Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive

All Theses and Dissertations

2007-07-13

Stereotyped Seniors: The Portrayal of Older
Characters in Teen Movies from 1980-2006

Dawn Leah Magoftin
Brigham Young University - Provo

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd

b Part of the Communication Commons

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation

Magoffin, Dawn Leah, "Stereotyped Seniors: The Portrayal of Older Characters in Teen Movies from 1980-2006" (2007). All Theses
and Dissertations. 977.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd /977

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion in All Theses and Dissertations by an

authorized administrator of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.


http://home.byu.edu/home/?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://home.byu.edu/home/?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/325?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/977?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F977&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarsarchive@byu.edu,%20ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu

STEREOTYPED SENIORS: THE PORTRAYAL OF OLDER CHARAERS
IN TEEN MOVIES FROM 1980-2006

By

Dawn Magoffin

A thesis submitted to the faculty of

Brigham Young University

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for tdegree of

Master of Arts

Department of Communicatien
Brigham Young University

August 2007



BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

GRADUATE COMMITTEE APPROVAL

of a thesis submitted by

Dawn Magoffin

This thesis has been read by each member of tlesviof graduate

committee and by majority vote has been found teatisfactory.

Date Dr. Thomas Robinson, Chair

Date Dr. Sherry Baker

Date Dr. Mark Callister



BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

As chair of the candidate’s graduate committe@vielread the thesis of

Dawn Magoffin in its final form and have found tl{&) its format, citations and
bibliographical style are consistent and acceptabtefulfill university and department
style requirements; (2) its illustrative materigsluding figures, tables, and charts are in
place; and (3) the final manuscript is satisfactorthe graduate committee and is ready
for submission to the university library.

Date Dr. Thomas Robinson
Chair, Graduate Committee

Accepted for the Department

Date Dr. Kevin Stoker
Graduate Coordinator/Department Chair

Accepted for the College

Date Dr. Rory Scanlon
Associate Dean, College of Fine Arts and Commurdnat



ABSTRACT

STEREOTYPED SENIORS: THE PORTRAYAL OF OLDER CHARAERS
IN TEEN MOVIES FROM 1980-2006

Dawn Magoffin
Department of Communicatien

Master of Arts

This content analysis examined the 60 most popular teen movies from the 1980s,
1990s, and 2000s to determine how older people (those over 55) are portrayed. This study
found that some portrayals of older people in teen movies were favorable. For example,
the most positive finding of the current study was the physical portrayal of older
characters. The overwhelming majority of older characters were portrayed as active and
healthy and rarely portrayed as sick or ugly. The negative physical stereotypes associated
with children’s media, such as “toothless/missing teeth” and older characters’ reliance on
physical aids were mostly absent from teen movies.

The marginalization of older characters, their lack of significance to the plot, and
the use of negative personality traits and stereotypes, however, were notable in the teen
movie sample. Older characters were extremely under represented in teen movies; only
7% of characters in teen movies were old despite those over 55 comprising at least 21%

of the total U.S. population. Similarly, older characters were marginalized in terms of



plot and were likely to be featured only as backguabcharacters.

Older characters were often portrayed with neggtiersonality traits and in an
overall negative manner. Fewer than 50% of olderatters were portrayed positively.
About a third of older characters were portrayeglatieely overall, while 35% of older
characters were portrayed as angry. Older chagetere often portrayed in a
stereotypical manner and a full 20% of older chiargconly exhibited negative
stereotypes.

The stereotypes that adolescents today hold toaldedt people were reflected in
older character portrayals in these popular tdersfiGiven the negative representations
of older people that adolescents are exposedtteinteen years, it is no wonder that
they express negative attitudes toward older pedyiter years of exposure to media that
negatively depict older adults, adolescents may lieen cultivated to stereotype older
people. This has the potential to influence thdityuaf their interactions with older

people, and also influence the way they come ta W& prospect of getting old.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Although children as young as age three have@rbagun to manifest negative
stereotypes toward older adults (Falchikov, 1998ats & Bearison, 1986; Middlecamp
& Gross, 2002; Newman, Faux, & Larimer, 1997; Skekfd984; Williams & Blunk,
1999), attitudes toward older adults likely crylital during late childhood and
adolescence (Doka, 1986; Isaacs & Bearison, 1986tddbaum & Durkee, 1964; Luszcz
& Fitzgerald, 1986; Tuckman & Lorge, 1956) and beecentrenched by the time an
individual reaches young adulthood (Chasteen, Sahw& Park, 2002; Hummert,
Garstka, Shaner, & Strahm, 1994; Peccioni & CrogB802). Although studies have
shown that children, adolescents, and young atoltssome positive stereotypes toward
older people, especially older relatives (Andersderwood, & Hummert, 2005;
Chasteen, Schwartz, & Park, 2002; McCann, DailelgsG& Ota, 2005; Peccioni &
Croghan, 2002; Waskel, Dubes, & Reviere, 1997),ynstindies have shown that young
people view older people in general as ineffectilegendent, lonely, poor, angry, overly
wrinkled, ugly, dirty, disabled, and less physigalttive and healthy than younger adults
(Doka, 1986; Falchikov, 1990; Luszcz & Fitzgeral886; Middlecamp & Gross, 2002;
Seefeldt, 1984). Because today’s children and adetgs have less contact with older
people than in past decades, it is likely that sgmeng people get most of their
information about older people and aging from tredlia (Holladay, 2002; Vasil &
Wass, 1993).

Portrayals of older people in the media have lme@sistent with the stereotypes
held by adults of all ages (Miller, Leyell, & Mazek, 2004; Miller, Miller, McKibben,

& Pettys, 1999; Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinggallister, Magoffin, & Moore,



2007). The majority of older characters in the raeate depicted with positive
personality traits, such as friendly and carings&aaa & Irwin, 1997; Dellmann-Jenkins
& Yang, 1998; Peterson & Karnes, 1976; Robinso®81®Robinson & Anderson, 2006;
Robinson et al., 2007), but negative attributdsprsist for some characters (Robinson
et al.; Towbin, Haddock, Zimmerman, Lund, & Tanr#03), especially older women,
who are often portrayed as mean, stupid, grumpy eacentric (Gerbner, 1997; Vasil &
Wass, 1993). The physical appearance and attsilmiitelder characters in the media
have been generally positive or neutral, with fextiayed as sick or ugly (Cassata &
Irwin, 1997; Dellmann-Jenkins & Yang, 1998; Robinst998), but some negative
stereotypes have persisted in the media, includiegortrayal of over one quarter of
older characters as toothless or missing teethi(Rob et al., 2007).

Despite the presence of more positive than negatiereotypes of older people in
the media, older people are under representedvestattheir actual numbers in the U.S.
population, and they are relegated to minor raldder people have traditionally been
under represented in many forms of media (Brandettmon & Subramanian, 1999;
Cassata & Irwin, 1997; Gerbner, 1997; Lauzen & BgzZ2005a; Lauzen & Dozier,
2005b; Miller, Miller, McKibbin, & Pettys, 1999; Rinson, 1998; Robinson &
Anderson, 2006; Robinson, Callister, Magoffin, & d4e, 2007; Roy & Harwood, 1997,
Vasil & Wass, 1993; Yan Bing Zhang et al., 2006)d&d women and minorities are
significantly more likely than white men to effactly be rendered invisible by the media
(Briller, 2000; Cassata & Irwin, 1997; Gerbner, I9Peterson & Karnes, 1976;
Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinson et al., 2003y 8 Harwood, 1997). When older

adults are represented in the media, they arelyse&gated to minor roles, have little



significance to the plot, and are not well devetbff@éassata & Irwin, 1997; Gerbner,
1997; Lauzen & Dozier, 2005b; McConatha, SchneliéKenna, 1999; Peterson &
Karnes, 1976; Robinson, 1998; Robinson & Ander2006; Robinson et al. 2007; Roy
& Harwood, 1997; Signorielli, 2001;Vasil & Wass,9®. It is little wonder that
individuals who view television heavily are morkelly to feel that older people are
vanishing from the population, and that there awet of them (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan,
Signorielli, & Shanahan, 2002). Those young peaplgduding adolescents, who have
little or no contact with older adults are espdgibkely to view older people in a
negative light (Seefeldt, 1984), while those yopegple who have some contact with
older adults are more likely to view them positwéBlunk & Williams, 1997).
Adolescents, who are in the process of formulati@gy identity during the teen
years, may be especially vulnerable to the portralyalder people in the media.
Adolescents purposively seek out specific formmetlia to actively acquire the norms
and beliefs of the culture in which they live (Athd995). Teens are heavy media
consumers (Smith, 2005; Stern, 2005b) who relyhemtedia as a socializing agent.
While other more narrow socializing agents sucthagamily and schools have
diminished power during the teenage years (Ard®@5), the media that adolescents
choose to attend to become important in shaping dttéudes and beliefs about the
world and their view of other groups within socieBultivation theory (Gerbner et al.,
2002) posited that the more someone attends toméuta, the more likely he or she will
come to accept the attitudes and beliefs portraytdn the media. Media can shape the
descriptive norms of adolescents, including thititumles toward older individuals. The

cultivation effect is particularly strong for thogéo have little or no contact with the



groups portrayed in the media. Because today’'s ypaople may have little or no
intergenerational contact with older people (Sekfdl998; Vasil & Wass, 1993; Ward,
1997) and the media may be adolescents’ most iruposburce of information about
older individuals and the aging process, it is ingut to examine popular teen media for
the representation and portrayal of older peoptaurlg people may learn negative
stereotypes of older people from the media, anoumg person’s negative stereotypes
toward older people may affect the quality of hider personal interactions with them
and contribute to intergenerational conflict (Iss&cBearison, 1986; Peccioni &
Croghan, 2002; Vasil & Wass, 1993). Young peoppeeially adolescents, may feel
negatively about their own aging process due t@tneg stereotypes held towards older
adults (Doka, 1986; Holladay, 2002; Kastenbaum &kea, 1964; Seefeldt, 1984).

The problem is that some young people today, vawe Hfittle contact with older
people in the real world, may only get their idabsut older people from watching the
media. Those people who heavily consume media, asicltlolescents, are more likely to
believe that the way people are portrayed in thdianepresents reality. Media viewers
who have no real-world contact with the groups aged within the media are likely to
believe that the way the group is representedamthdia is a reflection of how that
groups really is in society. Because adolesceethi@avy media consumers and may
have little contact with older adults, they mayitituenced by the media, which may be
their only source of information about older peoflBus, it is important to examine how
older people are portrayed in media aimed at tessa@®nly one study (Peterson &
Karnes, 1976) has examined the portrayal of oldepfe in media aimed at teens

(adolescent literature from the 1920s to the 19#s) more current research needs to be



conducted to determine how recent, popular teenangedtray older adults. Because
teens are the most frequent consumers of filmspdingose of this thesis is to examine
the portrayal of older people in popular teen fillAkhough many studies have examined
how older people are portrayed in children’s medimost nothing is known about how
older people are portrayed in media aimed at tessaghe purpose of this thesis is to
bridge this research gap and to determine if attiddren, that is, adolescents, are being
exposed to negative portrayals of older peopl@éémedia. The primary research
guestion this thesis aims to address is how oldeple are portrayed in teen movies.
Using cultivation theory as a framework, this conitenalysis will examine the portrayal

of older people in the most popular teen moviesersdce the year 1980.



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review will focus on how older p¢® have previously been
portrayed in the media, including their represeotaand significance as well as their
demographic, physical, and personality charactesisiext, stereotypes held by
children, adolescents, and adults will be revieteeshow how older people are viewed

by others within society.

Representation of older people in the media

Older people are rarely represented in the memtiarding to their actual numbers
in the real world population. The statistics on pleecentage of older people in America
and the percentage of media characters considétecy due to the definition of old
age used by the researchers. Some researchersrenelalsage at 65, while other
researchers use age 60 or 55. For example, Bi20£0), using population statistics of
those over 65 from the 1990s, said that 13% ofXl& population is considered old. The
U.S. Census Bureau defined old age as 65 in it® 26Asus (Gist & Hetzel, 2004),
although a population report based on the 2000usezuisd put out by the U.S. Census
Bureau in 2003 identified older Americans as tHeSgears and over (Smith, 2003). The
present study will use age 55 as the beginnindco&ge. According to census figures
from 1980, 1990, and 2000, those people age 5®egdmake up approximately 21% of
the total U.S. population, indicating that the gertage of older people in the U.S. has
remained relatively constant over the last threzades (Baldridge, Brown, &

Kincannon, 1983, Evans & Price, 2001; Goldstein &ion, 1993). The most current



estimate (as of July 2006) of the percentage opleeaver age 55 in the United States is
23% (United States Census Bureau, 2006).

