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Abstract 

For decades, feminists and communication scholars have documented systemic inequities in 

the portrayal and represenWion of women in media. In Canada, Mediawatch, a national, 

non-profit feminist organizabon, has ;-kyed a key research, lobbying and educational role for 

the past fifteen years. Despite a great deal of evidence accompanied by passionate arguments 

about guitable adturd representation being a hdamental social right, this work has had 

relatively little impad on altering media practices. 

However, there is a growing body of evidence suggesting that such entrenchment on the part 

of a&~e%sers and p'cjg,ramri-- nay serve io wademine W r  ability to attract the 

increasingly desired f d e  consumer. Instead, it appears that marketers and producers who 

either ignore female audiences altogether, or address women in a sexist manner, are 

jeopardizing their own conunercial interests by inspiring boycoiting bel-~viour. 

Although consumer activism has always been a component of MdiaWatch's work, the 

organization's perceived irrelevancy and marginalization by industry forces has been an 

obstacle to its effectiveness. In recent years, however, the group has capitalized on evidence 

that its mandate is endorsed by the rnaprity of Canadian women and begun to place more 

emphasis on audience response. In 1994 it conduded a survey of iemale television viewers, 

which provided additional support for the thesis that women's buying and viewing decisions 

are negatively influenced by nedia sexism 

The recently liens& Women's Televish Network sets up circumstaMles in which to further 

test the theory that women, when given a choke, will respond more favourably to positive and 

pmgressive ~ q x e s m ~ ~  of tkndves, than b those which are demeaning and derogatory. 

Momves, WTN provides an OpPMtunity to investigate the ~ ~ i t y  of the a"gument (made by 

alternative in a competiiive enviroaunent - wouki contrtite to improving the o v d i  image of 

women in television 

i i i  



WTN's first year has been fraught with difficulties, some of which reflect the continuing 

e'iis:kges fur w o r n  in media, aMi aiiiaugiz iPs stiii too early to safely predict the 

network's fmgbmn impact, prrliminafy data suggest that its influence may well be positive, if 

slowly realized. 



Some of the work appearing in this thesis I initially undertook in a different capacity and 

wrote about in another context. In addition, although all of the written material here is my 

own, in several sections of the thesis the research component was done cooperatively and credit 

for that aspect of the work is shard. 

In the first chapter I have adapted parts of an essay I contributed to a university-level 

text, Communications in Canadian Society, edited by Dr. Ben Singer. Entitled 'The Portrayal of 

Women in the Medk-. The Good, The Bad and The Beautiful:' this chapter consisted of a 

comprehensive review of recent content analysis research into the portrayal of women in 

mainstream media. Written in December 1993 (although the volume was not published until 

more than a year later), it cx)mtitutes my first formal discussion of many of the issues dealt 

with in this thesis, including the increasing importance of female consumers' economic clout 

In the second chapter I discuss in considerable detail an audience study that 1 initiated, 

oversaw and then wrote the report for in my capacity as President of Mediawatch in 1994. This 

research would not have been possible without the expertise of my supervisors, Drs. Catherine 

Murray and Stephen Kline, whose advice during the development of the methodology and 

survey questionnaire hd@ to ensure the validity of the data collecied. The survey was 

conducted by MediaWatth volunteers in Halifax, Montreal, Toronto, Saskatoon, Calgary and 

Vancouver (although results from Halifax, Toronto and Vancouver were the only ones wed in 

the final report, due to the small size of the samples taken from the other markets:. In addition 

to the time and energy of these women, I am indebted to the sponsorship of universities, law 

firms and insurance companies in the cities listed, members of which made their offices and 

pfrone banks available for the surveying. The Mediawatch office staff in Toronto - notably 

Linda Hawke, h4eg Hogarllt and Josie Marchese - provided aucial coordination sewkm and 

ongoing moral support. A special debt d gratitude is owed to the indefatigable JacW ~ ~ l ,  

then wo~iibg at W s  haountain Media lab and now a fellow graduate student, for her maear& 



analysis skilb. She, under the tutelage of Catherine Murray, was responsible for comparing the 

survey data to the Canadian census figures in order to weight our results as necessary. 

In the third chapter I draw heavily on a research project cded  "It Matters Who Makes 

It", undertaken on behalf of Lifestyle Tdevision (now WTN) which involved the afore- 

mentioned Jackie Botterill, Catherine Murray and Steve Kline, as well as Theresa Kiefer. The 

breakdown of responsibilities for that study - which was essentially a review of academic and 

trade literature relating to women audiences - was as follows: Catherine directed the overall 

scope of the review building on a series of hypotheses developed by Steve, which we were to 

investigate. Jackie, Theresa and I gathered the materials; Theresa and I read and wrote 

synopses of all the relevant work, which we then, under Catherine's guidance, wrote up into 

more integrated analyses of each hypothesis, with me drafting six of the 10 sections, and 

Theresa the other four. Th9 final docurnefif was edited with the input of both Steve and 

Catherine, the latter of whom worked with Jackie to add some additional analysis of relevant 

ratings data. In drawing on this work, I have excerpted from the original only sections of text 

that I wrote myself; any other material has &en substantially altered in its integration, and 

refleck my own sensemaking in the context of this thesis. 

Over and above the acknowldgements due to those whose research assistance contributed 

to this document, I would like to credit in parbcular the patience and support of Steve Kline, 

who supervid me through three completely different thesis concepk (one of which reached a 

length of three and a half chapters prior to being abandoned!) and whose intellectual rigor and 

personal flexibility have been invaluable. 
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Introduction: Some Personat Context 

My feminist awakening occurred in iWk It came in the form of a guest lecture given to a 

second-year communications course by Suzanne Strutt, the then-executive director of 

MediaWatch. Describing itself as "a national volunteer feminist organization working to 

eliminate sexism in the media," MediaWatch "seeks to transform the media from one in which 

women are either invisible or stereotyped, to one in which women are realistically portrayed 

and equitably represented in aIT our physical, economic, rasial and cultural diversity." At the 

time I was a self-employed mmmunicationr; consultant, earning my living by - among other 

things - convincing journalists to interview and/or write =ticks about my corporate clients, 

whom I had media-trained for the occasion. 

It now strikes me as odd that, despite my professional stake in the power of media to 

influence audiences, prior to the Epiphany I experienced during Suzanne's lecture, 1 had never 

really thought about the connection between the portrayal of women in mainstream media, and 

sexist attitudes that pervaded society generally. Although at the time 1 was not comfortable 

applying the feminist label to myself, I was not unaware of or unaffected by the subordinate 

status many peopie still attriiute - often inadvertently - to the female half of the 

population. 

As a teenager I - dong with the rest of the young women in my class - had been assigned a 

particularly infantile art project by a teacher convinced that only her male students were 

capabIe of producing wood carvings. When I rebelled (in my admittedly polite and contained 

way, by finishing both assignments~ she wouldn't even look at - let alone mark - my caving. I 

was dumbfounded. Similarly, waiting on tables at a variety of restaurants proved to be a very 

effective means of funding my university education, but f was outraged to learn that - as a 



female - some sectors of the industry were c l o d  to me by virtue of my gender. In the late 1970s 

and earjy '%s, the ritziest eating estai7;lshmmts -- wMle they iniy have h i i d  women at 

lunch time - only had male sewers during the more lucrative evening hours. 

I graduated from university with a Bachelor of Arts and a first class average in 1980. As I 

'began my search for career-potential employment, my father recommended I take a typing 

course, get hired as a secretary and work my way ?IF. (This was not advice he would euer have 

given my brother under similar eireumstances, but refleded his cmstrudion-industry-informed 

perspective on how women got ahead in the business world.) Once 1 entered the torporate world 

in 1985, the stakes got higher but the attitudes did not. A year after I joined an international 

public relations firm at an entry level position with salary to match, the agency hired a man at 

the same title for $8,000 a year more than I was paid. When he was fired for incompetency 

twelve months later, I was rewarded with a promotion, but only a small salary increase. 

Subsequently, after winning a professional award for my work managing the multi-dimensional 

public relations needs of a resource company, which also happened to be the firm's largest 

account, I was denied the opportunity to participate in a sales presentation to a potential new 

client, aim in the resource sector. Tnis, my boss assured me, was not because he had any doubts 

about my ability to do the job, but because he was certain that the prospective client would. 

By 1990, I was ripe for feminist indoctrination, and my professional work dealing with 

image creation and promotion and the influence of news media predisposed me to appreciate 

the importance of the issues addressed by Mediawatch. I experienced a profound sense of 

personal resonance during Suzanne Strutt's hour-long presentation to my advertising class, and 

when she was done, I immediately signed up as a volunteer. Within a year I had become the 

B.C. Repsentative to the National Committee, and twelve monh after that I was elected 

national President - a fact which demonstrates primatily that there are no glass ceilings in 

non-profit women's p u p s  dying on volunteer labour! 

Since its establishment in 1981 (initially as an arm of the National Action Cnn! nittee on 

the !him+ of Wonten, and then two years later as an independent entity), Mediawatch's 



advi t i s  have encompassed comunications research, educational outreach, resource 

development, government and industry lobbying, and the facilitation of consumer complaints. 

To some extent, the emphasis has shiffed throughout the years, in response to government 

initiatives, industry practices and/or the specific interests and skills of the women at the hub 

of things. 

When I joined the organization in 1990, its primary activities were centred on the 

development of educational resource materials and attempting to influence regulatory decisions 

being made by the Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC), 

and affecting broadcasters and advertisers. fn the five years immediately preceding my 

involvement, Mediawatch had made a significant impact at the regulatory level, pressuring 

the CRTC to make compliance with the sex-role stereotyping guidelines a condition of license 

(1986), and tc introduce an equality ciause into the Broadcasting Act (1988). Despite these 

victoriesI ongoing research determined that the portrayal of women on air, and the 

representation of women in the industry were not improving in any substantial way.l 

Furthennore, two separate reviews of the CRTC broadcast licence renewal hearings 

demonstrated that the government-appointed commissioners rarely questioned broadcasters 

about their adherence to the sex-role guidelinesI or asked them to demonstrate what rneasures 

they were taking to Lurease the number of female workers they employed2 

From 1991 through the beginning of 1994, we continued to conduct content analysis studies in 

bath print media d television, documenting the inequities in Canadian newspapers, 

magazines a d  on television news and dramatic programming? We viewed the empirical 

=George Spears and Kasia Seydegart, Tkc Portroyal of Gender in CanrrdiPn Broaduasting: 2984-1988, 
(Ottawa: CRTCJ990) and TWfFTI Changing Focus: Tkk Future for Women in the Canadian Film 
d Teieoision IrduftTy, moronfa University Of TmnfO Press, 1991) 

Limda f. Trimble, "Coming To A Station Near You: The Procegs and Impst of The Canadian Radio- 
television and TeIecommunicatim Commission's Involvement in %-Role Stereotyping", 
unpublished doctoral dissertation, Queen's University, 1990 and Mediawatch, Rraicw of Policy on 
Sex-Rok Stermiyphg, brief in response to Pubk Notice CRTC 1990-1 14, June 1W, pp. 14. The 
report cpmtSes the n& of *liEensees asasked abut the h, and aradi'ne EMis of initiatives ifiey 
rekenad in response 



eMmce d women's u n d e r - r t i o n  a d  stereotypic portrayal as fundamental to 

achieving our g d  of persuading goverzllnmt and industry to make the desired changes. At the 

same time, pthcring such evidence helped to reinforce our own sense of mission and legitimacy. 

Alfhough the volume of consumer complaints, requests for information, iiiterviews and speakers 

reccivt. by Mediawatch has continued to grow in recent years, our membership base has not. 

Despite the increasing awareness d the negative impact of media vioience and sexism on 

society amongst the general population, MediaWatch, like most other women's groups, has 

kypically been characterized as a "special interest" or "fringe" organization by the rising tide . 

of fiscal and social conservatisin in both politics and the media. Hard science has always 

seemed to be one of the d e s t  ways to counteract or overcome the range of responses - from 

subtle resistance to outright hostility - we get from those most threatened by our requests. 

X i t r v e ~ ~ e s s ,  we grew frustrated with our inability to translate the irrefutably- 

ciommmted inequities into change that tramceded the policy documents to appear on 

flewspaper pages and tekision screens This frustration eventually led us to seek other avenues 

d persuasion My work as a graduaie student at SFU was instrumental to this shift. In 1993 

Communication deprhnent prdessor Dr. Catherine Murray was approached by Lifestyle 

TeEevision, one of more than 40 oqpnizatio~t~ bidding for a specialty cable license the following 

]rear. A d d  to conduct resear& into the datiorship between female audiences and television, 

Dr, Murray invited me and w e r a l  others to review the relevant ade rn i c  and trade 

Iiter;lture. In light of m y  work with and leadership role at Mediawatch, the exercise was 

partintlarIy illuminating Suddenly, I was exposed to a different kind of data and analysis 

which, in both quantitative and qaafiiative ways, suggested that it may, in fact, be in 

advertkc& and Eamdcasm' best interests to improve their portrayal practices. While I had 

beem making this qmnent tmfatively in my presentations for several years, it had always 



ken based more on naive ~ p ~ s m  rather than on documented evidence. (Indeed, h 

ppuIarity of products like Guess Jeans, and program likg Mar&$ .-.With Childrm often 

served to undermine such hopes.) 

Although since its inception, Mediawatch had encouraged consumers offended by specific 

portrayal trends to fill in a MediaWatch-supplied complaint form and send it to the 

organization for forwarding on to the offender, by the time I k a m e  involved in the 

organization, this strategy had been abandoned. Apparently the industry executives on the 

receiving end of the forms were increasingly choosing to dismiss the complaints, believing that 

they originated with Mediawatch members only, and therefore did not represent the views of 

a wider population. Lacking the staff and financial resources to mount more aggressive boycott 

campaigns, our direct action work instead occu~ed  only in the context of the bulletin that went 

out to our members. This vehicle was revamped in 1994, reducing its size and emphasis on 

research and increasing its frequency and focus on particular ads and the ways in which 

individuals codd express their concern. 

However, our small membeship base not only limited the potential impact of such target 

actionsI but also -made it difficult f ~ r  us to Iegitimately ckim that member dews reflected 

those of the Canadian population in general. Suddenly, with the encowagement of the 

evidence found in the research done for Lifestyle Television, an audience survey seemed to hold 

great promise, giving us an opportunity to gather evidence that would not only demonstrate the 

breadth of concern among Canadian women about the issues we were raising, but also convince 

media producers of the business advantages of improving their porirayal practices. The 

methodologid and logistical challenges of conducting such research using volunteer labaur 

were significant, but the results were more than worth the effort. In addition to confirming that 

the majority of CaMdian women are often or sometimes offended by portrayal practices, the 

study f o d  evideme to suggest that a significant number of buying decisions are adversely 

influenad by such pmdkes. Relaying this message to the industry - as opposed to focusing on 

the equity atgumen& - became a dear priority. 



In June 1994 while this audience survey was being conducted, Lifestyle Television - now 

rena&c! Women's Television Network (m - herein after rde-@- to as such) - was 

awarded a sp&alty cable license and ordered to be on air by January 1,1995. Promising to 

create programming by and for women, and to - in the process -both avoid stereotypical 

portrayals and aggressively counter the numerical gender imbalance existing elsewhere in the 

TV universe - WTN's first year of broadcasting appeared to present a golden opportunity to 

demonstrate the power of the female audience in the context of the marketplace itself. 

In part, this thesis charts my own evolution in making use of feminist critiques of and 

interventions in the mainstream media's portrayal and representation of women. In my role as 

president of MediaWatch - the Canadian women's group having played the most significant 

advocacy role in the issue over 15 years - this personal evolution has both influenced, and been 

influenced by, the changes in strategy that have occurred within the organization itself. In 

particular, the thesis documents the shift from our reliance on equity arguments and the power 

of the regulator to impose policy on the industry, to the recognition of the potentially more 

effective use of audience-baed arguments ~ ~ t h  bottom-line implications. 

In *he re-der ~f this &per, I provide a broad overview of the historical concerns 

expressed by feminists about the way in which the mainstream media have represented 

women, both in terms of image portrayal and the participation of women in media production 

industries. Following this is a summary of the most recent content analysis research that has 

documented the inequities in news, entertahment and advertising media. Next I discuss the 

way in which feminists in general, and MediaWatch in particular, have interpreted and 

articulated this empirical research and its social implications in their attempts to establish a 

consensus around the need for change in the way media industries portray women. 

The second chapter starb by examining the impact of feminist activism on the development 

and implementation of related broa-g and advertising policy, differentiatkg between 

on-paper successes and in-practice realities, and citing particular advertising portrayals which 

generated gubiic protest as illustration. These examples open up questions about the potential 

6 



power of consumers in the fight against media sexism, and lead into a discussion of 

MdiaWat&s first foray into the wema of audience research. A significant departure &=m ah 

group's previous work, the national phone survey gathered data on women's responses to and 

attitudes about television, including information about their viewing habits, concerns about 

violence and perceptions of and reactions to trends and influences in the portrayal of women. 

The chapter closes with an analysis of the sigruficance of the study, regarding both the issue of 

media sexism generally, and the value of the findings to Mediawatch specifically. 

Building on this knowledge about the female audience, in chapter three I discuss 

traditional attitudes about women television viewers and review the trade and academic 

literature dealing with the relationship between female consumers and mainsiream mass 

media. This involves an examination of the way in which women differ from men in terms of 

their communication needs and media consumption patterns and responses, as well as an 

analysis of the print and broadcast medb forms directly targeted to women. In particular, I 

look at emerging trends in television programming, which seem to suggest a relationship 

between the increasing importance of the female audience, changes in portrayal practices, and 

ihe presence of m o e  %omen i i ~  key pi'cidticti~ili psitioas. This fmds to an exaw~tion of the 

question: "Does it matter who makes it?", which posits that women create media differently 

than men, and are better equipped to program to female audiences. A fundamental plank of the 

Women's Television Network in arguing its case for a cable license before the CRTC? this 

contention - and the notion of a women's channel i self - raise a number of issues also addressed 

here, including: ghettoization concerns; capacity of a women's television network to improve 

portrayal elsewhere; and the economic viability of such a service. 

In chapter four, the analysis moves from theoretical potential to practical realization in an 

examhation of WTN's first year in operation. Based on the channel's license application 

submission to the CRTC, 1 first review the proposed p r o g r w  line-up, and advertising, 

employment and production policies. This is followed by a discussion of the implementation 

challenges faced by the network in terms of the surrounding cable environment; the news and 

7 



entertainment media coverage of their programming, audience ratings and fin& status; and 

the management changes that occurred at the network in its first six months of being on-air. I 

a h  bring to bear my experiences as an independent producer contracted by the channel to 

produce a 13-part series on the portrayal and representation of women in mainstream media. 

Finally, I explore the extent to which the WTN experiment can be seen as a test case in 

addressing women audiences differently, providing more progressive portrayals in the context 

of alternative fare. What does its limited success say about the value of audience-oriented 

strategies in pursuit of a more gender-equitable media environment? 

ProblemaEc Portrayal and Under-representation of Women in Mainsfream Media 

An oft-repeated joke suggests that if extra-terrestrials were to land on the planet Earth and 

draw conclusions about female human beings based on how women are depicted in contemporary 

mass media, the outer space creatures might conclude the following: Women - who constitute 

just over 30% of the population - are uniformly beautiful, obsessively thin, surgically 

reconstructed and scantily-dressed objects of male sexual desire, who derive pleasure primarily 

from clean dishes and being dominated by men. Furthermore, they conveniently die off before 

reaching middle age, no doubt in order to avoid the mortification of gray hair, wrinkles and 

cellulite. 

Although clearly an exaggeration, the image brought to mind by the joke is nevertheless 

one that evokes the laughter of recognition. In fact, for more than three decades feminists, 

social commentators and media researchers alike have been expressing concern about the 

pervasive under-repnesentation and stereotypical portrayal of women in mass media. From 

television news gmgmmhg and situation comedies to print advertisements, music videos and 

mainsfream movies, women's inequitable participation and distorted image, and their 

concomitant s o d  implications, have been tlw subject of extensive investigation. 



Mass media and popular cdture have become constitutive elements of our social 

environment Television alone has dominated our leisure time since the 1960s. The average 

North American child spends as much or more time in front of the television set than attending 

school? This, in conj~mction with additional time spent interacting with video games, comic 

books and teen magazines, arguably comprises an alternative - not to mention more engaging - 
curriculum, and one that is hardly informed by the same values as our formal education system. 

Many argue that the crafted images and constructed messages of mass media are among the most 

effective means of reinforcing notions considered by the dominant forces in society to be normal, 

acceptable and id& Inevitably, this hegemonic process is believed to naturalize and 

legitimize systemic forms of oppression affecting those who are already less powerful, 

including women, ethnic minorities, the elderly, gays and lesbians and people with 

disabilities? 

As early as 1954, Dallas Srnjrthe drew attention to the fundamental inequities of the 

media's "alternative curriculum" with respect to women, and its negative socializing 

potentiaL6 Betty Friedan's pioneering feminist work, The Feminine Mystique, published in 

1963, was based in part on a content analysis of women's magazines and precipitated a 

widespread critical review of the image of women in mass media.7 Entire bibliographies of in- 

depth research into the problematic portrayal of women have been compiled, dating from the 

Statistics Canada, A Portrait of Children in Canada (Ottawa, 1989) 

Gramsci's concept of hegemony informs and is central to a large body of work; see for instance Todd 
Gitlin, "Television's Screens: hegemony in transition" in Cultural and Economic Reproduction in 
Educafion, ed. &•÷.Apple, ( h d o n :  Rutledge and Kegan Paul, 1982), p. 203; and, especially relevant to 
this paper, Ellen McCracken, Decoding Women's Magazines From Mademoiselle to Ms. (London: 
The Maddihn Press Ltd, 1393), p. 3, and Karen M. Stoddard, Saints an8 Shrews: Wonren a& 
Aging in Atnrrican Popular F i l n  (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwmd Press, 19831, p. 5 

Dallas W. Smythe, "Reality as Presented by Television" in Public Opinion Quarie~ly, 18,1954, pp. 243 - 
156. in an anaiysis of one week of dramatic programming on several New York stations, Smythe 
noted that only a third of the characters were women; that they were on average five years younger 
~ * ~ ~ ; a Y x f ~ w ~ w b ~ ~ i n t h e ~ w ~ m o ~ m y t o b e o o ~ " g d " .  

Gaye Tudunan, Women's Depiction the Mass Media" in S i p ,  43,1979, p. 530. 



