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This essay will explore the evidence surrounding the existence of stereotyping and discrimination present within media and society today. Although many social stereotypes exist ranging from race, age, disability, sexual orientation, socio-economic status and culture to name but a few, particular examples will be given in relation to gender stereotyping and discrimination on prime-time programmes, television and radio advertising. The illusory correlation bias theory will be explored, as well as social learning theory and Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance. 

Sternberg et al. (2012) defines stereotyping as a certain set of ideas and attitudes which are usually formed in childhood, relating to a particular social group or identity generally portraying them all to have the same characteristics or attributes. These stereotypes are formed from early observation to validate a certain way of thinking and thereafter all future instances will be automatically associated with the memory relating to that first encounter. With insight and cognition, it is of course possible to gain a different perspective, however it may take more than that to actively change certain prejudices individuals may hold, as they are often based more on semantic meaning and emotional beliefs. It is important to note that the media, in its plethora of forms, can really exploit this as an almost instantaneous way to influence attitudes about certain groups in society, both positively and negatively.

Oliver (1993) expands on this, stating that stereotypes exist as a result of not knowing the full extent of information regarding a particular group or set of people. Therefore, as humans are naturally inquisitive and cognitive beings it is natural and common place to form judgements to make up for the lack of information of what is not available to us from memory. This in turn, may consciously or subconsciously lead us to act upon these partial, often ill-informed prejudices. As a result, stereotypes can occur when there is a defect in human thinking and cognition, resulting in an assumption about something to be true rather than what is actually known to be true. The psychological theory of illusory correlation bias, also known as cognitive bias, demonstrates this and how incorrect cognitive judgements and perceptions can significantly contribute to and influence stereotypes. Such perceptions occur when the association of two variables are correlated more so than what is usually true (Barrett, 2017). Although certain behaviours or attributes may be more representative of a minority group, it is this over-generalisation which forms the basis of a stereotype (Van Rooy, et al., 2013). 

Going further, Banduras social learning theory can also be applied here, suggesting that the active observations of others - be it in real life or via the many media platforms available - can help build schemas and shape certain behaviours. Observational understanding and insight in this way is dependent on such cognitive processes as attention, perception, memory and motivation to repeat the observed behaviour (Deaton, 2015). For instance, a child will often receive positive reinforcement, praise and attention when playing with gender appropriate toys or choosing gender appropriate clothing, this results in a learned behaviour from observing other children of the same sex doing the same. Boys are typically seen by parents as more aggressive and even encouraged to be so, although when the same aggressive behaviour appeared in girls the parents intervened sooner even though they believed they were mediating the behaviour in the same way between sexes (Gross, 2020). 

Eagly (1987, as cited in Lauzen et al., 2008) identifies that social roles are largely responsible for forming the basis of gender stereotypes. A meta-analysis carried out by Eagly et al. (2019) used data from 30,000 participants to analyse their views of gender stereotypes. While they found the roles of employment between men and women have significantly changed since the 20th century demonstrating far less occupational segregation, women are still highly likely to go into jobs which require social, domestic and empathic duties, such as health care and education. Signorielli (1982, as cited in Lauzen et al., 2008) reinforced this and found that women featured heavily in prime-time programmes about family issues and the home. Lauzen et al. (2008) goes on to state that consistency and predictability when portraying such male and female roles maintain consistency of the viewers expectations and pre-existing schema. Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance (as cited in Barrett, 2017), addresses the requirement of people as human beings to maintain a consistent, settled version of themselves and the world around them and what they know to be true and where inconsistencies occur so to does dissonance. As a result of this, humans are predominantly motivated to get rid of such feelings of unpleasantness and discord by changing their attitude (Davey, 2011). 

Further research by Signorielli and Kahlenberg (2001, as cited in Lauzen, et al., 2008) found that male characters on prime-time television were much more likely than females to have a job and also had a greater variety and choice of jobs. Thus poses the question - does this occur as an automatic, historical association between women and certain types of employment and the stereotypes that follow as a result, or is it as Jones and Davis’ (1965) view where women might have previously chosen such jobs out of necessity and lack of choice, they now - despite enhanced education and employment options - still actively choose to work within those areas of employment, thus leaning toward the natural traits and attributes they possess enabling them to do the job. To give balance, in the few occasions where women were represented as working in traditionally male-dominated jobs, the female roles were not considered to be as demanding as their male counterparts and females were even portrayed as having less authority in that field even though they were equally as competent (Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004). Vande Berg and Streckfuss (1992, as cited in Lauzen, et al., 2008) supports this and demonstrates how this is mirrored in the media particularly on television, also stating that when women were represented as present in the workplace, they were still portrayed as having a lesser important, more domestic role. 

Sink and Mastro (2016) conducted a study of the depictions of gender roles for main characters on American prime-time television across 89 programmes analysing a total of 1,254 main characters. Their study echoed the findings of many others and found that even a small amount of media use can significantly influence gender stereotypes and discrimination. Even though little research had been done on the effect of media and television viewing habits in this field in the last fifteen years they went further in their efforts to contribute to this area and subsequentially broke down their findings into other assumptions surrounding how genders were portrayed in terms of age, occupation, aggression, sexualising behaviours and any stereotypically strong masculine or feminine attributes that were present. They discovered that women were definitively underrepresented on prime-time television in comparison to men therefore not depicting a truly accurate representation of the current demographic. In the programmes where women were portrayed as the main character, they more often than not played stereotypical housewife roles, limited secretarial or health care jobs, portrayed unrealistic beauty norms and/or appeared to be overtly sexual. 