Although media scholars designate either age 501665 as the beginning of old
age and often compare the percentages of oldeactieas they find to the most recent
real world population statistics available, studiase overwhelmingly found that older
people are under represented in the media. Oldgi@dave traditionally been under
represented in several kinds of media, includinggatsing (Bramlett-Solomon &
Subramanian, 1999; Miller et al., 1999; Robins®98 Roy & Harwood, 1997, Yan
Bing Zhang et al, 2006), television (Cassata & mwli997; Gerbner, 1997; Lauzen &
Dozier, 2005b; Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Vasil &¥%¥, 1993) and films (Lauzen &
Dozier, 2005a; Robinson et al., 2007). Again, taecpntages on media portrayals of
older people that follow may vary widely due to leaesearcher’s operational definitions
of old age.

In a content analysis of magazines over four desadiller et al. (1999) found
that the percentage of older people portrayed werisements has decreased since 1964
despite the fact that the percentage of older peiophe general population has
increased. Bramlett-Solomon and Subramanian (199®)eir content analysis aife
andEbonymagazine ads appearing between 1990 and 1997petel that fewer older
people were featured in the 1990s compared torthequs decade. They found that only
1.5% of all people in the ads analyzed were consdleld. Roy & Harwood (1997)
found that older people appeared more frequenttglevision advertising: just under 7%
of all television commercial characters were coasad old. Robinson (1998) found an

even higher percentage (16%) of older charactenssisontent analysis of television



commercials between 1994 and 1995. This percertag®ached the percentage of
older people in the general population, but stilll $hort. Advertising in other media,
however, underrepresented the older people toasegrdegree; he found that only 9% of
magazine ads and 8% of newspaper ads from 19948 &ined older people. Yan
Bing Zhang et al. (2006) argued that the represientaf older people in advertising
across various media has been relatively consist&tdr characters have been
underrepresented compared to U.S. census statistics

Similar trends of under representation have béssodered in television. Briller
(2000) found that only 2% of television characies over age 65. Gerbner (1997), in a
study of prime-time programming covering 20 yefoand that as characters age, their
representation declines. In a study of prime-timegmmming during the 191990s, older
characters made up only 3% of the total numberagbmand minor television characters
(Signorielli, 2001). In a meta-analysis of 28 sasdconducted between the 1970s and
191990s, Vasil & Wass (1993) determined that ottherracters constituted between 1
and 5% of television characters. Bishop & Krau€8@) found that 7% of children’s
animated television characters could be considelid®. A more recent study (Robinson
& Anderson, 2006) found that older characters mgu8% of characters in children’s
television. The television genre that seems toasgmt older people most favorably is
soap operas; Cassata & Irwin (1997) estimatedlié#t of all characters on daytime
serials were considered old (ages 51-64) or eldexigr 65).

Studies analyzing the portrayal of older peopl&lins are not as numerous as
those investigating other media. In a content aslgf the top grossing movies from

2002, Lauzen and Dozier (2005a) found that oldan av&l women were under



represented, while men and women in younger agggrovere over represented. They
concluded that modern films provide a distortedyse of age. Robinson et al. (2007)
found that in classic animated Disney films, old@men relative to older men and older
minority characters relative to older Caucasiarratiars were under represented when
compared to U.S. census figures. Older women omigamup 33% of older characters,
despite the fact that they made up about 57% oblider population in the United States
in the year 1990 and 55% of the older populatiotheyear 2000 (Goldstein & Damon,
1993; Smith, 2003Minorities made up only 17% of older character®isney films,
while certain racial groups, such as Hispanicsewet represented at all among older
characters.

Older women and minorities have been underrepteden other media as well.
For example, Cassata & Irwin (1997) found that Gzf%lder characters in soap operas
were men. Briller (2000) said that older womenigresentation on television was even
lower, at about 33% for women of all ages. Thegerés are largely consistent for
representations of women in general, who over s¢decades of primetime
programming have been outnumbered by men by arfat®to 1 (Berg & Streckfuss,
1992; Gerbner, 1997; Glascock, 2003; Glascock, 28@horielli & Bacue, 1999). Older
minorities have been under represented as well: 8igder characters in soap operas
were identified as white (Cassata & Irwin, 199n)alstudy of adolescent literature from
1922-1975 (Peterson & Karnes, 1976), minority cti@s were represented more
frequently, comprising 13% of older characters. é&rerecent study of prime-time
television programming (Gerbner, 1997) discovehad thite characters made up about

91% of middle-aged and older characters, and cemaiority groups, such as Hispanics



and Asians, were not represented at all among cleasaover age 65. In television
commercials, most characters were Caucasian amjytess than 1% of all characters
were old and black (Roy & Harwood, 1997). The ted®n genre that appears to be most
favorable to older minority groups is children’setgsion: Robinson & Anderson (2006)
determined that 25% of older characters were nmiesrimeaning as a whole, minorities
were approaching an accurate representation acgotalipopulation statistics (about
39%, Smith, 2003). Specific minority groups, espigiolder blacks, were extremely

under represented, however. Caucasians were quessented.

Older characters’ significance

Older people usually appear as minor charactetteeimedia and are not well-
developed (Cassata & Irwin, 1997; Gerbner, 1997izea & Dozier, 2005b; McConatha,
Schnell, & McKenna, 1999; Peterson & Karnes, 1HR@hinson, 1998; Robinson &
Anderson, 2006; Robinson et al. 2007; Roy & Harwdd@97; Signorielli, 2001;Vasil &
Wass, 1993). Older characters were “greatly undeidped” in adolescent literature,
meriting only four or five pieces of descriptioninformation, while readers received a
wealth of information on younger characters. Rotmng& 998) concluded that when
media target younger audiences, older charactemnare likely to be featured in minor
roles. Research on children’s television and fi{Rebinson & Anderson, 2006;
Robinson et al., 2007) found that between 32 afd 8Bolder characters were featured
in major roles. Older characters are usually mikedyt to be featured as minor or
background characters in media not specificallyeairat children, but at the general

population (Roy & Harwood, 1997). Sometimes, evetdia intended for older audiences
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do not often feature older characters in centrialsidMcConatha et al. (1999) found that
only 8% of magazine ads featured an older aduh@sentral person in ads, even though
25% of subscribers to the magazin€srneandNewsweekwere over 50.

Older women especially have been relegated to mnotes: after decades of
analyzing prime-time television programming, Gerb{i®97) determined that older
women “virtually vanish from the screen in majoosjtive, and powerful roles” (p. 93;
Lauzen & Dozier, 2005a). Signorielli (2004) fournt the 1990s were no different from
the 70s in terms of older women'’s significancelt m television programming. She
concluded that as women get older, they are |gssfisiant to the stories told on
television. Kjaersgaard (2005) concluded that oldemen are not portraying strong lead
characters or featured in prominent roles. Lauzddo&ier (2005a) determined that
women over 40 are “consigned to limited exposucedraracter roles” in films (p. 443).
Older men, on the other hand, are much more liteelye featured as major characters
and have more significance to the plot (Gerbne®/7i&jaersgaard, 2005; Lauzen &
Dozier, 2005a; Signorielli, 2004). In addition teetlimited importance of older
characters’ roles, storylines rarely focus on &ge.example, less than 1% of the
Saturday morning cartoons analyzed by Bishop & Eea({1984) featured a plot centered
on age. Although one study of children’s literat(Pellmann-Jenkins & Yang, 1998)
found that older characters were most often fedtasecentral characters, almost all
studies investigating the plot significance of oldearacters have indicated that older
people are “of little real importance or concerBishop & Krause, 1984, p. 93). Older
people are either portrayed in trivial terms or mepresented at all, perhaps symbolizing

the true status of older people as a social grup.$. society (Bishop & Krause, 1984).
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Peterson & Karnes (1976) concluded that older peaeire “portrayed as only shadows
who moved into and out of the major flow of thergtat expeditious times... the older
persons seldom really existed in the eyes of othetrsjuietly wandered through the
pages, without trouble, gratification, or sufferirfg. 230). Scholars worry that older
women are negatively stereotyped across many fofmmedia (Kjaersgaard, 2005;
Sherman, 1997) and that television viewers do eet‘sffective, attractive older

characters” that provide positive images of agiBugller, 2000).

Physical characteristics of older characters

In general, older characters in the media hava pedrayed as healthy (Cassata
& Irwin, 1997; Dellmann-Jenkins & Yang, 1998; Rofam, 1998). They were seldom or
never depicted as sick in illustrations of childsditerature (Dellmann-Jenkins & Yang,
1998) and in ads targeting the older age markey, tvere most often shown as
“active/healthy” (Robinson, 1998). Also, physicabcacteristics of older characters have
mostly been neutral (i.e., the most common physibalacteristic was gray hair) and
only a small percentage of characters are showmamtambulatory aid (Robinson &
Anderson, 2006; Robinson et al., 2007), thoughrolemen are more likely to be shown
as disabled than older men (Gerbner, 1997). Theiphlyappearance of older characters
was judged to be positive, with few of them por&ayas ugly or dirty (Dellmann-Jenkins
& Yang, 1998; Peterson & Karnes, 1976), althougé oegative physical characteristic
that was common in Disney movies was “toothless'nuissing teeth” (Robinson et al.,

2007). Overall, older people are portrayed as hgahd clean in the media.
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Personality traits of older characters

The majority of older characters in the mediad®picted with positive
personality traits (Cassata & Irwin, 1997; Dellmalenkins & Yang, 1998; Peterson &
Karnes, 1976; Robinson, 1998; Robinson & Ander2006; Robinson et al., 2007), but
negative attributes still persist for some chamactRobinson et al.; Towbin, Haddock,
Zimmerman, Lund, & Tanner, 2003), especially omemen (Gerbner, 1997; Vasil &
Wass, 1993). Typical positive personality traithibxed by older characters include
friendly, caring, altruistic, and happy (Cassat&win, 1997; Dellmann-Jenkins &
Yang, 1998; Robinson, 1998; Robinson et al., 20@7¢hildren’s literature, older
characters were seldom or never portrayed as @assitable, lazy, boring, or ignorant
(Dellmann-Jenkins & Yang, 1998). Books written ionm@ recent decades “are more
sensitive to showing their young readers an arfgpsitive and respected attributes that
older people possess” (p. 98). Conclusions werdasifior adolescent literature; the
dispositions of older characters were describeld mibre positive words than negative
words (Peterson & Karnes, 1976). This was alsofouelder characters in children’s
television programming: about 60% of older chanacteere described as having positive
personality traits (Robinson & Anderson, 2006). ptesthis encouraging percentage, it
is nevertheless true that a high percentage (4@%)aracters exhibited negative
personality characteristics. In their study of @gmovies, Robinson et al. found the two
most dominant personality traits for older charecteere “friendly” (25%) and
“angry/grumpy” (25%). Gerbner (1997) determined #hgreater proportion of older
characters (than younger characters) were depici@dme-time television as foolish or

eccentric. In a textual analysis of classic Disaeynated films, Towbin et al. (2003)
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found that older characters were portrayed asdtdipigetful, and crotchety. When older
people were asked to explain how older characterp@trayed on television, they cited
some of the negative traits discussed here, inofudependent, vulnerable, asexual,

stupid, and grumpy (Healey & Ross, 2002).

Differences between the portrayal of older men aldér women

Older men and women often appear in ads for piisdhat are associated with
old age, such as pharmaceuticals (Bailey, Hagenderson, 1993; Bramlett-Solomon
& Subramanian, 1999; Robinson, 1998). Older wonsgeeially are more likely to
appear in ads for products associated with oldragent media (Bramlett-Solomon &
Subramanian, 1999). Older women were especiallygpard in Disney movies as ugly
and mean (Towbin et al., 2003). Older women areerfikely than men to be portrayed
as being eccentric, silly, and asexual, as wdkhelsng common sense (Gerbner, 1997;
Vasil & Wass, 1993). Robinson et al. found thatrble dominated by the older female
in Disney films was villain (67% of older characgrthough Gerbner (1997) found that
old rich men are most likely to play evil roles t@fevision. Older women were also
shown in television commercials as dependent on (MeQonatha et al., 1999).