1970s to the present8 Hundreds of studies document in repetitive detail the limiting roles and 

characteristics accorded to women in media forms ranging from television dramas and 

children's cartoons to the photographs and comic strips in daily newspapers. In Canada, the 

Royal Commission on the Status of Women convened in 1967 received more than thirty separate 

briefs from women's groups addressing the issue.9 

In 1979, still under pressure from such groups, the CRTC initiated a review of the treatment 

of women in Canadian broadcasting. Its findings - that women were not only significantly 

under-represented, both on air and behind the scenes, but also stereotypically portrayed - led 

to the 1981 establishment of Mediawatch as an arm of the National Action Committee on the 

Status of Women. With a mandate to work for change in the media's treatment of women, the 

organization lobbies government and industry; assists citizens with complaints regarding media 

portrayal; produces media literacy cumculum materials; provides educational workshops for a 

wide range of audiences; and conducts and publishes research. 

Image and portrayal practices 

In t k  context of its monitoring work, MediaWatch identifies some of the most pervasive 

and troubling trends, particularly in advertising, as follows: 

Objectification - Equating women with ob j j s  is dehumanizing and encourages the notion that 

women can be bought, owned and disposed of. 

Irrelevant sermalization - Using women's bodies in a sexual way in order to attract attention 

perpetuates the attitude that women's primary function is to serve men sexually. 

Infantilization - Presenting women as silly, childish and coy, or passive and vulnerable, waiting to be 

rescued (especially in contrast to men, who are generally portrayed as strong, serious and 

Rok Portroynl and Stereotyping on TV: An Annotated Bibliography of Studies Relating to Women, 
Minoritks, Aging, Sexual BelrPoiour, Health and Handiaps, compiled and edited by Nancy 
Siporielli, Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Pras, 1985), pp. 3 - 89. and W o r n  and the Media: 
Rrserrras fw Adysis tad Adism, warmpiled by Michelle Vdiquette, (Toronto: Mediawatch, 1993) 



assertive) undermines women's need for independence and reinforces the perception of women as 

Domestication - =ning women always or primarily in relationship to their husbands, children or 

parents, and showing them predominantly in a home environment, denies the complexity of 

women's lives and their contributions to society. 

Victimization - Portraying women as the natural victims of male brutality, either overtly or by 

implication, is particularly troubling given the incidence of violent acts experienced by women 

both within and outside of their homes.1•‹ 

Such trends as articulated by women's groups are supported by a wealth of content analysis 

research (to be discussed in greater detail later on in this chapter). Nancy Signorielli, author of 

numerous studies into the portrayal of women in media from the 1970s onward, noted in a 1989 

article that over a period of more than 15 years, the image of women was consistent in its 

traditionality, and generally upheld the status quo. She describes the latter as one in which 

women are, on average: younger, more attractive and more nurturing than men; more likely to be 

victimized, married or involved in romantic activity; and, when married, less likely to work 

outside the home, or if they do, more likely to be employed in traditionally female occupations 

such as nurses or secretaries. Citing U.S. demographic statistics, Signorielli points out the 

inaccuracies of the television picture in relation to reality, concluding that "the image 

conveyed by prime time television is that women, especially if married, should stay home and 

leave the world of work to men."11 

This distorted picture has been particularly troublesome in terms of its impact on children's 

perceptions of appropriate sex roles. In the landmark 'Notel" study which measured attitudes 

lo These categories represent a condensed version of trends described in Mediawatch's Objection 
Letter Griide, 1992, p. 4. 

l1 Nancy Signorielli, Television and Conceptions About Sex Roles: Mainiaining Conventiality and the 
Status Quon in Sex Rok, Vol. 21, Nos. 5/6,1989. pp. 341 - 360. See ale0 studies cited in Signorielli 
Role Porfrayal nnd Sftrmiyping oa 231: An Amtated Bibkgr4pky  rzf S t d h  Relating to W c m ,  
Minorities, Aging, S c x d  Bchuviour, W t h  and Handicaps 



and behaviour in a small Canadian community 'before and after the introduction of television in 

the early 1970s, Tannis MacBeth Williams and her colleagues found that TV viewing increased 

children's tendency to idenbfy certain stereotypes as typically male or female. In noting that 

television's influence was sufficiently strong to be identifiable over and above the impact of 

other real-life variables, Williams noted that the medium "may be an especially effective 

teacher of gender roles, since it provides more models than most children encounter in real life, 

and they tend to be presented similarly..."12 

Participation of Women in the Media Work Force 

One of the long-standing arguments put forth by feminists regarding the problematic nature 

of mainstream media portrayal practices has posited that the deslrth of women in positions of 

power and influence within d i a  production industries is in part to blame for the inaccurate 

and destructive female media image. Although relatively little research has been done to 

document employment inequities (compared to the volume of studies done on portrayal trends), 

the available studies are persuasive regarding the significant under-representation of women 

in broadcasting, filmmaking and newspaper publishing. (Given the focus of this thesis, and for 

the sake of brevity, I have cited here statistics relating primarily to women's employment in 

mainstream television and film only, although similar data are available for the other sectors 

as well.) 

In 1990, Peat Marwick Stevenson & Kellogg conducted a comprehensive statistical profile 

of women in the Canadian film and television industries. Commissioned by Toronto Women in 

Film and Television O'WET), the study found that although women constitute 44% of the 

Canadian work force overall, they represent only 35% of those employed in film and television. 

12 Tannis MacBeth Williams, 'The Impact of Television: A Longitudinal Canadian Study" in 
Commurrbtimr in cauruitm socicg, edited by Ben Singer, Nelson Canada, 1995, pp. 184 and 
M d i t h  ha. KbmW, 'TeEevisbn and S ~ K  Rule AWdes," in Williams, Tkc fntpad cf Te?mkim: A 
Natural ExpnimnJ in l h e  Coinminities, (New York: Academic Press, 1986) pp. 265 - 301. 



Furthermore, women are ghettoized in "pinkcollar" areas, holding between 70% and 93% of 

the jobs in the folbwing categories: production secretary/bookkeper, script 

supervisor/continuity, art department trainee, wardrobe, makeup artist, and hairstylist. 

Meanwhile, in the upper management ranks, women made up only 14% of the total in public 

sector radio and television companies, and only 1% in the private sector. Fully half the women 

in broadcasting do clerical work, whereas only 17% are full-time employed as technicians, and 

female cinematographers make up just 7% of the total. In the arenas where most of the large 

scale creative decisions get made, women constitute just 23% of producers and 16% of directors.13 

Women's participation in the industry in the United States - which produces most of the 

entertainment viewed by Canadians both on television and at  the movie theatre - appears to 

be worse. A study released in 1991 by the Director's Guild of America noted that of the more 

than 7,000 films made by its members in the forty-year period between 1939 and 1979, a mere 14 

had female directors, and only seven women were represented in total.14 More recently, another 

U.S. study examining 80 prime-time dramas broadcast in 1990 found that women accounted for 

only 35% of producers, 25% of the writers, and 9% of the directors.15 

Women's on-air representation has historically been somewhat more equitable than 

behind-thescenes employment, and seems to be improving at a more rapid rate. However, the 

discrep- is still significant, especially in certain categories. For instance, while a CRTC- 

commissioned study of Canadian broadcasting in 1988 found that women made up 41% of 

television hosts in non-news and sports information programs, female sports reporters and 

commentators c o n s t i t u ~  only 2% of the total. Similarly, although female actors represented 

l3 TWlFT, Chmrgi~~g F-: Tke Future fw WOWH i s  tk Canadian Film a d  Telmision Industry, 
University of Tomnto Press, 1991, pp. viii - 16 

14 as cited in WAFT', Ckunging F m s :  The Future for Women in the CPnadian Film and Telcoision 
Indusfry, University of Toronto Press, 1!Hl, p. ix 

15as cited in Margaret Callaher, An U n J i f f ~  Story: G d m  Pdfmts  in Media E m f l b p m t ,  U m o  
Publishing, 1995 



41% of those appearing in television comrda l s ,  they were hired for only 14% of all 

commercial voice-over work, in both television and radio.16 

These figures often come as a surprise to people both involved in the industry, or simply 

viewing its products. In her analysis of the Peat Marwick Stevenson & Kellogg data, Pat 

Armstrong noted that "the visibility of [a few] high-profile women camouflages the fact that 

women are scarce at the top and plentiful at the bottom of the film and television industry." In 

addition, because we are so accustomed to the systemic under-representation of women in news 

and entertainment media, the employment progress that has occurred in recent years seems 

deceptively significant. This was evident in anecdotal remarks made by industry workers 

interviewed by Armsbong, some of whom expressed disbelief at the documented statistics.17 

The drive to improve women's participation in the communication industries is not 

motivated solely by the desire for employment equity, but - as Margaret Gallagher points out 

- is based on "the overarching assumption ... that the presence of more women - particularly in 

creative and decision-making positions - should introduce new perspectives and 

interpretations ... and lead to greater diversification of images and messages."18 Although the 

notion that involving more women in the development and execution of programs and 

advertisements would necessarily translate into improvements in both the numbers of women 

appearing, and the kinds of mles presented, seems a defensible one, it has so far been difficult 

to demonstrate. 

In fact, in Gallagher's own comprehensive review of women's employment status in media 

industries around the world she admits that the growing numbers of female media workers 

have often failed to translate into the desired progress in portrayal trends. She cites several 

George Spears and Kasia Seydegart, Gender end Viohce in the Mass Media, Family Violence 
Prevention Division, H d t h  Canada, 1993, p. 11 

I7 Pat Amstrong, "Unrde~standing the Numbersw in TWIFT, Changing Focus: Thc Future for Women in 
t k  C a d i a n  Film and TeLoisimr Zndllstry, University of Toronto Press, 1991, pp. 5-6 

IS Margaret Gsllagher, An UnjkisW Story Gndn Pai lma  in Media Employment, Unesco Publishing, 
1995, p. 3 



reasons for &is, not the least of which involve the regulatory, financial and professional 

rontmls f h t  limit the inxugnce of individuals. Furthemrep until w o r n  achieve a certain 

critical mass in any given employment arena, it is often difficult to effectively challenge the 

status quo. Professional female journalists, for instance, in their desire to avoid being relegated 

to the socalled "soft" or "less important" issues typically carried on the women's or lifestyle 

pages, have ended up emulating the practices and approaches of their male co~leagues.~~ 

(Similar dynamics reportedly operate in the advertising industry as well, where both agency 

aeative personnel and client contacts remain dominantly male.$?-o 

It is hardy surprising that, in combination, stereotypical extremes and the relatively slow 

pace of change in both portrayal practices and employment patterns effectively mobilized 

women to organize in an effort to facilitate the desired improvements. Nor is it surprising, 

given the available evidence, that women's groups such as Mediawatch relied heavily on 

content analysis research in making the case to government and industry that change was 

needed, and in conducting grass roots educational work to motivate others to becum involved in 

the fight. The extensive documentation of media-perpetrated and -perpetuated inequities 

against women served to galvanize those already concerned about social inequities and media 

influence, and provided a highly visible focus of attention for the women's movement in 

general. 

1 9 ~ , p p . 2 - 1 0  

20 Intemhv with Ahrin Waseman, Vancawa advertising agency executive, 30 August 1995 



Women and the News: "And thars the kind of day it's been,.w21 

puw:r: who has it, who uses it, who seeks it, and most of ali, who threatens it."22 This analysis 

provides a disturbing, if partial, explanation for the invisibility and imposed helevancy of 

women in both print and broadcast news programming. Often referred to as a "window" on the 

world in general, and on ow's own society specifically, news, k u s e  it is a selective process of 

constmction, is also widely accepted as serving "a narrative function.. circulating meanings 

that in general confirm and tonserve existing social and ecommic rekitionshipsm As Stuart 

Hall notes, 

The choice of this moment s f  an event as against that, of this person raiher than that, of this 

angle rather than any other, indeed, the selection of this photographed incident to represent a 

whole complex chain of events and meanings, is a highly ideological procedure. 24 

Although one might expect women to appear less often as news-makers, given the fad 

that they occupy fewer positions of power and authority in society, this is inevitably 

compounded by a situation in WN& the definition of news, and the criteria governing the 

selection process Hall describes, are all predominantly determined by men 

21 At the end of the nightly CTV national newdst, anchor Lloyd Robertson intones, "And that's the kind 
of day it's been, here at CTV News." Eie subtle reinforcement of the notion that the highly selected 
and constructed series of news stories is simply a mirror of reality, when in fact it invariably fails to 
adequately reflect the perspective or give voice to the experience of at least half of the population, 
strikes the author as presumptuous, at best. 

* Gorge Gerbner, Women and Minorities on Television: A Study in Casting and Fate, commissioned 
by the Screen Actors Guild and The American Federation of Radio and Television Artists, 1993, pp. 
12 - 13 

23 Lana F. Rakow and Kimberzie Kmnich, "Woman as Sign in Television News" in J o u d  of 
Csnnrrmkations, 41 (I), W i n k  1W1, p. 9, citing Various sources a d  Ln rhe coit~1usi0115 of Dhyar- 
Ziegler and Alisa White in Women and Minorities on Network Television News: An Examination 
of Correspondents and news make^" in Journal 4 Broadcllsting and Electronic Media, Vol. 34, 
Number 2, Spring 1990, p. 215. 

As cited by Barbara F. Luebke in * Out of Focus Images of Women and Men in Newspaper 
Phobpphip" in Ser I&s, Vd. 20, Nos 3/4, '1989 p. 124 



Davis' 1982 analysis of 5,500 stories in eight newspapers revealed the following trends in 

the portrayal of women in newspapers: women were rarely the main characters in news stories 

and when they were, the headline were smaller and the stories shorter; women were rarely 

present in sports or business stories, but appeared more often in "soft" features; and they were 

rarely quoted. More often than men, women were referred to by their first names, described in 

personal ways (rather than by occupation or experience) and defined by their spousal 

relationships.26 These trends - z'though gradually changing - are reflected in more current 

studies, as well. 

Mediawatch's national newspaper survey of 15 or more English hnguage Canadian dailies 

has gathered annual statistics since 1990 confirming that on average, female reporters and 

columnists comprise 295% of those shaping the print news, and only 18.75% of those whose 

activities are considered newsworthy or whose opinions are considered worth soliciting. Three 

Ere& language papers, analyzed in 1993 only, reflected on average 20% female bylines and 

15% references made to women. The survey cites evidence of all of the trends observed by Davis, 

as well as the presence - albeit declining - of sexist language. Common examples include the 

frequent use of false generics (such as "chairmanw or "spokesman", even when refening to a 

woman, or "manpower': referring to a mixed work force); or descriptions of female musicians 

25 As Helen Benedict notes in Virgin w Vamp: How i.5 Press C m s  Sex Cn 'm (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993, violent aimes have been "the meat and potatoes of daily American 
newspapers since the mid-1980sg (pZ) and because women are so underrepresented, the extent to 
which do appear as vit+Ims seems ppfrtioRately larger. F u r t W ,  news by definition 
focuses on the unusual and since wornen are less frequently the victims of crime, their vidimiization 
ma J be more ' M y  tu pusith5i them in fik than my other igetMmiftrjf i1 activity. in fact, in 
MediaWatch's most recent newspaper study, Focus on Violence: A Sumcy of Women in Cadian 
Nerapqms, June 1993, the slight utsrease in women as newsmaLrenr over previous years 122% 
versus 17 - 1%) appeared in part, to result from the arrest of Paul Teak? (Berwdo) for the r a p  and 
murders of s e v d  youag worsen in Soittheni Ontario on the day of the s w e y e y  

26 ~uebke, "Out of Focus," p. 122. 



and atht- which fotlus on tkir  physical appearance and sarwlity (in a manner rareiy used 

to d d b e  male perfaffzref~i and de-emphasize if-& profssionat s y d  and ac~iewments.~ 

P b t  unrehtgd in its findings is a mmp&~?sive analysis of &e way in which the press 

treats female rape vktims conducted by Helen Benedict In V i r - n  or Vmnp she documents the 

extent b which entmxM, bit fabe asslz~~lptions about rape underlying and refleeted in U.S. 

media coverage of sex aimes, result in fhe perpetuation of a madonna/ whore dichotomy and 

pervasive "Ma~hevZct imW m e n f a ~ t y . ~  Ewmining in exhaustive detail the newspaper 

reporting of four high-profile cases hrm m v d  extensively by Canadian media, as we& 

such as that of the "Cenbal Park Jogger") Mitt describes problematic purnalistk practices 

which include: the use of sexist and sexdly-charged language to describe victims; the 

tendency to focus on the woman's lifestyle and past, despite its frequently questionable 

relevance; and the failure to provide context for a particular crime, which would hate it 

within a larger social ~ m a w # 1 . ~ s  micro analysis provides a useful and compelling 

counterpoint to the more d f y  avaiIaMe empirical studies, which often fail to address 

relevant social and institutsod contexts, or further our understanding of the issues in a 

significant way. 

in its examination of gentder representation in Canadian brcradcasting, the CRTC- 

mmmishned study deeermined from the 1988 sampling of English language telwision news 

that women were more iiErely to appear as news readers (39%) than reporters (28961, and least 

2' ~ e d i a ~ a t c h ,  F- om V i u k  and A Good To & Fnnnlc? A 17rrtx Ycor Ormoicm uf Serism in 
GnrPdiart Eksarpapns, June 1992 Similar statistics are found in US. dailies, see: Debra Gersh, 
Women Still Undem?plesented-, Ed* d Wlicker, May 15,1993 and &hxa  Ross Alders, 
Womac Minor Figrur% in News", Prrssrk, May 1993. 



proportionately mom "soft" and local stories than their male counterparts. These results 

echoed those of Soderlund, Surlin and Romanow in their examination of on-air staff in local 

newscasts from a selection of 21 stations across Canada in 1985.~ More recently, Mediawatch, 

in its submission to the CRTC licence renewal hearings for CTV in 1993, cited evidence regarding 

Canada's largest private broadcaster's predominance of male hosts and expertsP0 

The '?lost" category is subject to employment equity initiatives and appears to be improving 

at a faster rate than the interviewer! ratio, in which the low numbers are explained in part by 

reporters' tendency to rely on traditional sources (typically male-dominated government and 

industry networks) and by the perceived relative scarcity of female experts.31 

Data pertaining to US. television news reports, many of which are also seen by Canadian 

viewers, reveal simitar trends. In Gerbner's survey of 31 US. newscasts during the spring of 

1992, women comprised only 35.4% of news deliverers, 20% of authorities cited, and 17.4% of 

news makers. The US. study also noted that the only significant attention paid by the news to 

women's rights related to the contentious abortion issue (6% of news items in 31 newscasts over a 

period of eight days in 1992)~~~ 

Many of these reports have suggested that better representation of women in the profession 

of journalism - both print and broadcasting - will necessarily ensure that news content itself 

bghs b better refled women's experiences and voices. This ignores the systemic under- 

representation of women in positions of power and authority in political and economic arenas 

and, as atready noted, kreased numbers have not always guaranteed such change. !In the 

other hand, some fesninist scholars argue that addressing the way in which current news 

29 CRTC Pwhoyal of Gender itz CPrrpdkm Broadcasfing: 1984 - 1988 and Soderlund, Surlin and Romanow, 
1985 as cited by George Spears and Kasia Seydegart, Gender and Viohoc in the MniPs Mcdiu, 
(Ottawa: M y  Videncle Prewntion Divisbn, Health CanadaJ994) pp. 17 - 21. 

Mediawatch, Submissiolr fa CTV Appzicrrtion for Rcnemi of Licence, 1993, pp. 1 - 2 



practices marginaiiz women requires not simply more fernale journalists and more extensive 

coverage of issues directly involving women, but profound structural change. W w  and 

Kranich, for i~stance, suggest that news is an essentially masculine narrative, in which 

women's relative absence as sources and subjects is made more problematic by the fact that when 

they do appear, they serve more as a ritualized notion of "women". Noting the much-discussed 

double standard of youth and beauty imposed upon female anchors, for instance, the authors 

suggest that "these women are no less the bearers of meaning, the objecb of male fantasy than 

other representations of women.."33 

Women in Entertainment Media: What's Wrong With This Picture? 

The image of women in contemporary entertainment media has also been the subject of much 

investigation The tradition of studies into the roles accorded to women in television series has 

expanded into analyses of how women fare in feature films, cartoons and comics, and more 

recently, music videos and video games. Dominant messages in the portrayal of women in 

entertainment programming have included the tendency to depic' women as less intelligent and 

capable, overly emotional and dependent, and in roles which e 'iphasize their domesticity or 

Most notable and consistent of the results of such research is the evidence 

demonstrating how vastly under-represented women are in virtually all forms of mainstream 

Such findings represent a different dynamic than those presented by the dearth of women in 

the news. Unlike current affairs, in the entertainment arena, there is no acceptable justification 

33 Rakow and Kranich, Women as Sign," p. 12. 

34 A brief rwiew of the literature pertaining to women in television can be found in Donald M. Davis, 
%mpds d W- WmeTme Metwork Television: Some Demographic Characteristics" in 
Su Roks, Vol. 23, Nos. 5/6, I=.. pp. 325 - 332. 

35 Gabner, WO- and Mimtirics on TcLoision, pp. 1 - 14 and Mediawatch, Front and Centre, for 
evidence d the fact tbat women iti~gunt for appmchately one-- of all characters seen on 
entertainment programming in prime time, and leas than onequarter during children's television. 



for why fewer women than men should appear on screen. Indeed, given the fundamental 

dependence of entertainment producers on audience interest, one would think that women's 

status as slightly more than half the potential viewership might wield sufficient clout to 

ensure more equitable portrayal. Obviously this has not been so. The world of mass- 

disseminated entertainment products does not constitute a democracy, given that the free- 

market system is run by a relatively narrow spectrum of the population who determine whose 

stories should be told, and how. Nevertheless, the equity-based arguments favoured by 

feminists have been easier to defend in the context of entertainment media than in the news 

realm. 

Television's Woman (or "Why do they call it the 'Boob Tube', Mommy?") 

The most comprehensive recent research into the status of women in television has been a 

report by George Gerbner, commissioned by the Screen Actors Guild and the American 

Federation of Radio and Television Artists and released in 1993. The analysis of more than 

19,000 speaking parts appearing in 1,371 programs included samples of ten seasons of network 

prime-time dramatic programming taken between 1982 and 1992, and less significant sampling 

from Saturday morning cartoons, daytime serial drama, cable programming for children and 

adults, and network news and game shows. In terms of sheer numbers, the study found that 

women do best in daytime serials and game shows, wkv they comprise 45.5% of the characters 

and 553% of the contestants, respectively. In all other progranuning formats, women make uv 

one-third or fewer of the onscreen participants, hitting lows of 23.4% in children's 

programming, and 27.8% in the news. These figures remained remarkably stable over the eleven 

years of the study, with 1992 statistics accurately reflecting those of a decade earlier. 

