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ABSTRACT

THE IMAGES OF WOMEN ON PRIME-TIME
TELEVISION IN TAIWAN

By

Ho-Chen Hung

Many studies have wused American content analysis
methodology and theories to investigate women's images on
television in a range of countries. This study is the first
such study in Taiwan: it examines the image of women on
prime-time television in Taiwan through a study replicating
McNeil (19795).

The findings from this study in support of its
hypotheses are: married women expressed more care for the
aged and their children than married men did. Women's
occupations on television were traditional, and had less
power and authority than men's. The relationships
surrounding women were more interpersonal rather than
occupational. One hypothesis was not supported: both men and
women portrayed on television were more often single.

These findings indicate that sex-role stereotypes are
prevalent on television in Taiwan: women's status and images
continue to be traditional, in spite of occupational changes

in society.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is organized into three sections. It first
addresses women in Taiwan. The second section is the purpose
of the study. The final section addresses the significance
of the study.

The 1995 Human Development Report (UNDP, 1995) focuses
on gender. It reports that female education enrollment ratio
is 55% in the world. In political representation, females
occupy 10% of seats in parliaments. Women's share of
administrative and managerial jobs in the world is only 14%.
In the economically active population, female's share is
38%, while male's share is 62%.

Patriarchy is an ideology that states women are inferior
and men are superior, a belief rooted in the process of
socialization. Society relies on this socializing process to
shape the necessary structures that reinforce roles,
attitudes, and beliefs that will maintain the present social
system (Igtilzin, 1986).

This study investigates the content of television in
Taiwan, focusing on the portrayal of women.

The issue of the image of women on television is
particularly relevant during the year that saw a major

1
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women's conference in Beijing. Television defines the
symbolic environment we live in. Thus, television programs
influence self-identity and the identity of others by
presenting or suppressing certain beliefs or value systems
over time. These programs influence socialization,
education, and information. Television prime-time dramas
present females in certain roles repetitively. As a result,
the aggregate image of women on television could affect how
women viewers see themselves in real 1life. Consequently,
television exerts influence as an agent for change or
maintenance of the status of women.

Critics of how women are portrayed on U.S. television
programs report that women are underrepresented and
portrayed in a stereotypical manner. Early research on
television in the U.S. shows that women are portrayed as
subordinate, happy at home, sexy, victims, and- concerned
mostly with matters dealing with family life and romance.
Their occupations are traditionally women's jobs, and their
careers are less important than those of men (Busby, 1975).

McNeil (1975) conducted a content analysis of three
commercial networks on BAmerican prime-time television
programs in 1975. She found that marriage and parenthood
were considered central to a woman's life on television.
Women workers were depicted in traditionally female
occupations, subordinate to men, and with little prestige or

power. It was expected that women would need to work under



3
closer supervision than men, would rarely supervise others,
and would virtually never supervise men. Furthermore, the
televised female was far more ©personally and less
professionally oriented than her male counterpart. McNeil's
study may not hold for TV in the U.S. today which is
characterized by shows with many professional women.

This present thesis seeks to quantitatively describe
the content of prime-time television programs in Taiwan.
Content analysis studies of women's programs have been
conducted in many countries, such as the United Kingdom,
Canada, and Australia, but not in Taiwan. This study uses
content analysis methodology drawn from the study of
television dramas on American commercial networks and is

modeled after McNeil's 1975 study.

Women in Taiwan

1. The Traditional Chinese Family

In traditional Taiwanese families, all members of the
family lived under one roof, except for a few who might
worked, and therefore lived outside the home to supplement
or diversify the family income. 1Ideally, the family
functioned as a single cooperating unit in all its
activities. Members of the household had clearly defined

tasks, based primarily on their gender. The men dominated
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the public sector, working outside the home in the fields or
elsewhere. The women presided over the domestic sector,
managing the household, servicing its members, and, not
infrequently, engaging in supplemental tasks and occupying
different spaces as members of a cooperative enterprise in
which all the property belonged to the family as a whole
(Gallin, 1982). Nevertheless, because Taiwan was a society
with a patrilineal kinship structure, only male children
were considered members by descent, with rights to property.
When a woman married, she left her natal home to live with
her husband's family. In other words, at marriage a woman
severed her formal ties with her father's family and became
a member of her husband's family. This system of patriarchal
capitalism reinforced the subordination of women to the
interests of the family (Gallin, 1982).