Older women are less likely than older men to tmérayed as working outside
the home, despite the fact that 63% of U.S. wonetwéen 55-59 and 44% of women
ages 60-64 continue to work outside the home aguptd 2000 census statistics (Smith,
2003).0ver three-quarters of men between 55-59 and 578teof ages 60-64 work
outside the homelder women are less likely to have leadershipsrolehe workplace

as well. Older men portrayed leaders in the wortg@ksignificantly more often than
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women of the same age in films and television, taecdnly older characters on
television with prestigious jobs are portrayed bytesmen (Lauzen & Dozier, 2005a;
Lauzen & Dozier, 2005b, Signorielli, 200/8s women aged in films, they were less
likely to have goals, while men, on the other hdrad] goals no matter what their age.
Signorielli (2004) and Lauzen and Dozier (2005a)ateded thamale characters are
allowed to remain active, vital, and important ctnttors to the world throughout their
lives on screen, while women have diminished cajgscand live less purposeful lives as
they get older. In addition to having less prestigi jobs and often no careers, older
women are treated disrespectfully more often tHdaranen on television. Although
Gerbner (1997) found that older characters overeik treated with less respect than
younger characters, more than 80% of older womee wet treated courteously or
highly esteemed, compared to less than 70% of ohder. These high percentages
indicate that overall older characters and espggaéder women in the media are not

well respected.

Stereotypes of older people

Stereotypes have been defined in cognitive pspgyahs “knowledge structures
(schemas) in long-term memory that contain an iddial’s beliefs about a particular
concept” (Miller, Leyell, & Mazachek, 2004, p. 31Btereotypes “tend to be deeply
rooted in cultures” and are “resistant to changath the ability to influence
interpersonal interactions (McConatha et al., 1999,051). Positive stereotypes
“represent sanitized and idealized images,” whagative stereotypes “produce

demeaning and ridiculing portraits” (Miller et 004, p. 317). Hummert, Garstka,
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Shaner, and Strahm (1994) discovered that youndgleraged, and even older adults
hold certain positive and negative stereotypes tdsvalder people. Although earlier
studies used only university students (Hummert0i$e¢hmidt & Boland, 1986),
Hummert et al. (1994) asked adult respondents| afgals to complete a trait generation
task and trait sorting task designed to uncoveestgpes held toward older people. After
identifying traits associated with older peopleylésiwere asked to place the traits into
groups representing all the traits found in a @rajtler person. Hummert and her
colleagues discovered that adults of all age grehpsed seven stereotypes. The three
positive stereotypes included Golden Ager (actienturous, healthy, lively, health-
conscious, well-traveled, productive, liberal, figtwriented, sociable), Perfect
Grandparent (intelligent, kind, loving, family-onited, generous, happy, grateful,
supportive, understanding, interesting), and Jolay™&# Conservative (patriotic, retired,
conservative, nostalgic, old-fashioned, religidosigh, proud, wealthy). All adults
shared four negative stereotypes of older adultgedls including Shrew/Curmudgeon
(greedy, stubborn, prejudiced, complaining, nosffexible, demanding, hypochondriac),
Despondent (lonely, neglected, sad, tired, fragBelerely Impaired (senile, slow-
moving, slow-thinking, poor, sexless, sick, feelohepherent, inarticulate), and Recluse
(quiet, timid, dependent, forgetful).

One age group, the young adults ages 18-24, yieldeadditional negative
stereotype: Vulnerable (afraid, victimized, borseentary). Middle-aged adults yielded
an additional negative stereotype: Self centenmgfteible, stubborn, humorless, jealous,
miserly, greedy, nosy, selfish) while older adyiedded another negative stereotype:

Elitist (demanding, prejudiced, wary, snobbishyegiYoung adult respondents did not
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furnish the Mildly impaired stereotype (forgetfpbor, lonely, slow moving, rambling),
though middle aged and older adults did so. Middje adults also furnished the Liberal
Matriarch/patriarch stereotype (liberal, mellow,althy) while older adults furnished two
other positive stereotypes: Activist (politicalxsal, health-conscious) and Small town
neighbor (emotional, old fashioned, conservatiVége authors found that young adults
sorted traits into fewer stereotypes than middieday older adults, meaning that young
adults’ stereotypes toward older adults are nog eemplex. Results also indicated that
as people age, the stereotypes they hold towad#s people tend to become more
positive. Overall, the researchers were quite pasébout their findings because only
one stereotype (Severely Impaired) reflected thditional stereotype of old age (a
“physically and cognitively impaired person”). Hoveg, it is significant that adults hold
more negative stereotypes toward older peoplepbaitive stereotypes, and that young
adults in particular held the highest number ofatieg stereotypes toward older people.
Studies investigating the attitudes of young addtvard older people generally
contradict Hummert et al.’s (1994) results. Sevstadlies conclude that young adults
hold mostly positive stereotypes of older adulspeially relatives (Anderson,
Harwood, & Hummert, 2005; Chasteen, Schwartz, &P2002; McCann, Dailey, Giles,
& Ota, 2005; Peccioni & Croghan, 2002; Waskel, Dgjl#&Reviere, 1997). Chasteen et
al. (2002) determined that young adults hold steorsgereotypes toward older people
than younger people, and that stereotypes arevediafixed once an individual reaches
young adulthood. Overall, young adults perceiveteohdults in a “relatively favorable”
way, and were able to access positive aging a#i#tdaster than negative ones in a

laboratory experiment. Other studies posited tbiége students may hold more positive
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stereotypes toward older relatives than older peopgeneral (Anderson et al., 2005;
Waskel et al., 1997). Anderson et al. (2005) deteeohthat young adults’ stereotypes of
their grandparents were significantly less posithan their stereotypes of older adult
acquaintances. College students asked to identfgsvassociated with older female
relatives gave positive responses, suggestinddlditference in attitudes towards the
elderly may exist when older female relatives anesedered in contrast to older women
in general” (Waskel et al., 1997, p. 174). The atglposited that the old stereotype of
older people as “infirm” and a group “to be pitidtiis been slightly eroded by the
presence of active older adult women relativesltege students’ lives. Another study,
however, found that college students do not alvys positive stereotypes towards all
of their grandparents, even those they know well, ill describe them in negative
terms (Peccioni & Croghan, 2002). The researchamsladed that “even when an older
person is known to a young adult, he or she mayeaible to overcome negative
stereotypes of older adults, leading to potentia#igative interactions” (p. 725). On the
other hand, positive stereotypes held by youngtadain have a positive impact on their
relationship with older adults. McCann et al. (2pf#und that positive stereotyping of
older adults was negatively associated with compatian avoidance; if young adults
positively stereotyped older adults as vital anddwelent, the less likely they were to
avoid interpersonal communication with older adults

Other studies investigating the attitudes of galaged students toward older
adults were not as positive, however: in one sttitst;year social work students
believed that older adults were not as producthesere more pessimistic than younger

adults (Gellis, Sherman, & Lawrance, 2003). Thelgtfiound that young adults’ negative
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attitudes were present before they began theiugtadvork. Another study (Kimuna,
Knox, & Zusman, 2005) yielded similar results: egk-aged students exhibited negative
attitudes toward older people, believing that thaye no interest in sex, drive
dangerously, and have limited physical capabilities

Research over the last several decades has shawmegative stereotypes toward
older people form in young childhood, sometimegasg as age three (Falchikov,
1990; Isaacs & Bearison, 1986; Middlecamp & Gr@8§2; Newman, Faux, & Larimer,
1997, Seefeldt, 1984; Williams & Blunk, 1999). Byettime children start school, they
already have assimilated these negative stereofigaescs & Bearison, 1986; Williams
& Blunk, 1999). Children with little or no contawith older people are especially likely
to hold negative stereotypes towards older pedgdefeldt, 1984), and those who have
contact with older people are more likely to bedie¢liat older adults can engage in the
same activities as children (Middlecamp & Gros$)2)0Three to five-year-old
American children rated older adults less posiyitean younger adults, and preschool
children in the United States and Sweden scoredively high on a scale measuring
ageist prejudice (Williams & Blunk, 1999). Isaacsldearison (1986) observed the
behavior of four-, six-, and eight-year-old Amenazhildren when interacting with older
adults and determined that they showed signifitargls of ageist prejudice, especially
towards older women. For example, children satiagmtly farther away from older
people, and farther from older women than younganen. They initiated eye contact
less often with older people, spoke fewer words, iartiated fewer conversations with

older people than young people.
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In another study (Falchikov, 1990), when childeges 10 and 11 were asked to
draw a picture of an older person, they drew theth megative physical characteristics.
For example, old women were extremely wrinkled aode slippers, while both men and
women were usually drawn with an ambulatory aichsag a walker or cane. Old people
were generally smaller in size than younger peapleell. Falchikov concluded that
these negative stereotypes are very similar tcetfmsnd in children’s literature,
implying that children may learn stereotypes ofeolpgeople from the media. These
stereotypes may also have implications for childrerews of their own aging: although
Middlecamp and Gross (2002) found that childrersageee to five had positive attitudes
about their own aging, children between fourth smth grades usually feel negatively
about their own aging process (Newman et al.,19@éfeldt, 1984). Isaacs and Bearison
(1986) posited that although children manifest stggititudes as young as age four, there
appears to be a process of “attitude crystallindtibat begins at age six or eight and
continues through adolescence.

Studies on the attitudes of adolescents towantky @ldults have been relatively
scarce compared to research on the attitudes oigyadults and children. One early
study (Kastenbaum & Durkee, 1964) showed that adel&s in junior and senior high
school regarded older people as strongly tiedeqotst, with little optimism for the
present or the future. Adolescents tend to belibatolder people are ineffective and
dependent, while rating middle-aged adults as racceptable and autonomous (Luszcz
& Fitzgerald, 1986). Doka (1986) found that adoésgs 12-16 held several negative
stereotypes towards older people. Adolescents egyesed to older people as part of an

oral history project, and pre- and post-tests vgéren to measure their attitude toward
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older people. The majority of adolescents belieted older people are lonely, isolated,
poor, and institutionalized, as well as angry otdated most of the time. Adolescents also
believed that younger people work more efficientyarn much faster, and have fewer
car accidents than older people. Adolescents onpper end of the age bracket were
more likely than their younger counterparts to déscolder people as wrinkled and

ugly. Some adolescents agreed that most old p@oplsenile. Adolescents were more
likely to see an older person in a negative lifjtihé older person was particularly old.
The researchers concluded that adolescents’ exptsoitder people did not

significantly impact their already-held stereotypesplying that stereotypes toward older
people are resilient.

Youth’s attitudes toward their own aging procgssear to be just as strong;
adolescents are especially more likely than adaolteel negatively about the aging
process. When asked to identify the happiest tohdife, adolescents never cited the
years over age 70, which seem “to promise litttestection” (Kastenbaum & Durkee,
1964, p. 244). Youth reportedly have “considerabisinformation about aging and
anxiety about the later stages of the life cycl26Ka, 1986, p. 173) and see the later
years in life as ones of diminished happiness aigth@nted worries (Tuckman & Lorge,
1956). Adolescents were excited about the eveatsatbuld happen in early adulthood,
but were afraid that during old age, they wouldesufrom mental and/or physical
disabilities, become dependent on others or lorlipecome a victim (Doka, 1986). The
research suggested that negative attitudes toviéed people start forming in childhood,
crystallize during adolescence, and remain largaghanged until individuals become

old themselves.
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Positive and negative stereotypes in the media

Media scholars have searched specifically foragy@earance of certain
stereotypes of older people in the media to detegmihether older characters are
portrayed in a positive or negative way. Media $atsostudying the portrayal of older
people in the media have been inspired by the desgmf certain real-world stereotypes,
striving to determine whether the portrayal of olgdeople in the media matches society’s
positive and negative stereotypes toward older leedfiller et al., 1999; Miller et al.,
2004; Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinson et &07). As mentioned previously,
studies investigating the perceptions of young,dieidhiged, and older adults toward older
people have revealed that they hold multiple stgpes toward older adults, including
six positive stereotypes (Golden Ager, Perfect Gpainent, Liberal matriarch/Patriarch,
John Wayne Conservative, Activist, and Small-towagibor) and eight negative
stereotypes (Shrew/Curmudgeon, Despondent, Vulleer&bverely Impaired, Recluse,
Mildly Impaired, Self-centered, and Elitist) (Humrhet al., 1994).