Some trends were particularly troubling. For instance, although in general, "good" 

c h a r m  outnumber Wn ones in both sexes (2 to 1 for men, and 5 to 1 for women), among dder 

characters, the proportion of female villains is more than eight times that of maIe villains. In 

addition, the picture in children's television was found to be the "harshest and must 



exploitive The inequities of prime time are magnified Saturday morning. A girl wili see about 

123 characters ... but rarely, if ever, a role model of her gender as leader."36 

Canadian data are less readily available; but what information there is appears to 

correspond to the results of U.S. research. The CRTC research, which assessed day time as well 

as prime time dramatic programming, found 43% female characters in the former, and only 34% 

in the latter. Action dramas were typically found to have the smallest proportion - 30% or 

fewer female characters - and sitcoms and soaps had the highest, at approximately 45%. In 

terms of the roles accorded to women, the authors concluded that: "Like female characters in 

US. drama, those seen on Canadian stations tend toward marriage, children, and romance, 

while men tend toward paid work, vehicles and violence." Furthermore, little differences were 

seen between French and Enash programming, primarily because 80% of characters on 

Canadian television, in both languages, appear in US. productions, a fact which also accounts 

for the pervasive similarities in media gender imbalance between the two countries.37 

Even more recently, a television monitoring study conducted by MediaWatch in 1992, which 

coded 1,295 characters in 75 episodes of nine Canadian-made dramatic series, found that only 

33.6% of all characters were female. Women of colour fared even worse, making up only 4.2% of 

all characters, compared to 12.4% of characters who were men of c o ~ o u r . ~ ~  In an informal and 

much less comprehensive review of CI*V prqgramming, MediaWatch also noted that in the 

eight shows planned for the Canadian network's fall 1993 schedule, only three female lead 

characters were featured, compared to 12 male 1eads.39 

% ~ m n t  and Mn, Cromnto: Mediawatch, forthcoming in 1994). 

39 UnpobIisM Subnd.rion for CTY Appliazthn fbr RacmPl of L i m o ,  provided to the CKR: Hearing 
Committee, !kpbmber 1993, p. 3, 



An scamination of the demographic characteristics of women in prime time network 

television by Davis, which m s r g d  1987 progamnhg results to sirnilat analyses dating fm 

the 1950s, reflected Gerbner's findings in many ways, concluding that "little change has 

occurred in portrayals of womem4 Instead, the study determined that beauty and youth 

appear to be among the most significant determinants of a woman's place in television, with 

females much more likely to be dressed in provocative clothing, and remaining on average 

approximately ten years younger than their male counterparts. (In fact, women generally 

disappear after the age of 35, returning only as "character" actors over 50.) In contrast to men, 

more women appeared in comedy than in either action adventure or drama, and a female 

character's marital and parental status were much more likely to be identified than her male 

counterpart's. 

This is particularly ironic in light of another trend noted by media critic, Judith Poswr, 

regarding the extent to which males have been used to replace females in mothering roles on 

television. While images of men nurturing children may be progressive in the sense that they 

challenge stereotypes of men as being t y p i d y  aggressive and independent, Posner argues that 

+k "obliteration of the mther" is problematic. The cmdative impact of programs such as My 

Three Sons, A Family Affair, The Courtship of Eddie's Father and Full House - all of which 

feature single fathers - not only contradicts the reality, but also implies that single parenting 

is only of interest when performed by men. Moreover, Posner notes that "in television's 40-year 

history we can find more shows featuring aliGns, dogs and horses than shows starring ~ o r n ' ' ~ ~  

Davis also cites a seemingly progressive phenomenon that occvred in the 1970s, when a 

number of programs featuring female leads seemed to dominate the small screen. Closer 

analysis, however, revealed that the apparently women-friendly shows included such "jiggle 

Davis, "Portrayals of Women," p. 330. 



television" classics as Police Woman and Charlie's Angels, both of which showcased fashion- 

rid-beautiful &-& provwatb+dy&& poke officers *who tended to be either saved by 

their male colleagues or ordered about by an invisible male authority figure. In that 

environment, Mary Tyler Moore - a single career woman who dated but was not defined by her 

relationships with men - was a beacon of independence and inspiration. Nevertheless, even 

Mary was the only one in her otherwise male-populated office who alwayc zalled the boss 

"Mr. Grant" when everyone else addressed him as "Lou." Overall, the picture was not 

particularly indicative of an imease in autonomous and intelligent women.* 

In fact, a number of studies have focused specifically on the image of women and work. 

Vande Berg and Streckfuss reviewed three decades of studies on the portrayal of gender and 

occupation on prime-time television, and extended previous work by examining in their study 

the organizational actions performed by men and women in a sampling of network television 

news, sports and entertainment programming during 1986 and 1 9 8 7 . ~  Their findings, in addition 

to confirming the unrealistically low percentage of women seen as being employ4 outside the 

home, also demonstrated that although women on television were almost as likely as men to be 

p~ofessionds, they still tended to hold lower status positions k g .  nurse v e m s  doctor). This, in 

addition to the fact that women were underrepresented in most managerial jobs, or seen as 

inheriting their status from their spouses or relatives, cause Vande Berg and Streckfuss to note 

that "television continues to present working women as lacking the competitively achieved 

occupational hierarchical power and status of male workers." Rather, women tended to be 

shown performing proportionately more relationshiporiented actions, such as motivating, 

socializing and c o d l i n g ,  and fewer of the political and decision-making actions seemingly 

reserved for male characters. 

Davis, "Portrayals of W o ~ "  pp. 326 - 327. 
* Leah R V a d e  Berg and Diane !3m&hs, *prime-Tie Televisionts Portrayal of Women and the 

World of Work: A Demographic Profilew in found of Broadcasting and EIedronic Media, Spring 
1992, pp. 195 - 207, 



In their analysis of these results, the study's authors challenge the conventional 

interpretation of such data and suggest that, from a humanist/feminist perspective (versus 

through the dominant lense of corporate capitalism), the activities being performed by women 

may well be seen as measures of success, not failure. Further, they propose that less attention 

should be paid to eradicating images of women who are "enacting a humane, interpersonally- 

focused, cooperative concerned information-sharing style of working and managing," and more 

emphasis instead, should be given to changing the depiction of television's working men, who 

are characterized by toughness, self-centeredness, and aggressive competitiveness. 

A second study by Atkin, Moorman and Lin investigating working female leads in prime 

time network series during the 1980s, did so in the context of structural factors. Their 

hypothesis about the degree to which market conditions may have played an influential role 

in the development of and support for strong femaledriven series such as Murphy Brawn, 

Designing Women, Murder She Wrote and Roseanne, appears to have potentially significant 

implications for positive portrayal trends in the future.49 These implications will be discussed 

at greater length further on. 

As for female leads in the movies, critic Molly Haskell described Hollywood's 

opportunities for women in the 1960s this way: 'There were no working women on the screen, no 

sassy smart-talking women, no mature women, and no goddesses either. There were, instead, 

amoral pinup girls, molls taking guff from their gangsters ... and thirty-year-olds reduced to 

playing undergradua tes... With the substitution of violence and sexuality for romance, there 

was less need for exciting and interesting women; any bouncing nymphet whose curve8 looked 

good in ketchup would do.'45 Empirical evidence as recent as 1989 appeared to suggest that, on 

at least some scores, the picture for women had not improved. A US. Screen Adors Guild study 

44 David J. Atkin, Jay Mocnman and Carolyn Lin, "Ready for Prime Time: Network Series Deroted to 
Working Women in the 1980s" in Scx Roles, V d  25, Nos. 11/12,1991. 

45 Molly Haskell, From Rmrrtnae to Rape: The Tnatm~nt of W m m  in the Movies, (Chicap: 
Uniwrsity of Chicae;o Press, 1973) 



found that only 14% of that year's total number of lead characters were female, and that an 

increasing number of women's roles were for rape victims or prostitutes.~ Susan Faludi's 

analysis of Hollywood portrayal trends in the 1 9 8 0 ~ ~  although anecdotal, nevertheless 

documented some equally disturbing trends. In 1987, for instance, she noted that the "good'" 

women - "subservient and bland housewives, babies, or voiceless babes" - were rewarded (as in 

Fatal Attraction, Three Men and a Baby and Beverly Hills Cop), while, the %adtd" women -- 

who failed to give up their independence (appearing in the same movies as a %omicidal career 

woman", a "mannish and child-hating shrew", and a "hipbooted gunwoman") - were 

punished.47 

Slasher Films: Good Girls Don't Die 

This virgin/whore dichotomy also shows up in more systematic studies. Two recent 

analyses have dealt with popular "slasher" films, targeted mostly to teen viewers, and 

commonly perceived as focusing on the brutal killing of primarily young women. The results of 

Weaver's 1991 investigation into the extent to which male and female characters were 

victimized by violence in ten slasher titles contradicted earlier work by Donnerstein, Linz and 

Penrod which concluded that women were far more likely to be brutalized than 

However, although the Weaver study found no significant difference between the number of 

male and female victims, and no rapes in the films sampled, sexist messages were conveyed by a 

tendency to reward "virginal" female characters with escape, while punishing their more 

promiscuous friends. In addition, when women were killed, their death scenes were . 
significantly longer than those of their male counterparts. 

46 49 dted in Naomi WOE, Tke k t y  Myik (Toror:&: Morn House of Canada, 1990, p. 137 

47 Susan Faludi, Backkrsk Thc Undeclared War Against American Women (New York Doubleday, 
1991), pp.112 - 139 

* James B. Weaver, III, -Are 'Sfasher' Homr Films Sexually Violent? A Conbent Analysis" in J o u d  of 
BtoJldcosrhtg 6 ElcdnmiC kkr3in, Vol. 35, NO. 3, Summer 1991, pp. 385 - 392 
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Cowan and O'Brien's analysis of a considerably larger sample of 56 videos confirmed 

Weaver's results regarding the equitable victimization of noale and female characters, but 

suggested the common perception that more women die in slasher films may be attributable to 

the fact that women's "protected" status makes their deaths more memorable, and the best 

known titles have a preponderance of female victims. Cowan and O'Brien also found evidence 

to support Donnerstein et al's contention about a significant link between sex and violence. Not 

only did they, like Weaver, note a higher incidence of survival rate among "pod'girls, but in 

addition, their sample revealed fifteen instances of rape.49 

Women in Music Videos: Sex Sells 

Sex and violence have formed a potent mixture in another medium aimed primarily at 

young audiences: music videos. Since the introduction of MTV (Music Television) in 1981, and its 

Canadian counterpart, Much Music several years later, the derogatory, sexualized image of 

women in this advertising-cum-art form has also spawned numerous studies. Much of the early 

research, in addition to reflecting stereotypical occupational roles and a two-to-one ratio of 

male characters over female (consistent with television dak  generally), also determined that 

women were much more likely than men to be dressed prcvocatively (50% versus 10%). A 

majori? of videos were found both to depict scenarios in which women were denigrated by men, 

and to include violent, sexual and criminal ac t i~ i t i es .~~  

Mcre recent research has tended to support such findings. Seidman's 1992 study, which 

assessed 1,942 characters in 182 videos broadcast in 1987, found evidence to confirm w o r n ' s  low 

status, revealing attire, and stereotypical behaviour and relationships with men. Relative to 

Gloria Cowan and Margaret WBrien, "Gender and Survival vs. Death in Slasher Fhs: A Content 
AnaiysisH in Sex Roles, Voi. 23, Nos. 3/4,iW, pps. 187 - 1%. 

50 Literature reviews of the earliest studies of music television are provided by Rita Sommers-Flanagan, 
John Sommers-Flanagan and Britta Davis, " What's Happening on Music Television? A Gender 
Rde Content Analysis" in !ib Roles, VoL 28, Nos. llf 12,1993; and Seven A. =zsn, "An 
Investigation of &-Role Stereotyping in Music Videos" in the Jovtnal of Bro&=netisg a d  
Electronic Media, Spring 1992, pp. u)9 - 216. 



male characters - who were adventuresome, aggressive, domineering and violent - females 

were more affectionate, dependent, fearful, and nurturing. Seidrnan found that women were 

also "more likely to pursue others and be pursued sexually," with the exception of women of 

colour, who were portrayed as being less active in sexual pursuit than men of colour. (This 

suggests that, in addition to being sexist, music videos - like television generally - not 

surprisingly embody and reflect racist assumptions, too.P1 

A second study of 1987 videos assessed a smaller sample of 40 videos and focused 

specifically on stereotypic sex-role behaviour associated with "dating, flirtation, or other 

sexually oriented behaviour~."~~ Based in part on Jean Kilbourne's descriptions, Sommers- 

Flanagan, Somrners-Flanagan and Davis coded behaviours into categories such as 

"Dominance/SubservienceW, "Aggression with Sexuality", "Implicit (or explicit) sexuality (or 

aggression)," and "Objectification". Many of their findings confirmed those already discussed, 

but they also noted with surprise that male characters were equally likely to be objectified, 

and that although women were more likely to be depicted in sexually explicit behaviour, there 

was a high incidence of men in this category, as well. 

Two Canadian studies identified an increase in videos containing sexist portrayals from 

46% in 1988 to 55% in 1 9 9 2 ~ ~  Furthermore, because sexist videos were played more often than 

non-sexist videos, 60% of all videos aired in the 1992 sample contained such imagery. More 

than threequarters of the women depicted were approximately 25 years or younger, and 

portrayed as being "dependent on men, dancing and posing seductively. Women over 25 years of 

age were typically ugly, badly dressed, and neglected." Although between the two samples, 

53 Francois Baby, Johanne Chene and Johanne Viens, "Sexisme dans les videoclips a la television," study 
commissioned by the Direction des Communications, Gouvernement du Quebec, 1988; and 
F m m i s  Bitby, Johanne Gene and Helene D u p ,  "Less Femmes dam ks videoclips a la 
beievision," study conduct& for Le Conseil de Statut de la femme, Gouvernement du Quebec 1992, 
as cited by George Spears and Kasia Seydegart, C;ender Q H ~  Vwlence, p.28. 



explicit portrayals of violence decreased from 27% of videos in 1988 to 16% in 1992, implicit 

violence remained through symbolic representations which used special effects and image 

juxtaposition. According to the aggregated data from the CRTCs 1984 and 1988 studies, women 

constitute 3% of instrumental players, 19% of singers and 40% of dancers. 

Although there is little empirical research into the depiction of women in the increasingly 

popular video game phenomenon at this time, Eugene Provenzo's review of a large sample of 

games determined that women are largely invisible or cast as victims.54 Furthermore, recent 

newspaper stories discussing the best-selling games confirm this, and further suggest that some 

of the most graphic examples of media violence against women are to be found in this genre.55 

The Advertiser's Woman, (or 'Who's Come a Long Way, ~ a b ~ ? +  

Although, as shown, research studies cataloguing inequitable representation and portrayal 

trends cross all media forms, much of the most prominent discussion of the negative stereotyping 

of women in media has focused on advertising depictions. This is perhaps not surprising: 

advertising has sustained a long tradition of ctiticism, from consumer concerns about false 

claims to Marcuse's notion of "false needs".57 Also relevant is the fact that the vast majority of 

media images are at least indirectly underwritten by - and therefore potentially subject to 

interference from - commercial ad~e r t i s e r s .~~  

54 See Eugene F. Provenzo, Video Kids: Making Sense of Nintendo, (Harvard University Press, lB1). 

55 Violent video game still available" in The Piovillce, December 20,1993, A 11. 

56 The Virginia Slims campaign slogan, arguably one of the longest running lines in advertising history, is 
also one d the most ~ ~ a t o r y .  Jean Kilbourne criticizes the concept on two counts: for 
trivializing a woman's real need for independence by equating the escape from nzetrictive traditions 
with the freedom to ruin one's health by smoking; and for targeting young women already 
concerned about achieving an mmdistically slim M y  image, with a campaign that constructs a 
deliberate association between weight loss and a habit that kills. Still Killing Us Softly, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Cambridge Documentary Rims, 1987 

57 For a discussion of tlte dominant critiques of advatisins see William k, Stephen Wine and Suf 
Jhally, Social C o n u r n r e  in Adantising tTomnto: Nelson Canada, 19901, pp. 15 - 33. 



Furthermore, the money invested in the creation of advertising campaigns - particularly 

those WN& dominate on television aMi in consumer magazines - often exceeds the money spent 

on the accompanying programming or editorial copy.59 Indeed, many of the most memorable 

messages constituting the shared cultural vocabulary of late 20th century North America have 

been brought to us by a commercial sponsor. Campaign slogans such as Qairol's "Does she, or 

doesn't she? Only her hair dresser knows for sure...'', or Virginia Slims' 'You've come a long 

way, baby" are ingrained upon our collective psyche with the permanence of nursery rhymes 

and parental admonishments. Moreover, for many critics, the consumption ethos of advertising 

is directly implicated in the general media tendency to commodify women. As one research 

team put it, "For the male consumer, the implicit promise is that, if you buy product x, you will 

also get the sweet young thing associated with it. For the female, the dynamics are those of 

incorporation: buy product x and be the sweet young thing.'a The social implications of these 

phenomena mitigate the extent to which one might be tempted to view women's greater 

proportional presence in advertising (as opposed to news or entertainment programming) as 

positive. 

john Berger's seminai book 'vVays of Seeing, and the British television series on which it 

was based, effectively linked the hisiorical subjugation of women evident in Renaissance art to 

contemporary advertising imagery in the early 1970sP1 Erving Goffman's 1979 study G d w  

Advertisements, which analyzed the physically subordinate positioning of women in a select 

58 Although editors and programmers typically deny that advertisers are permitted to influence content, 
Gloria Steinem provides an especially relevant description of advertiser influence on the non- 
advertising content of women's magazines in *Sex, Lies and Advertising" in Ms. Jufy/August 1990, 
pp. 18 - 28. Ben BagdWm also documents a number of cases in The Media Monopoly (Boston: 
Beamn Press, 4th editionI 1992), especially pp.152 - 173. 

60 Michelle A. Ma- and Karen Rosenblum, "Male and Female Created They Them: 'Ihe Depiaion of 
Cendcr in the Advertising of Traditional Women's and Men's Magazines" in Wmnen Studies 
ht-iolral Fmm, 1980, VoL 13, No. 2, p. 143. 

61 John Berger, Wpyr of String (London: British Broadcasting Grporation/Pengujn Books, 1973) 
espedaUypp.36-66 



sample of print images has been an enormously influentiaf study, inspiring more recent research 

which has sought to extend his approach to =more current and randomized advertisement 

samples.62 More recently, the widely-viewed video Still Killing Us Softly, by  Jean Kilburne 

has introduced a great many teachers and students throughout Canada and the US. to 

Killmume's feminist critique of advertisingP3 

Previous reviews of the extensive M y  of research into this area have cited evidence 

which demonstrates that throughout the 1960s and '7% both in broadcasting and print media, 

the advertiseis woman was one who was more likely than her male counterpart to be seen in 

the home using household cleaning products, or if employed, working in a stereotypically 

f d e  (and by implication, subseI-vient) position. Many studies have found that a significant 

portion of television advertisements locating women outside the home, and aired in prime time 

as opposed to during the day, appeared to p-esent women as sex objects whose primary focus was 

to attract and hold the attention of men. Moreover, researchers not& that women were largely 

excluded from playing the "voiceof-authority" which, in narrating TV commercials, reinforces 

the frequeslt okcamera positioning of men as scperts. in fact, the image sf w o r n  is espccial1y 

distorted whw compared to that of men, who have traditionally b e n  depicted as independent, 

intelligent and ambitious. Furthermore, men are much more typically featured selling and 

using important and/or "big ticket" items such as pharmaceu:ical products, cars, trucks, gas and 

oil (whereas women are more likely to be depicted as authorities about personal care items)?4 

62Penny Beknap and WiIbert M. Leonard If, "A Ccnceptual REspIication and Extension of Erving 
Goffman's Snrdy of Cender Advertisements", in Ser Roles, Vol. 25, Nos. 3/4,1991, pp. 103 - 118, and 
Ma- and Rosenblum, "Male and h a l e  Created They Them: The Depiction of Cender in the 
Advertising of Traditional Women's and Men's Magazinesu, pp. 127 - 149. 

a The video has been broad& fifsuently on public teievision and disseminated through educational 
video distributiwt zlewwks thmghm Norih America. 



practice by pointing out that creative teams working in isolation from each other all over the 

continent cannot be held resporislife for tfae aggregate image of women that is documented by 

content adysis  studies. Further, W v e  argued that stereotypes are a necessary form of 

cultural shorthand used. to cummunicate a character or idea in a single photograph or a 30- 

second TV crrmmrcial~ 7hse arguments might carry some weight if the under-representation 

of w o r n  were not as pervasive as it is, and if men were portrayed as narrowly as women 

Indeed, subsequent resear& findirigs all too o h  mirror previous r d t s .  Fenante, Haynes 

and Kingsky, in a more recent replitim of one of the earliest comprehensive analyses of 

network TV c o ~ d s ,  d&mnhd from an analysis of almost 1,400 ads appearing in 1986, 

that kk re  was no signiiicant change witk regard io: the kinds of products typically associated 

with w o r n  in advertising; the percentage of f d e  voice-overs; or the frequency with which 

wamen were used as on- Furthermore, although women were shown less 

oftat at bme, a d  in a greater number of roles than in the earlier study, overall differences 

between the portrayed ocrtrpaw did not decrease- Ultimately8 the ressmhm concluded 

that -ihese results reinforce the fact that women and men are not treated equally in television 

advertising ... women are still ptedominanSy portrayed in the home while men are more 

fquentfy sdiown in ttre lxuskes world." 

6GEaS t *- Ad-- M % ~ ~ i  %-AM fiii*# % i q 2 d W t n m  inTeiE;u.isirrrr' 
Advertisingo, in foranal qf &aPBarstirrg b EIecfrordc Voiume 32, Number 2, Spring 1988, pp. 
231-237. 



advertisements aimed at women homemakers viewing television during the day tend to feature 

more traditional r o b  and emphasize domestic duties and maintaining one's appearance. In the 

evening, however, women were more likely to be seen in authoritative positions away from the 

home and on the weekend, advertisements tended to emphasize traditional stereotypes of 

m a d n i t y  (aggressiveness, independence, competitiveness) a d  to cater to "male fantasy", 

featuring women in subservient or sex o b j j  roles. 

