority of Disney Channel shows in the slightly older school-age range, and 

Nickelodeon programs were a nearly even distribution between the two age groups. 

 

5.2 Gender Messages & Audience 

Regardless of gender skew of the audience, there were more male characters in the 

television programs in this study. The ratio of male to female characters was slightly more 

balanced in shows with a majority female audience (53% male, 47% female). The shows with a 

male audience skew featured 68.1% male characters and 31.9% female characters, meaning for 

approximately every seven males on screen there were only three females. 

 

Analyzing the data by gender skew of the audience and target age of the program 

revealed that preschool boys are significantly more likely to watch programs featuring a same-

sex lead character (p=.011), as are preschool girls (p=.053) and school-age girls (p=.004).  This 

is consistent with past research on children’s preference for same-sex characters, which found 

that preadolescent girls showed a greater preference for programs featuring a female lead 

character over time (Calvert, Kotler, Zehnder, & Shockey, 2003). Other studies have reported 

that across cultures both male and female children favor television programs featuring lead 

characters of their own gender; however, the preference is particularly strong in American girls 

(Knobloch, Callison, Chen, Fritzsche, & Zillman, 2005). 

 

In girl-skewing programs, female characters were significantly more affectionate 

(p=.003), emotional (p=.021), and focused on their appearance (p=.030) than male characters. 
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There were no significant findings for male gender stereotypes or for counter-traditional 

behaviors for either gender. Although not statistically significant, female characters in girl-

skewing programs appeared aggressive, in an authority role, and received comments about their 

appearance at a higher percentage than male characters.  Male and female characters were 

portrayed as athletic, brave, in a comic role, and in a domestic role at a fairly even rate. While 

there is evidence of gender balance in certain characteristics, it is apparent that some female 

gender stereotypes are still being communicated to the viewers of these shows. 

 

In boy-skewing programs, male characters were significantly more brave (p=.026) and in 

a comic role (p=.002), while female characters were significantly more affectionate (p=.027). 

Although not statistically significant, males in boy-skewing shows appeared athletic and in an 

authority role at much higher percentages than female characters. Male and female characters 

were aggressive and in a domestic role at about the same rate. Additionally, very low 

percentages of characters of both genders demonstrated a focus on their appearance or received 

comments on their appearance. 

 

Throughout girl-skewing and boy-skewing programs, it is clear that female characters are 

consistently portrayed as more affectionate. It is interesting to note that, besides females being 

more affectionate in boy-skewing shows, the majority of gender stereotypes being perpetuated in 

these programs are reflective of the gender skew of the audience. In other words, girl-skewing 

shows feature more female stereotypes and boy-skewing shows feature more male stereotypes. It 

is particularly interesting how many characters, both male and female, are concerned about their 
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appearance and receive comments about their appearance in girl-skewing shows, and how few 

characters do in boy-skewing shows. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

6.1 Implications 

The findings of this study reveal there is a major shortage of female characters in popular 

children’s television programming, particularly in lead roles. The lack of females on-screen is 

concerning, as female viewers are exposed to fewer same-sex role models. The dominance of 

male characters, in sheer numbers alone, could also communicate to children a message about 

the value of males and females in society. This is consistent with cultivation theory, which 

advises that the absence of a particular group on television can cultivate messages about power 

and values just as strongly as the presence of a group (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 

1980). 

 

It is promising that some traditional gender stereotypes were virtually non-existent in the 

programs in this study. Overall, athleticism and domestic roles were displayed nearly equally by 

both genders. However, a number of gender stereotypes were found to be significant, particularly 

for female characters. Female characters were consistently portrayed as affectionate, emotional, 

and focused on their appearance. This behavior, coupled with the lower number of female 

characters, is cause for concern as children are viewing a persistent message about the expected 

behavior of females.  

 

There were very few significant instances of non-traditional behavior; the only 

exceptions being that females in live action shows were more aggressive than their male 

counterparts and females on the Disney Channel were more likely to be in an authority role than 
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male characters. It should be noted that every Disney Channel show included in this study had a 

majority female audience, indicating that female viewers are observing models of females in 

non-traditional roles but male viewers are not as likely to see these models. 

 

While none of the behaviors coded for in this study are particularly negative or harmful, 

the persistent modeling of certain characteristics by one gender or the other can communicate a 

warped message about expected gender roles. Indeed, some females are affectionate and some 

males are brave, but teaching children to associate these behaviors with exclusively one gender 

could impact their long-term socialization and lead to conflicting gender expectations as children 

grow into adulthood. 