In several media content analyses (Miller et1&99; Miller et al., 2004,
Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinson et al., 200 ,appearance of these stereotypes
is used to evaluate the overall portrayal of arottharacter as either positive or
negative. In magazine ads and television commerdial example, there has been little
negative stereotyping of older characters, withniiagority of older characters
stereotyped positively (Miller et al., 2004; Millet al., 1999). Magazine ads from the
1950s to 191990s had a particularly low percentdgeegatively stereotyped portrayals
of older characters (4% portrayed the mildly impdistereotype), while about 78% of

older characters in television commercials weraébio be “somewhat” consistent with
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a positive stereotype, such as golden ager orgiggfandparent. About 21% of magazine
ads were not consistent with any stereotype, amdetbearchers determined that there
was “not much extreme stereotyping” in the ads IVt al., 1999). The researchers
studying older characters in television commerciadse even more optimistic; they
concluded that the appearance of several postigreaypes confirmed the decades-long
trend of portraying older people in a positive mamin advertising (Miller et al., 2004).
They determined that overall “it seems that adsers have probably not been socially
irresponsible in their portrayal of the elderly.. ripgps the critics have overstated their
case.” Nevertheless, they did admit that certauesdders “used demeaning and
ridiculous stereotypes at times” (p. 331). SintfiaMiller et al. (1999) found that over
time, there was an increasing percentage of negstereotypes and a decreasing
percentage of positive stereotypes, along with allempercentage of older characters.
Studies investigating the portrayal of older cltees in content other than
advertising have found less encouraging resultshildren’s television programming,
using the positive and negative stereotypes régdray Hummert et al., (1994).
Robinson & Anderson (2006) determined that 62%hefdlder characters had an overall
positive portrayal and 38% were negatively steneetly Robinson et al.’s results were
similar for Disney animated films, with 58% of otdgharacters portrayed in a positive
way and 42% depicted in a negative manner. Accgratirother studies that have not
specifically used the stereotypes discussed by Hennet al. (1994) to evaluate overall
portrayal, the overall portrayal of older charasteas been mixed. The overall portrayal

of older adults in advertising was found to be nygstsitive (Robinson, 1998; Roy &
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Harwood, 1997) but older adults were portrayed megative manner in about 90% of

Disney films studied (Towbin et al., 2003).

Theory: Cultivation

Cultivation theory posits that the more televisjonmedia) an individual
consumes, the more likely he or she will come teelse that the norms, beliefs, and
attitudes portrayed on television (or in the media) an accurate representation of the
real world (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, SignorielliSkanahan, 2002). Gerbner argued that
television is the nation’s storyteller, acting dsraad socializing agent. The same can be
said for movies. Cultivation theory implies thatldren and adolescents learn the most
about society from watching television, movies, attter forms of media, and the media
can cultivate and shape normative beliefs, or ildizls’ perceptions of how the world
works. The media can be important in the develograedescriptive norms, which are
formed when observing others, even in a mediatad.fo

Cultivation theory posits that the heavy mediamdes are more vulnerable to the
cultivation effect, and teens are heavy media amess. Teens reportedly spend up to
half of their waking hours with the media, and altgh teens may have varied individual
experiences with the media, most “of their lives arediated, to a large extent, by the
mass media” (Mastronardi, 2003, p. 84). In additmattending the movie theater twice
as often as adults, teens watch one to three vigerosweek (Stern, 2005b). The majority
of children and adolescents (65%) have televisats i their bedrooms and watch more
than 21 hours of television a week (Smith, 2008eis have access to movies like never

before through television, DVDs, the Internet, @ag per view, and about 65% of youth
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and teens place importance on seeing the mostntumavies (Stern, 2005b). Teenagers
represent almost 20% of the movie-going public laalfl of them attend movies two
times a month (Smith, 2005, Self-Absorbed). Overghst several decades, flmmakers
have tapped into the financial power of the youtirkat (who spend $170 billion of their
own money a year) by making films directed spealficat teenagers (Smith, 2005;
Stern, 2005b). Teen movies have become especgylar in the last few decades,
garnering high domestic box office grosses.

The media are an important socializing agentdenagers, who are in the process
of forming their identity and developing a set efibfs (Arnett, 1995). Children make
decisions on who they want to be during their tgengears, and adolescents use the
media for their own self-socialization processese b the diminishing role of the family
in their teen years, adolescents purposively us#iante “acquire—or resist acquiring—
the behaviors and beliefs of the social world,abkure in which they live” (p. 525).
Mastronardi (2003) argued that media give adoldscamterpretive frameworks and
logics for understanding and responding to theiddvbOf course, teens do not
exclusively rely on the media for socialization pases and may still be influenced by
other socializing agents such as their familiespests, and peers during these formative
years. Tan (1997), in a study of U.S. high schaadents, found support for a cognitive-
functional model of television’s socialization effs: adolescents accepted values
presented on television if they recognized thoseegand perceived them to be
important to being successful. Given the importasfamovies to teens, the popularity of
teen movies, and the amount of time teens speridtigt media, however, it stands to

reason that teen movies play a role in contributinthe attitudes and beliefs of teens,
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who are actively forming their identity from thelcue they experience. Research has
found that “steady, cumulative exposure to televisnakes an ‘independent
contribution’ to how attitudes or beliefs are depsd and maintained” (Mastronardi,
2003). Implicitly, this is true for other mediaasll, including movies.

Through television and movies, adolescents obsgthers and their perceptions,
beliefs, and actions in a mediated form, and thay m turn affect their knowledge and
perspective of the world. According to schema thigahen individuals are presented
with new information or stimuli, they activate artglate for processing the stimuli. Most
of the time, television and movies, in their aimafipeal to the broadest audience, present
information that is vivid and repeated, and thus &asiest to recall and access templates
that we have learned from the media in other sdnatin our lives. This is evidenced by
the normative beliefs people may have about grofipgople that they have only come
in contact with in the media. Cultivation theoryshaten been used as a theoretical
foundation to examine how media portray minori{ifeamborini, Mastro, Chory-Assad,

& Huang, 2000; Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2005), tegees (Stern, 2005b), and of
course, older people (Lauzen & Dozier, 2005a; 206%ibinson & Anderson, 2006;
Robinson et al., 2006). The cultivation effecttimsger for individuals who may have no
real world contact with certain groups who are ored in the media. In recent years,
children and adolescents’ contact with older pedplduding their grandparents, has
diminished due to recent sociocultural shifts inékioan society (Vasil & Wass, 1993),
and it is possible that some young people only ltaveact with the older people they see
in the media. This means that “it is likely thag¢ tnedia play an important role in shaping

attitudes toward the elderly, particularly amonddrien who have limited, superficial, or
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no contact with elderly people” (p. 72). This natyohas repercussions for how older
people are viewed and treated by teenagers, buketlgtive portrayals of older people
found in the media may affect adolescents’ viewsldfage in general. Holladay (2002)
argued that “certainly the media is responsiblectdtivating some of our views on
aging... Through exposure to elderly television arwVi@ characters, we may develop
conceptions of what later life might hold for agingividuals and ourselves” (p. 681).

Given the theoretical foundation that the meday mltimately shape the
attitudes and beliefs of adolescents, it is impurta study the media that teens consume.
Teen movies are an appropriate sample to analyea gine importance of movies to
teens and the amount of time they spend watchingeaa@nd videos. Researchers have
recently studied teen films to discover how teams ‘merds” are portrayed (Bach, 2006;
Stern, 2005b) and to determine the prevalenceeof $ebstance use (Stern, 2005a). Teen
movies made around the turn of the millennium Haeen analyzed from a literary
standpoint, given that many teen movies, sudlaslessandShe’s All Thathave been
adapted from popular literary works (Davis, 2008). studies have investigated the
portrayal of older people in teen movies, howethough negative stereotypes
towards older people may begin in childhood, trseaech suggests that they crystallize
during the teen years and are completely formethéyime they reach young adulthood.
If the media can indeed cultivate negative attifudeadolescents and young adults
towards older people, then it is important to sthdw older characters are portrayed in
media aimed at teenagers. The following researelstgpns will guide this inquiry:

RQ.: Does the percentage of older characters inrte®nes reflect real world

U.S. population statistics?
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RQ,: How accurately represented are older charaateesins of gender and
race when compared to population figures?

RQs:  What are the primary roles of older characteréen movies, and what
percentage are major, minor, or incidental roles?

RQs:  What personality traits do the older characperssess?

RQs:  What physical characteristics do older charagb@ssess, including
activity level, health status, body image, hair &axdal hair type and
color, use of an ambulatory aid, presence of weskand level of
attractiveness?

RQs: Are there significant differences between thenagal of older men and
older women?

RQ;: What stereotypes (based on the cognitive psyglydlterature) do older
characters embody?

RQs: Is the overall portrayal of older charactersagen films positive, negative,
or neutral, based upon the presence of certaiaaigres found in the
literature?

RQ: Do the representation, physical characterisgessonality traits, roles, and

overall portrayal of older characters vary byatb?
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Sample Selection

A content analysis was conducted on 60 of the magular teen movies from the
1980s, 1990s and the 2000s (20 from each decasldpgendix A) to obtain a
comprehensive view of the portrayal of older pedpteugh three decades. The top
grossing teen films were determined by consultiog dffice websites that track
domestic box office grosses, including www.boxafimojo.com. A film was determined
to be a “teen” film if the storyline centers aroueenagers, features a teenager (ages 12-
17) as the central character, features teenagemnsjior and supporting roles, and is rated
G, PG, or PG-13. R-rated films were excluded frommgample because teens cannot
legally see R-rated films (without a parent or gligean), which are geared more towards
an adult audience. Sequels were also excluded echaracters are often repeated. If
sequels contained teen characters, however, araigieal movie did not, the sequel
most representing teen storylines was includetiersample (e.gHarry Potter and the
Goblet of Firg.
Measurement and Coding Instrument

Two independent coders examined the teen movefsr&identifying older
characters specifically, all major and minor chtgexcregardless of age were identified
and accounted for to accurately determine the septation of older characters in teen
films. A coding sheet was devised to keep tracthefinformation about each of the
older characters. Older characters were definédas® who appeared to be 55 years of
age and older, and were identified based the pcesafirone or more of the following

characteristics: (1) an appearance of retirem&pextensive gray hair, (3) wrinkles of
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the skin, (4) extensive loss of hair or balding,dg&cking voice, (6) use of an aid such as
a cane or wheelchair, (7) the parent of a son ogldar who is middle-aged or older, and
(8) evidence of grandchildren or great-grandchidigishop & Krause, 1984; Gantz,
Gartenberg, & Rainbow, 1980; Peterson, 1992; Roiin$998; Robinson & Anderson,
2006; Swayne & Greco, 1987).

Once identified, the gender and race (Caucasiaica American, Hispanic,
Asian/Pacific Islander, and Other) of each oldearabter were coded, as well as his or
her role in the teen film. Major, minor, and inadal older characters were included;
background characters who have no role in thegsidtwere only seen briefly were
excluded. A major character was defined as oneis/imaportant or central to the plot, is
on screen for an extended amount of time, and lsggndicant amount of dialogue. A
minor character was defined as one who is in ntae bne scene, has more than one
line, and whose role is at least somewhat releteatite plot. An incidental character was
defined as one who is drawn into the plot of thevim@and becomes part of the action
(i.e., he or she may interact with a major or miclearacter, or he or she may be shown
repeatedly in several camera shots), but who mbyh@ve one line or be in only one
scene. Extras who were present in the backgrouhdéne not drawn into the plot were
excluded. Non-humans were also excluded (incluthnge who only had a partial body,
legendary animals, monsters, etc.).