Several studies have also attempted to extend Goffman's seminal work in content analysis 

by assessing more randomized and current materials than he did in his originai study. Research 

by Masse and Rosenblum, for instance, found women were more likely than men to be portrayed: 

alone, as "an idealized and narcissistic self' (35.4% versus 18%); dismembered (19.5% versus 

8.4%); and in a subordinate stance (27% versus 3.8%); while men are more likely than women to 

be shown engaged in a purposeful activity - (21% versus 1.4%). ("'Purposeful activity" here was 

tellingly defined by the authors as "sailing a boat, versus kicking up your heels alone in the 

k i t ~ h e n . 3 ~ ~  

In an even more recent study by Belknap and Leonard, not all of the behaviour groupings 

(Relative Size, The Feminine Touch, Function Ranking, The Ritualization of Subordination, 

Licensed Withdrawal, and The Family) delineated by Goffman were noted. However, in those 

that did appear, stereotypical patterns were also evident. For instance, men were always 

taller; they were more likely to "grasp" objects, while women "caressed" them; 1 [omen were 

much more M y  than men to be pictured touching themselves; and the largest classification of 

"subordinate" men were d d  so due to their casual attire, while the equivalent category of 

females were subordinate by virtue of their smiling faces and anted posture. Interestingly 

enough+ stereotypical gender displays appeared more freq-tly in advertisements found in the 

more " d e n t n  - ie., MS., GQ, and RoUing Sione - of the six magazines sampled, causing the 

researchers to e n  whether or not "traditional" publications (in this case, Good 



Housewng, Sports Illustrated and Time) were ultimately more progressive than those 

considered modern,@ 

Lovdal(1989) conducted a review of television commercials, building on a classification 

system used by O'Donnel and O.Donnd in 1978, and comparing her findings to theirs.7o Coding 

voiceovers, products, product representatives and setting, she found that, in a sample of 353 

prime time commercials airing over a two-week period, all categories were unchanged from the 

previous study, except female product representatives. (The author attributes this one 

inconsistency to the relative increase in male product representatives in the fast food category.) 

Overall, men were portrayed in three times as many occupations as women, who were instead 

presented in "a plethora of stereotyped roles, including wife, mother, bride, waitress, actress, 

dancer, and in a dearth of professional roles such as photographer, athlete, dentist and 

businesswoman." Men continued to dominate 90% of voice-ovas, and women were seen speaking 

only to those considered to be of inferior status (pets, children, and other women) about a narrow 

range of issues such as feminine hygiene, headaches and diets. 

Bretl and Cantor's content analysis of a 1985 sample of television comeraals, while 

confirming the findings cited above regarding both voice-over statistics, and the continuing 

association of female characters with domestic-based products, nevertheless also identified 

several areas of small# but statistically significant improvement. Compared to a study done on 

a 1971 sample of advertisements, Bred and Cantor found that almost as many women as men 

appeared as the main characters in ads; and that the difference between the numbers of men 

and women depicted inside the home had de<rreased. Although women were still less likely to 

be employed, the gap between men and women in high status jobs was much lower than 

@ Bdkxmp and Leonard, "A Conceptual Replication and Extension of M g  Goffman's Study of Gender 
Advertisements", pp. 1 0  - 118. 

h d a l ,  "Sex Role Messages ,." pp. 715 - 724, 
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previously noted? and the proportion d men depicted as spouses or parents, with no other 

-pgn, had increased.71 

The most recent Canadian research comes from the comprehensive content analysis 

conducted by Erin Research on behalf of the Canadian Radio -Television and 

Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) in 1984 and again in 1 9 8 8 . ~ ~  The 1988 data determined 

that advertising on Canadian television included: fewer female characters than male (41% 

versus 597411, and in particular, fewer women over age 35; significantly fewer female voice-overs 

(24% ver-cus 86%); and a strong tendency to associate women with home and family roles. In 

addition, women were more likely to appear in ads for household consumer goods such as 

detergent or plastic wrap (67%), but considerably less visible in paid political announcements 

(18%) or automobile commercials (20%). In a sample of 2,000 alcohol ads (at one time seen to be 

among the most sexist ) appearing on Canadian TV, only 7% of female characters in beer 

commercials were found to have speaking roles (versus 29% of males); in cooler advertisements, 

none of the women spoke (versus 49% of the men). 

Interestingly enough, in French-language television advertisements in Canada, male and 

female characters are more evedy split (53% d 4 7 %  respectively), female voiceovers 

account for 23% of the total, and there were less significant gender differences in assigned roles 

than in Enghh-language ads. 

The most recent analysis of Canadian print advertising comes in the form of Mediawatch's 

recommendations to the Canadian Advertising Foundation in 1993 in response to the latter 

organization's request for submissions pertaining to its Sex-Role Stereotyping Guidelines, 

designed to help advertisers voluntarily eliminate sexism. Although not in the form of an 

empirical study, the Mediawatch report provides an anecdotal assessment of the ways in 

Daniel j. Bretl and Joanne Cantor, 'The Pomayal of Men and Women in U.S. Teeevision Commerdafs: 
A Recent Content Analy& and Trends Over 15 Yam" in Sex RoZcs, Vol. 18, Nos. 9/10,19B8, pp. 595 - 
609. 

72 Spears and Seydegart, Portrayal of Cendcr, pp. 32 - 33. 



which the existing guidelid have failed to have any measurable effect on the image of 

women, a d  incldes print advertisements selected from 1992 - 1993 Canadian consumer 

magazines on the basis of their d t  content. In addition to commenl addressing the 

underrepresentation of women in authoritative roles, the report focuses primarily on the 

objectification and irrelevant sexualization of women and girls, and th9 implied linking of 

sexual "fun" with "danger" or violence. Two television advertisements depicting women in 

particularly stereotypical domestic situations are also cited.73 

Sucial Implications of Gender Portrayal Trends 

The implicit hypothesis inspiring virtually all of the studies into gender portrayal in mass 

media is that stereotyping and under-representation have a negative socializing influence. 

Considering the weight of evidence already cited regarding media inequities, especially in the 

context of a society still struggling with persistent and systemic sexism, it is not surprising that 

feminists have attempted to use the content analysis research in making a case for needed 

change. However, assessing portrayal trends in empirical terms, and then simply 

hypo~bizing pssib!~ effects, drawing on hmry or literature from psychology and other 

related fields has obvious limitations. These have not gone unnoticed by those resistant to 

change. In presenting the results of its monitoring studies to industry and government bodies, 

Mediawatch has on more than one occasion been challenged about the value of the research, 

given its inability to demonstrate social 

Relative to the content analysis research, however, there has been considerably less work 

done attempting to measure the socializing influences of media sex-role portrayals on 

behaviour. The bulk of what does adst has focused on the extent to which children learn sex 

73 MediaWatch,"submission to the Canadian Advertising Foundation Re: Revision of Sex-Role 
Stereotyping Guidelines," 1993. 

74 Interview with Meg Hogarth, Executive Direcior of Mediawatch from September 1991 to August 1995. 



role attitudes and behaviours from television. Early experimental studies summarized by 

~ i ~ o r i e l l i ~ ~  suggest that boys and gtk identify with same-sex N characters (inchding those 

in cartoons) whom they perceive as exhibiting sex-typed attributes (e.g., boys respond to 

physical strength and activity level, and girls to physical attractiveness). Furthennore, 

heavy television viewing in children and teens has been found to be related to: stereotyping of 

occupational roles; i n d  agreement with statements such as "women are happiest at home 

raising children" and "men are born with more ambition than women"; the exhibition of greater 

sex typing behaviour for gender-related qualities and activities (e.g., independence and sports 

for boys; warmth and cooking for girls); and the increased likelihood that children will 

idenbfy domestic chores as being associated with either men or women along traditional 

lines.76 

One of the most compelling pieces of research into media effects is the widely4ted natural 

experiment directed by Tannis MacBeth Williams. Capitalizing on the much-delayed 

introduction of television into a small British Columbia community ("Notel"), Williams and 

her colleagues were able to measure the impact of the medium as an isolated variable. They 

assembled before- and after-television d a b  which, among other things, demonstrated that 

children's perceptions with regards to sex roles were less strongly sex-typed prior to the 

presence of TV, and only became comparable to the perceptions of ehildren in other communities 

which were already receiving one or two stations ("Unitel" and "Multitel"), after the 

d u r n ' s  introd~ction.~ 

77 See Tannis MacBeth Williams, Ihe Impact of Television: A Longitudinal Canadian Study" and 
Mkciith M. KimbalI, 'TeIevis'in and rkx Role Attitudes" in W i m s ,  ed., Tkc Impact of 
TeIcoision: A Natvrd E l p r b n n r t  in 7b.c Communith (New York: Academic Press, 1986) pp. 265 - 
m. 



This is especially disturbing given Williams' comments cited earlier about television's 

influence as a teacher of gender roles providing a significait:y larger number of potential 

d e b  than most children encounter in real life. Even in the 1990~~ there remains a dearth of 

positive female role models on mainstream television. In Mediawatch's 1994 audience survey, 

for instance, almost half (46%) of the Canadian women polled were unable to name a single 

female character or personality on TV whom they considered to be a positive role model for 

~ o u n g w - ~ ~  

The literaturs investigating effeets of gender portrayal on adults is much more limited, but 

several small-sample studies suggest that positive correlations between: the viewing of 

entertainment programming and the acceptance of traditional sex roles; the viewing of daytime 

serials and the support of traditional family structures and values; and the viewing of 

stereotyped material and the amount of sex-role stereotyping in self-descriptions.7g (It is 

important to note that causability cannot be inferred here; rather the relationships may 

simply reflect existing attitudes and program preferences of those studied. Research conducted 

by Geis, Brown, Walstedt and Porter on the effwts of traditional and non-traditional gender 

roles in TV commercials found that the viewing of sex stereotypes in ads prompted women to de- 

emphasize achievement in favour of homemaking, as compared to men, and as compared to 

women who had viewed reversed se~- role 

Several recent studies have responded to the growing rates of anorexia and bulimia among 

young women, as viewed in the context of a media image of women that is defined by the bodies 

- of fashion models who weigh 23% less than the average North American woman, and - along 

with female actors and dancers - are estimated to be thinner than 95% of the 

78 Mediawatch, Women and TV: A Swaey of Worn's Response to Tcleoision, October 1994, p.27. 

mAs reviewed by Nancy S i r % &  Television and Conceptions ..." p. 343. 

so hdail* "sac Rde Messages.," p. 717. 

81 Wd* m Banty Mytk, pp. 1%4 -185. 



Earlier research has determined that: media generally emphasize women's appearance to a 

greater extent thm- men's and present a steadily thinning female ideal; women are more likely 

than men to overestimate their body size; and extra weight has become associated with p r  

health and lack of controLg2 

Building on this material, Myers and Biocca conducted an experimental study with 76 

affluent young women (of an age and class most often associated with eating disorders) who 

were exposed to some combination of body image-oriented and/or non-body imageoriented TV 

commercials and/or programming. The results of subsequent mood measurement and self- 

estimation of body size were surprising. Although the women overestimated their body sizes as 

expected, after viewing commercials which focused attention on body image and products or 

services designed to achieve a thin shape, the women tended to feel slightly euphoric and 

thinner than they normally would. The reponse to the programming was much weaker, and the 

authors hypothesized that the advertisements, which addressed the women directly, inviting 

them to imagine themselves in an ideal body, effectively convinced them that they could 

attain (albeit with help) a more desirable shape. The authors noted that additional work 

should be done in this vein to test their suspicion that the slightly improved mood registered 

by the women immediately after viewing the commercials would diminish (and perhaps 

translate into the more c o m n l y  documented "self-loathing") when confronted by "the cold 

reality of the mirror." Nevertheless, they concluded that the most significant aspect of the 

experiment was the implication that "watching even 30 minutes of television programming and 

advertising can alter a wornan's perception of the shape of her 

Although a discussion of mainstream pornography and the related effects research is 

outside the scope of this Wi, . ~ t  is useful to refer to this body of literature, given the 

82 Philip N. Myers, Jr. and Frank A. Biocca, 'The Etastic Body Image: Thi Effect of Television Advertising 
and Programming on Body Image Distortions in Young Women" in Journal of Communications, 
42(3Zf Summer 1992, pp 108 - 133. 



increasing concern about violence against women in the media already mentioned, the 

infiltration of pornographic imagery into mainstream media iormsjM and the growth of the 

pornography industry itself, which now generates more money world-wide than the 

'legitimate" film and music industries combined.85 Although some assert that the research has 

not established a definitive link between use of pornography and criminal b e h a v i o ~ , ~ ~  the 

experimental evidence suggesting that exposure to sexually violent films desensitizes both 

male and female viewers to victims of violence, and increases acceptance of rape rnyth~,8~ is 

problematic enough in a society struggling with the consequences of high incidences of real 

sexual violence against women88 

Research Challenges 

With the exceptior~ of the 'Notel" study previously cited, it has been enormously difficult 

to isolate the impact of one or more media forms from the myriad other influences on gender role 

socialization (such as family, school, or friends). As a result, even the studies reviewed above 

which have attempted to draw conclusions based on experimental evidence have been met with 

84 See Patricia Sawatsky, "After the Butler Decision: Sex, Violence and Entertainment in Canada" in 
Mediawatch Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 3, Fall 1992, p. 3; and Rosemarie Tong, Women, Sex and the Law, 
flotowa, New Jersey: Rowman & Allanheld, 1984) as cited in Wolf, Tk Beauty Myth, p. 51. The latter 
refers to a U.S. court decision which "upheld the right of male workers to display pornography in the 
work place, no matter how offensive to women workms, on the grounds that the landscape is steeped 
in that sort of imagery anyway." 

ss Wolf, The Beauty Myth, p. 79. 

86 Augustine Brannigan, "is Pornography Criminogenic? The Career of a Moral Problem" in 
Communications in Canadian Society, ed. by Ben Singer, 1995. 

87 Neil Malamuth and Edward bnnerstein, eds. Pornography and Aggression, 1984, Wendy Stock, 'The 
effects of pornography on warnen", testimony for the Attorney General's Commission on 
Pornography, 1985 as cited by Susan Cole, Pornography and the Sw: Crisis, (Toronto: Amanita 
E.;i:er~;risfts, 1959) pp. 8 - 52 

88 Moreover, a recent study of 26 prime time television dramas dealing with rape found the peqwtuation 
of rape myths is also prevalent in mainsbeam television programming, as well, a fact which will 
inwitably make it mere difficult 60 isolate the fadors potentially contributing to the real life 
phenomenon; see Susan Brinson, The Use and Opposition of Rape Myths in Prime Time Television 
Dramas" in Scx RoEs, Vol. 27. Nos. 7/8,1992 



some scepticism. The cultivation model used by Gerbner and Signorielli, because it seeks glow 

impacts, is able to identify only small effec*? due to the extent to which individual viewen 

respond differently. At the same time, lab experiments, which take personal and situational 

variables into consideration, are able to predict results only within the n m w  field of the 

individual experiments themselves, making it difficult to generalize from their findings. 

Tuchman? in her 1979 summary of the available research on media effects, argued that any 

conclusions made at that point about the impact of gender portrayal would have to mirror those 

made by the then-recent Surgeon General's report on violence, and go only so far as to suggest 

that: "For some children, under some circumstances, televised sex-role stereotypes may be 

harmful to optimal personal development."89 

Notwithstanding the multitude of research on gender roles undertaken in the intervening 

years, this perspective appears to remain. As Spears and Seydegart point out, despite common 

sense conclusions that might be drawn from the existing body of evidence regarding the 

likelihood of a preponderance effect, the systemic discrimination quantified by the riesearch 

and the evidence supporting at least the potential for harm, have failed to translate into truly 

effective policy.go 



Chapter 2 

Transition from Social EquityKontent Analysis Approach to 

Appreciation of Audience/Marketing Dimension 

The Impact of F e d t  A4vism on Industry and Regulatory Policy 

In 1932, then Prime Minister R. B. Bennet declared the airwaves a "national resource" 

which should be protected from "private exploitation" and reserved for the use of the people. 

Im~licit in this statement, and in the radio broadcasting act that followed it, was the notion 

that such a powerful means of communication should be used for the benefit of all Canadians. 

Yet throughout this country's sixty-year broadcasting history, empirical evidence has 

consistently demonstrated the extent to which the system has failed to reflect Canadian 

women in a fair and equitable manner. Feminists have been conducting and presenting such 

research to point out the discrepancy in pursuit of changing it for an equally long period of time. 

From the Canadian Radio League in the 1930s, through the Massey Commission on 

broadcast policy in 1949, the Fowler Commission on television policy in 1955, and the Royal 

Commission on the Status d Women in 1967, women and women's groups have been actively 

lobbying the govenunent, urging that they be portrayed "as free human beings with the same 

capacities as men.41 Indeed, the relative lack of substantive change has ensured that the 

argument that "women are a Charter group whose rights should be protected and enhancdg2 

continues to be made in the 1%. 

Nevertheless, industry and government have responded, if not in substance, at least in 

principle. In 1979, after years of continued pressure, the t h e i a n  Radio-Television and 

Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) established a Task Force on *-Role Stereotyghg in 

the Broadcast Media For tk next three years, public representatives worked with members of 

the broadcasting and dveriking irrd& to develop guidelines that would efiminak gender 



stereotyping. In addition to leading to the foundation of Mediawatch in 1981, the exercise 

resulted in the publication of a CRTC report in 1982, entitled Images of Womm. In it, the 

Commission recommended that the stemtyping guidelines for broadcasters be voluntary for a 

two-year period of self-regulation, after which industry initiatives towards addressing the 

problems would be asseed? 

As previously mentioned, in 1984, the CRTC commissioned an independent firm, Erin 

Research, to conduct a comprehensive eontent analysis dacumenting the pctrtrayal of gender 

roles in Canadian broadcasting. Published in 1985, the first Erin report reveded that there 

were fewer women than men in virtually all aspects of Canadian broadcasting, both 

progranuning and advertising, and that the roles of women and men differed qualitatively in 

every areag4 In light of this, anct &er additional presentations at public hearings during 

April of 1986, the CRTC acknowledged that although industry had shown greater sensitivity 

to the problem, this had not translated into sufficient improvement. As a result, compliance 

with the sex-role stereotyping guidelines - which the CRTC asked the Canadian Association 

of Broadcasters (CAB) to strengthen - was made mandatory, and a condition of licence for radio 

and television licensees. The Commission further indicated that broadcasters would be ~equired 

to describe at licence renewal hearings the efforts they were making and policies they had 

developed to address the issue of sex-role stereotyping. (Unfortunately, despite the fact that 

presenters at the CRTC hearings, and the commissioners themselves, all acknowledged that 

getting women into key decisionlMking positions would be the most effective solution to media 

sexismIg5 no measures were iaken on employment equity. The CRK indicated that under the 

thekeurrent broadcasting act, it had no authority over broadcaspers* hiring practices.)% 



in Canadian broadcasting, mirroring the methodology of the original f 984 research. Published 

in 1990, this report found that, based on its review of the gender portrayal data, the 1984 to 

1988 period was "characterized much more by stability than by change." Although some 

improvement was noted, women still lagged behind men in both quantitative and qualitative 

measures. 

In 1990, after several delays and amendments, the CRTC finally approved the CAB'S new 

guidelines, which included specifics relating to: women's changing roles; the presentation of a 

diversity of iifestyles, ages, races and appearances; the avoidance of exploitation; the use of 

non-sexist language; and balance in expert representation, among other thingsg7 While an 

impomfit step, these guidelines nevertheless still hcked easily measurable gwis and dates 

for achieving targets. Furthemme, since the CRTC would not be measuring the broadcasters' 

mmptiance with the guidelines, determination of their failure to adhere was dependent on a 

public complaint process. This required not only that groups axxi individuals know the 

- -- - 

Graydon, Theresa Kiefer and Jacqueline Botterill, If Matters Who Mnkes It: A Review of Rearch 
on Women, Audimcts a d  T"ke Media, unpublished report prepared for Lifestyles Television Inc., 
!?93, qxxia!!y pp. 28 - 32; ;d Eva Porn-&, "A -Few r d  Wome~..~?c? b w  they're &angig the 
way advertising addrexs us" in Lrots, March 1993, pp. 103 - 107,130. 

% Mediawatch, Review crf Policy a Sex-Role Sfereatping . It is perhaps worth noting here that although 
MediaWatch was not surprised that the CmC chose to interpret its mandate in the narrowest way 
possible, precluding its inteifrrence on the employment front, the regulator had proven itself to be 
the most sympathetic point of =ass available to us in our efforts kc ir.fluence broadcast industry 
portrayal practices. Both the Canadian Advertising Foundation and the Canadian Association of 
Broadcasters, as industry-funded artd nut organizations, clearly placed their own business priorities 
ahead of any equity considerations raised by women's groups. The CRTC, on the other hand, as the 
government body responsible for at least uphofding the appearance of fairness, had in the past at 
Ieast issued statements and conducted resear& that acknowledged the importance of equity in the 
Camdun broadcasting en-nment. On a pra%d level, Mediawatch has alwap recognized that 
the CRTCs failure to uphold the portcayid pkiehes in a rigorous way was in part a practical 
function of the lack of funding iiMt staff that w d  be required for regular monitoiurg to take place. 
Moreover, Mediawatch's very existence as a govenunent-funded organizathn, may have let them 

t*m hook somewhats our mandate was b monitor the portrayal, and khy could be assured we 
wodd inform them of h f r a d m s  to the extent that we identified than. Flnalty, the +tor was 
5 ! ! ~  ?ware 9 5  the $A, 9- 3f &g=.vg&kg te +ZEhSX! fZitnda bFz3-m' ix&m t+3 Sex- 
role stereoryping guideiines in the contart of an electronic media environment dominated by US. 
channels not subjected to the same rules. 



guidelines and regulations, but also that they monitor radio and befevbion stations, and submit 

f o d  complaints or intervene in licence renewal hearings. In addition, the CRTCs assessment 

of any such complaints would be in some part reliant on a subjective evaluation of the limnwe's 

goodwill and intention to comply. 

In fact, a compmhensive zlalysis of the 1988 licence renewal hearings conducted by Linda 

Trimble determined that the Commission failed to assess industry actions regarding gender 

stereotyping to any significant degreeg8 Few questions were asked of licensees about the issue 

(usually only one, of a general nature) and the condition of licence requirement was r a d y  

mentioned. Further, Trimble noted that the Commission was satisfied by mere assurances by 

licensees that they were attempting to educate staff or monitor programming and advertising. 