The roots of this hierarchical system were the
principles of filial piety and veneration of age. Absolute
obedience and complete devotion to parents were demanded,
thus establishing the generational subordination of the
children. It obligated the offspring to repay their parents
for caring for them and ensured the elders of support in
their later years (Gallin, 1984).

In traditional Taiwanese families, women were expected
to produce and reproduce family members to serve the need of
the patriarchal family. Women were trained to become hard

workers and subservient daughters-in-law.
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In the 1950s, the family structure underwent a
transition process. Traditional big families (with
grandparents and other relatives) become fewer and fewer. At
present, two-thirds of Taiwanese families are nuclear
families (Shieh, 1989). A nuclear family is characterized by

two parents and their children only.

2. Women in the Labor Market

Since the 1950's, there has been a large inflow of
women into manufacturing. This was evidenced by a growth
rate of 32% of female employment in manufacturing and a
ratio of 41% females in manufacturing industry.
Participation rates for females in manufacturing increased
from 41% in the past to 47% in the present (Wang, 1990).

Currently, the category "clerical worker"™ is found to
have the highest percentage of female workers (51%),
followed by service (49%), and professional workers (42%).
Hence, these three occupational groups could be regarded as
"female occupations."” Of the professional workers, teachers
constitute over half the total women employees in the
category. It is difficult. to find a woman working as a
writer, lawyer, or technician. The occupations of sales and
clerical workers have also been converted into female
occupations. However, for the highly respected occupations,
such as professional and technical workers, women still

suffer from low participation rates and are concentrated in
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a limited number of jobs (Chin, 1990).

3. Women's Education in Taiwan

It was not until the establishment of the Republic of
China in 1911 that the constitution protected women's right
to education. However, different careers are encouraged for
members of each gender. Educated, able women are encouraged
to engage in public service consistent with those duties
that embraced the care of their homes. As industrialization
continued, the importance of education was recognized by the
government, and the general public as well (Chin, 1990).

However, sex discrimination against females having
access to education is also revealed in the fact that
females had a lower share of the total enrollment at the top
levels of schooling. Moreover, the higher the 1level of
educational institution, the fewer females were enrolled.
Parents with limited resources tended to sacrifice their
daughter's education in order to raise the level of their
son's schooling. The only exception was that females'
enrollment in teacher-training programs exceeded that of
males, which might be due to the fact that no tuition fees
were required.

In education programs, males enter business and
engineering fields, whereas females went into the home
economic, medicine (nursing), and business fields. Generally

speaking, males and females have equal opportunities for
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education at the present time.

4. The Household Burden

Females' participation in the 1labor markets has
increased ever since Taiwan's economy became part of the
global market. However, for many reasons, women may drop out
of the labor market and become non-economically active. Yet,
the home is defined as "woman's place,” and the value of a
woman still lies in her ability to maintain the household.

Women regard the task of raising children as their
responsibility. This attitude is related to their
occupational choice. Before the birth of their first child,
women like to work outside of the home. After having a
child, women stop working until their 1last child is in
school. When children grow up, women would then take a job.
The major purpose of a woman's life is to take care of her
parents or parents-in-law, please her husband, and become a

sacrificing mother (Yi, 1989).

5. Today's Woman

While the economy and education of women are greatly
improved, society still follows traditional norms and
cultural values of patriarchy. Yet, changes leading to
gender equality have been brought about by the burgeoning of
female consciousness.