The chronological age of older characters was @¢@deording to Miller et al.’s
coding categories: young old (55-64), middle ol8-@l), and old old (75+). The primary
role (worker, boss, parent, grandparent, frienkkini, spouse, other) of each older

character was coded as well.
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The physical characteristics and personalitygraitolder characters were also
coded. Variables coded included health status (gmawbr limitations, poor), level of
physical activity (very active, active, inactivapd physical portrayal (hair and facial hair
type and color, teeth, glasses, wrinkles, levettfactiveness, body type, and use of a
physical aid such as a cane, wheelchair, or heaitjgPersonality descriptions were
noted, including forgetful, angry/grumpy/stern, harous, helpless, lonely/recluse,
intelligent/wise, sad, senile/crazy, friendly, npseappy/content, loving/caring,
eccentric, overly affectionate, object of ridicube evil/sinister. These variables were
taken from Robinson et al. (2007), who conductedxansive literature review on the
portrayal of older people in the media before degispecific coding categories.

Coders determined whether the portrayal of eaahacier was consistent with
stereotypes found by Hummert et al. (1994). Theskide six positive stereotypes
(Golden ager, perfect grandparent, John Wayne ceaitsee, Liberal Matriarch/patriarch,
Activist, and Small town neighbor) and eight neganes (Shrew/curmudgeon,
Despondent, Vulnerable, Severely impaired, ReclMsge]y impaired, Self-centered, and
Elitist), each described previously in the literatveview (see Appendix B for
operational definitions). These stereotypes weeg uather than those from earlier
studies (Hummert, 1990; Schmidt & Boland, 1986armeffort to include all possible
stereotypes. Hummert et al. (1994) uncovered thgeaf stereotypes held by all adults,
rather than just those held by college-age stud#énsspossible that the stereotypes
found in teen movies will be reflective of sterqueg held by middle aged and older

adults, as well as stereotypes held by young adults
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Transforming Miller et al.’s (1999) coding categsy, older character portrayals
were coded as either “consistent” or “not consistenth each of the 14 stereotypes.
Thus, it is possible for character portrayals ftece more than one stereotype. Using
Miller et al.’s (1999; 2004) coding scheme, codatsed each character portrayal
according to the consistency of the audio contéttiemovie and the character’s visual
representation with the traits associated with esiereotype. Elements of each character
portrayal were examined to determine their consctavith various stereotypes,
including physical appearance, emotional statévigctepicted, and social role. The
dialogue of the film (including what was said by, &nd/or about each of the older
characters) was also used to determine a charsioiegtall consistency with stereotypes
(Miller et. Al, 2004).

After determining the consistency of stereotypesiets evaluated each character
portrayal as either positive, negative, or neutran effort to assess overall trends in
character portrayals. Some character portrayale veflective of (consistent with) more
than one stereotype (Miller et al., 1999). Thoserpgals reflecting one or more positive
stereotypes but no negative stereotypes were aslpdsitive. Those portrayals
consistent with one or more negative stereotypésdpositive stereotypes were coded
as negative. Portrayals that are consistent witbsitive and negative stereotype were
coded as neutral. Portrayals that are consistehtangreater number of positive
stereotypes than negative stereotypes were codaakds/e. Portrayals that are
consistent with a greater number of negative stgpes than positive stereotypes were
coded as negative. Character portrayals that dreamsistent with a positive or negative

stereotype were coded as neutral.
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Two independent coders, who were previously trainetlected the data. The
two coders each coded nine randomly selected momiedeb% of the sample. The coders
discussed any disagreements and resolved themi'si969) intercoder reliability
formula was used to calculate agreement on theifobation of older characters (93%
agreement), chronological age (96% agreement),(l&@&6 agreement), both types of
roles (100% agreement), activity level (100% agremtn health status (100%
agreement), one randomly selected physical chaistate—wrinkles (96% agreement),
selection of stereotypes (100% agreement), andwiall portrayal of older characters
(100% agreement). Once intercoder reliability wstslagished one of the coders collected

data for the remaining 51 films.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

RQ: asked how many older characters appear in thelsang how this
compared to real-world population statistidsdotal of 560 major and minor characters
were coded. Of these, 93% (n=519) were coded asr &%) while 7% (n=41) were
considered old. This represents a substantial uegeesentation of older people in teen
films. According to census figures, the percentafgelder people in the United States
has remained relatively constant over the lasetdexades. Those people age 55 and
over made up approximately 21% of the total U.Swypation in 1980, 1990, and 2000
(Baldridge, Brown, & Kincannon, 1983, Evans & Pri2801; Goldstein & Damon,
1993), meaning that those 55 and older were greatier represented in teen movies
compared to real world statistics. In addition tajon and minor characters, 50 older
characters incidental to the plot were identifiedinging the total number of older
characters identified in the sample to 91.

Almost a third of the movies (n=19, 32%) did nohtain any older characters as
specified by the operational definitions. Thosm$§lcontaining zero older characters
included 6 films from the 1980810ney | Shrunk the Kid&ootloose WargamegFerris
Bueller's Day Off Pretty in Pink andRed Dawi), 8 from the 1990sShe’s All That
CluelessEncino Man Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangerd0 Things | Hate About You
Flipper, Drive Me Crazy andBuffy the Vampire Slaygrand 5 from the 20008(ing It
On, Friday Night Lights Snow DayThe Lizzie McGuire MoviandA Walk to
Remembegr

The films with the highest number of older chagestwvere recentlarry Potter

and the Goblet of Fireontained 7 older characters (two major charactierse minor
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characters, and two incidental characters), @&l Princess Diariesontained 6 (two
major characters and four incidental characteiffy percent of the films contained
either one or two older characters (n=30), whil&olEontained either three or four older

characters (see Table 1).

Tablel
Older Characters Per Film

Number of Older | Number of films| Percentage of Films
Characters Per Film
Zero 19 31%
One 15 25%
Two 15 25%
Three 3 5%
Four 6 10%
Six 1 2%
Seven 1 2%
Total 60 100%

RQ, asked about the gender and race of older chasaatelrhow these portrayals
compare to real world population statistics. Oligenales were under represented and
older males were over represented. About 61% (neb6lder characters were male,
while 39% (n=35) were female. This almost represantinversion from U.S. census
figures; women made up about 57% of the older dmr in the United States in the
year 1990 and 55% of the older population in ther @900 (Goldstein & Damon, 1993;
Smith, 2003)

Minorities were also under represented, while @aians were over represented.

About 84% of the older characters (n=76) were Csiaca 9% of older characters were
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African American (n=8), 4% were Asian (n=4), andyol?6 (n=1) were Hispanic (see
Table 2). About 2% (n=2) were identified as “othancluding a landlady fronMad
Loveidentified as Native American and Madam Zeronnfidoles who as a gypsy was
considered of mixed racial descent. The representat all minority groups combined
was only 16%, despite the fact that minorities mag@bout 40% of the current
population of those over 55 (Smith, 2003). The @spntation of individual racial groups
among older characters (55+) was distorted andgtdistantially below actual population

figures, which include about 15% African Americab% Asian, and 10% Hispanic.

Table?2
Race of Older Characters
African
Caucasian Asian Hispanic Other
American
84% 9% 4% 1% 2%

RQs; asked about older characters’ significance tqtbe Older characters were
featured in major roles only 4% of the time, wid&% of those featured in major roles
were under 55. About 11% of those featured in mrotes were old, while 89% of those
featured in minor roles were coded as young. Otdked number of older characters
identified in the sample (n=91), 13% of them (n=0M&)e featured in major roles, 32%
(n=29) were featured in minor roles, and 55% (n=&@)Ider characters were featured in
incidental roles (see Figure 1). Because only 7% ajbr and minor characters were
coded as old and more than half of all older chtaraavere coded as incidental to the
plot, the role of most older characters is of ledisignificance to the plot of the teen

movies studied.
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Figurel

Role of Older Characters

Major
13%

Incidental
55%

Minor
32%

The primary character role fulfilled by the oladraracter was that of worker
(n=27, 30%), followed by grandparent (n=18, 20%J boss (n=18, 20%). The roles
least likely to be filled by older characters wéhrat of parent (n=2, 2%) and villain (n=2,
2%). The two older characters considered parents went May and Uncle Ben from
SpiderMan who raise Peter Parker as their son. The twairdlin the sample were
women: Mrs. Sturak frorbon’t Tell Mom the Babysitter's Deaahd Mama fronThe
Goonies Only 13% of older characters were coded as feghdt a quarter of those
coded as friends were featured in major, memonaiés, such as Doc froBack to the
Futureand Mr. Miyagi fromKarate Kid Grandparents were overwhelmingly featured in
minor or incidental roles; only 2 of the 18 grandjrds were featured in major roles
(Clarisse froniThe Princess Diarieand Mrs. Peache froMy Bodyguargl. About 13%
of the older characters were coded as “other,” nmgathat they did not fit the criteria for
classification as a friend, grandparent, etc. Mdshe time, these were incidental
characters (ones who appeared briefly at a soegteduring the film, for example).

Although the present study was not investigatiregdifferences between major,

minor, and incidental characters, statistical tgskled some significant differences
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between the portrayals of these characters. Thbsehad either major or minor roles
were significantly more likely to have teetk?(= 13.06,df = 4, p < .05), to be portrayed
as intelligent X? = 22.81 df = 2, p < .001), lovingX” = 8.36,df = 2, p < .05), or
eccentricK? = 7.3,df = 2, p < .05), and to exhibit the Golden Agkf € 7.3,df=2, p <
.05), John Wayne Conservativ&*(= 8.9,df = 2, p < .05), or Perfect GrandpareXf &
14.52,df = 2, p < .01) stereotype. Major and minor charactesre significantly more
likely than incidental characters to be portrayedm overall positive manner, while
incidental characters were slightly more likelyo®portrayed as neutral or negatis (
=11.17df =4, p <.05). Previous studies on the portrayalader people in the media
did not include incidental characters, howeveit sounknown how incidental older
characters in other media have been portrayed a@thpa older characters who are
more important to the plot. Further research is #rea is warranted.

The personality traits of older characters (agesked by Rg¢) were both positive
and negative, but the dominant personality tragldér characters was
“angry/grumpy/stern,” exhibited by 35% of the olddaracters (n=32, see Table 3). The
second most dominant trait was “friendly” (25%)hé&t prominent personality traits
included “intelligent/wise” (22%), “loving/caring(’19%), “eccentric” (14%), and
“happy/content” (10%). Personality traits codedaher” included “strict/tough,”
“elegant,” “hickish.” Two older characters were eddas “childish.” For example, Mr.
Carson, irRookie of the Yeawas extremely excited to get a prize in a cragkek box
and was ridiculed for it later by a middle-agedreleter. Mrs. Peache, My Bodyguard

tried to hide repeatedly from her son and grandedrwas told to stop playing games.
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Other personality traits found by the coders weoeepositive: Clarisse, a queenTihe

Princess Diarieswas described by coders as “polite” and “gracéful

Table3
Per sonality Types of Older Characters
Personality Type Total CharacterPercentage
Angry/Grumpy/Stern 32 35%
Friendly 23 25%
Intelligent/Wise 20 22%
Loving/Caring 17 19%
Eccentric 13 14%
Happy/Content 9 10%
Evil/Sinister 5 6%
Object of Ridicule 5 6%
Nosey 4 4%
Forgetful 4 4%
Senile/Crazy 4 4%
Sad 3 3%
Overly Affectionate 2 2%
Sexy/Macho 1 1%
Lonely/Recluse 1 1%
Humorous 1 1%
Dirty Old Man/Woman 1 1%

The physical attributes of older characters, asesbed by R§) were mostly
positive, especially their health status and le¥elctivity. Almost all older characters
(n=88, or 97%) were coded as active or very activegning that older characters were
rarely shown just sitting or lying down, but wettypically capable of activities such as
walking, running, and exercising. Similarly, theatik status of older characters was
good for the majority of characters (n=77, or 852d)out 10% of the characters (n=9)
were shown relying on a physical aid such as aifgaid, cane, or prosthetic limb,
though none were shown with walkers or wheelch&osne (n=14, 15%) were portrayed

with minor health limitations, a result mainly digetheir reliance on physical aids, but
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some took medication or complained about problamk ss backaches, hernias, and
arthritis. No characters were portrayed in pooithealthough some characters did die of
natural causes at some point in two of the filmsr{aMarch inLittle Womerand Mrs.
Sturak fromDon’t Tell Mom the Babysitter's Deadlhere was no indication, however,
that they were in poor health before they died.
Older characters’ other physical characteristiese largely positive; 90%

(n=82) were coded as attractive or very attractvel few (n=2, 2%) were shown as
toothless or missing teeth. Only 9 characters (1@&e coded as ugly (four females and
five males). About 80% of the older characters @)=¥ere shown with limited wrinkles,
while 19% (n=17) had extensive wrinkles. This cooéddue to the chronological age
breakdown of older characters: 48% were betweean8%4, 44% were between 65 and
74, and only 7% were over 75. The body image oéottharacters was also positive:
56% (n=50) were shown as average, a third (n=30¢ wieown as thin, and 11% (n=10)
were shown as overweight. No older characters sieog/n as very thin or obese. A
greater proportion of women (37%) than men (31%evelown as thin, however.
Women also seemed more likely to be portrayed asamight. Of the 10 overweight
characters, seven of them were women. Men wererslaswaving an average weight
(64%), while women were shown as average 42% dfirtie

Most of the older characters’ other physical chamastics were neutral and a
natural result of the aging process. Three-quadetise older characters (n=66) had gray
or white hair, while males were bald about 52%heftime (n=26). Thirty-four percent
(n=19) of males had facial hair of some kind, a@naas gray or white 90% of the time

and neatly trimmed 68% of the time. Twenty-threecpet (n=21) of the older characters
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wore glasses. Fourteen percent of older women cteisawere shown with sagging
breasts, 9% of all older characters were showruasted over, and 19%(n=17) had a
cracking voice.