A subsequent survey by MediaWatch of transcript hearings from 18 stations across Canada 

confinned these firtdingsingsg9 

These discouraging findings were at least temporarily offset in September of 1991, when 

parliament passed a new broadcast act which, in its articulation of the goah of the Canadian 

industry, implicitly expands the CRT@s role. The new document, which the regulator is under 

obligation to enforce, now states: 

Canadian broadcasting should ... through its programming and the empioyment opporiunitlee 

arising out of its opemions, slerve the needs and intereets and r e f k t  the cinnunstances and 

aspirations of Canadian men, women and children, including equal rights..?00 

h contrast to the mandate expressed in the earlier version of the broadcast act, this 

99 Mediawatch, &view of Palicy on Sex-Rolc Sta-ng , p. 14. The report qwWh the number of 
kensees asked about the issue, and the k;inds of initiatives they FeaereMed in qxme 



Despite the effMs by broadastam in recent years, there is still much to be done to eliminate 

barriers to employmeni for..- traditionally under-represented pups,.  

and fttrtlrer stated that: 

Tkte Commission recognizes that the Canadian broadcafting system has a ~ttique and... 

inrtuential role to play by providing realistic, equitable portrayal of men and women in the 

programming and advertising it brings into Camdian homes. This is why we intend to maintain a 

strong presence in a~ea of gender portraya~lof 



The discrepancy betwen the situation qui l ing  improvement and the measures in place to 

&fed the ~~ change is co~-~errrS!e. A1:hugh the evidence demonstrates that media 

d k r h b t i o n  against w o r n  is systemic, the complaintdriven, and therefore piecemeal, 

process by which change is theoretically being supported is not conducive to tangible, let alone 

pervasive improvement. (Indeed, compelling demonstration of this has come recently in the 

form of the parallel sirnation presented by the issue of media violence and, in particular, the 

case of the children's show, Mighty Morphin Power Rangers. Although the program was in 

clear contravention of the CAB Violence Code from its first day of airing, it was not until two 

individual parents took the time to become informed about both the specifics of the code and 

the CBSC process, that the industry's own rules were applied. In response to the written 

complaints, the CBSC reviewed Puwer Rangers, agreed that it did, indeed, contravene the 

code, and ordered the program pulled from Canadian channels. However, at least one Canadian 

broadcaster continued to air the show unrevised for some time after the ruling, and it also 

remained available on US. channe1s.lo3) 

Fundamental to the ineffectuality of complaint-based policies, whether relating to 

violence or ~gXisa, is the I& of consumer awareness about both t!! existing d c s  and the 

means available to members of the public to effect change. For instance, even after the Pozoer 

Rangers case inspired extensive news media coverage about the complaint-generated ruling, the 

CBSC acknowledges that despite pervasive concerns anrongst Canadians about violent 

television, very few Canadians are familiar enough with the process to participate.104 

Much like the CAB, the Canadian Advertising Foundation (CAF) has long argued for and 

managed to maintain a position of self-regulation regarding gender portrayal. And, like the 

The ruling was applied in November 1994, and has been widely covered by both electronic and print 
media. The recent CRTC hearings on media violence in children's programming in Septemh and 
October of 1995 saw media coverage revisit the issue, particularly in light of the gap &tween the 
CRTCs ability to enforce rulings on Canadian broadcasters, which ultimately serve to bnrefit their 
American competition. 

Ron Cohen, President of the CBSC in comments made to the MediaWatch Annual Genera1 Meeting, 
September 24,1995 in Tomntoto 



hodcasting body, CAF, too, operates on a complaint-based system Its origins also harken back 

to the CRTC initiative in IF79 that resulted in a series of guidelines, which CAF agreed to take 

r q n ~ i b i l i t y  for extending and administering to the advertising industry in 1991. Twice since 

then - in 1937 and again in 1993, partly in response to pressure by Mediawatch - CAF has 

revised and updated the original document to deal more effectively with the kinds of 

portrayal issues encountered in paid media. 

Nevertheless, even though the guidelines themselves are fairly detailed and progressive 

in terms of the portrayal practices they identify as problematic, they remain entirely 

voluntary. Even when - as the result of consumer complaints - an advertiser is found by CAF to 

be in contravention of the guidelines (which deal with issues such as: equality in roles of 

authority and decision-making; the avoidance of sexual exploitation - of both adults and 

children - and violence; and the incoporration of ethnically diverse models and inclusive 

language), the industry body merely informs the advertiser s f  the infraction by letter, and may 

suggest ways of altering the depiction In rare cases CAF has suggested that an ad be 

discontinued, but the voluntary nature of the guidelines and the fact that not all advertisers 

and media outlets support the organization prevent € I F  from enforcing any of its 

recommendations- 

Furthermore, because CAF rulings typically happen well after the fact of an 

advertisement's placement and appearance (the committee that rules on such issues only meets 

quarterly), by the time a decision is made, the print ad or television commercial may well have 

run its course, rendering CAFs role completely irrelevant. In addition, as in the broadcasting 

industry, because the application of the guidelines is done on a case-bycase basis, the impetus 

for which is individually-filed complaints, improvement does not mar in an aggregate sense. 

Historically, although Mediawatch has taken a high-profile role at the regulatory level 

intervening in public hearings and submitting detailed briefs documenting the problems 

a d  reco- change, the industry has continued to resist advice from the group, which it 



has traditionally perceived a s  being unrepresentative of the broader Canadian ppulation.105 

Given this, it is likely that the widelines and policy changes that have been influenced by 

Mediawatch's ongoing presence and pressure have, in fact, occurred primarily as  a result of the 

social equity arguments put forth, as  opposed to a genuine concern that consumers outside 

MediaWatch's small membership were being offended. Indeed, this would help to explain the 

lipservice nature of the policy changes, and the reluctance of industry to pro-actively enforce 

any of the guidelines. 

On the broadcasting front, the lack of attention paid in the context of CRTC license renewal 

hearings to what initiatives individual broadcasters are taking with regards to gender equity 

was recently explained in particularly blunt and pragmatic terms. During an informal address 

to the MediaWatch annual general meeting in Toronto in September of 1995, a senior bureaucrat 

with the Commission acknowledged that the condition of license penalty relating to gender 

portrayal would likely never be applied to a broadcaster failing to adhere to the guidelines, 

due to a lack of political will on the CRTC's part.lo6 He explained that the nature of the 

financial investment involved in a broadcasting license, and the potential economic (and 

lo5 Likewise, the other women's organizations convened to have an impact on the portrayal and 
representation of woman have tended to have been marginalized as well, based on their status am 
advocates on behalf of women in the industry. Most of the other Canadian organizations formed 
smcally to address women's inequity in media are professional groups seeking primarily to 
improve the opportunities for and presence of women in the communicationti industries. These 
include Toronto Women in Film and Television W I F F ,  formed in 1984), and its regional 
counterparts in Vancouver and Montreal. In 1991 TWIm commissioned A Stafistical Profilk of 
Women in Canadian Film and Teleuision lndustry documenting the extent to which women are 
under-represented both generally (composing 35% of industry employees overall) and in 
management (14%). The three organizations develop training courses for women, present briefs to 
the government on equity issues, and support women's networking in the industry. Canadian 
Women in Radio and Television (CWRT), and the Canadian Association of Journalists women's 
caucus, both established in 1991, also work to promote women in their respective industries, as does 
the National ACTRA Women's Committee (Alliance of Canadian Cinema, Television and Radio 
Artists). In 1991, a number of high profife Canadian women's organizations and concerned 
individuals cooperated in the formation of CASandRA (Coalition Against Sexism and Racism in 
Advertising). CASandRA's first initiative was to idby fur rephtiiin in &twk to dimirate sexism 
and racism in beer ar.d liquor advertisements deemed at the time to be the worst offenders in their 
portrayal of women. This has resulted in considerable changes to much of the beer advertising 
developed by Canadian beer makers and advertisers. 

Peter Fleming, CRTC Diredor Ceneral of Television Programming, spoke to the MediaWatch board 
on 23 !%+ember 1995 in conjunction with our Annual General Meeting. 



therefore political) f a h u t  of such a license cancellation would far outweigh the 

rqplator/govenunent's commitment to achieving equitable portrayal. Although not surprising, 

given the evidence already cited documenting the CRTCs reluctance to apply the condition of 

license code since its introduction in 1986, it was, nevertheless, discouraging to hear, and further 

underlined the extent to which economics ultimately exert more influence over the image of 

women in media than any other factor. 

This is not to say that consumers have failed to speak and be heard altogether. Indeed, in 

recent years the voices of women expressing concern about some of the most blatant sexism in an 

advertising context have in some cases been not only loud and clear, but heeded. Given the 

obstacles described above, it's not surprising, however, that the industry response to high- 

profile advertising campaigns that evoke public outrage has, without exception, occurred 

outside the bureaucratic processes established by either the CAF or the CBSC. The following 

cases not only reflect an element of consumer dismay that has often been either ignored or 

dismissed by the relevant industry committees, but also demonstrate the weight individual 

advertisers or broadcasters aiv beginning to accord to the complaints of potential customers. 

Relevant Case Studies 

In the fall of 1993, a large billboard went up in downtown Toronto featuring a black and 

white phobgraph of a young couple in a shower stall. The vulnerable-looking woman, wearing 

what appeared to be a white body suit was pinned up against the wall of the shower by a very 

muscular man, naked but for an inch or so of jeans riding low on his hips. Created by Request 

Jans, the advertisement generaw a raft of mmplaints to both Mediawatch (the oftice of 

which is located in TomnbZ and the billboard mmpany itself. One of the most compelling of 

these was from a young mother who, driving by the image on her way home from picking up her 

daughter at day tare was afked by the but-yew-old beside her, "Mommy, why is that man 

hurting that woman?" The bilbard company removed the image? acknowledged its 



responsibility in allowing the creative to be put up in the first place, and promised to "prevent 

a reoccurrence in so sensitive and important an area as this."l07 

In November of the same year, a television campaign promoting Chanel perfume aired 

across Canada featuring an ambiguous exchange between a man and a woman. The scene had 

overtones of anger and jealousy, and a hint of violence. The woman, who appeared vaguely 

v i c t i W  in her love relationship with the man, said things like: "I love it when you hate 

me!" Although on one level the situation depicted was merely a conversation between two 

people, it left an overall impreszion that many women found sinister enough to complain about. 

Mediawatch became involved by calling the broadcaster in question axxi suggesting that in 

anticipation of the fast-approaching anniversary of the Montreal Massacre of 14 female 

engineering students by the anti-feminist Marc Lepine, this particular creative was extremely 

questionable. The television station responded by replacing the commercial with another 

Chanel promotion, this one featuring a woman dressed up as an exotic bird, in a cage, being 

threatened by a hungry-loolhg cat. 

Ironically, the latter ad's print version, which had appeared in consumer magazines, had 

also generated a great many complaints. This suggests that consumer outrage is only 

prescriptive in application to individual ads, and fails to effectively communicate to 

advertisers, broadcasters or publishers the broader context for women's concern about portrayal 

trends generally. Similar occurrences in print media support this conclusion. For instance, a 

controversial Calvin Klein ad featuring a very young-looking d e l  lying naked face down on a 

couch, beneath the headline, "Obsession for Men" generated many consumer complaints to a 

ne&r of Canadian magazines. In response to the expressid concerns about what appeared to 

many adults to be an invitation to the sexual abuse of a pre-pubescent teen, Flare and Toronto 

Io7Letter from Jim Herrier, Vice Plesider&/Generai Mahager of Omni Outdoor and Company to Linda 
Mawke, Mediawatch, dated 21 September 1993. 
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later at least two of these publications had accepted another Calvin Klein advertisement 

featuring the .same model in a similarly provocative pose, under the same headline.l(ls 

In the late summer of 1995, another billboard appearing in downtown Toronto also evoked 

angry consumer reaction, despite the fad that although sexually exploitive, it contained no 

overtones of violence. Created and placed by Swatch, the watch manufacturer, this one 

featured an image of a wonlan from neck to midriff, holding her blouse open to expose a generous 

view of her gravitydefying breasts. The accompanying text drew an association between the 

watch's "shock resistant" qualities and the woman's body. The negative public response was 

covered by local medialo9 and the ad was pulled, albeit reluctantly. 

Within a few weeks of this incident, another outdoor campaign made news headlines when 

Calvin Klein, who has built a career on shock tactic advertising, responded to public pressure 

for the first time in more than a decade of pushing the boundaries of tolerance and good taste, 

and cancelled a multimedia advertising initiative. The campaign, which included outdoor as 

well as magazine and TV advertisements, featured teenagers of both sexes posed against a 

background and in a manner that was labelled child pornography by even some of Klein's 

fellow shock tactic advertisers.l1•‹ Ultimately, the fashion magnate was compelled by public 

outrage not only to pull the campaign, but also to print a full-page explanation (it fell 

somewhat short of an apology) in the New York Times. Although some have suggested that the 

entire incident was a cynical ploy deliberately designed to reap publicity, the enormous cost of 

creating, producing, placing - and then pulling - such an extensive multi-media campaign 

suggests otherwise. Furthermore, Klein's billboards and bus shelters (some of which were 

scheduled to appear in Canada the weelc following Che unprecedented announcement) would 

108aftion Bulletin, Mediawatch, April 1995 . 

lwTk Globe und Mail,  3 August 1995, B1. 

110 A mpresentative of Benetton, infamous for L use of controversial images (which have included a 
b k k  woman hest-feeding a white M, the bloodstained uniform of a dead Bosnian soldier, an 
arm tatooed with W w a s  quoted in Tkc Waclrirrgfrm Post as saying that Calvin Klein "made a very 
spedfic attempt to make these ads look like cheesy eightdmetre porn films." 29 August 1995, B1. 



have had a much greater impact on teen jean and underwear sales than the critical open-line 

radio shows and newspaper columns attended to by a largely over-thirty crowd. 

Less than two weeks after the Klein controversy, public outrage also forced retailer Holt 

Renfrew to spend marketing dollars to make amends for one of its advertising decisions. The 

upscale clothing chain added its name to and paid for placement of a Boucheron perfume ad in a 

fashion magazine distributed with the Globe b Mail newspaper. The ad featured the rear 

view of a naked woman whose hands appear to be bound behind her back by a bracelet. In 

response to the ad, both Mediawatch and the retailer received a number of calls h m  

consumers, many of whom indicated they were particularly disturbed by the association they 

couldn't help but make between the promotional image and the sexual crimes committed by 

then on-trial rapist and murderer, Paul Bernardo. In its full-page newspaper response, which 

appeared two days after the original magazine ad, Holt Redrew promised not to print the 

offending image in the future, indicating that it "would like to apologize for any distress 

caused by the advertisement."111 

The speed and nature of the retailer's reaction was significant given that its offense wae 

pqxtratal in the context of a ~ ~ e i  as sppssed tc~ an outdoor medium. Typidly, because 

of the greater profile and sheer unavoidability of billboards and bus shelters, outdoor 

advertising companies have been not only more cautious in the first place, but also rnore 

responsive to consumer complaints than h v e  print advertisers and publishers. While the 

heightened sensitivities of the public brought about by the grisly details of the Paul Bernardo 

murder trial no doubt played a role in this particular case, in recent years a number s f  wgazine 

publishem have also responded in heretofore unpdented ways to cmsumer concerns. In 1993, 

DefaiIs, a hip U.S. publication targeted to the 15-t0-B year-old aowd printed an apology in 

response to reader wtrage about an ad for cowboy boots that featured a woman on her knees 

poised to lick the implied but invisible men's boots. 



Discouragingly, in contrast to the haeasing respasivet~ss of both advertiseas and media 

~ r g ~ h t i o n s  rqonsibk for dkmlmting images found by tk pub!ic to be offensive, the 

Canadian Advertising Foundation has on occasion proven itself to be surprisingly resistant to 

applying its own guidelines. Although numerous magazine publishers - from Report on Business 

to Western Living - acknowledged the inappropriateness of the Obsession ad described above, 

indicating they would not print it in future because of the troubling juxtaposition of the 

sexualized youth against the headline encouraging obsession on the part of adult men, when the 

image was assessed by the CAF advisory panel on gender stereotyping, it was deemed 

acceptable. In its ruling, the panel indicated that the ad's use of sexuality was justified because 

it "appeared in an appropriate medium and... was for a cosmetic product." To many, this 

reasoning failed to uphold one of CAFs own recently updated Gender Portrayal Guidelines, 

stating that: "advertising must avoid the exploitation of nudity" and "adult women must not be 

portrayed as girls or with child-like sexual characteristi~s."~~~ 

The unwillingness of CAF to appreciate and respond to a broadlyshared public reading of a 

particular image, which appeared to directly contravene its own code seems to be further proof 

+hat at tGs stage in the evolstion of awareness regarding portrayal trends and public 

sensitivities, advertisers with sales at stake are significantly more likely to be responsive 

than industry bodies made up of financially disinterested individuals who still don't get it. 

Having said that, Linda Nagel, the current president and CEO of the Canadian Advertising 

Foundation, appointed after the controversy just cited, devoted a recent editorial in CAFs Pulse 

newsletter to perceived trends in the portrayal of women in Chadian advertisements, noting 

that: "There is no question consumers are becoming increasingly media aware and sensitised to 

this issue."l l3 She goes on to advise her readers to review the association's Gender Portrayal 

Guidelines which she describes as having been "developed by and for the industry to help 

112 ation Eulkti~, Mediawatch, August 1995. 

lI3 NageL Llnda, Pulse, Chadian MVertisii Foundation, Winter 199Cr%, p. 2 



aeators of advertising develop positive images of women and men and diminate systemic 

discrimination based on gender." Regding creative concepts wkidi, while tkey "may be 

attractive to the target market [are] offensive to others," she warns of "potential untoward 

consequences" and closes with the following directive: 

And since this is my editorial, let me take the opportunity to tell you my pet peeve. As far as I'm 

concerned, the use of a headless female is the ultimate in objjfication. So if I'm in your target 

market, ON WITH HER HEAD! 

This perspective marks a significant departure from the viewpoints of previous CAF presidents 

with whom Mediawatch has dealt?l4 and m y  signal even progressive decisions from the 

organization in the future. 

One final case study is relevant in the context of an examination of relative responsiveness 

to consumer concern about gender portrayal in advertising. In the summer of 1989, Johnny Walker 

Scotch ran a magazine and bus shelter campaign in Toronto featuring the rear view of a shapely 

woman in a bathing suit. Across her back was a phone number and a reference to her preference 

for Johnny Walker, and in small p ~ t  at the bottom of the ad was the foliowing invitatiox 

"For interesting serving suggestions, please give me a call." Interested consumers responding to 

the invitation were met with a husky female voice telling them just what to do with their 

Johnny Walker Scotch. A member of MediaWaWs board living in Toronto at the time who 

was forced to stand adjacent to this ad on her way home from work at night went to City Hall to 

complain She pointed out the discrepa"cy between the city's investment in programs 

attempting to rnake the streets safer for women, and the potentially counterproductive nature of 

this particular campaign's sexual objedfication of a woman. She indicated she felt 

umomfortab1e standing next to it, and wanted her concerns to kw addreseed. 

114 Interview with Linda Hawk, turrent Erscutive Direcior of MediiWatch, January 19%. 



As a result of her efforts, the City of Toronto, working with the Toronto Transit 

Commission, developed a series of guidee- governing the images of women permitted to be 

displayed on city and transit property. This, in turn, resulted in the implementation of a 

sitlpiiar initiative in Vancouver prompted by the work of a Mediawatch employee who 

approached the appropriate authorities requesting they adopt the Toronto example. This case 

is an unusual one, in that it deals with municipal governments which, although somewhat 

dependent on advertiser revenues, understandably feel a greater obligation to avoid 

consumer/voter criticism than to cater to corporate marketing departments. Nevertheiess, as an 

example, it reinforces the argument that self-interest is ultima&ly a more powerfd motivator 

than the pursuit of righteousness. Being reminded of this point ultimately led to 

Mediawatch's desire to supplement its content analysis work with an exploration of the 

potential of audience research to contribute to achieving greater equity for women in media. 

Audience Survey: Canadian Women's Response to Television 

Perhaps the systemic nature of the inequities in the portrayal and representation of women 

in mainstream media made it difficult for those concerned with correcting the picture not to 

quantitatively document the unfairness, particularly when the hope must sometimes have been 

that some progress would haw been made in the intervening years between studies. These 

factors, in addition to the relative facility with which a non-profit group like MediaWatch 

dependent on largely volunteer labour couid undertake such work, probably partly account for 

the corresponding dearth of audience research, which is inherently mu& more difficult and 

expensive to do. A review of the trade literature, however, demonstrates that even industry 

sectors seeidng to reach female c o r n s  have typically ignored female audiences in their 

research.ll5 



In the context of what it suspected about widely-held views among women about gender 

portrayal trend+ MediaWatch saw this gap in the research as an opportunity. Although the 

organization's feminist label and relatively small membership base has pasvented it from 

being perceived by industry as refieding the views of Canadian women at large, based on the 

feedback garnered through its numerous presentations to a wide variety of community, 

educational and professional groups, MediaWatch has long believed that the majority of 

Canadian women supported its goals. By early 1994, an audience survey that would confirm or 

deny this belief began to seem like an obvious - and long overdue - endeavour. 

The survey was designed to explore women's attitudes about television programming, media 

violence and sexism The hope was that, by confirming broad-based support for a critique of 

media sexism, the research could be used to bolster the case for change by capitalizing on the 

self-interest of those programmers and advertisxs whose desire to reach women would preclude 

them from doing so in a way likely to alienate, rather than attract their target audience. The 

survey included questions about viewing habits and demographic characteristics so that the 

sample achieved and the data gathered could be validated against existing figures available 

through Statistics Canada and other reliable sources. 

Because of the significant atteftion berng paid at the time to the issue of violence in 

television (which typically ignored videme in other readily available and popular media 

forms, such as video games), the survey also included some questions on this theme. (It was atso 

felt in part, that in the post-research publicity phase, news media typically disinterested in 

covering media sexism, might be more willing to feature stories on ttte violence findings.) In 

addition, Mediawatch used the opportunity: b gather data about the pencentage of women 

who3en*-a- * .  
M sirpp0e &E g d s  of qd righ& f€X WOmeff; b 

a w a . ~  h t  *&e q z m ~ ~  it&#; 4 - in era d e~e4h-Irfng resowas - to 
detemim whether or not women f d  that tfrere is a need for a group working to eliminate 

-s3&mixt&& 



Methodology 

The development of the survey, including the order and wording of the questions, the 

sampling methodology, data coding and weighting of the results was done with the advice of 

Dr. Steven Kline, Professor of Communication, and Dr. Catherine Murray, formerly Vice 

President of Decirna Research, and now Director of Simon Fraser University's Centre for Policy 

Research on Science and Technology. Both are currently directors of Mountain Media Lab at 

SFU. 

The survey was mnducted between June 1 and June 20,1994, using a random sampling 

technique. This involved generating random number tables which were then used to locate 

smting pints (page numbers* column numbers and distance in rnibwbw from the top of the 

columns) within urban centre telephone boole. 

The findings arrived at in this report are derived from the voices of 640 Canadian women 

living in three Canadian metropolitan areas: Vancouver (146); Toronto (379); and Halifax 

(100). The confidence lim' $or this sample is approximately +/- 5%, 19 times out of 20. 

According to the Canadian ensus, Toronto mikes up 53% of the metro viewing amas covered 

in this survey, Vancouver 43% and Halifax 4%. The sample surveyed accurately reflects the 

Toronto market, confidence limits for which are within a/- 3%, nine times out of 10. The 

Vancouver market is somewhat under-repres~td by survey respondents, and Halifax is 

correspondingly over-n?presenLed. However, subsequent analysis (t-tests on selected questions) 
- 

found no statistically significant differences W e e n  regions. 