 

Although television is just one form of communication available to children, the 

characters in these programs serve as models of behavior and help children understand what it 

means to be male and female. The creators of children’s media should aspire to foster children’s 

development and aid in their healthy socialization. Television, and these highly rated programs 

in particular, has the opportunity to empower children through inspiring, unique, and non-

traditional characters. We would all benefit from children modeling characters that break the 

mold and challenge these old-fashioned and overwrought gender stereotypes.  

 

6.2 Limitations & Future Research 

One of the limitations of this study involved the coding method. As a result of reliability 

coding, I decided to code for the presence or absence of each behavior. Coding for the frequency 
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of each behavior would likely convey more nuanced findings and may yield more significant 

results about gender representation. This study was also comprised of a fairly limited sample, 

including two full episodes (approximately 45 minutes) of each program. This sample size was 

determined by the scope of the project (one semester) and the number of people coding (one, 

following reliability coding). With more time and a larger research team, including a greater 

number of episodes of each program could lend more credence to the results of the research. 

 

Future research in the field of children’s media could study gender representations in 

popular children’s programming over time. For example, it would be interesting to analyze how 

gender was represented in the most popular television programs in 2005, 2010, and 2015 to see if 

there are any shifts over time. Studying the media effects on children and how boys and girls at 

different developmental stages interpret the gendered messages communicated through these 

programs would also be a worthy research focus. It may also be useful, in future content analyses 

of children’s media, to focus on speech patterns of male and female characters (i.e.: amount of 

time speaking, if the character interrupts others or is interrupted) to see if the speaking styles of 

characters reflects how boys and girls are traditionally socialized to interact. Future studies may 

also examine the gender of the individuals involved in creating children’s television (i.e.: writers, 

producers, directors) to determine if there is a relationship between the gender of those behind 

the scenes and the representation of gender by characters on screen. 
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Appendix A: Codebook 

 
 
Name of series: 
 
Title of episode:  
 
Network: 
1. Disney 
2. Nick 
3. PBS  
 
Type of show: 
1. Live action 
2. Animated 
 
Target age (determined by ratings): 
1. Preschool (2-5) 
2. School-age (6-11) 
 
 
For each lead and supporting character that appears, record: 
 
Character name: If name is unknown, enter identifiable characteristics (dress, appearance). 
 
Lead or supporting:  
There may be multiple lead characters. 
1. Lead – central figure of the narrative  
2. Supporting – supports but does not carry the story; choices and actions are not the primary 
focus of the story 

 
Human or non-human: 
1. Human 
2. Non-human (animal, monster, mermaid, etc) 
 
Age: 
1. Child 
2. Teenager 
3. Adult 
4. Unknown 
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Gender:  
Clues for non-human gender include name, dress, color, and voice. 
1. Male 
2. Female 
3. Unknown 
 
 
For each lead and supporting character that appears, record a “1” for the presence of these 
behaviors/characteristics: 
 
Affectionate – readily feeling or showing fondness or tenderness; may involve physical displays 
(a hug, a kiss, a touch to indicate affection) 
 
Aggressive – hostile or violent behavior or attitudes toward another; readiness to attack or 
confront; can be physical or verbal in expression 
 
Athletic – physically strong, fit, active; may involve running, or providing evidence of a strong 
physical effect on a character or object 
 
Authority role/leader – the power to give orders or make decisions; the power to direct or 
control someone or something 
 
Brave – courageous, daring, fearless; often involves a rescue or leadership in the face of danger 
 
Comic role – humorous, funny, silly; often involves making other characters laugh 
 
Domestic role – devoted to home life, household affairs, or the family 
 
Emotional - having feelings that are easily excited and openly displayed; passionate, sensitive, 
demonstrative  
 
Focus on appearance – adjusts physical appearance for the purpose of making it look better or 
to draw attention to it; expresses interest or concern for their physical appearance 
 
Receive comments on appearance – another character addresses their physical appearance 
 
 
 
 
Sources: 
Case & Hentges, 2013 
England, Descartes, Collier-Meek, 2011 
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Appendix B: Data Sources 

 
 