There was some statistically significant differes®etween the characteristics of
older men and older women, as asked by.R@ales were significantly more likely to be
shown with gray hair than female$®(= 13.01,df = 2, p < .01), and women were
significantly more likely than men to be shown asithed overX®=4.95df=1, p <
.05). There was also a significant relationshipMeein gender and primary character role
(X*=21.17df = 6, p < .01). Men were significantly more liketybe portrayed in a
position of authority (as a boss), while women wawge likely to be portrayed as a
worker. There were no other statistically signifiteelationships for gender, although the
relationship between intelligence and gender amgbread significance (men are almost
more likely than women to be portrayed as inteflig@<.06). A greater proportion of
men (63%) than women (51%) were portrayed as mialgisl.

The portrayal of the majority of older charact¢8%) was consistent with
stereotypes as specified in the literature revie@/§. Thirty-one percent of characters
(n=28) embodied only positive stereotypes (sucRexfect Grandparent or Golden
Ager), 19% (n=17) embodied only negative stereayjsach as Shrew), and only 10%
(n=9) embodied a mix of both positive and negasitezeotypes. A substantial number
(n=37, 41%) of older characters’ portrayals wereaumsistent with any stereotype. The
most dominant stereotype found among older chasawatas Perfect Grandparent,
exhibited by 28% of older characters (n=25, sedeldp followed by Shrew, which was

embodied by 15% of older characters. Other prontisemneotypes exhibited by older
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characters included Golden Ager, John Wayne Coaseey and Mildly Impaired. The
stereotypes of Liberal Matriarch/Patriarch, Smai¥lst Neighbor, and Recluse were not
embodied by any older characters in the sampletrBldéional stereotype of older
people, that of Severely Impaired (Hummert etl®94) was embodied by three

characters, a small proportion of the older charact

Table4
Ster eotypes of Older Characters
Stereotype Total Characters Percentage

Perfect Grandparent 25 28%
Shrew 14 15%
Golden Ager 13 14%
John Wayne Conservative 11 12%
Mildly Impaired 8 9%
Vulnerable 5 6%
Elitist 4 4%
Despondent 3 3%
Severely Impaired 3 3%
Activist 3 3%
Self-centered 3 3%
Liberal Matriarch/Patriarch 0 0%
Small town Neighbor 0 0%
Recluse 0 0%
Not consistent with any stereotype 37 41%

The overall portrayal was positive for 45% (n=é1}he older characters, while a
significant number of older characters were poddags either neutral (n=29, 32%) or

negative n=21 (23%, see Figure 2), as address&{py
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Figure2
Overall Portrayal of Older Characters

Neutral
23%

Positive
45%

Negative
32%

A significant statistical relationship was foundween overall portrayal and rol¥{ =
11.17,df = 4, p <.05). Incidental characters were sigaiiity more likely than major
and minor characters to be portrayed in a neuteadmar, while major and minor
characters were significantly more likely than destal characters to be portrayed in
either a positive or negative way. Incidental chtaes were significantly less likely to be
portrayed in a positive way, and major characteesevmore likely than other characters
to be portrayed in an overall positive manner. Nohihe major older characters were
portrayed in a neutral manner, and three quarfdtsem were portrayed positively (see
Table 5). Minor characters were portrayed in atpasimanner just over half of the time
(n=16, 55%). The proportion of major and incidemtadracters that were portrayed
negatively was similar (n=3, 35%; n=13, 26%, resipely). The overall portrayal did
not vary significantly with relation to gender, eachronological age, social age, or

primary character role.
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Table5
Overall Portrayal of Charactersin Teen Moviesby Role

Major Minor Incidental TOTAL
Positive 9 75% 16 55% 16 32% 41 45%
Negative 3 25% 5 17% 13 26%0 21 23%
Neutral 0 0% 8 28% 21 2% 29 32%
TOTAL 12 100% 29 100% 50 100% 91.00%

There were no statistically significant differeadeund between the three
decades, indicating that the representation ofraldaracters, as well as their
demographic, physical, and personality charactesishave remained relatively
consistent in teen films over time (RQSome frequencies, however, provide some
interesting information. Teen movies made sinceytta@ 2000 contained the highest
number of older characters (n=38, 42%), followedh®y1980s, which contained 29
older characters (32%). The 1990s contained thedemumber of older characters, 23
(25%). The 2000s contained the highest number afaciters over age 75, while the
1980s did not feature any characters over age 75.

Gender representation was largely the same adexsgles, although the portrayal
of older women increased about 2% from the 199@8d®000s (the 191980s and 1990s
contained about 38% females, whereas the 2000ainedtalmost 40% females). The
representation of older women in each decadeftallshort of the actual population of
older females, who in the 2000s made up about 55¥ewlder population, and in each
of the earlier decades comprised about 57% of lther population (Baldridge, Brown, &

Kincannon, 1983; Gist & Hetzel, 2004; Goldstein &ron, 1993).
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Similar patterns were found for race. The 1980daaed the highest percentage
of Caucasian characters (94%), followed by the 2d82%), and then the 1990s (71%).
The 1990s were the most racially diverse decadé, twe most older African American
and Hispanic characters. The 1990s was the onlgdgeahere older minorities actually
approached their representation in actual populdigures; they were greatly under
represented in the 1980s and somewhat in the 2000s.

Physical characteristics were largely consisteet the three decades. Each
decade contained three older characters who upbysical aid, for example. The 2000s,
however, by far contained the highest proportiothof older characters (55%), while the
1990s contained thin characters 28% of the timetla®d 980s contained thin older
characters only 17% of the time. The 1980s contkihe highest percentage of
overweight older characters (19%), followed by 1880s (14%), and then the 2000s
(only 5%).

The decades that most frequently featured oldaraciers as grandparents were
the 1980s and the 2000s, while the 2000s most &dtgnred older characters in the role
of worker. The personality traits of older chaesistwere mostly consistent across the
three decades, but the 1980s contained a highpogtien of “angry/grumpy/stern” older
characters (44%) than the 2000s (34%) and the 1@2206). The 1990s contained the
highest proportion of “friendly” older characte9¢6).

The overall portrayal of older characters did vexty much, although the highest
percentage of positive portrayals was found inli®@0s (57% of characters in the 1990s
were portrayed positively, see Table 6). The 2@@0gained the lowest percentage of

negative portrayals (48% of older characters in20@0s were portrayed negatively).
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Table6

Overall Portrayal of Charactersin Teen Movies by Decade

OY O

191980s 191990s 202000s TOTAL
Positive 11 34% 12 57% 18 47% 41 459
Negative 9 28% 2 10% 10 26% 21 239
Neutral 12 38% 7 33% 10 26% 29 32%
TOTAL 32 100% 21 100% 38 100% 91100%
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION

While children may get their ideas about oldergiedrom many different
sources, including parents, peers, relatives, astpreces, and teachers, these socializing
agents have less of an effect during the teen y@angtt, 1995). Instead, teens begin to
heavily consume media during adolescence and magcasly acquire and shape their
identity based on the media they consume. In mosieciety, when children and
adolescents have little contact with older peayble ideas about groups they have little
experience with may be taken from the media (thevetion effect, see Gerbner et al.,
2002). The current study did a content analysih@fmost popular teen movies for the
portrayal of older characters to determine way ofg®ple that are presented in teen
films. Although some results were favorable, thegmalization of older characters,
their lack of significance to the plot, and the n§@egative stereotypes were notable.

The under representation of older characters fanteken movies confirms a
decade-long trend of older characters’ under remtesion in the media. Only 7% of
major and minor characters in teen movies were thesage of 55, despite real world
population statistics that estimate the over-55upain of the United States at 21% over
the last three decades. The population of olderrfo@aes is expected to continue to grow
as Baby Boomers reach retirement age; it is estdniiat there will be 86 million people
over age 65 in the United States by the year 2G4t & Hetzel, 2004). Seven percent,
however, is an improvement over the percentagédef characters that were featured in
major and minor roles in primetime television ie t090s (3%, Signorielli, 2001). Older
characters’ representation in teen movies is sirtoléheir representation in media aimed

at younger audiences, including children’s telengiBishop & Krause, 1984; Robinson
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& Anderson, 2006), as well as in media aimed attadwdiences, including magazine
and newspaper advertising (Robinson, 1998). Theodesy of 50 incidental older
characters (in addition to the 41 major and mirldeocharacters) in teen movies
indicates that on average, for every major or moider character in teen movies, there
is likely to be an older character that is incidémnd the storyline.

The number of older characters in teen movieslesssthan the number of older
characters found in Disney movies in a previoudstlsing the same operational
definitions and coding scheme as Robinson, Callisdagoffin, and Moore (2007), who
identified 93 older characters (2.74 older charagper film), the total number of older
characters found in the current study was 91 (@l8@r characters per film). In Robinson
et al.’s (2007) study, older characters were idiectin all but one of the Disney films
(3% of the sample), while the current study foumat about 32% (n=19) of the teen
movie sample did not contain any older charact@lder characters were clearly
represented more often in films targeting the fgmilile films targeting teenagers
specifically featured fewer older characters. Exang the types of teen movies that did
not contain older characters (for examplerris Bueller's Day OffPretty in PinkShe’s
All That, CluelessEncino Man, 10 Things | Hate About You, Drive Me Crazy, Brihg |
On, Snow Day, The Lizzie McGuire Movsomewhat illuminating; these films could
be labeled as “high school” or “junior high schoblins that focus on the lives of
teenagers to the exclusion of adult characteadl aiges, though sometimes one or two
parents are featured in minor roles. On the othadhthe two teen films in the sample
with the most older characters wétarry Potter and the Goblet of FirandThe

Princess Diariestwo recent films that feature a cast of teenafjatsare primarily aimed
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at a family audience. The high number of older abtars irHarry Pottercan also be
explained by the fact that the movie was adaptaoh fa book that contained an unusually
high number of major and minor older characterssivd the films included in the
present sample, however, do not contain several altracters. Older people were
under represented in teen films.

