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Racial stereotyping: Inferring a person has specific characteristics or abilities because
they are a member of a certain racial group (McLeod, 2015). Stereotyping is very
common and can occur implicitly, without conscious awareness.
Popular TV channels for children: Disney Channel, with a target audience of children
aged 9-16 years old (Barnes, 2017), had an average of 1.234 million viewers at any
given minute in 2015 (Kissell, 2015). Nickelodeon, Disney Channel’s main competitor,
averaged approximately 1.2 million viewers in 2016 (Trefis Team, 2016).
Importance of TV in childhood development: Pre-/early teens are still at the age of
active socialization, so TV provides vicarious interactions between the viewer and
characters, shaping their views and attitudes towards certain groups (Fujioka, 1999).
Today’s children are told narratives by a “centralized commercial institution” more
frequently than by their parents, school, or church (Signorielli, 1990, p. 50).
Negative influence of stereotyping in media: Members of minority groups have often
been negatively stereotyped on TV. Potentially, these characterizations could influence
the attitudes of viewers over time towards such groups, as often people’s knowledge
about a topic comes from agreeing with others that a fact is true. This “agreement
reality” (Gorham, 1999) is highly influenced by media stereotypes, and once embedded
in a person’s mindset, are difficult to and rarely change.
Past research strongly suggests that the presence of gender stereotypes in the media
influence children’s perception of gender roles and that racial stereotypes are prevalent
in media as a whole. However, there has been little research about racial stereotypes in
pre-/early-teen TV shows and whether they reinforce perceptions of race among pre-
/early-teens, which this the focus of this study.

Introduction

This study addresses the question: to what extent are racial stereotypes expressed
and/or reinforced through pre- and early-teen television shows, specifically those
broadcast on Disney Channel and Nickelodeon? TV shows from these two networks
from the 2000s and 2010s were compared to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the shows’ characters and the stereotypes they may represent. This
study reviewed and coded episodes of 10 pre-/early-teen TV shows to ascertain
whether the specific stereotypes commonly associated with different racial groups
were in fact present. This research was expanded through interviews with creators,
writers, producers, etc. of pre-/early-teen TV shows. Respondents were asked about
how they develop characters and whether they consider the ethnic/gender
composition of their show(s). These interviews provided insight into the behind-the-
scenes thought processes and values of pre-/early teen TV show creators.

Media Coding and Analysis:
• 10 TV shows from 2000s and 2010s with pre-/early teen target 

demographic
• Nickelodeon = 4 shows; Disney Channel = 6 shows

• 2 episodes per show per season coded; each episode 
viewed twice to note types and frequency of racial 
stereotype characteristics depicted

• Racial stereotype characteristics derived from existing 
academic research to limit potential researcher bias

Semi-Structured Interviews:

• N = 3; pre-/early teen TV writers, directors, and producers
• Narrative questions focused on the process of character development and whether consideration is given to the ethnic/gender

composition of a show’s characters

Although all television shows displayed above were coded, only results from Disney Channel’s Bunk’d are displayed below as an example.

• Disney Channel shows included more racial stereotypes than
Nickelodeon, but a majority of Nickelodeon shows (especially
from the 2000s) had very few minority characters present at
all.

• For Disney Channel, the mean quantity of racial stereotyping
present increased from the 2000s to the 2010s. However, it
should be noted that many shows from the 2000s had all-white
casts, and so were not coded for data on stereotyping of minority
characters.

• Data from one Disney show, Bunk’d, suggests a decrease over
time in the total amount of racial stereotyping. There was little
improvement in the presence of character traits contrasting those
stereotypes.

Asian characters such as Tiffany Chen and Ravi Ross (not pictured) are heavily
stereotyped as competitive and academic, with Tiffany’s most common stereotypes
being her “tiger” parent (10) and being highly educated (8). Still, she opposes the
stereotype that many Asians are quiet or submissive, as all of the main characters in
the show are very outgoing.

All common negative stereotypes of Hispanic American characters as noted by this study
are presented through Jorge, with the most prominent being smelly (12) and comical (7).
While all characters in the show have comical moments, an important distinction is that
the instances recorded are related to Jorge being regarded as comical by other
characters, as he is often used as comic relief and/or laughed at by others.

As a black female, Zuri is most frequently stereotyped as being overly straightforward and
sassy towards other characters. However, she opposes the stereotype of unintelligence (-
4). Still, a majority of the moments in which she reveals her intelligence are related to
money and plans to earn money.

While not an underrepresented group in the U.S., blond-haired, white females are often
stereotyped as being popular and attractive, yet unintelligent. These characteristics hold
true for Emma, with the most common stereotype being materialistic/pleasure-loving (9).

The overall decrease in racial stereotyping during the run of Bunk’d reveals
improvement from the obvious stereotyping present at its start, whether or not it
was a conscious shift. Some of this is likely due to the removal of three major
characters, two of whom possessed traits highly stereotypical of their racial
backgrounds. Numerical analysis of stereotypical behavior and attributes
suggests that Asian and Hispanic characters possessed the most stereotyping.
The replacement of these characters did produce progress, as the total amount
of racial stereotyping decreased with regard to Hispanic stereotyping. Matteo
Silva, a Hispanic boy, contrasts with Jorge; Matteo is portrayed as a very well
educated and cleanly camper, unlike Jorge, usually stereotyped as smelly. The
two other new characters are blond and white. They are still obviously
stereotyped, but they are white. However, fewer minority characters overall
should not be a solution to the negative characterizations previously
present on the show.
In an interview, Paul Hoen (producer and director of many Disney Channel TV
shows and movies) explained how networks targeting pre-/early-teen viewers
have shifted in their push for diversity:
“I think that there’s a definite and conscious push for diversity and I think
when it’s not diverse, people get upset. There's constantly an effort to
infuse that diversity. I think there are problems at times because as soon
as you cast a white lead, then unfortunately in order to create diversity,
you have to kind of have that best friend be a diverse person.”
Moving forward, it is crucial that creators of media for pre-/early-teen viewers
pay attention to the messages that stereotyped characters can send.
Stereotypes can have long-lasting and negative effects, whether it be self-
stereotyping or negative associations held by others. While positive strides
have been made in TV production, there is still room for improvement.
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Includes all major characters, including white, non-minority characters (stereotypically associated with power and attractiveness)

Note: Tiffany, Jorge, and Xander (white) were removed from the show after Season 2 and replaced by two white, blond characters and one Hispanic boy
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