Perhaps worryingly were the number of negative influences and outcomes linked to such media consequences, including the presence and tolerance of bullying, harassment and sexual violence by males towards women, significant incidence and normalisation of hyper-masculinity within males, portrayal of dysfunctional and unhealthy relationships and even hindering the educational and vocational opportunities and aspirations available to women. Scharrer (2004) defines hyper-masculinity as over exaggerated masculine characteristics such as aggression, incorporating physical violence when with or towards other males, dominance towards women both sexually and non-sexually, strong sexual expectations and the need to seek out adventure, excitement and adrenaline. Whereas hyper-femininity is described as the women’s dependence and submissiveness towards men, to acquire her level of validation in that relationship. This is often associated with being overly attractive displaying sexual behaviours, requiring females to look younger, thinner as well as dress appealingly in order to be desirable by men. 

Additionally, Sink and Mastro (2016) found that prime-time television also displayed different gender stereotypes and discrimination in relation to the age of the characters. Whilst the older, male main characters were seen to be more competent, wise, knowledgeable and retained their status in the show the same however could not be said for their female counterparts who were depicted as less essential to the plot and did not really feature very much at all as main characters on modern television. Important to note that adults over sixty years of age where classed as being old in this study, which in reality is by no means old and arguably not an accurate representation of todays society, as with an ageing population many people sixty years old and above still actively work, enjoy fulfilling carers and family lives and positively contribute to society, yet they are not seen as essential or even represented in primetime television programmes. Whilst this study raised some interesting and valid points, it does recognise that the majority of programmes shown at prime-time are largely centred around police officers or law enforcement, thus perhaps suggesting some bias towards the prevalence of more male characters and the certain traits and characteristics necessary for those certain roles. Furthermore, with it being an American study, it is not certain how different the results would be if repeated elsewhere. 

A meta-analysis carried out by Eisend (2010) looked at sixty-four studies and identified that the same stereotypes are also evident within the world of television and radio advertising, making clear associations with the product and the perceived occupational status of the genders used to sell the products. For example, women commonly feature on television adverts for beauty and household cleaning products. However, they also recognise that stereotyping in advertising has somewhat decreased since the 1960’s and despite several possible causes being identified as contributory factors for this - namely differences in attitudes, awareness, social roles and cultural norms - they were unable to attribute the decrease to a substantive cause. Conversely, other research by Milner and Higgs (2004) suggests the stereotypical portrayal of women in advertising on Australian television very much still exists today and if anything, compared to previous studies it is becoming even more prevalent and worse. In reality they found the portrayals of women shown in the media to be somewhat far removed from actual day to day experiences and social reality, thus highlighting the social significance negative stereotyping can cause. In contrast, advertisements that were deemed to be humorous and light-hearted generally meant a lesser concern with the gender stereotype that was portrayed, with consumers able to appreciate the humour and be less concerned with stereotyping, thus taking it less seriously than perhaps they would have done without it being funny. With reference to Grau and Zotos (2016) humour occurred more in advertisements where typical male stereotypes were depicted as opposed to females. 

A study carried out by Browne (1998) proposed to explore the impact of gender stereotyping present in television advertising aimed at children across America and Australia. Browne identified the presence of stereotyping in children’s advertising as a vast and ongoing area of concern within similar literature. They found boys to be far more prevalent in the American advertisements, with the Australian advertisements having a much truer representation of equal number of boys and girls. Additionally, boys were observed to be louder, more excitable, more dominant and aggressive in their play. Girls for example were portrayed as being shy, quiet, giggly and less assertive when grabbing or playing with the toy. Interestingly, they also had less animated facial expressions and body language when compared to the boys, with this being true of both nations. With these findings, Browne writes that although some certain characteristics may be true of certain gender, it is unfair to generally portray them solely to one and not the other. Where boys are generally represented as more aggressive, should advertising companies be regulated to demonstrate a more encouraging and sociably responsible example rather than encouraging such stereotypical behaviours? Gunter and McAleer (1997, as cited in Gross, 2020) provides a counter argument for advertisements being responsible for gender stereotyping calling it an over simplistic assumption and that credit should be given to children who can make their own informed decisions and selectively choose the products they are attracted to rather than solely being influenced by media portrayals. 

To conclude, this essay explored the extent to which stereotyping and discrimination exists within the media today. While it is recognised that any group of individuals can be stereotyped against for any number of reasons, the differences and discrimination which occurs between male and female were considered for this essay. The psychological theory of illusory cognitive bias was applied, as well as Festinger’s psychological theory of cognitive dissonance to provide some explanation as to how and why stereotypes are formed. Results from a large meta-analysis were looked at to demonstrate the prevalence of stereotyping towards social roles and gender, with women being typically more represented as homemakers with domestic responsibilities. While it has been identified that gender stereotyping does definitely occur within the world of media, it is not always a bad thing. The debate continues around whether stereotypes merely exist in line with what is perceived to be acceptable with current social beliefs and values versus to what extent, if any, they can influence perceptions and opinions. Nonetheless, stereotyping can become detrimental if and when it limits or suggest restrictions to be imposed toward the minority group as this could directly, or indirectly, affect their social progression and potential. This is therefore an ongoing area of interest and priority for public policy makers to ensure equality across genders is maintained and represented rationally and fairly (Barrett, 2017).
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