The under representation of older women and ntirerin teen films could give
teens the idea that older people are primarily raate Caucasian, which is a distorted
picture of reality. Although older women'’s repretsgion in teen films (39%) relative to
men was higher than in Disney films, soap opernad primetime television (all at 33%;
see Briller, 2000; Cassata & Irwin, 1997; Robinstal. 2007), older women’s
representation in teen films does not come closkd actual make-up of the older
population, at 59%. This holds true for racial mines as well; the representation of
older minorities in teen films was about 16%, higtian their representation in soap
operas, adolescent literature, primetime televisionl television commercials (Cassata
& Irwin, 1997; Gerbner, 1997; Peterson & Karnes/@;9Roy & Harwood, 1997). This
percentage is still far short of their proportiorthe actual U.S. population in the year
2000, at 40% (Smith, 2003). Hispanics, who madenip 1% of older characters in teen
movies, were greatly under represented, thouglptrisentage marks an improvement
over older Hispanic representation in prime tinlevision, when they were not
represented at all (Gerbner, 1997). This divergémee actual population figures
contributes to the decades-long trend of rendesiognen and minorities as invisible in
the media (Briller, 2000; Cassata & Irwin, 1997 rigeer, 1997; Peterson & Karnes,

1976; Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinson et @072 Roy & Harwood, 1997).
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The marginalization of older characters in terthe plot further contributes to
their invisibility in teen movies, confirming prexis research that older characters are
more likely to be featured in minor roles (Robinsd®98; Roy & Harwood, 1997). There
were several statistically significant differenbetween those older characters featured
in major and minor roles and those featured indectal roles. The reason for this
difference between major, minor, and incidentakabgers could be a result of the lack of
information on incidental characters, whose persiyrtaaits were difficult or impossible
to assess because they were on screen for a litmmedhad little dialogue, or were
barely involved in the storyline. These incidertiadracters were greatly under
developed, with few pieces of information about¢haracter furnished to the audience,
as were those older characters found in adole$itenatture decades ago (Peterson &
Karnes, 1976).

The financial interests of Hollywood filmmakers yrexplain the insignificance
of older characters in teen films. In Disney filro&jer characters were featured in major
roles 39% of the time, while older characters antenovies were featured in major roles
only 13% of the time. This could be a result ofdfiort to attract the teen market. It is
logical for teen movie producers to use teen charsicteens want to see films with
characters they can identify with. Adolescentsiat@e process of forming their identity
and part of that identity involves independence asséparation from older generations,
including parents, grandparents, and other oldeltsxdBecause of this, teens are likely to
seek out media that primarily focus on teenagedsteg@nage storylines, while possibly
ignoring family films or those films that containage number of middle aged or older

characters. The inclusion of a large number of rotth@racters, even in minor roles,
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could be a financial risk for Hollywood producereawvant to attract the teen market at
the box office. Filmmakers may believe that if theiovies contained more older
characters, teenagers would not be interesteceingéheir films. Rather than take a risk
by including some older characters, they may irtstiscide to rely on the tried and true
teenage movie format, with teenagers playing nedrlgf the major and supporting
roles. Older characters’ lack of significance te phot of teen movies contributes to the
assertion that in media aimed at children and @ensaolder people are “of little real
importance or concern” as they are portrayed oslishadows” (Bishop & Krause,
1984, p. 93; Peterson & Karnes, 1976, p. 230).mhagyinalization of older characters
gives the message to teens that older people areiaportant social group unworthy of
attention, having little or no impact on teenagévss.

Despite the fact that older characters were femuimber, they embodied positive
physical characteristics. Older characters in teewies were portrayed in a more
positive manner in previous studies, especiallymamad to the physical characteristics
exhibited by older characters in Disney films (Rwdan et al., 2007). Because of the
positive characteristics exhibited by older charectn teen movies, those teenagers with
little or no contact with their grandparents orestblder adults may come to believe from
watching teen movies that older adults are mostbithy, active, and at least moderate
looking. Although a few older characters were @yd with minor health limitations,
including the use of ambulatory and hearing aitiapat all of the older characters were
in good health and active, confirming more recémdies that have found that older
characters are rarely portrayed as sick or fedddirhann-Jenkins & Yang, 1998;

Robinson, 1998; Robinson & Anderson, 2006). In &olidj most of the older characters
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in teen movies were portrayed with neutral char&sttes, such as gray or white hair or
baldness, and only two characters were shown #isléss or missing teeth (though there
was a handful of older characters who had yellowettien teeth). This result represents a
great improvement over the repeated stereotyptoofttiless” found in more than one-
guarter of the older characters in Disney moviesb{Rson et al., 2007). The extremely
negative physical characteristics that childreread their drawings of older people
(including lots of wrinkles, ambulatory aids, amdriipy clothes, see Falchikov, 1990)
seem to be mostly absent from teen movies. Thepcesof positive physical
characteristics for older characters in teen mogiesncouraging and may draw the
viewer’s attention away from some of the other tiggacharacteristics of older
characters in teen movies.

One such negative characteristic was the damhpersonality trait—
“angry/grumpy/stern” — exhibited by more than adh(35%) of older characters in teen
movies. This negative personality trait was alsigéent amongst older characters in
Disney films (25%) and amongst older charactexsimoons (28%) (Robinson &
Anderson, 2006; Robinson et al., 2007). As childgenolder, they are seeing more and
more angry older adults in media targeted to thga group. When children are very
young, they are exposed to angry older charaatdmssney films and as they age and
begin to watch cartoons, perhaps between the ddgearal 10, they are exposed to an
even greater number of angry older characters. ,Maeen children reach the preteen and
teenage years and watch teen movies, they areexposhe highest percentage of angry
older characters. Given the fact that children aholescents have been exposed to media

that perpetuate this negative stereotype, it iwonder that teens believe that older adults

52



are angry or irritated most of the time (Doka, 19&milarly, some teenagers believe
that older people are senile (Doka, 1986), and #&tder characters in teen movies were
portrayed in this manner. This is a marked improsetnover cartoons, where 18% of
older characters were portrayed as senile or dRalinson & Anderson, 2006). It is
possible that this extremely negative stereoty@eresult of media exposure during
childhood and is internalized before the teen ydaussit is likely that the presence of
these negatively stereotyped characters at leiasbrees teens’ beliefs that old people
are senile.

There were significant differences betweenpihirayals of older men and older
women, although women were not portrayed nearlyegstively as evidenced by
previous studies, which found they were less likkBn men to be featured as major
characters and more likely to be portrayed as édcengly, mean, and disabled
(Gerbner, 1997: Kjaersgaard, 2005; Lauzen & DoZ@05a; Signorielli, 2004; Vasil &
Wass, 1993). Over the past several decades, samygeeps has been made in portraying
women who work outside the home (Signorielli & Baci999), and the fact that half of
the older women in teen films were shown activelgaged in some type of employment
is a promising trend. A large percentage, howedidrnot have jobs, implying that older
women are more suited to the home and family enuiient. The most significant
difference between older men and older women irctineent study was that older
women were significantly less likely than men toshewn in positions of authority in
the workplace. Previous research (Lauzen & Do2@05a; Lauzen & Dozier, 2005b;
Signorielli, 2004) also found that women were digantly less likely than men to be

shown in positions of power. The message teensveetem the media is that there are
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few older women who work and that they are olditmportance, have limited power in
the business world, contribute little to societyg aot as productive as older men, and
that they do not have the skills necessary to bedeaders.

Male teens may develop chauvinistic attitudes abtigr women’s place in the
occupational hierarchy, while female teens mayeelithat they will have such
diminished abilities as they age that they canotd positions of authority and therefore
dread the thought of growing old. Men are likelytpayed in leadership roles more often
than women in the media because there are moresitigle females working in the
media. Lauzen (2001) found that only 21% of thosekimg in television behind-the-
scenes were women. Women served as directorseefdieln shows only 7% of the time.
Males hold positions of power within the film inds serving as writers, directors, and
producers, while women probably hold less powgrasitions. The male filmmakers are
likely reflecting the occupational conditions oéthprofessional world. Further research
on the prevalence of older females in the film stdpis warranted and may explain the
significant differences between the portrayal aleolmen and older women.

Another significant difference between males arddles was the greater
presence of gray/white hair for men and that atgrgaoportion of women were
portrayed as thin (37%). This may seem encouraf@uigperhaps it is more an indication
of the cultural norms of femininity that equate bigawith youth. Older women in teen
movies may not be shown with gray or white hair bacghown as thin because cultural
norms of femininity teach older women, and espgcfaimale actors, to stave off the
effects of the aging process through dyeing thaiir, kosmetic surgery, dieting, using

makeup, etc. It is acceptable for men to have grayhite hair, but women must deny
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that they are experiencing the aging process. Athaot specifically addressed by the
literature in the current study, the role that exat norms of femininity play in the
portrayal of older women in teen movies is a redearea that should be explored.

Although the current study did not test for efégchere is evidence that teen films
have the power to cultivate in adolescent vieweth ppositive and negative stereotypes
towards older people, as proposed by cultivati@oty (Bandura, 1994). The finding that
60% of older character portrayals were consistetiit stereotypes from cognitive
psychology research (Hummert et al., 1994) indg#tat teen films are contributing to
and perpetuating the stereotypes held by teenafgietsut one of the stereotypes held
currently by young adults were reflected in thentBlens (see Hummert et al., 1994).
This means that the producers of Hollywood filmmaed at teenagers have some power
in shaping the attitudes of adolescents towardrgldeple. They can choose to portray
older people in a positive manner, thus encouralgergeficial stereotypes such as
Golden Ager, or they can decide to take the eagyoutiand rely on negative
stereotypes, such as Shrew.

These teen movie filmmakers rely on both positivd aegative stereotypes more
heavily than producers of other media, such ag pdwertising, where only 23% of the
older characters were stereotyped (Miller et &99). The finding that 31% of older
characters in teen films were only stereotypedtp@ty is somewhat encouraging;
seeing these patrticular films that contain onlyifpas stereotypes of older people may
eventually lead teens to actively seek out comnatitio with older relatives or
acquaintances (research has shown that young pebpleositively stereotype older

adults are less likely to avoid communication vattier people, see McCann et al. 2005).
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However, in a study of magazine ads from the 136@se 1990s, older characters were
positively stereotyped 78% of the time (Miller & 4999). Unlike magazine ads, which
found only 4% of older characters were stereotypeghtively, almost 20% of older
characters in teen movies only embodied negaterestypes. These findings indicate
that teenagers are exposed to more negative stpesodf older people than adults, who
are less vulnerable to the cultivation effect bseailney have already formed their own
opinions about older people and likely know oldeople on a personal basis. The
cultivation effect of these negative stereotypdikedy to be much stronger for teens,
who can be considered a vulnerable audience. Tmepssively seek out and use certain
media, including teen movies, in acquiring theendties (Arnett, 1995) and often have
little contact with older people (Holladay, 2002a3/1 & Wass, 1993). Assuming that
there is a cultivation effect for teens and thatriegative stereotypes portrayed in teen
movies contributes to their negative beliefs almydér people, those who make films
aimed at teenagers have a responsibility to reataline stereotypes they use in teen
movies.

Teen filmmakers may rely heavily on stereotypesldér people in their efforts
to tell a story in a limited amount of time andfor comedic effect. For example, in
Ferris Bueller's Day OffFerris’s dad is driving home and is slowed dowralbarge car
in front of him that keeps swerving, out of contrah a residential street. The shot cuts to
the driver of the swerving car, and all that carseéen above the car’s dashboard is a
head of gray hair and eyes. It is obviously anlatty, but her face and body are never
shown, and she does not say anything, completdiyiais to Ferris’s dad who is

driving impatiently behind her. Although the audiercannot see her face or the rest of
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her body, the extremely negative stereotype ofroddemen as “bad drivers” is difficult
to miss. The stereotype that younger people atertahivers than the old was held by
teenagers (Doka, 1986) at the tifFexris Buellerwas made. This stereotype is perhaps
enhanced by the fact that there are no older cteasawith significant roles in the rest of
the film. The old woman'’s presence in the filmasmsinimal that the audience never sees
her body. She is literally disembodied and rendéereible, yet she is used for comedic
effect. The implication is that every member of #uglience can relate to getting stuck
behind a terrible old lady driver and that it i€@gtable to make fun of older people and
to laugh at their expense. Repeated use of thesafgtereotype in teen films can only
reinforce adolescents’ belief that older peoplevasly different from younger people
and a group to be mocked by younger generations.