TABLE 12 
Preschool (2-5) program information          
 

Program 
Title 

Data Source Story 
Length 

Episodes Watched 

Curious 
George 

http://pbskids.org/curiousgeo
rge/video/ 

11 min Auctioneer 
George 

Feeling Antsy Wind 
Symphony 

Curious 
George, 
Sheep Herder 

PAW Patrol http://www.nickjr.com/kids-
videos/paw-patrol-kids-
videos.html 

11 min Pups Save 
the Diving 
Bell 

Pups Save the 
Beavers 

Pups & the 
Kitty-
tastrophe 

Pups Save a 
Train 

Sofia the First http://disneyjunior.com/sofia-
the-first/video 

22 min Scrambled Pets The Princess Stays in the 
Picture 

Bubble 
Guppies 

http://www.nickjr.com/kids-
videos/bubble-guppies-
videos.html 

22 min Get Ready for School Police Cop-etition 

Team 
Umizoomi 

http://www.nickjr.com/kids-
videos/team-umizoomi-kids-
videos.html 

22 min Counting Comet Stompasauras 

Wild Kratts http://pbskids.org/wildkratts/
videos/ 

22 min Skunked! Seahorse Rodeo 

Dora the 
Explorer 

http://www.nickjr.com/kids-
videos/kids-dora-the-
explorer-videos.html 

22 min Dora's Great Roller Skate 
Adventure 

Verde's Birthday Party 

Wallykazam! http://www.nickjr.com/kids-
videos/wallykazam-kids-
videos.html 

22 min Castle Capers Castle Café 

Daniel Tiger http://pbskids.org/daniel/vide
os/ 

11 min Daniel is 
Jealous 

Jealousy at 
the 
Treehouse 

O Builds a 
Tower 

Daniel Plays 
Ball 

Dinosaur 
Train 

http://pbskids.org/dinosaurtra
in/videos/index.html 

11 min Erma and 
the 
Conductor  

Diamond 
Anniversary 

Date Night Gilbert the 
Junior 
Conductor 
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TABLE 13 
School-age (6-11) program information         
 

Show Data Source Story 
Length 

Episodes Watched 

Austin & 
Ally 

http://disneychannel.disney.com/austin-
and-ally/video 

24 min Austin's New 
Crush 

Fanatics & Favors 

Sam & Cat http://www.nick.com/sam-and-
cat/episodes/ 

23 min #Yayday #Braincrush 

Liv & 
Maddie 

http://disneychannel.disney.com/liv-and-
maddie/video 

24 min Premiere-A-
Rooney 

Pottery-a-Rooney 

Jessie http://disneychannel.disney.com/jessie/vid
eo 

24 min Ride to Riches The Blinddate, The 
Cheapskate, and the 
Primate 

Girl Meets 
World 

Amazon Instant Video 23 min Girl Meets Father Girl Meets Maya's 
Mother 

Every 
Witch Way 

http://www.nick.com/every-witch-
way/episodes/ 

22 min Discovery Beach Birthday 
Bash 

Dog with a 
Blog 

http://disneychannel.disney.com/dog-with-
a-blog/video 

24 min Avery Schools 
Tyler 

Stan Falls in Love 

Teenage 
Mutant 
Ninja 
Turtles 

http://www.nick.com/ninja-
turtles/episodes/ 

22 min Eyes of the 
Chimera 

Vision Quest 

Gravity 
Falls 

http://disneyxd.disney.com/gravity-
falls/video 

22 min Land Before 
Swine 

Dreamscaperers 

A.N.T. 
Farm 

http://disneychannel.disney.com/ant-
farm/video 

22 min Detective 
AgANTcy 

ScavANTger Hunt 

Wild Kratts http://pbskids.org/wildkratts/videos/ 22 min Skunked! Seahorse Rodeo 
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Appendix C: Program Audience Data 
 

TABLE 14 
Preschool (2-5) program audience data         
 
 
Program K2-5 AA  

Proj (000) 
Female AA 
Proj (000) 

Male AA 
Proj (000) 

% Female % Male Gender Skew 

Curious George 829 389 439 47 53 Male 

PAW Patrol 299 138 161 46 54 Male 
Sofia the First 344 185 159 54 46 Female 

Bubble Guppies 291 148 143 51 49 No skew 

Team Umizoomi 287 137 150 48 52 No skew 
Wild Kratts 585 268 316 46 54 Male 

Dora the Explorer 297 161 136 54 46 Female 

Wallykazam! 278 130 148 47 53 Male 

Daniel Tiger’s 
Neighborhood 

595 276 319 46 54 Male 

Dinosaur Train 510 221 290 43 57 Male 

 

TABLE 15 
School-age (6-11) program audience data         
 
Program K6-11 AA 

 Proj (000) 
Female AA  
Proj (000) 

Male AA  
Proj (000) 

% Female % Male Gender Skew 

Austin & Ally 591 394 197 67 33 Female 
Sam & Cat 704 387 317 55 45 Female 

Liv & Maddie 611 410 201 67 33 Female 

Jessie 615 407 208 66 34 Female 

Girl Meets World 621 428 193 69 31 Female 
Every Witch Way 436 272 163 62 38 Female 

Dog with a Blog 572 372 200 65 35 Female 

Teenage Mutant 
Ninja Turtles 

548 194 354 35 65 Male 

Gravity Falls 681 399 282 59 41 Female 
A.N.T. Farm 599 391 208 65 35 Female 

Wild Kratts 525 216 309 41 59 Male 
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