Communication Studies

Half-term 2, Lesson 2

Categorisation and stereotyping
Forms of categorisation

Labelling people is not new. In 7th Century BC Semonides wrote An Essay on Women in which he described different types of women created by the gods from different animals. It is one of the earliest examples of stereotyping in literature. In 1985 the McCann Erikson “Woman Study” aimed to provide advertisers with a picture of modern women. It divided the female population into 8 types, gave each an allotted character and animal name, and suggested typical purchases of each type.

In South Africa people were labelled more brutally. Apartheid was state policy and led to signs saying “whites only”, “black employees”, “coloureds only”. 

Labelling is used for political purposes – eg to make a group provoke a sense of fear or threat (Irish republicans, CND supporters, Iranian students. Note the underlying assumption in this comment by the French Prime Minister following the bombing of a synogogue in Paris: “the criminal attack killed Jews as well as innocent Frenchmen”.

Research by Saltz in the 1960s suggested that some categories can prove mutually exclusive. The words WOMAN & DOCTOR or SCIENTIST can challenge some people’s mental categories.

Stereotyping

Allport has argued that “the human mind must think with the aid of categories” and that these can then become “the basis for normal pre-judgement”. Stereotypes are a form of pre-judgement and usually seen as a form of prejudice (defined as an extreme attitude towards someone). 

Stereotyping was an issue as early as 1942 when Zawadzski declared that “traits are selected, not because they are actually most found among members of the group, but because they best serve the malicious intent of ridiculing or discrediting the group”. He said stereotyping always has a “malicious intent”. 

Stuart Price’s definition of stereotyping is:

The practice of making simplistic and usually negative social identifications of certain groups, in which the supposed attributes of the group are applied to all those identified (rightly or wrongly) as group members.

In other words, we take the characteristics thought to apply to groups and apply them to individuals. The traditional approach to stereotyping sees it as negative, flawed and inaccurate. But there have been other approaches. Bogardus (1950) proposed a set of valid, objective categories which he called sociotypes. Other critics have said stereotyping is not about negative intent; it can be an attempt simply to highlight different groups, to help us create identities for the self. Tajfel argued that we need to find something in common with groups thought desirable. This is a social need, not an act of malice.

A problem with many such theories is that they assume categories are fixed and unchanging. Attitudes to different groups will change with time. 

Stereotyping can be psychologically revealing – showing attitudes to women, black people, etc. It is also linked to power. A racist remark in public enacts the inequality of power that exists in society.

Stereotyping in the media
The Effects of Television on a Child's Development

 Gender/Ethnic Stereotypes 

The characters and situations that children watch on television can positively or negatively influence their behaviors and beliefs. For example, some studies have shown that television increases aggressive behavior in children (Bandura, 1973). In other studies, children who watched "Sesame Street" had more positive attitudes toward individuals of various races than those who watched the show less often (Leifer, Gordon & Graver, 1974). Television often portrays common gender and ethnic stereotypes that are prevalent in American society. This influence that television has on a child's development must be seriously considered. 

Racial Stereotypes in Children's Programs

When children watch television shows, they are strongly influenced by racial stereotypes. Although African Americans appear more frequently on television than they once did, they are often depicted negatively, as criminals or victims of violent crime (Gerbner, 1986). Similarly, there are also few responsible adult Black males portrayed on television shows (Anderson & Williams, 1983). These factors have a powerful effect on Black children. When Black people appear less frequently on television, Black children feel that individuals of their own race are not important to society (Anderson, 1982). Also, Black children can not easily find role models of their own culture and ethnic group. This could have a negative effect on the child's self-esteem (Anderson & Williams, 1983).