Economic growth is closely related to rising education
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levels and a better trained workforce. The increases in
education and employment outside the home are seen as
increasing women's self-esteem and control over their lives.
Education provides a means for women to realize their
potential and advance their status in the family and
society. Achievement of advanced educational levels, such as
graduate and Ph.D. degrees have enabled some women to show
more independent reasoning and judgment. Achievement of
higher paying jobs has led to greater economic independence
for some women. Among high school and college educated
women, however, there is little awareness of their status.
In general, most women follow the traditional way of life

and stay in the subordinate status (Farris, 1990).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to investigate, through
content analysis, what the prime-time television programs
present to viewers as the prevalent roles and status of
women in Taiwan. The study involved three research
hypotheses:

1. Marriage, taking care of the aged, and parenthood are
considered more central to a woman's life than to a man's.

2. Women workers are depicted in traditionally female
occupations, as subordinates to men, with little prestige or

power.
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3. The television series female is far more personally and

less professionally oriented than her male counterpart.

Significance: Why Study Content?

Cultivation theory articulates the idea that television
content yields a particular view of social reality. Through
the symbolic system, the television world is cultivated in
the audience's mind ( Gerbner, 1980). That is to say, the
more one is exposed to television, the more likely that he
or she will perceive the television world as the real world.

Television content is also a source for constructing
concepts about sex-roles in society. Accordingly, Alex
Inkeles (1968) wrote:

One of the indirect effects of the social system on

the socialization process is achieved through the

models it makes available. ... It is clear that to

an important degree we become what we see;

consequently, the challenge to society is very great
indeed, since modeling implies that children will

be influenced not only by being told what they

should be 1like but by observing what important

people in their environment are actually like.

Television content is related to the construction of
the sex-role image. First, television content has impact on
building sex-role characters. Many research studies and
reports have found that television viewing is positively
related to the level of sex-role stereotyping (Durkin, Ross,
Anderson, Wisocle, Fruch and McGhee, Geis, Morgan, Cheles-

Miller, and Perloff). List (1983) indicated that sex-role
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stereotypes affect the processing of televised social role
portrayals. Children remembered more role-relevant
information after viewing television programs. Durkin
supported the point that television provides a model and
yields effects of sex-role stereotyping on young viewers.
Moreover, Ross (1982) found that college students are
influenced by the stereotyping of sex-roles on television.
Thus, television provides not only information, but also
.models behavior for its audience.

Television content undoubtedly plays an important part
in informing a child's concept of the world around him/her,
and his/her patterns of adjustment to that world (DeFleur,
1967). Miller and Reeves (1976) found that television helped
shape children's sex-role perceptions. Children indicate
that television characters are people that they want to be
like when they grow up. Boys and girls pick pelevised people
as models for their behavior. There is ample evidence that
children learn through imitation and it is reasonable to
assume that they will imitate particular portrayals on
television.

Second, television viewing is also related to the
selection of occupation. DeFleur (1967) said that television
was a more important source of occupational status knowledge
than personal contact. Knowledge of television occupations
was enhanced by viewing. Beuf (1973) agreed that television

provided a range of choices in career selection,
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but stated that heavy viewers selected stereotyped careers
for themselves. From Morgan's point of view, television
viewing endorses a traditional division of labor between
the sexes. Specifically speaking, a woman's place was only
in certain specified occupations (Schbossbergq, 1972;
Signorielli, 1992). Household chores were identified by
viewers as "something boys do" or "something girls do."

Finally, it 1is ©possible that reversed sex-role
portrayals could change the viewers' attitudes of sex-role
stereotypes. Stereotypical masculine traits are attributed
to men in television shows, and feminine traits are
attributed to women in traditional scenarios in television
shows. The reversed sex-role model would create an attitude
of nontraditional sex-roles among viewers. Eisenstock (1984)
indicated that children could identify with nontraditional
televised models after viewing a special program designed to
diminish sex-role stereotypes. O'Bryant (1978) reported that
audiences learned stereotyped or nonstereotyped occupations
based on the sex of the television model. After viewing,
girls changed their preference for various occupations based

on the particular roles in which women were portrayed.
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Summary

The purpose of this study is to examine how television
portrays women in Taiwan.