The majority of older characters in teen films gvaot portrayed in an overall
positive manner. Previous studies found that mauireed at children contained a much
higher percentage of positive portrayals: 58% f@mBy films and 62% for cartoons
(Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinson et al., 200&é%s than half of the older
characters in teen films (45%), however, were pged in a positive manner. This is all
the more compounded given the fact that almosird (82%) of older characters in teen
films were not portrayed with any positive or negagttributes. Those who were
portrayed in a neutral manner were basically ithgsihaving no traits at all, barely
distinguishable from the scenery behind them. Ty«imtee percent of older characters
in teen films were portrayed negatively, which isigh percentage, though not as high as
the percentages found in Disney films and animptedrams. From the early days of

their childhood, young people are exposed to a murabnegative older characters, and
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these media portrayals do not seem to change elen they reach their adolescent
years. It is no wonder that by the time they rezallege age that they express negative
attitudes toward older people (Gellis, Sherman,a&tance, 2005; Kimuna, Knox, &
Zusman, 2003). Although the current study did eet for effects, the results indicate
that media aimed at children and teenagers ceyteanl cultivate young people’s
attitudes towards older people. After years andsyehexposure to negative stereotypes
of older people, young people have internalizedealstereotypes, which become a fixed
part of their identity once they reach young acadith It appears that this cultivation
effect may be so strong as to trump personal expegi, as evidenced by the fact that
some college students even hold negative attittaesrds their grandparents (Peccioni
& Croghan, 2002). It is possible that the qualityoung people’s interactions with older
people may be affected due to these negative paftran addition, young people’s
attitudes towards the aging process could be a&fdethey could believe that growing old
is not something to look forward to but somethiadpé avoided or at best tolerated.

The current study revealed that the same stgyestyncovered in teen movies,
such as Shrew, Golden Ager, etc., are held by ggraand adults of all ages in current
U.S. society. Few previous studies (Miller et 2004; Miller et al., 1999) have
determined the extent to which older charactergpargayed with current stereotypes
(such as Golden Ager, Shrew, Mildly Impaired, etalthough some studies have used
these stereotypes to ascertain whether the owtralacter portrayal is either positive or
negative (Robinson & Anderson, 2006; Robinson .e28l07). Future content analyses of
the portrayal of older people, whether they repigarevious studies or venture into

different types of media, such as movies aimedialt audiences, should code for the
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presence of stereotypes commonly held by the neadigence. If the stereotypes found
in the media match the stereotypes held by the argetdirget audience, as was found in
the current study, then this is further eviden@ thens get some of their negative
attitudes towards older people from the media amidhér support for cultivation theory.
Because there are so few older characters irnfilees) future research could
include a much larger sample of teen movies, perkdapble the size, in order to increase
external validity. In fact, an ideal way to invegtie the portrayal of older people in teen
movies is to conduct a thorough census, as Robietsah (2007) did with Disney
movies. In the current study, the most popular tée1s were selected because they are
likely the films that most teenagers are exposett te possible, however, that the lower-
grossing teen films may contain more older charaaad portray those characters

differently from the films analyzed in the curresttidy.
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS

This content analysis found that some portrayalsidér people in teen movies
were favorable. For example, the most positiveifigaf the current study was the
physical portrayal of older characters. The oveimimgg majority of older characters
were portrayed as active and healthy and rarelygeed as sick or ugly. The negative
physical stereotypes associated with children’sigesdich as “toothless/missing teeth”
and older characters’ reliance on physical aideweostly absent from teen movies.

The marginalization of older characters, theiklatsignificance to the plot, and
the use of negative personality traits and stepsstyhowever, were notable in the teen
movie sample. Older characters (those over 55) weremely under represented in teen
movies; only 7% of characters in teen movies atledelkpite those over 55 comprising at
least 21% of the total U.S. population. Similadider characters were marginalized in
terms of plot (only 4% of major characters and 1df%minor characters in teen movies
were considered old) and were likely to be featunel¢ as background characters.

Older characters were often portrayed with neggtiersonality traits and in an
overall negative manner. About a third of olderrelsgers were portrayed negatively
overall, while 35% of older characters were porchgs angry. Older characters were
often portrayed in a stereotypical manner (see Harhet al., 1994) and a full 20% of
older characters only exhibited negative stereayueh as Shrew, Severely Impaired,
etc. Fewer than 50% of older characters were p@traositively.

The evidence suggests that ideas and stereotppes @der people begin to
manifest themselves in childhood (Falchikov, 1988acs & Bearison, 1986;

Middlecamp & Gross, 2002; Newman, Faux, & Larini997; Seefeldt, 1984; Williams
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& Blunk, 1999) and then crystallize during lateldhbod and adolescence (Chasteen,
Schwartz, & Park, 2002; Doka, 1986; Hummert etl#194; Isaacs & Bearison, 1986;
Kastenbaum & Durkee, 1964, Luszcz & Fitzgerald,&38eccioni & Croghan, 2002;
Tuckman & Lorge, 1956). The present study has detnated that the negative
stereotypes held by teens in society (includingattleef that older people are angry most
of the time, that they are bad drivers, that theysenile, lonely, etc.) are also presented
in teen films. Media aimed at teens likely has liation effect on them, reinforcing
and/or contributing to their conceptions of oldepple. Teenagers have little contact
with older adults, and are thus likely to belielattthe way older people are portrayed in
the media is a representation of reality. Simpiyrfrwatching teen movies alone,
adolescents may come to believe that all old peay@egrumpy and senile. Although
older people were most often portrayed with posiptysical characteristics, the
presence of several negative stereotypes and #réhdd older minority and female
characters contribute to the negative stereotypsaolescents hold towards older
people.

The cultivation effect is also enhanced for teessalnise of their cumulative
exposure to negative stereotypes of older peoptenan early age, children are exposed
to negative stereotypes about older people inicemadia such as Disney films and
cartoons, and as children get older and seek @eteit media during adolescence, such
as teen movies, they are continually fed a large ad negative portrayals of older
people. It is no wonder that children, adolesceants, young adults express negative
attitudes toward older people. Long, cumulativeasype to such negative stereotypes

has cultivated their negative attitudes toward opople. Viewing popular teen movies
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can only enhance or reinforce the negative attgudat individuals have learned earlier
in their childhood from viewing other media thagretotypes older adults. Because teens
rely on the media for the formation of their idéies8, it is likely that the attitudes towards
older adults and the aging process that are ledraosdteen films and other media will
remain largely unchanged throughout an individulgiés

The problem is all the more compounded given thetfat certain media content
aimed at children and at adolescents will likelycbasumed by future generations as
teenagers grow older and share the movies theywatheheir own children. Generation
after generation have been exposed to classic Pfgnes, and this pattern is likely to
continue for those teen films that have reacheals&t” or cult teen movie status, such as
Sixteen Candles-erris Bueller'sDay Off CluelessandNapoleon Dynamiteand for
other films that are wildly popular and family finiély, such a8ack to the Futurand
Harry Potter. The potential to influence children and adolessényears to come makes
it all the more imperative that the makers of te@vies begin to portray older people in

a more positive manner and with fewer stereotypes.
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Appendix A

1980s Teen films, with Domestic box office grosgesnillions, rounded)

1. Back to the Future $211
2. Honey | Shrunk the Kids $104
3. Dead Poets Society $96
4, Karate Kid $91
5. Footloose $80
6. Wargames $80
7. Ferris Bueller's Day Off $70
8. The Goonies $61
9. Bill & Ted’'s Excellent Adventure $40
10.  Pretty in Pink $40
11. Red Dawn $38
12.  Taps $36
13.  Adventures in Babysitting $34
14. Teen Wolf $33
15.  Can’'t Buy Me Love $32
16. The Outsiders $26
17.  Weird Science $24
18. Sixteen Candles $24
19. My Bodyguard $22
20. License to Drive $22

1990s Teen films, with Domestic box office grosgesnillions, rounded)

1. Casper $100
2. She’s All That $63
3. Clueless $57
4, Rookie of the Year $53
5. Little Women $50
6. The Brady Bunch Movie $47
7. Romeo + Juliet $46
8. Encino Man $41
9. Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers $38
10. 10 Things | Hate About You $38
11.  October Sky $33
12.  First Kid $26
13.  Can'’t Hardly Wait $26
14.  Don'’t Tell Mom the Babysitter's Dead $25
15.  Good Burger $24
16.  Flipper $20
17.  Drive Me Crazy $18
18.  Buffy the Vampire Slayer $17
19. Mad Love $15
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20. School Ties $14

2000s Teen films, with Domestic box office grosgesnillions, rounded)

1. Spider Man $404
2. The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe $292
3. Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire $290
4, Remember the Titans $116
5. Freaky Friday $110
6. The Princess Diaries $108
7. Save the Last Dance $91
8. Mean Girls $86

0. Bring it On $68
10. Holes $67
11.  Sky High $64
12.  Friday Night Lights $61
13.  Snow Day $60
14.  Cinderella Story $51
15.  Big Fat Liar $48
16. Fat Albert $48
17.  Agent Cody Banks $48
18.  Napoleon Dynamite $45
19.  The Lizzie McGuire Movie $45
20. A Walk to Remember $41

70



Appendix B

Older Charactersin Teen Movies Coding Sheet

Movie Decade

Character Name

I dentification of older character (check all that apply)

Appearance of retirement Extensivg ear
Wrinkles Extensive loss of hair ddimay
Cracking voice Use of an aid (a caneheelchair)

Parent of a son or daughter who is middle agedder
Evidence of grandchildren or great grandcéiidr

Chronological Age

Young old (55-64) Middle old (65-74) __Old old (75+)

Gender of older person: M F

Race of older person:

W B H A éth Indeterminate

Role of Character: Major Minor Incidental

Level of activity shown:

Very active Active Inactive
Health Status:
Good Minor Limitations Poor

Physical Description:

Wrinkled Limited Wrinkles Indeternzte
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Ugly Moderate Looking Attractive

_____ Gray/White hair ___ Dark hair _____Indetermiate

_____ Bald/balding _____Full hair _____Indeterminate

_____ Facial haibeard mustache _ Gray/White __ Neat _ Unkempt
_____ Toothless/Missing teeth _____ Hasteeth ____ Irdeterminate

__ Glasses _____ Hearing aide ______ Other

______Use of a physical aid _____ Other

______Sagging breasts _____Hunched over

Role of the older character (choose onefor primary role):

Husband/Wife Parent Grandparent
Worker Boss Friend
Indeterminate Other Villain

Per sonality Description:

Forgetful Intelligent/Wise Happyh&nt
Angry/Grumpy/Stern Sad Loving/Caring
Humorous Senile/Crazy Eccentric
Sexy/Macho Friendly Overly Affectimate
Helpless Nosey Object of ridicule
Lonely/Recluse Dirty old man/woman Other
Body | mage of the older character: Indeterminate
Very thin Thin Average Ovenlveig Obese
Ster eotypes Present

Activist (political, sexual, health-conscious)
Consistent Not consistent

Liberal matriarch/patriarcHiberal, mellow, wealthy)
Consistent Not consistent

Golden age(active, adventurous, healthy, lively, health-coossj well-traveled,
productive, liberal, future oriented, sociable)

72



Consistent Not consistent

John Wayne conservatiypatriotic, retired, conservative, nostalgic, olgHmned,
religious, tough, proud, wealthy)

Consistent Not consistent

Perfect Grandparengintelligent, kind, loving, family-oriented, genemthappy, grateful,
supportive, understanding, interesting)

Consistent Not consistent
Small town neighbotemotional, old fashioned, conservative).
Consistent Not consistent

Shrew/curmudgeofgreedy, stubborn, prejudiced, complaining, nosfexible,
demanding, hypochondriac)

_____ Consistent _____Not consistent
Desponden(lonely, neglected, sad, tired, fragile)
_____ Consistent _____ Not consistent
Vulnerable(afraid, victimized, bored, sedentary)
_____ Consistent _____ Not consistent

Severely Impaire¢senile, slow-moving, slow-thinking, poor, sexlesisk, feeble,
incoherent, inarticulate)

_____ Consistent _____ Not consistent
Reclusgquiet, timid, dependent, forgetful)

_____ Consistent _____Not consistent

Mildly impaired (forgetful, poor, lonely, slow moving, rambling)

_____ Consistent _____ Not consistent
Self-centeredstubborn, humorless, jealous, miserly, greedyynealfish)
_____ Consistent _____ Not consistent

Elitist (demanding, prejudiced, wary, snobbish, naive)
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Consistent Not consistent

Overall evaluation of older character: (based on stereotypes above)

Positive Negative Neutral
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