Even with the most nreticulous sampling procedures, it is not uNx)rnmOn for slight variations 

to itPise bebeen the sample (women who responded to the survey) and population (all women). 

T o ~ ~ t ~ w ~ w h o r ~ s p o n d d ~ k ~ ~ ~ v e y ~ e c t t t r e ~ a l p o ~ n , w e  

~ @ ~ b B ~ t S ~ ~ - b a t ; r . W M c ~ r g & a p d w o m i r r  

Vancouyep, Toronto and HaMax, we found that the Vancouyer sample under-represented young 

~ d ~ ~ - ~ W ~ t D ~ @ w ~ t t r ~ ~ V i l l l ~ ~ ~ ~ p e ~ r t i s n O f ~ ~  

w a s w e i ~ . ~ ~ ~ ~ " I y a s e d ~ a d ~ t h e s a m p l r ! t o r e & e c t m o r e ~ y ~  
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dwactdstics of the population The Toronto and Halifax portion of the sample did not 

require weighting, as they did not bear any significant differences to the population. 

Vancouver 

Age 
15-24 

25-34 

35-44 

45-54 

55-64 

65+ 

Toronto 

Age 
15-24 

25-34 

3544 

45-54 

55-64 

65+ 

Halifax 

Age 
15-24 

25-34 

35-44 

45-54 

5564 

55+ 

Census 

15% 

23% 

21 % 

14% 

11% 

15% 

Censlrs 

17% 

24% 

20% 

14% 

11% 

15% 

Sample Net Difference 

9?& 6% 

17% 6% 

30% 9% 

19% - 5% 

7% 4% 

19% - 4% 

Sample Net Difference 

15% 2% 

25% -1 % 

22% - 2% 

13% 1% 

8% 3% 

16% -1 % 

G!nms Sample Net Difference 

29% 17% 2% 

25% 29% - 4% 

21 % 20% 1% 

13% 14% - 1% 
9% 7% 2% 

14% 12% 2% 

Weighted Sample 

15% 

23% 

21 % 

14% 

11% 

15% 



In term of education levels and incomes, t k  differences between the sample and the 

population were not tievere enough to warrant adjustment. Although it should be noted that the 

w o r n  in khe s a m e  stated dighay higher levels of education and income than might be 

expected in the p m f  population, the tendency of respondents to over-accentuate socially 

positive aspects IS weII-known to market and audience researchers, who refer to it as the ''halo 

effecti'. The design of &is research took the hafo effect into amunt d incorporated two 

accepted methods of Obtaining greater accuracy of response. Some guestions whim went beyond 

a crude "yes/no" dichotomy were included, d interviewers identified themselves as calling 

on behalf of the Media Eab at SFU, an organization having no stake in the outcome of the 

answers provided. No reference was d e  to MdiaWatch until the final two questions on the 

sr;rveyI which related + a y  to w k k  ar not ~spondents had hard d the national 

women's p u p .  



viewership can be predicted as reliable is important to the financial health of the television 

station. However, although 40% of women in this survey indicated they "always" or "usually" 

plan what they are going to watch in advance of turning the TV on, the remaining 60% of 

respondents were almost evenly split between "sometimes" planning (31%) and "rarely" or 

"never" planning (29%), suggesting that for many female viewers, TV remains a spontaneous 

decision. 

W n s  for planning or not planning were not explored, and could be due to a variety of 

factors, including unpredictable schedules and family responsibilities. However, this 

relatively high happenstance factor among female viewers could also be interpreted as a sign 

that content is less important than convenience. The vast majority of women (88%) indicated 

they were most l k l y  to view television in the early or late evening, presumably when family 

and houxhold duties were compieted. Furthermore, the majority of respondents (76%) 

indicated that they are somewhat or very likely to be engaged in other activities while 

watching television. 

In terms of what they watch, our results corroborate data gathered elsewhere showing 

that, like men, more Canadian women rely on television for their primary news source (36%) 

than any other medium. Newspapers were, however, a dose second, cited by 33% of 

respondents, followed by radio at 19%. When it comes to women's first choice for escape and 

mt ertainment, however, television - cited by 26% of respondents -ranks second to books, at 

32%. Magazines rated very low (4%) with women as a primary form of escape, perhaps because 

general in-t publications tend to systematically ignore w o m d 1 6  and although m g a z i w  

targeted to women deal with issues of in* and relevance to them, even ~iollpeti~nes 

progressive editorial copy is often overwhelmingly contradicted by mdce-over and self- 

Cinm fo Cam Magazine Analysis - V01- Two of the EAediaWatch Research Sdes, Mediawatch, 
rnpp.&7 
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improvement features and advertisements which remain a source of profound ambivalence for 

many female readers.l17 

When asked which type of television programming they most enjoyed, 26% of women cited 

comedy, 19% news, 14% drama, and 13% movies. This breakdown is somewhat surprising in 

that it flies in the face of long-held stereotypes about women's favourite genres being soap 

operas (cited by 7%) game shows (2%) and talk shows (2%). In fact, more respondents identified 

sports programming (4%) as their favourite form of television than either game shows or talk 

shows. Interestingly enough, Canadian women's interest in TV sports has recently been the 

subject of research undertaken by Margaret MacNeill, who drew attention to Nielsen data from 

1992 showing that women made up 36% of the audience for regular season NHL hockey games, 

36% of CFL footbail 'i"V fans, and 'between 40 and 4% of baseball viewers. MacNeill further 

suggests these figures could be increased if sports TV producers took into account a female 

perspective and avoided, for instance, the "picking your date" shots in which the camera scans 

the stadium or arena crowd looking for beautiful women.l18 A complex picture emerges when 

these statistics are compared to women's comments about what types of television they avoid. 

For instance, although 4% of the women in the three cities identify themselves as sports fans, 

more than twice as many respondents (9%) list sports as the programming they most shun - a 

somewhat more predictable result, perhaps, considering both MacNeill's research and the 

relative lack of attention paid to women's competition or female athletes. 

Similarly, comedy - which garnered the most "favourite" votes (26%) - also generated 

the mmnd highest shun rating (I%%), and soap operas were identified as being avoided by even 

mofi women (9%) than preferred them (7%). Ttbe &ngly contradictory findings about 

As just rtne example cited in tlre MediaWaich magazine study, "While these magazines often 
present important issues from a feminist plEsspective, they also reinforce negative skm&ypes about 
mmm- So dtb*+ 4 reader -may -&el empowered by an article abut the -mgative e&& of 
dieting, she will have to wade through page after page of advertisements featuring unnaturally thin 
models to find it." Ibid, p. 13. 

'18 ~ i m  M c Q u m ,  T V  Sports Events Attract More than Just Mena in Marktfing MaguzineI 14 June 1993, 
p* 11. 



comedy are somewhat illuminated by both the reasons women gave for preferring the type of 

programming they cited, and the specific comedies they said they either watched or avoided. 

Convenience was identified by many respondents as being the strongest influence on their 

preferrd choice, which makes sense in the context of a high ratio of unplanned d e n  h g  and 

engagement in other activities while watching television. (Women particularly noted the 

half-hour duration of comedies, their placement directly after the news, and the fact that they 

demand less attentiveness than dramas, for instance.) In addition, 27% of the women who 

identified comedy as the genre they avoided specifically cited Married ... With Children, 

which appears to be seen by most women as being in a completely different category than 

Mu& Brown, for instance. 

Perhaps the most important inference to be drawn &om these contradictions, however, is 
I 

that women are by no means a unified audience, whose preferences can be predicted solely on 

the basis of their sex. Rather, this survey supports the conclusion reached elsewhere that the 

variables of age, employment, family circumstances and class nmssarily dictate a range of 

different viewing 

There was, however, one area of obvious congruence between the categories of preferred and 

avoided TV. In two open-ended questions, violent programming was identified by the most 

women (36%) as the form to avoid, consistent with the very small proportion of women (1 %) 

who listed crime shows as their first choice. The little existing research into the way in which 

women respond to d e n t  media suggests that for some women, viewing televised violence may 

approximate a feared event, or involve the re-creation of a painful personal experience.120 

Considering the content analysis research cited in Chapter 1, which noted the trend in movies 

for a disproportionate number of female characters to be stalked, chased, beaten, shipped 

1l9 Pat Eli--el, former Vice President of the U S  cable channel Lifetime, which d d h  itself as a 
"women% channel* noted in an interview that "Women are not h o m o g e n s ~ ~ ,  ao in some ways it's 
very complicated to build a channel around them." in an interview with the author, 13 August 1993. 



and/or raped prior to being killed, it is not surprising that women viewers prefer to avoid 

genres dealing v ith such subject matter. 

Concerns About Violence 

Not surprisingly, in a subsequent question in which women w ~ r e  asked to identify their 

primary concerns about television from a list of 7 items, a third (34%) of respondents cited 

violence. Other concerns included too many commercials (20%), the sexist portrayal of women 

(18%) and not enough quality programming for children (13%). 

Perhaps reflecting the concern about violence was the high number of women who indicated 

that their children's television viewing frequently occurs in the presence of an adult. More than 

half of mothers (53%) indicated that either they or another adult co-views with their 

children "usually" (27%) or "always" (26%), with 36% only "somtimes" co-viewing. More 

mothers (81%) said that they were "usually" (28%) or "always" (51%) aware of what their 

children were watching, even if not co-viewing. This vigilance may well be attributable in 

part, to the fact that 82% of all the women surveyed believe that violence in the media 

contributes to violence in society. 

Interestingly enough, despite the amount of media coverage devoted in recent years to 

Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) and Canadian 

Association of Broadcasters (CAB) initiatives to combat television violence, almost 70% of 

women were either "not very" or "not at all" familiar with the proposed measures. Asked about 

the likely efficacy of introducing a rating system for violent programming and banning heavy 

violence prior to 9 p-m, only 22% thought such measures would be %cry effective". Most ( 

61%) were undecided about likely impacts, choosing "somewhat effective", and 17% believed 

khey would be "ineffective". 

Curious about wonrents ~ n s  about television as the sole or primary som of media 

vidence, we asked survey respondents how they felt about TV fare compared to the violent 

material available in video games and video rentaf movies. The majority indicated that they 
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weze as, or more concerned about the latter forms, with video games rating slightly more 

troubling (70%) than video movie rentals (65%). Compared to mothers? women who did not 

have children were equally concerned about the violence in video games, suggesting that such 

awareness may be less a result of having been directly exposed $0 the games, than a fund-ion of 

news coverage focusing on especially controversial titles such as "Mortal Kombat" and "Night 

Trap". 

A substantial minority of women indicated they were less concerned about video games 

(30%) and movies (35%) than about television, despite the extreme preoccupation with 

violence characteristic of many popular titles in both forms. These responses seem compatible 

with focus group research and anecdotal evidence suggesting that many parents are unaware of 

thc content of video games (which few of them play) and the videos being rented and/or 

viewed by their children - either at home or at friends' houses. For instance, wher, Toronto- 

based researcher Sandra Campbell d u c t e d  workshops with 75 urban children behveen the 

ages of 10 and 12 in 1992, and asked them, among other things, to list their favourite video 

titles, only four out of 31 mentioned were designed for children. All of the rest were adult- 

oriented, and in many cases restricted movies. Moreover, the top 10 titles included Terminator 

a, Robocop 2, Nightmare on Elm Street, Poltergeist and Pet Cemetery. 

Such f i b s  appear to have become a rite of passage for North American preteens. Indeed, 

actording to a National Film Board paper, it is estimated that 80% of American children under 

the age of 13 have seen one or more of the titles just l i ~ t e d . 1 ~ ~  Their parents, by and large, 

however, have not. In the frequent presentations I give to parent and teacher groups about 

media violence, the vast majority of adults I a d d m  have not only never seen any of the movies 

on the children's "favourite" list, but ae horrified when presented with a dip from the first 

Sandra Campbell, "A new report on 111 violence", in Federation of Womnr T a c k s  of Ontario 
Newsletter, Octobea/Novemk 1992 



fifteen minutes of Nighfmare on Elm Sfr&, depicting a 17-year~ld girl having her breasts 

dashed off, arrrt her W y  M y  flung around the bedroom in which she has just had sex. 

Portrayal of Women 

Survey respondents' third most-cited concern about television (after violence and the 

volume of commercials) was its sexist portrayal of women, selected by 18% Indeed, when asked 

in a later question to name a female character or personality whom they considered to be a 

positive role model for young women, almost half of the sample (46461, were unable to come up 

with a single example. Of those who could, 35% identified a dramatic or sitcom character or 

star (96% of whom were American); and 17% cited a news anchor or talk show host, with 

Oprah Winfrey leading the pack. Canadian personalities were mentioned only half as often. 

(This is no doubt explained by Zhe fact that more than 60% of the programming viewed by 

Canadians is foreign - largely American - and news makes up a significant po*n of the most 

popular Canadian-produced fare.) Female athletes and politicians registered less than half a 

percent each, perhaps partly due to their relative invisibility on Mevision. In response to a 

follow-up question asking why the rspnd=%s considered the f e d e  role mode1 cited to be a 

positive one, almost 40% identified her strength, 26% her intelligence, and close to 15% other 

personal qualities, such as honesty1 sincerity ard empathy. ''Realistic" or %on glamorous" was 

mentioned by almost 13%. 

Even bter in the survey, when asked to react to the statement that "television offers few 

positive rok models for young women", 78% either agreeti or strongiy agreed with this 

aswsmmt. This perception is supported by several other Canadian studies. The girls who 

participated in the focus p u p  research conducted by Sandra Campbell, also had diffkulty 

W& Woman, whom they admired for the s p a r k  on her dress; Marilyn Monroe, who's hen 





coiffed media mom from her frazzled, exhausted, sputum-covered, real-life counterpart."lE 

ThJs explains in part the appeal of Rcwanw, who - despite her con!mversia! real-Me 

persona - was identified as a positive role model by 7% of all of those who responded to this 

question. Murphy Brown, cited by 2656, also subverts the June Cleaver perfect mom stereotype, 

and gives greater expression to some of the dilemmas of motherhood. 

Interestingly enough, a sigd3cant minority of women - almost 15% - gave no response to 

what kind of women they would like to see more of. Although this could be interpreted as 

demonstrating contentment with the characters and personalities already before them, it may 

also be reflective of the inability we sometimes have to imagine alternatives to the "way it's 

always been". 

Despite the fact that only 10% of respondents volunteered "greater diversity" as their first 

reaction to being asked what they'd like to see more of, survey respondents demonstrated a 

high level of awareness of the fact that visible minorities are under-represented in Canadian 

television. (This has beat daaimena in a number of studies, among them a content analysis of 

Canadian news and dramatic programming conducted by Mediawatch in 1993 - 94.)1z6 While 

8% thotight that television sFaws greater &-ic diversity than actually exists, and 21% 

believed TV depictions to be proportionate to the population, 70% correctly stated that 

QMsion under-represents aboriginal women and women of dour.  

Women's concerns about sexism and the lack of female role models .im clearly fueled by the 

belief shared by 88% of respondents that women are either somewhat (47%) or strongly (40%) 

influenced by the way the media define femininity. Regarding body image, in particular, 85% 

a@ (36%) or strongly agreed (4%) with the statement that: "Media images that reinforce 

the idea that women must be thin to be beautiful can contribute to problems such as anorexia and 

Susan Douglas, Where the Girls An: G-ng up F d  with tk Mass M i a ,  (Toronto: Random 
Mou6eofcaMda,19W)p.280. 



bulimia." In addition, aimost threequarters of the sample indicated that they were either 

m a s i o d y  (41%) or often 632%) offended by abvdsem~nis  portraying a woman as a sex 

object. (Based on consumer calls made to MediaWatch phone lines in Vancouver and Toronto, 

ads judged to fall into the sexually exploitive category have included images sreated to 

promote a wide variety of products, including beer, cars, jeans, soft drinks, perfume and fabric 

softener.) 

However, phone calls and written complaints - - whether to a watch dog organization, 

industry association, or the advertiser itself - appear to be highly inaccurate measures of 

consumer discontent. Only 21% of women said they had ever formally voiced their concerns 

about an advertisement by phone (13%) or by letter (8561, but threequarters (76%) talked about 

their reaction with friends. Most importantly, more than half (53%) have refused to buy 

products from advertisers who offended them. Furthermore, even the minority of women who 

said they were rarely offended by sexist ads (27%) demonstrated almost as much willingness to 

boycott companies who* practices they found objectionable as those women who were more 

frequently offended. 

Mediawatch's experiences Eaishg with e o n c e d  cunsumrs suggest that lack of time a& 

not knowing to whom to complain are key factors preventing more women (and men) from 

registering their feelings. However, the survey also determined that a significant number of 

respondents - almost 85% - indicate that they would take the time to complain if they 

thought that doing so would have an impact in helping to improve the image of women in the 

media. This may suggest a high level of cynicism amongst consumers about the disregard 

advertisers and broadcasters have for the opinions of their potential customers. 

The T Word 

When ask& to pick a s t a m  that "most accurately described [their] feelings about the 

women's movementn, oniy 22% of our sample seleded "I describe myself as a fi?minist", while a 

majority of repdents  (78%) felt moft fW)IltfMtaMe with "I Mieve in equal rights for wumed"' 
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This labelling difemma among women who support the goals of feminism but don't want to be 

documented elsewhere. For instance, a TimeJCNN poll in 1989 found that 77% of women 

thought the women's movement had made life better, 94% said it had helped women become 

more independent, 82% said it was still improving the lives of women, but only 33% identified 

as The reluctance of many women to identify themselves with the so-called "F' 

woad, rd~ects and reinforces the obstacles faced by self-proclaimed feminists working to 

improve the rights and opportunities of women. Despite the fact that most Canadians - women 

and men - support the goals of feminism, such news neither makes significant headlinesla, nor 

is sufficient to overcome the general public perception of the activists involved in the 

movement as marginal. (The news media's role in perpetuating this marginality is particularly 

ironic, as graphically illustrated by this line from a 1989 Time magazine cover story: "Hairy 

legs haunt the feminist movement, as do images of being strident and 1 e s b i a x ~ 9 ~ ~ ~  

Impact of the Study 

The results of the audience survey marked a significant watershed for Mediawatch on a 

number of fronts. Appreciating that, had a similar study been conducted fifteen years before at 

the time of the organization's establishment, the level of concern a b u t  media sexism and its 

social implications would likely not have been as strong, the strength of support was viewed in 

127 Douglas, Wkrc the Girls h e ,  p. 276. 

Iz8 "Feminists have majority support, Gallup poll finds", 7%e Vana)uw Sun, June 27,1992, C16. The 
length and placement of this article are significant in this context: less than three column inches 
- w e r e d ~ t e t f i s r i w s ~ w k i c f r - w a s t f t n i e d  atthebackofthethirddoh Considerthisin 
contrast to the coverage devoted by the same paper to the apparent demise of feminism six months 
grwiwslyYC)nJanuary29;1~TkcSlin h a d ~ o ~ e r t h e b d k o f ~ ~ ~ n ~ t o ~ ~ ~  
by pminent U.S. c o ~ l s e r v ~  whose views c a d  some &ere to respond in outrage to this 
"one-two anti-feminist w. The opinicrn pieces were promoted on the front page of the paper, 
with a headline that appear& above the masthead -"Who Killed Feminism" - which itself 
embodied the implicit and unchallengd assumpion that the women's movement was dead. 



part as a result of MdkWatch's own efforts. From an internal perspective, the data 

demonstrating that an overwhelming majority of women are c o e d  a'mut sexist media 

porb-ayals and the corresponding dearth of positive and realistic rsle models, provided 

confinnation of the orgpimtion's broad constituency, despite its small membership. In 

addition, although the responses of those surveyed can be read in a d  of themselves as ern 

endorsement for Mediawatch's continued existence, when the views of women in the general 

population were compared to views held )ry committed members of the organization, that 

endorsement became even more evident, 

The questionnaire administered by phone to the sample discussed above was also published 

in a bimon&Jy newsletter distributed by Mediawatch to its members. Out of a possible sample 

of 450,173 completed surveys were returned. Demographically, they demonstrated that, 

compared to Canadian women in generalf organization members are: younger (with 62% falling 

between the ages of 25 and 44, as opposed to 47% in the population as a whole); as likely as 

women in the general population to be married or living with a partner; more likely to be 

students (22% versus 12%); more likely to be working full-time outside the home (58% versus 

41%); and significantly more educated (with 48% having completed undergraduate work and 

25% having a graduate degre, versus 23% and 7% respectively amongst the general 

population). 

Their dispropoI.Lio~te student and full-time paid working status no doubt contribute to the 

results demonstrating that Mediawatch members watch less television than Canadian women 

in general. They are also more M y  than women as a whole to plan what they're going to 

watch ahead of timef to be engaged in other activities whik viewing, and to watch more late 

Right television. 

When asked whether or not they agreed with the contention that violence in the media 

cantnites to violence in societyf 88% of Mediawatch members either agreed or stnatgty 

apJeed~eon\paredwith$1%d~CaMdiart~~~~ur~eyed.On~Question,asw~ asona 

numberofotftessreh~~tbeportr;tyalofw~adiffftrencein~viction~ee~thetwo 
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groups showed up in the breakdown between "agree" or "strongly agree": 60% of MediaWatch 

members "strongly agreed" with the viokncdsociety connection, versus 36% of non-members, 

whereas the "agreed" category was selected by 28% of members, and 45% non-members. 

MediaWatchers (86%) demonstrated greater awareness than Canadian females generally 

(70%) of the fact that aboriginal women and women of colour are under-represented in North 

American television. Not surprisingly, MediaWatch members were also considerably more 

aware of the measures proposed by the broadcast industries to combat TV violence (58% being 

"very" or "somewhat familiar", as opposed to 31% of women in general); and about as confident 

that the initiatives would be very or somewhat effective. 75% of MediaWatch members were 

as or more concerned about video game violence compared with television violence, versus 70% 

of Canadian females as a whole; a greater proportion of members were also as or more concerned 

about the violence available through video movie rentals (82%) than women in the general 

population, only 65% of whom expressed similar concerns. 

Predictably, the vast majority of MediaWatch members (94%) believed that women are 

influenced by the way femininity is defined by the media, as did an only slightly smaller 

proportion - 88% - of Canadian women generally. Here, a in a number of subsequent questions, 

the difference was one of degree, with 70% of MediaWatchers feeling that women are "strongly 

influenced", and 24% feeling they are "somewhat influenced", whereas among nokmembers, 

the b r d o w n  was 41% and 47% respectively. 

This trend is echoed in the views expressed by members versus non-members about both the 

iack of positive f d e  role models, and the desire to see strong intelligent wonen. 88% of both 

p u p s  indicated a preference for programs featuring capable female characters, with 76% of 

M9biaWakkrs and 44% of the zWimd sample expressing the desire strongly. Similarly, 

b& groups agreed that media images por&aying w o r n  as excessively t.hh c011~8ri'buEed b ?he 

prevalence of eating disorders (89% versus 85%) with 76% of MediaWatch members in the 

"sb'w@y ~" degkryf fxmpad b 4% of women g e w d y .  