It deals with three major topics: 1) women's family
life on television programs; 2) women's occupation on
television shows; and 3) the strength and importance of
women's relationships with personal or career issues. The

content analysis is modelled on McNeil (1975).



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter is organized into two sections. The first
part deals with the portrayal of women in U.S. television.
The second and smaller section addresses the portrayal of
women on TV in Taiwan.

The problematic portrayal of women on television is a
universal issue. Content analyses have been done in almost
all countries of the world (Gallagher, 1981; WACC, 1987).
Although differences do exist, there are similarities that
ultimately describe the universality of certain dimensions
of women's concerns regarding their portrayal on television
(Gallagher, 1981). Creedon (1993) maintains that women's
images on television are very consistent in the global
sphere. Television reflects a patriarchal structure and
shows women from a traditionally conservative viewpoint.
Females are underrepresented and subordinate. They are
confined to the home and portrayed as housewife or mother.
Even when they participate in the work placé, women lack the
power and authority that men possess. Their characteristics
are passivity and emotional dependence.

It ié reasonable to begin a study of women on TV in
Taiwan with a prior review of the portrayal of women on U.S.

13
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television. First, most research and analysis on this
subject originates here. Consequently, a more comprehensive
picture of the female image in the media can be drawn for
America than for other parts of the world. In the second
place, the portrayal of women on television is related to a
discussion of worldwide patterns, due to the overwhelming
predominance of the United States 1in the export and
influence of television programs. Many Latin American,
Asian, and European countries import or imitate television
programs embodying Western values and lifestyles (Gallagher,
1981; UNESCO, 1980). International studies of media have
consistently reported images of women that reflect the
capitalist and consumerist orientations of the Western
agencies that create most of television's content (Creedon,
1993). This influence spreads to other countries, including

Taiwan.

Portrayal of Women on U.S. Television

A number of the results gleaned from investigating U.S.
television content over the last four decades indicate that
there is good reason to be concerned about the impact
television portrayals might have on what people think about
the sexes. U.S. content analysis since the mid-1950s has
shown that the portrayal of women on television programs and

commercials is extremely stereotyped. The accumulated
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evidence from numerous research studies on television
content analysis has strongly suggested that portrayals of
women on prime-time television lack balance relative to the
depictions of women, both in terms of their frequency and
location. Further, when women are shown, they are portrayed
in stereotyped roles (Gunter, 1986). These figures have been
changing over time.

Since this study looks at evidence on the 1) frequency,
2) sex traits, 3) 1life concern, 4) occupation, and 5)non-
traditional role of women on television programs in Taiwan,
where no prior study of this kind has been concerned, we
will review the U.S. literature on these five topics, in

historical chronology.

1. Frequency

In an analysis of American prime-time, dramatic network
programming aired during the 1969 to 1972 seasons, Tedesco
(1974) found that, on average, only 28 percent of all major
roles were played by women.

Seggar (1975) concluded that 65 percent of the female
characters portrayed were bit parts, 15 percent were minor
roles, 11 percent were supporting roles, and only 9 percent
were major roles.

Similar results are reported by Verna (1975). When
examining television commercials, he found that male-

dominated commercials made up more than half of the total
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commercials, while female-dominated commercials accounted
for less than one-seventh of the total commercials. The
phenomenon of women's underrepresentation remains constant.

The number of females in starring roles has changed
only slightly over the past years. Dominick (1980) studied
the percentage of starring roles, broken down by gender,
from 1953 to 1977. The results showed that women accounted
for only 25 percent to 30 percent of all starring roles, and
this percentage has seldom deviated. On the average, for the
past 25 years, three out of ten starring roles were filled
by females. It revealed that males are the majority and
females are the minority in the world of television.
Although the evidence did show that the total number and
proportion of females appearing on television are slightly
increasing, women are, nevertheless, portrayed in less
significant roles than males are.