Research Abstracts 

This study assessed the impact of Black TV programs on a group of Black children in central North Carolina. Interviews with 78 7-, 10-, and 12-year-old children concerning their TV preferences indicated a strong preference for predominantly Black programs, the most popular of which was "Good Times." After viewing a popular episode of the show, 50% of the children indicated that the show reflected negatively on Black people. The remaining 50% thought the show made Black people look good. Older children were better than the younger children in deducing and remembering certain motives and emotions communicated by the characters. The results of the study are discussed in terms of the potential influence that Black situation commedies can have on the role-modeling, socialization, and self-esteem of Black children. 

· Anderson, W.H. & Williams, B.M. (1983). TV and the black child: what black children say about the shows they watch. The Journal of Black Psychology, 9(2), 27-42. 

The authors propose that television, while entertaining children, also socializes them. To support this conclusion, they review the literature regarding effects of television content on agressive and prosocial behavior and social attitudes. The structure of the television industry is examined and economic factors are found to outweigh concern for the public in the choice of programming. To increase the beneficial role of television, the authors argue there must be greater diversity of broadcast content and more parental direction of children's exposure to it.

· Leifer, A.D., Gordon, N.J. & Graves, S.B. (1974). Children's television: more than mere entertainment. Harvard Educational Review, 44(2), 213-245.

The possible influence of television on sex-stereotyped behavior was investigated in three studies. In Study I the portrayal of male and female central characters on children's Saturday morning television programs was examined, and a number of differences consistent with current sex-role stereotypes were found. Males and females were portrayed in different roles, they manifested different behaviors, and their behaviors were followed by different consequences. In addition, male characters were more frequent than females, and they exhibited higher rates of behavior. Similar differences in the portrayal of males and females in the commercial announcements accompanying these programs were found in Study II. The sexes differed in their frequency of appearance, their location, their roles, their expertise, and the consequences of their behavior. In Study III the effects on children's behavior of exposure to sex-stereotyped vs. non-stereotyped behavior by adult televised models were examined. It was found that children manifested greater imitation and recall for the behavior of a same-sex model with the result that boys exposed to "stereotyped" behavior by a male and female model manifested and recalled relatively more "masculine" behavior than those exposed to "non-stereotyped" behavior, while the opposite trend obtained for girls. Implications of these three studies for television's contribution to sex-stereotyped behavior are discussed. 

· McArthur, L.Z. & Eisen, S.V. (1976). Television and sex-role stereotyping. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 6(4), 329-351. 

This study examines the relationship over time between viewing and adolescents' sex-role stereotypes, based on a 2-year panel of 6th through 10th graders (n=349). Among girls, amount of television viewing is significantly associated with sexism scores a year later, over and above the effects of demographic controls and early sexism levels; there is, however, no evidence that girls' degree of sex-typing subsequently leads to television viewing. For boys, these patterns are precisely the reverse: Television has no longitudinal impact on boys' sex role attitudes, but sexism foreshadows greater viewing among boys. Among girls, the effect of television increases with social class. Both lower class females, and males as a group, are more sexist regardless of viewing levels. This suggests that television viewing is most likely to make a difference among those who are otherwise least likely to hold traditional sex role views. Television's overall impact may thus reflect a convergence of disparate perspectives into a more homogeneous "mainstream" commonality of outlooks.

· Morgan, M. (1982). Television and adolescents' sex role stereotypes: a longitudinal study. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 43(5), 947-955.

Some examples from advertising …

3.2 The Marlboro Man 

 The probably most famous example for a "familiar scene" in the world of advertisements is the "Marlboro Man". A lot of smokers have assured me that cigarettes have nothing in common with the breeding and tending of cattle or riding a horse at sunset. The cowboy rather serves as an icon for a larger concept, "the West", which, in turn, represents the ideas "freedom", "adventure" and "tough-ness". 