As would be expected, the vast majority of MediaWatchers (93%) said that they were 

either often or occasionally offended by advertisements portraying women as sex objects, 

compared to just under threequarters (73%) of the non-member Canadian women surveyed. 

MediaWatch members were also somewhat more inclined than the general female population 

to actively express their distaste, whether by complaining to an offending broadcaster by 

phone (54% versus 12%), or in writing (132 versus 8%); discussing their responses with friends 

(88% versus 76%); or by boycotting products promoted in an offensive way (75% versus 52%). 

Whereas 85% of the general female population indicated that they would communicate their 

concerns to those responsible more often if they thought doing so would have an impact, 99% of 

MediaWatchers expressed such a willingness - no doubt influenced in part by their experience 

of the organization's success at eliciting response and encouraging change. 

Not surprising in this context is the fact that 74% of women in the general population, when 

asked whether or not there was a need for a media watch dog group focused on women's concmns 

and the portrayal, indicated support for such an organization. This, in conjunction with the 

significant parallels between the views of Canadian women generally, and MediaWatch 

members specifically, affirms the organization's existence and mandate. 

This is particularly important at a time when government preoccupation with deficit 

reduction and conservative attacks on the influence of so-called "special interest groups" is at 

an all-time high. In arguing for continued financial support from the federal government, 

Mediawatch's ability to demonstrate a broad base of interest amongst half the voting public is 

obviously helpful. Indeed, having quantitative documentation of the pervasiveness of public 

concern about sexism helped provide the organization with the confidence necessary to invest in 

an initially costly direct-mail funding campaign. Moreover, it was exceptionally succt?ssful, 

generating a higher-than-usual response rate (2.6% vs the average of 15 to 2%) and grogsing 

Cmatiors in e x e s  d mries expended. This is a p p e n & j  un~g;;;t! in a f..W mait!r;ii =; a 

purchased list, and bodes well for potential future support from the general public. 



ffi terms of MediaWatcHs ability to influeme industry practice, the study's findings 

i ~ q i m c f  mtxh sptimh fn tftg pasti for instancei media producers have often attempted to 

counterart feministss critirrisrn of ~ x u a l  stereotypes and unrealistic ideals of femininity by 

contending that they are creating m,ythical narratives designed to evoke desires, as opposed to 

reflect realities, and that in any case, people seek identification with ideals, and don't wat to 

be shown reality-based portrayals?x Given women's expressed desire for less glamour and 

greater realism, the survey's results certainly appear to challenge these claims. Nor should 

this have been news. As early as 1983, US. advertising executive Rena Bartos was conducting 

focus group research into how hoemakers and working women felt about traditional and 

progressive portrayals in advertising. Her study determined that both audiences "responded 

most positivejy to contemporary commercials and ... imagery, and most negatively to 

tditional ones," and were prticularI J offended by exploitive ads portraying women as sex 

More recently, mertirtg OOrWltant Gerry Myers, who spechha in targeting 

wcmm, published a eulfection of anecdotal accounts of advertising campaigns that provided 

f i d w r  proof of this ~0ntention?~2 

k k k W & f ! ! ~  1% survey p G 8 d  bkh mre mt data and a broader sampling of such 

attitudes and their influence on purchasing ktraviour. In amassing this quantitative 

dmmmntation, it anfimred the potential economic implications of worn ' s  responses to sex- 

ide serwtyping. Moreover, this indication of broad-based support for the organization's issues 

s&m@hens its advocacy position; the results can justifiably be used to challenge the historical 

assumptk,ns made by braadfasting d advertisirtg industry executives about its views being 



unrepresentative of those held by fke majority of women. In particular, the data relating to the 

bw ixndence of filed complaints !relative to *h level d crtrsu.wr &ss&isfi:c#iox) and 

respondents' willingness to boycott products sold to them in a sexist manner, suggest that 

advertisers who ignore the few complaints they do receive -- whether from MediaWatch or 

the public itself - do so at their own risk. 

Over and above uncovering such information, however, was the task of effectively 

communicating it to industry decision-makers so that it would yield practical results. Clearly, 

the evidence regarding the extent to which buying behviour may indeed be negatively 

influenced by advertisers' irrelevant sexualization and objjfication of women, was only as 

compelling as the organization's ability to convince industry dedsion-makers of its scope of 

support and intensity of feeling. From the outset, MediaWatch recognized that as the body 

conducting the research and releasing the results, its credibility would phy a significant role in 

how far the findings would travel. (This was one of the reasons that so much effort was 

invested in the development and analysis stages in soliciting professional advice that would 

support a certain vdidity claim) 

Complicatei by ~ihe mxii5Wjr fattor was the attachment the orgaiization initially hadl 

to generating money through sales of the research report. Operating on the enthusiastic but ill- 

informed advice of a fund-raising eomltrtnt, Mediawatch had planned from the beginning to 

package the audience survey report in a binder forma; along with two other studies (both 

content analysis) and attempt to sell the research a5 a series for $400. The marketing for this 

endeavour - supervised by the aforementioned consultant - consisted of a targeted direct mail 

initiative that was as singularly unsu~cessful in achieving its goat as the subsequent fund- 

raising one was successful in achieving its. In total, only about ten research series were sold- 

As a result, the disseminat& of the S-ey findings became dependent on news media 

coverage. In this regard, Mediawatch was more successful than usud at generating news 

articles about its study in the tarsiness press, with piece appearing on the front page of the 

Globe and W s  "Report on Businessn Setfim, in the trade publication, Markking Magazine, 
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and in sever& other newspapers across the country. In addition, organization representatives 

bk  sea~Y r - - ~ ~  -uxw Lr -- imcy --- ---I-- auvatxpimi mh ~IW-, typicidly 

dealing with breaking news about a controversial advertising campaign that is eliciting 

consumer protest. The preponderance of these in the year since the report was released has, as a 

result, been a mixed Messing, but it remains doubtful that the information contained in the 

survey has achieved the desired reach within the industry. Moreover, it has become clear to 

me during the preparation and wriiing of this thesis that Mediawatch failed to fully 

fapitafize on the possibilities offered by the data set. By conducting cross-tabulations of some 

of the demographic and genre preference questions asked in the surveyI we could have 

generated additional infomiion a b u t  female audiences of even greater interest to the 

Canadian marketing community than the material contained in our report. (This opportunity 

still exists for Mediawatch, although the shelf-life of the data, gathered in June of 1994, may 

be running out) 

Nevertheless, undertaking the audience research was an enorinous1y valuable experience 

for Mediawatch. Although it greatly taxed our volwteer resources and cost us considerably 

more w i t  we Eeve so far h able to fec~up &om sales, its impact on h e  organization 

will be felt for many years to come. Our disappointment at learning that research sales to 

ind.itstry wze not going to gemrate rr~enues was r e p f a d  by our elation at discuvering strong 

ud badly-held su&trt amongst Chadian women for the work we do - support which we 

now believe we can transform\ into rwenue from individual donors. In addition, our need to rely 

more b v i l y  on the news media in publicizing the survey's findings suggests that it may be 

more important titan ever for MediaWakh to pm+dveIy incite consumer protest about 

p;uticrrfar c a m p a i p ,  as opposed to -9 respond to or support msolieited complaints. In the 

pas% we have sometiillRP resisted ping €o the media about an offensive campaign, not wanting 

to pky into the hands of ad- desirous of even "negative" media attention that 

d h W y  serves to theiz impect However, a highly visible pr&& taJllpaign can not 

~pvicfeMediaW~witfia~inwWto~~tetfte~y'~&,itcaniitso- 
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when it is successful in changing advertiser behaviour, and/or eliciting an apology - help to 

counteract the sense of powerIessness expressed by majority of respondents about their 

ability to influence portrayal practices by expressing their distaste. Such media attention 

constitutes an opportunity to remind industry of the power of boycotting behaviour as the 

research suggests it is currently being exercised, and to remind consumeps of the value of 

communicating and acting on such intentions 



Chapter 3 

Emerging and Potential Power of the Hemale Audience in Mluencing Portrayal Trends 

The Female Audience 

In the summer of 1993 a group of people preparing to apply for one of the new specialty 

cable television licenses being authorized by the CRTC commissioned a review of the academic 

and trade literature on female audiences from Dr. Catherine Murray of the Media Lab at Simon 

Fraser University. As  a member of the team assembled to review that literature on behalf of 

what was then called Lifestyle Television, and is now known as WTN (Women's Television 

Network), we were all s q r i s e d  to discover how little research into the nature of women's 

television viewing motivation and habits had been done. F e d e s  (of both human and other 

species) have historically been left out of medical studies because it has been believed that 

their inclusion would make the data gathering and analysis significantly more difficult due to 

their biological differences from males.133 Considering the extent to which women audiences 

am desired by television advertisers, however, one would expect there to be great volumes of 

research investigating a group whose members not only watch more television than their male 

oounterpart~?~~ but a h  make and/or influence more consumer spending decisions. 

There is no doubt some existkg data financed and collected by industry which remains 

privileged market research. But another possible explanation for the lack of available 

information is that television executives have traditionally believed that it was economically 

expedient to design programs for male viewers because although women and girls would watch 

what men and boys watched, the reverse was not true. Whether in prime time or children's 

&hision, conventbnai wisdom tb;iimed that f d e  audience members would not only defer to 



male viewers, but that women or g i r l a t r ed  programming could be guaranteed to alienate 

mate viewers. This perception that male preferences dominate has Geen reinforced since the 

advent of the remote control, which even Mediawatch's own study found to be controlled more 

often by men than women (Having said that, however, in an era of multi-set households, VCRs 

and singleparent families, it is increasingly difficult to conclude that men dictate what gets 

watched.) Astonishingly enough, even the US.-based cable chamel, Lifetime, which targets 

female viewers, has never conducted research that attempted to distinguish between the 

preferences or habits of d e  and female viewers.135 

Because &?re was a dearth of material that addressed the precise relationship between 

worn 4 television, we 2 1 P w d d  our scopeI exploring hypotheses dealing with wwomen's 

relationship to other forms of media, as well as their communicational needs generally. In the 

latter regard, Deborah Tannen's analysis provided a provocative starting place. Building on a 

body of academic work from the behavioural sciences and linguistics, she argues that men and 

women have such rnarkedy different styles that their attempts to verbally connect can 

appropriately be cham Azed as "cross cultural communication." (In doing so, she does not 

address whether ur not her psitiun is an essentialist one, judging the differences to be 

biologically determined as opposed to culturally constructed.) She sees motivational factom as 

being fundamental to the dB- between me& and wornen's ways of communicating. 

Viewing conversation as means to give or receive information, she says men seek to achieve and 

maintain status through verbal interaction Women, on the other hand - who are more likely 

to consider conversation as an opportunity for making contact with others - seek to establish 

and nurture comecbn Whereas men experienoe social communication in the context of 

hi~orderinw~~isacontesf,astnt~topreserveineeperrdencedavu~ 

#idme," for w o r n ,  conwemations are "negotiations for closeness in w W  p p I e  tty to seek 

Inferview with k g e r  of Rese;ud2 Lifetime TeJevision, 9 August 1993. 



4 give wnfinnation and support, and to reach consensus. Their context is life as "a 

community, a struggle to preserve intimacy and avoid i s d a t i ~ n . " ~ ~  

Interestingly enough, this analysis appears to be borne out by newspaper industry 

conclusions regarding the potentialfy increasing need to address female readers differently 

than males Recent studies demonstrate that although daily readership among men has 

increased 3% since 1986, readership arrnrtng women has declined -9% over the same period. This 

represents the largest gender gap in newspaper readership ever Although there is 

some speculation that "differing life circurnstmes" between men and women are partly 

responsible for this gap, a study by the Newspaper Advertising Bureau refutes the suggestion 

that the increased number of women in the labour force, who have more demands on their time 

than either men in the labour force or women who work only in the home, is responsible for the 

decline in female readership- In fact, the study found that women in the Iabour force full-time 

are more devoted readers than those who stay at home.'38 

In fact, differing reactions to editmid content appears to be a significant f a ~ t 0 r . l ~ ~  A 

Kniet-Riddm task force r~~ women readers in 1992 f o d  that, relative to what's 

currently available in daily newspapers, 'Woanen want more on education, social welfare, 

safety and health, personal finance, parenting and famify, and ethical issues; more profiles on 

suawsstul women; and shorter, more us& stories tluvughout the pF.n~* These findings 

echo the views of Tina Brown, amedy editor of The New Yorker and credited with having 

turned Vanity Fair into one of the most wxedul magazines in the US. during her stewardship 

Deborah Tannen,You Just &m'f th&&ad Womcn d Men In ConversPtia, (New York: 
Ewmtine EkKh' 'I9R.B- 

Mq+.z.z G. Caseer, "EeiEd PChdes Gap W h ,  f i d m e ,  May 1993. 

Susan Hansen, " R a m  l X k e m a s m ,  N m I f ,  Sepember 1992 

139 ~~, Tkdks GeRdm Gap.- 

I%-bmsk, I%cx,*bh? Dammes." 



there. Addressing the American Newspaper Publishers Association in the spring of 1991, 

Brown characterized male/female approaches to communication this way: "Men talk about 

what happened; women talk about what really happened." She described women as "good 

listeners, adept at helping papers get in touch with their communities", and as being "obsessed 

with subtext, the meaning, the motive, the story behind the story." In support of her claim 

that women are interested in the constmctive uses of information, rather than being informed 

for the sake of being informed, she noted that women are turned off by news presented as 

unconnected, unassimilated bits of information. Concluding that 'The female way of looking at 

life is one of the answers to the problems facing newspapets today," she noted that 'It also 

answers the problem of how to deal with television, which, like men, tells only what 

happened ."I 41 

Another analysis that sheds light on differences between men's and women's 

cornmunicational needs, this time in the television context, comes from Mary Ellen Brown in the 

concluding chapter of TeIeDision and Women's Culture: The Polifics of the Popular. She brings 

anthropoloejcal and adturd studies p s p e d v e s  to bear on an examination of the extent to 

which the non-hierarehid juxtaposition of various stories in soap opera is characteristic of 

many women's cultural practice, ranging from traditional craft skills to storytelling 

techniques. Brown draws parallels between gossip and the soap opera, both of which privilege 

"unmotivated talk that raises questions, explores possibilities and continues for its own sake", 

and address do& matters, the maintenance of relationships and the expression of 

sermaIity, Citing women's unrecognized oral traditions (storytelling, matchma)ring, health- 

related discussions, &), she compares them b tfie openness of ttie soap opera's narrative form, 

~ t h e ~ h a r a a e n ' f r e q u e n t ~ ~ e l l i n g ~ t b e i r o w n ~ o t h e r ~ ~ h i s t o r i e a ~ *  



The degree to which wornen's communicational needs differ from men's is manifest not only 

in tenns of w h f  women watch on television - the welldocumented differences in genre 

preferences break down as fouows: men view more sports, action-adventure and suspense 

programs, while w o r n  prefer drama, situation comedies, variety shows and soap operas143 - 
but also haw they watch. There is some evidence to suggest that television viewing is for 

women "fundamentally a social activity" to be done in the company of their famay and 

friends.144 (This would further support the contention made by programmers and referred to 

earlier regarding women's tendency to - at least sometimes - defer to the interests of their 

male partners or children.) Women's stronger attachment to the social aspect of television 

viewing is evident in their greater inclination to engage in conversations while watching 

wG and to verbalize responses when co-viewing with their children.lg6 Men's generally 

expressed preference for viewing television attentively while in silence breaks down with 

q a r d  to sports programming, the only arena in which w o r n  are less dtmnstrative and 

verbal than men.147 

At the same time, f d e  viewers are mod Iikety to "indulge" in attentive viewing when 

doing so by t h e d v e s ,  a pknummmn attn'bukd to the fact that, in the company of family, 

they are too preoccupied by their domestic responsibilities and rules to fully relax and enjoy TV 

Fbr a d e w  of this literahue, see Walter Gantz and Lawrence A. Wenner, "Men, Women, and 
Sports: Audience Experiences and Effects," fountal of Broadcnsting & E&cirmic M i a ,  Volume 39, 
Number 2 Spring lF91. 

Iez Compusearch/InfoGroup Inc,  Qwnfitofim Research Study Produd  fm Lifestyle TV Inc ,  July 1993, 
p. 43. This document was commissioned by tifestyle TV and induded in its CRTC application, and is 
supported by cements made by the manager of research at US. cable channel, Lifetime 
Television, who said: "fn the groups we a>nduct,women say they watch because they want to be 
together with their families. " interview c o n d u d  9 August 1993 by the author- 

Jams Lull, ed,WmM FarniIics WnWc T . ,  (London: Sage Publications, 1988) as cited in 
"Home, Home on the R e m e  Does Fascination with TV T-Iw Create Wt+&minated 
Family Entertainment?" Madio & Vohrcf, no- 48, Fall 1989. 



viewing for its own sake. Basing his conclusions on a study of viewing habits in seven countries, 

James L d  argues that whereas for men, home is a site of leisure, for women - even those who 

employed outside the home - it remains a site of work?* The finding by a number of studies 

(Mediawatch's among them) that women are much more likely than men to perform domestic 

activities while viewing1@ further supports this contention. 

This infringement of household responsibilities on women's television viewing may in part 

account for the fact that, although they watch more television lhan men, women report 

deriving less fulfillment from doing so.150 Others have suggested that the extent to which 

program genres targeted to fernale viewers are often denigrated (soaps and game shows, for 

example) may also mntribute to Ulis ladr of in additioq ouch denigration 

might provide additional explanation for women's deferential behaviour to men regarding the 

selection of shows during shared viewing times - primarily prime time.152 Furthermore, 

considering the evidence already discussed regarding programmers' traditional focus on 

pleasing male viewers, and the corresponding under-representation of female characters and 

pervasiveness of limiting stereotypes, it would be surprising if women didn't express such 

dissatisfaction with television 

In contrast, the magazine market serves as an interesting compimn  to television, in t e r m  

of how the female audience has been mare effectively addressed.153 Where Canadian women's 

;@ Cantz and Wenner, "Men, Women, and Sports" and Lull, W d  Fmilies Wntck Television. 

Is2   he manager of research for Lifetime Television, a US. cable drannel skewed to female viewers 
confirmed that women deb to their male pmzrs and indicated that " ...they can tel! us what their 
husbatlds, their kids, and their n e i g h b o ~  watd\ more wily than what they like to watch But 
w r e  always apob@ng about their awn opinions.C: Maview, 1993. 



interest in television and newspapers has appeared to be on the decline In recent years>54 

acmrding to an analysis of the penetration, reach and advertising revenue picture of the 

Chadian magazine market, women-targeted publications "are "rhe strongest segment of the 

mnsulner magazine Dorothy MacKinnon's 1993 study determined that during the 

peTiod of 1989 to 1W, although the industry as a whole experienred a decrease in both 

circulation and advertising pages, magazines designed to address and reflect women on subjects 

of interest to them - home, family, health, as well as fashion - remained popular with both 

readers and advertisers. In particular, the siudy noted that despite the seemingly dominant 

Pr- of US. publications such as Vogue, Glamour and Elle, Canadian women 

"overwhelmingly choose Canadian content over American when its available", giving 

respectively) than even the most succeffful US. counterparts, Good Housekeqn'tlg (157,405) and 

Cosmopolitan (190,618). Furthermore, the 1992 figures cited represent increases over the 

previous year for both Canadian publications, and declines for the latter American issues.'56 

Interestingly enough, in addition to providing women with information focusd on Canadian 

communities, and speaking mow directly to Canadian women's experiences, home-grown 

pubtications are also considenbly less sexist than their American comterparts (in part due to 

the grater sensitivity in this country regarding appropriate portrayal prdaes.)157 

Although it is difficult to conclude what degree of influence the latter aspect has on 

worn ' s  selection of magazine, it is interesting to note that even the gmre of romance fiction, a 



media form not generally considered to be particularly progtessive, has nurtured and catered to 

the social evolution of its female audience by reflecting women's increasing independence and 

fredom of expression, and incorporating less dominating and more empathetic male 

Although television in general, and prime time in particular, have not been tembly 

attentive to the female audience, especrally when compared with the other media forms just 

discussed, daytime television has always acknowledged, and indeed programmed to, women 

viewers. Unfortunately, in a social climate of continuing inequality, the fare that dominates 

daytime programming and is targeted to women has, as mentioned, typically been denigrated 

such that women's pleasure at viewing shows which not only feature more female 

~haracters?~ but deal with subject matters of interest to them, tends to be mixed with feelings 

of shame or guilt. Neverthe1ess, in recent years several analyses of the female audience's 

relationship with soap operas and game shows have reexamined and articulated the value of 

such genres from women's own peqm$ves.l* 

Pat Fili-Kruschel, President of daytime programming at ABC, explains the appeal of soap 

operas in terms of female viewers' demonstrated interest in character dev~~opr r~n t ,  as opposed 

to p10~161 Her observation is echoed by a number of studies taking a uses and gratifications 

approach which have found support for the contention that women watch television primarily 

for communicaiional reasons; they derive pleasure from discussing what they view on TV with 

families, friends and Relevant to this is the evidence Dorothy Hobson finds 

Jill F. Charboneau, "Imaginary Loversn, American Dnnogr'zphics, September 1989, p. 13. 

Gerbner, Womcn and Minmities on Tclcoision, p. 4 This comprehensive content analysis of U.S. 
television proqramming which scamined more than 19,000 speaking role8 in more than 1,300 
programs found thak "Women comprise o&d or less of the characters in d samples except 
daytime serials w b  they are 455% and in game shows where they are 553 percent.* 

h patticularI see Nary Bten Brown, Tclmisia und Women's C v U t u ~  The Potitia of tk PopuIPr, a 
CO* of essays, severat of which are discussed specifically. 



regarding women's use of television shows as part of a general discourse on their own lives and 

the lives of those close to them In her observation of a group of women at a pharmaceutical 

sales office, Hobson notes that their post-viewing discussions of television dramas served to 

add interest to their work environment, and provided a means for the women to talk about their 

own experiences. She demorstrates how the fictional framework of the programs allowed them 

to address subjects that were too painful or personal to discuss otherwise. The programs acted as 

catalysts for wideranging and open conversations which served to "advance [the participants'] 

understanding of themselves and the world in which they lived."163 Another article 

examining the emotional distance women viewers are afforded by television narratives (in 

particular, Dallas) concludes that women's engagement with soap operas is due in part to the 

role the fictional stories play in offering them a "safe place" to expiore different identities 

Women's capacity to derive meaning from soap operas is also examined by Andrea Press in 

her comparison of working class and middle class American women's interpretations of the 

popular Dynusty series. She found that the former were more apt to perceive the show as 

realistic, and to like it for that reason. On the other hand, middle class women, although more 

sceptical about the fantastic nature of much of the show's narrative and action, nevertheless 

appeared to identify much more strongly with the program's charactem and situations. Press 

hypothesizes that Dynasty's plot lines may have appealed to these women because they 

addressed "areas of moral or relational conflict within women's lives which they themselves 

may be attempting, not entirely successfullyJ to solve."165 

Karl Erik Rosenpn, Lawrence A. Wenner and Philip Palmgreen, eds. Medin GrptiFmfions 
Research, (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1985) 

I63Domthy Hobson, Women Audiences and Ule Workplace" in Tebision rond Women's Culture, pp. 
61 - 74. 