‘Gunter (1986) reported that the world of television was
dominated by males. Signorielli (1989) explored the
representation of women on prime-time dramatic television
programs. Her study revealed that males make up 71 percent
of the characters, while females comprise only 29 percent of
the characters.

Vande Berg & Streckfuss (1992) also indicated that male
characters are found to outnumber female characters by a
factor of about 2 to 1. Seidman (1992) investigated

television music videos and received similar results. Males
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account for two-thirds while females account for only one-

third of all characters.

2. Sex Trait

McNeil (1973) showed another characteristic of women as
portrayed on television was that they tend to be confined to
the home and family with 1lives dominated by personal
relationships. While men were frequently faced with problems
related to the outside world and work, on television women
were shown to be much more involved in family and romantic
conflicts, where their emotional characteristics were
highlighted.

Tedesco (1974) reported that males were found to be
more violent than females, whereas females were frequently
the victims of violence. Male characters were more powerful,
smart, rational, tall, and stable, while females- were more
attractive, fair, sociable, warm, happy, peaceful, and
youthful.

Verna (1975) examined television commercials and found
results consistent with earlier studies. Females were found
to be more passive and less active than males. Females
expressed more cooperative activities and engaged in 1less
aggressive activities than males. In relation to the type of
product, females were shown in fantasy events and product
creation advertising, while males were shown in food and

action advertising. Overwhelmingly, the sex of the audio
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voice in commercials was dominated by males, 158 out of 168
times. When comparing the mood of the audio track, female-
oriented advertising was quieter than male-oriented
advertising.

Similar results were found in television commercials.
Courtney and Whipple (1975) reported that men and women were
presented differently in advertising, and that each sex was
still shown in traditional roles. Females in television
advertising were associated with domesticity and
submissiveness, while males were associated with more wordy
and dominant roles. Women were not portrayed as autonomous
or independent, but were primarily sex-typed as being
helpless and dependent on others.

Analyzing male dominance on television, Lemon (1978)
conducted two studies about inter-sex dominance patterns. He
found that men were more frequent participants in
interactions and were dominant much more often than women.
Specifically, women were depicted as being more passive,
while men were depicted as more aggressive and active.

Following an analysis of American prime-time television
program samples over three television seasons from 1975 to
1978, Greenberg, Richards, and Henderson (1980) reported
that women were portrayed as needing emotional support more
often than men. On the other hand, men needed physical
support more often than women. Generally speaking, it

indicated the existence of sex-stereotyping images of women
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on television.

Gunter (1986) indicated that a prominent stereotype of
women in American television is that they are more emotional
than men. The emotional women 1is believed to become
flustered in most crises. Women are generally sensitive,
often fearful and anxious, and dependent on men's help and
support in all kinds of personal and professional
situations. The portrayal of females on television can be
labeled "emotional." Typically, this word refers to those
reactions--fearfulness, anxiety, moodiness, and neuroticism-
-which are associated with women. In addition, women show
less aggressive and dominant responses than men.

Altman (1989) indicated that television advertising
continued to portray women as serving in a display or
decoration function in product promotion. Television becomes
a tool that presents feminine image to audiences' homes.

The major gender-role orientations and characters were
found to also differ significantly. Kobbe and Langefeld
(1993) explored the characters of the two genders on
television and reported that females are shown as
affectionate, sympathetic, sensitive, tender, loving
children, gentle, understanding, compassionate, and eager to
soothe hurt feelings, while males are shown as independent,
defending their own beliefs, assertive, strong personality,
dominant, aggressive, forceful, with leadership abilities,

and willing to take risks.
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3. Life Concerns and Women's Place

That a woman's place 1is at home 1is evidenced in
television advertisements. Dominick and Rauch (1972) found
that women were seven times more likely than men to appear
in advertisements for personal hygiene products, 75 percent
of all advertisements using females were for products found
in the kitchen or bathroom, and 38 percent of all females
shown were inside the home. Twice as many women were judged
to be between 20 and 35 years of age. Fifty-six percent of
the women in the advertisements were Jjudged to be
housewives.