Freedom / Adventure 

... as in advertisements of Marlboro, Camel, H.I.S 

Eroticism 

... as in advertisements of Gucci or Calvin Klein 

Family / Security / Harmony 

... as in advertisements of Deutsche BA, Voglauer, 

Youthfulness / Coolness 

... as in an advertisement of always, 

Social Status / Luxury 

... as in TV-advertisements of various insurance companies, and advertisements of Peugeot, Peek & Cloppenburg 

These five categories are so common because they represent what our society believes is good and desirable. Most people in Germany would probably agree on these goals in life. Since we do not have to worry about really substantial basic needs like food, water or dwelling, we turn to secondary needs like independence, "to be able to afford something", good looks, and so on. 

Advertising agencies have to specify those needs depending on the respective target group. For example, an advertisement for a cosmetic, which, of course has to address the consumer’s basic wish to look good, will probably have different themes depending on the age of the target group: Cosmetics for young women are mostly linked to eroticism, for older women the topics are vitality, youthfulness, self-confidence. Cosmetics for men are quite often associated with the image of success and power (as in TV-advertisements of "Galileo", "Tabac"). 

The use of stereotypes in modern advertisements 

Advertisements are full of stereotypes and clichés. They serve as the reference points, as the "anchors" which try to link the advertised product with our world and our needs. The reason why stereotyping is so common in modern advertising lies in its definition. The Cobuild English Learners Dictionary defines stereotype as "a fixed general image or set of characteristics that a lot of people believe represent a particular type of person or thing" (p.964). 

Although advertisements are always made for a specific target group, it still has to reach as many potential consumers as possible. A professionally designed advertisement is too expensive to keep the number of addressees small. To reach many people, the advertising company has to place the product in a well-known, popular visual context which must not be too specific. In most cases, this context is highly stereotyped to guarantee that people recognize and accept it. 

Advertising companies are also concerned to reach their readers/their audience in a very short time. Flicking through a popular magazine, the average reader looks at a full-page advertisement for just two seconds. However, to take in all the information he would need 35-40 seconds (KROEBER-RIEL 1993, p.15). Moreover, as a result of the surplus of verbal and pictorial information in the media the reader does not even perceive a large part of the offered information. According to KROEBER-RIEL, only 5% at most of the information in advertisements is noticed at all. As a consequence, advertisements need to have an effect even if they are received only briefly and sketchy. 

The reader has to understand how the promoted product is relevant and helpful to satisfy his needs. And this has to happen in a very short time, which means that the intertextual reference has to be so clear that the link to the pretext, i.e. the reader’s own world, is activated in only fractions of a second. 

  

3.4.2 The power of the image 

  

Another consequence of the surplus of information in our society is that images have almost completely replaced verbal elements in advertising. The new problem "to be noticed quickly and remembered easily" can be solved easily by making use of pictures. 

In contrast to written language, our mind is able to receive and process pictures very quickly. We can understand the topic of a picture in only fractions of a second, which would be enough to read just one word, and we need to look at a not very complex image for 1.5 to 2.5 seconds to be able to recognize it again later. KROEBER-RIEL therefore compares images to "quick shots into the brain" (p.107). 

Pictures are also likely to appeal to uninvolved readers as well. The advertising companies have to assume that their target group is not primarily interested in watching or reading advertisements. They rather have to be reached "in passing". Best examples are advertisements in public places, e.g. bus stops and train stations. These ads hardly use written messages. 

Our mind processes words analytically. Pictures, however, follow their own logic: Verbal utterances like "cigarettes flying through space" or "a pretty girl standing next to a new car" either do not make sense or sound rather plump. The pictures, though, seem all right and, in the case of the cigarettes, are accepted as an image for modernism or progress. 

Another advantage of pictures in advertising is the fact that they are able to simulate our reality more completely than language. The verbal message "an erotic décolleté", for example, seems less exciting than its pictorial representation (see Calvin Klein ad). 

Pictures often function as "stored up emotions" (such as prestige, adventure, happy family life). By choosing the corresponding picture for the advertisement, these experiences are brought back to the reader and the addressee is likely to associate his or her personal experiences with the advertised brand (KROEBER-RIEL, p.109). 
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