More and more researchers investigated how women are
portrayed on television, compared with how men are
portrayed. Hernnessee and Nicholson (1972) reported the
findings of a study. It was found that women were shown as
men's domestic adjuncts and household functionaries.
Television advertisements showed women as being submissive
and dependent on men, and the advertisements demeaned
housework.

Tedesco (1974) found that more than half of the female
characters were married, while only one-third of the male
characters were married. Almost two-thirds of the major
female characters were unemployed, while approximately one-
third of the males were unemployed.

Studies of the content for dramatic television programs
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indicate that not only are women's characters usually
portrayed in domestic settings, but that they also seem to
be much more concerned about family, marriage, parenthood,
and personal romantic matters than men, while men are
frequently faced with problems related té the outside world
and work (Seggar, 1975)).

McNeil (1975) found that personal relationships
associated with romance or family problems accounted for 74
percent of a female's interactions, but only 18 percent of a
male's interactions. In addition, professional or work-
oriented interactions constituted only 15 percent of the
women's lives, while 35 percent of the men's relationships
on television programs dealt with career-oriented
interactions. She also found that television places great
stress on traditional family roles for female characters.
Females were more likely than males to be married, and were
less likely than men to be employed. Females were very
frequently portrayed as housewives and shown in home
settings than males.

The sex-role stereotype was found continually on
television, even though women's roles in society have
changed. Signorielli (1982) analyzed the portrayal of
married, formerly married, and single major characters in
prime-time television programs. The results indicated that
the marital status of males and females was similar.

However, home, marriage, romance, and family were usually
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presented as major, important themes for females. Marital
status clearly differentiated female characters. Married
women were often presented in stereotyped and traditional
ways. They had children, performed homemaking tasks, were
involved romantically, were not involved in violence, and
usually did not have an occupation. Home, family, and
marital status were much more 1likely to be developed in
female than in male characterizations. Women were usually
younger than men, and were more likely to be married.

Additional <evidence of the personal or family
orientation for the women's relationships on television
comes from the general finding that women are better
represented numerically in soap operas and situation
comedies, where the settings are predominantly domestic in

nature (Gunter, 1986).

4.0Occupation

DeFleur (1964) found that the most frequent television
labor category was associated with the enforcement or
administration of law. The distribution of occupations on
television was greatly different from the actual
distribution of the labor force in the census data. Among
both males and females, professional workers were
overrepresented. Males were mostly found in the categories
of managers, officials, and proprietors. Among televised

workers, 84 percent of the actors were males and only 16
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percent were females. He found that, s a learning source,
television content that deals with occupational roles can be
characterized as selective, unreal, stereotyped, and
misleading.

Seggar (1974) showed five most frequently shown roles
for women were housewife, secretary or receptionist, police-
related occupations, student, and nurse. Comparing the
differences in dominance, occupation, énd professional
roles, women were more likely to be shown giving and taking
commands equally, while men were more 1likely to be shown
giving commands. Women were less likely than men to be shown
in occupational or professional roles.

A great number of female workers are portrayed as
facing conflicts between family and work. Female workers are
shown as experiencing more difficulties and unhappiness than
are male workers. Compared with non-job holders, Manes and
Melynk (1974) found that job-holding females were depicted
as less likely to be married, less likely to be successfully
married, and more 1likely to be unsuccessfully married.
Married females who held jobs were depicted as having more
unsuccessful marriages than housewives. Although females
were shown as having jobs, some of them even being portrayed
as doctors, lawyers, and executives, it is doubtful that the
behavior of these models will be imitated: Television
portrayals indicate that females work only when they cannot

get married, or else they are responsible for their
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unsuccessful marriage if they do work.

McNeil (1975) found that employed women are much more
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