16( 1en An& Tvlelodrafnatic Identifications TV Fantasy and Womeds Fantasy" in Telcoision d 
Women 's Culfure, pp. 75 - 88. 



Aired a h s t  exclusively during the day time, game shows are another television gcnrr! 

seen to be primarily the purview of female audiences. Like soaps* they, too, tend to feature 

more women than most other kinds of programming, and have been characterized as a 

subversive viewing experience for female audiences. In his exploration of the active and 

pleasurable role that quiz shows can play in the lives of female viewers, John Fiske starts with 

the premise that the condemnation of quiz shows is a function of the disciplinary nature of 

patriarchy. He cites The Price is Right consumer contest as one which rewards women's 

typically unappreciated knowledge of the prices and comparative values of commodities, 

describing an environment that encourages participants and audience members to give "public, 

noisy acclaim to skills that are ordinarily silenced." Fiske argues that the game show, rather 

than simply replicating and reinforcing the domestic shopper's role, "symbolically liberates 

women from their economic restraints" and shopping duties on behalf of the family, by 

removing the act of consumption from the sphere of subjugated, silenced domestic labour, and 

repositioning it in an arena of acclamation and fun. In a similar vein, F d y  Feud is mentioned 

as acknowledging and rewarding the largely femde contestants for their knowledge of 

relationships and understanding of how p p l e  think and feel. Fiske ultimately c~ncludm thaa 

quiz shows are popular with women because they embody the opportunity for women to llresi&, 

evade or negotiate with [the dominant1 voices," and turn the discourses of subordination 

(consumerism, romantic and family relatiom) into potential experiences of empowerment.1w 

It is refreshing to read analyses of socalled "women's television" which challenge the 

dismissive characterization of such shows as shallow escapism giving proof to the contention 

that women's television preferences demonstrate their inferior intelligence. However, it is 

important to note that when Fiske speaks of daytime television 'liberating" women, the 

operative adjective remains "symbolic." The "empowenneni" to be @d from viewing a 



Neraly~oed Gum, is W n g  and fanciful at best. Moreover, considering that there is little else 

on during the &*, it is enorreoas to ondude that women's viewing of soap operas and game 

shows necessarily constitutes a preference, which implies an element of choice and ~lect ion 

that hardly exists. In fact, broadcasters have inaeasingly begun to move beyond this 

traditionally "female" material by producing and airing programming that better reflects the 

daytime audience's diverse and m ~ r e  progressive nature. Although shows such as Baywatch, 

the focus of which is a bevy of hunting, bikinidad lifeguards, and Matries ... With Wdren, 

featuring two classic bimbo female charr?c- (along with two equally stereotypical male 

figures) remain, the television arena has outstripped Hollywood films in mpnding to the 

C-g &.me, md ar;&m.I67 

Not surprisinglyf given the history recounted here, the portrayal improvements occurring in 

television appear to be at least partly a result of increasing compekition for female viewers. As 

the television environment has grown more similar to the magazine market in terms of its 

fragmentation, broadcasters and progammers have been providd with the necessary incentive 

to better understand and target f d e  audiences ~ t h  material designed expressly for them, 

not just during the day, but in prime time as well. Two studies tracing the development of trends 

and economic influences in sa%J programs featuring female leads between 1% and 1990 

determined that a competitive environment increased both the fonnat diversity of television's 

offerings, as well as the number of single-female leads and the range of professions they 

held.lB Network rivalry during the 19705, and the experhentation which it provoked, 

yielded more single women chmckrs than previowIy, as did the increased competition 

168 David A*, The E v o i ~  of Tefevision Saies Addressing Si-q$e Women, 1964 - 1W, J a r d  4 
Brondursring 6 Elecfrmdc Media, Ydume 35, Number 4, Fall 1991; and Atkin d al, "Ready for 
pime timeu pp. 677 -585. 



hou@ a b u t  by the introduction of new US. cable c h e h  in the late 1980s. Both works a h  

cited CZfS' success in counter-programming ABCs Monday Night Football with a distinctive 

women's xhduie, a tradition whkh start& with MTh4's Rhoda, and continues into the present 

with s b w s  such as Roseanne and Mwphy Brown. 

A crrrsory review of m e n t  television listings reveals a changing pidure that includes a 

growing number of programs featuring strong, indeptdent females in prime time, iiiuding not 

only W already mentioned, but also the comedies Ellen, Cybil, Grace Under Fire, and Mad 

About Yorr, prime time hinits such as The X-Files and Picket Fences, and three recent medical 

dramas ER, Chicago Hope and Canada's own Side Effects. Further anecdotal evidence comes in 

the form of statements made by Jamie Mc-ott, senior Vice President of prime-time series at 

NBC, d m  said in 1894, 

In 'I17 comedy, you'll see a strong woman in every half hour - you3 also see the opposite, the 

bimbo. One af our mandates for next year is female lead shows, women that are strong and 

independent. I think women want to see two things: positive images of families and women 

succeeding, being given the same opportunities as men.169 

Does it matter who makes it? 

I)espite the gender of the executive quoted above, and the &erema to the economic 

incentives of inmead competition, there is some evidence to suggest that "in many cases it has 

talren a woman executive to convince network programmers to respond to. .. gender 
Meed, the recent ascendancy of several female producers in male- 

dontinabxi Hollywood has inspired some researrh attention to the developments in progressive 

women's programmingarmning From a number of reports, it appears that much of the impetus for the 

spate of m d  pmpms ammtly feakrririg song female characters and making a strong 



appeal to female audiences Ptas come frorn talented and persevering women in the business. 

Prime time programs championed by female creators or producers - frequently in the face of 

significant initial disinterest from the networks - include Roseanne, Murphy B m n ,  Designing 

Women, plus Hearts Afire, Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman, Murder She Wrote and the popular 

Canadian series Sfreef Legal. 171 

Although there appears to *ave been little formal investigation comparing the creative 

work of male versus female writers, producers and directors, industry sources and several 

academic analyses of particular programs suggest some qualified support for the proposition 

that it does, in fact, "matter who makes it". The newspaper industry, which in recent years 

has begun to spend both time and money attempting to determine what changes they can make 

to appeal to women, has concluded that "the most critical step newspapers car, take to win back 

women readers is promoting more women to upper management" where they have an 

opportunity to affect the content of the papers. Similarly, a government commissioned 

analysis of -adian braidcasting undertaken in 1986 concluded that the frequency of 

stereotypical portrayals of women would d i h  if more women were involved in the 

development and production of programs173 
V 

At very least, there is evidence to suggest that visual media productions created by women 

do tend to feature more female leads, and a Screen Actors Guild survey in 1990 attributed 

women's 46% of share of TV mIes - versus only 30% of film roles - to the fact that there are 

more women employed in television than in film174 Furthennore, a higher percentage of 

female producers and directors work in comedic, as opposed to dramatic television, a trend that 

171 Janet Lee, "Subversive Sitcoms: Roseanne as Inspiration for Feminist Resistancen, Women's Studies, 
Volume Z, pp. 87 - 101,1%& Fdudi Ikdhsk, pp. 144 - 152; Dennis Wharlon, W s  still a man's 
wor!d, on camera &off, study sez" in Voticty, November 19,1990, V. 341, n. 6, p. 42; and Gregor, 
"D&giig Wmii€ii." 



is reflected in a correspondingly higher number of female characters in TV comedies versus 

dramas?75 Another report which looked at 101 prime time entertainment series, 555 

characters, and the m a  and w o r n  who created, directed and produced them for ABC, CBS, 

NBC: and FOX concluded that television's dramatically distorted vision of women - from both 

a c h a t t e r  and plot point of view - was largely due to the fact that "Hollywood ... remains a 

bastion of male dominance."176 Jn the world of film - widely perceived to be much more hostile 

to progressive female roles than televidcn - a review of the top ten films for each of five 

years, between 1989 and 1993, determined that only 8% had female directors, and 18% were 

written or co-written by women.177 Similarly, a study published in 1991 determined that male- 

directed films allotted more than five times as much screen time to men than to women, 

whereas in movies directed by women there was only a 12% difference between genders.178 

Whether or not wornen-created and/or directed material has a different esthetic is a 

somewhat more contentious matter. Although a manager at US.-based Lifetime Television 

stated that while she thought there was "a good chance" that men and women might create 

material that was in some ways fundamentally different, she believed it would be very 

difficult to gauge such a difference because a) "we are all so influenced by everytlung that's 

already out the"; and b) bottont-line considerations reinforce a tendency to go with 

established formula (therefore limiting the opportunities for differences to surface). Similar 

ambiguities were expressed by Pat Pi-Kruschel, President of Daytime Programming at ABC. 

She volunteered that there are female dirrxtors in Hollywood whose action adventures would 

Sally Steenland, WM's Wrmg With This Pidrrre? - The Status of W- on Snm a d  Behind the 
Camera in tk Enteriainmcnt W, National Commission on Working Women oi Wider 
Opportunities for Women an8 Women in Film, November 1990, pp. 8 and 55. 

177 Gien b y ,  "Body of Evidence'' in US, October 1% p. 83. 

' T & ~ i d v e l ~ ~ e r l s ~ ~ c d i p . ~ c v l h r r n l  s t v d s ~ , ~ w , ~ d t e d b ~ ~ ~ n a ,  W-in 
Film and Television, The Broadcasting System is not just an Induslry: It is Our Connection to Our 
Culture", response to CRTC Notice of Public Efearing 1992-13 Structural Hearing, February 1993. 



not be discemable from the m y  other films in a genre directed primariiy by men, but later 

observed that the femaIe-orientation of Diane English - creator of Murphy Brown and Love 

and War - is very evident in her work?7q Michael Real, in his more systematic analysis of 

the nine largest reSenuegemmting films dirr?ct9d by men, and the nine largest revenue- 

generating films directed by women, concluded that the latter: 

...p resent women with a kind of multipliaty of activity. One's occupation may not be the primay 

motivating force, &k personally or dramatically, of the charactem in films by women... Value 

is place on, and pportionately more screen time devoted to friendship with other women, 

finding an identity that may encompass more than one's career, being open and ~dnerable  to 

life, exploring the meaning and implications of love, verbking genda-relatai issues, 

mfving wnflkt w % h &  msxkhg to Yiol- 4 being morally responsible- Tc a lesser 

extent, many of the maEe characters in women's films also p b  v&ue on some of these issues, 

espedally friendship and vulnetab'~lity>~ 

It is instructive to suppleaent this qualitative assessment of suceeSSfu1 films with two 

cases from television - Roseanne and Gzgwy and k e y .  The popularity d the former series 

is w e l l a m t e d ,  as is its relatively unique status as " w o m e ~ . n n W  entertainment", 

created and produced by the female star herself. Roseanne - the actor/producer/ character - 
w central, and and a a t  the program gives priority to her will, feelings and perspectives. 

The character is strong, assertive and serves to combat many gender stereotypes, inincluding 

those relating to physical size and d t y ,  the complexities of motherhood, and female 

friendship and solidarity. 

Building on the assumption that teievisk,n functions in part as a system of repmentalion 

thathelpsto~ourw~itndthereforeinfl~owscpuiencesof~~,one 



resistance k t  subverts gender identities defining women as trivial, sutrordinate a d  

wtaigidid ..." aid =&at "the s&ries aid i w a p  p z a y  and pr-z=& ... *& P m h  

r e a l i h  of women's domstk and pink collar working class adstem ... In this sense, the 

series is important in helping viewers conned their personal everyday lives to wider 

systemic forces in society, even if in a fragmentary and temporary way."181 At very least, 

Roseanne can be taken as an illustration of the claim that when women control their artistic 

expression and productioni the result is programming that speaks to women differently than 

p r o p m n i n g p ' o d ~  primariIy by.= 

Ca~ney and h e y ,  the progressive female cop show of the late 1980s, is also relevant. 

From its introduction, the program - which featured two very strong, independent "real" 

police officers - was very popular with female viewers, especially those earning more than 

$40,0 annually, and so prized by advertisers. Despite this, the show's female aeators 

waged an ongoing battle with male studio executives over the integrity of both the true-to- 

life characters they had written, and the serious issues they were attempting to address. The 

show made television history by being the first female 'buddy" series ever starring two 

womenR and furii\er Bis'unguiM itself tsy: keeping the chm-3' clotk&g, hh ty les  and 

makeup deliberately unglamorous; depicting a close friendship between two women from 

working etass b a c k g m d ;  d dealing with - at least in its initial scripts, controversial 

issues of great relevance to real women, such as equal pay, wifebeating, breast cancerI sexual 

harassment and date rape. These features alone represented a significant departure from 

earlier female cop Stere0tyi.x~ ard shows, such as Charlie's Angels or Police Woman. 

Udike virtually every other police drama, Cagmj and L a q  relegated the more 

tmdiiional linearI cause and effect pFogression of the police work to subplot statusI and 

foqpunded the personal lives of the two women in an open and fragmented narrative 

I8I Jmet Lee, "Subwrsive Sitmns: h n w  as h p b t i o n  for Feminist ResistanceUR in Women*~ 
SbtrIicb, VolUmE 2, pp. 87 - 101,1992 
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characters to speak d their experiences and feelings to each other, and allowing the 

audience to participate in the bracters' problem-solving process. In addition, the show's 

female characters, by virtue of W r  control over the process of detection and narrative 

action, defined the point of view and avoided ever becoming the object of a male gaze. There 

is also compelling evidence for Ggng( and hey's "difference" in the form of the record 

number of letters written by female viewers attempting to save the program from 

cancellation. In pleading for its conlinuance, fans particularly cited the inspiration they 

gained from strong fictional role models whose lives, concerns and appearance were so much 

closer to their own than the vast majority of female characters on TV. 182 

As the Cagney and L a q  case so depressingly illustrates, despite the demonstrated 

audience appeal of womn-originated programs featuring strong fe& characters (one article 

put seven of 1994's pop* prime time shows in this category - Rr;tsennne, Designing Women, 

Heatfs Afire, Murphy B t m ,  Love and War, Dr. Quinn, Medicine Wmen and Murder She 

Wmfe ) getting such programs produced and broadcast isn't always easy. In fad, the battles 

that a nuder of female pducers have • ’ a d  in their attempts to convince male television 

executives to support their projects arguably provides fwther proof of the extent to which 

women's production can constitute differing inclinations, perspectives and forms of expression. 

Susan Faludi relates a partidaly instructive case involving ABC's Vice President of Mini 

Series, Esther Shapiro, and her attempt to get an adaptation of Marilyn French's The Women's 

Room onto television. U m v e d  by the book's runaway best seller status, Shapiro's male 

Dmae t e C i a r k ,  "Capey and Lacey: Feminist Strategies of Detection", in TeEeoision and Womcn's 
Cdture, Mary Ellen Brawn, ed., pp. 117 - 133; Jufie D'Acci, "Defining Women: The C b e  of C'agnq 
and Lacey", in Prmnfe Scranrings: Tekkion and the Fern& Consumer, Lynn Spigd and ;Denise 
Mann, eds, (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1W~ pp. f 6F - 202; b e r E e y  Almk and 
J o d p  Robson, "Cagney and Lacey revisited" in Feminist RtDicro, Summer 1990, n. 35, pp. 42 - 53; 
and Lorraine Gamman, "Respom: more Cagney and Lacey" in Feminist ReDieulI Spring 1991, n. 37, 
pp. 117-12l. 

183 G-, l)esigning Women," p. 41. 



cdkagues insisted timi M, abvertkrs would sponsor a story about a h i a t e d  housewife and 

the p'og~am woufd be lucky to capture an 11% share. Ultimately produced only to counter 

potential criticism expected in rrsponse to a "sexploitation*' piece about Dallas cheerleaders, 

the show's broadcasting garnered "a 45% share, (the highest rated movie on TV that week), 

prampted a raft of positive mail, and won an ~ m r n y . " ~ ~ ~  

Such resistance to progressive, female-oriented fare may reflect the phenomenon discussed 

earlier whereby the television industry has simply never conceived of there being such a 

phenomenon as a female audience. As another example, Nightingale cites the ineffectual 

attempts of Australian male TV executives to appeal to women through the scheduling of male 

oriented action-adventure series or shows such as Cheers. She attributes such tactics to the lack 

of research into female audiences, the desire to rach women viewers cost-effectively and 

without alienating men, and the widespread assumption that women can be defined soley by 

their relations with and concems about their families and the men who head them.185 

Even bottomh considerations are often not enough to overcome the inherent prejudice 

against iesponcling to and refletting women's interests and realities. Despite the fact that a) 

TV advertisers put a premium on female viewers between the ages of 18 and 49 who are seen to 

make most of the purchasing decisions; and b) this same audience is abandoning network 

pr- for more progressive cable fare?86 "in many cases it has taken a woman executive 

to convince network programmas to respond to those gender demographics."la At the same 

time, adding insult to injuryf s~cressful producers such as Diane English and Linda Bloodworth 

Thomason (responsible for Mu& B r m  and Designing Women respectively) are often 

Yirgink Nitin@, Women a Aden", in Tebisbn snd Warnen's Culture, Mary Wen 
Brown, ed, pp. 25 - 36. 



believed to have gained access to the industry in part because they had male partners to ease 

their way into the Holfywood "boys club."188 

The entrenched resistance mentality of this boy's club has s u ~ v e d  longer in the film 

industry than in television, for the following r2ason: TV executives of both sexes are 

increasingly having to acknowledge that despite the fact that movie success is achieved 

through repeat viewings by boys and young men, television success is realized through the 

ability to attract a female audience.lb (HoweverI even that conventional wisdom is being 

challenged, evidenced by a recent newspaper headline proclaiming that "I-Iollywood discovers 

it pays to make women ensemble movies"l40) 

A women's channel 

By the early 1990s the notion of a channel catering to female viewers was such an obvious 

one that two of the applicants for new h d i a n  specialty cable licenses were proposing the 

aeation of a women's network. At the same time - although obvious to many women (and even 

some industry executives whose attention to market potential was sufficient to outweigh any 

gender biases) - for many, the idea was so inconceivable as to appear ridiculous. "What do you 

meanI a 'women's channel' - aren't there enough soaps on TV already?" was an aU toocommon 

question, whether spoken aloud or not. 

Despite my own activist orientation working to improve the portrayal ard representation 

of women in Canadian broadcasting, my initial reaction to the idea was not r e s o d i n g  

enthusiasm. I am generally critical of the WomenNewsn mtions of some daily n e w s p a p  

(The Mantreul Gazeife, for one), which sem to kt the editors of such papers off the hook with 

Fili-Kruschel, interview, and Alex !jtrachan, "Big rdes for women are usually found on the small 
screen" in Tke Ynncovan Sun, 3 November 1995. 



a relatively simplistic respmse to the significant gender iinbalance in daily reporting and 

coverage patterns. Although ar@y permitting more news of relevance to female readers into 

the paper, and perhaps even soliciting more opinions and quotes from usually ignored sources, 

'WofnenNews9' sections can serve to gheitok certain socalled "soft" stories and in so doing, 

reinforce already v a s i v e  attitudes a b u t  issues such as child care and the feminization of 

poverty being only of interest to women, and less important than the government's management 

of economic matters or the latest inaneuvering in the largely male world of party politics. In 

the process, the connections between the former issues and the latter structures somehow get 

ignored. Similarly, my eoncwns about the impact of a women's television channel centred on the 

fear that not only would programs of interest and importance t@ women be relegated to fringe 

status in the larger broadcasting m ~ h t l f f ~ t ,  but their very e&cm - however msvginalized 

- would then be used as an excuse by the rest of the industry (including network television) to 

abandon any efforts of their own towards the achievement of greater gender equity throughout 

the broadcasting system. 

Having said that, to the extent that such isolation of "women's" perspectives has occurred 

in the television arena, it has appeared to have realized benefits of potentially greater value 

than the disadvantages just mentioned. For instance, in her analysis of two public affairs shows 

on US. cable channels which featured all-female expert panels, Robin Pogrebin noted that in 

addition to providing audiences with access to the fresh viewpoints afforded by women who 

approach many issues differently than men, the greater visibility of the female commentators 

prompted major network ptwfucers to invite fhe women to appear on their news programs. This 

ultimately allowed the experts to reach an even wider, more mainstream, audience?91 When 

reviewing the literatu~ about female audiences on behalf of WTN, such anecdotal: evidence 

helped to kinper my initial concenr about the retrogressive potentiid of a dedicated women's 



&mneI, particularly when considered in conjunction with the economic arguments a d d m  

below. 

It is interesting that the other, unsuccessiul women's channel applicant, 'TEllevision", 

was considerably more reluctant than Lifestyle/WTN to position itself as having any kind of 

political agenda. Although the head of TEllevision, Nancy Smith, had been a strong advocate 

for women throughout her professional career within the industry, the channd's presentation 

to the CRTC focused on mainstream entertainment programming, and emphasized market 

factors, avoiding any mention of the social equity issue, let alone identifying it as an agenda.Ig2 

(In the heat of the hearing lights, this strategy mmentarily seemed smart to me, considering 

both the CRTC commissioneis focus on hard business concerns and the reservations about 

our preparatory sessions?93) However, TEllevision's more conservative approach not only 

didn't sway the CRTC, it cost the applicant potential support in the pre-hearing scramble to 

assemble cheerleaders from the community. For example, several months before the hearings, 

both women's channel applicants approached Media-Watch requesting support for their 

license bids, and initidly - concerned about my objectivity due to the research dationship I'd 

had with WTN - I felt we should endorse the concept of a women's channel without 

specifically supporting one licemeseeker over the other. (There was some pragmatism to this 

impulse, as well, desirous as I was that Mediawatch have the ability to interact with and 

influence both parties, depending on which, if ;.ither, were successful.) But when WTN invited 

me to appear as an expert witness on its behaif, 1 conducted a comparative review of the two 

The author was -nt at both presentations, in addition to having attended informational meetings 
in Vancouver given by both channel applicants in the months prior to the hearing process. 

lg3 fn my capacity as an expert w h e s s  appeaTing at the CRTC liceftce application hearings on behalf of 
W, f s p t  two weekends with the principals of the channel preparing for the hearing. During 
that time Randy Moffat and 1 had a lively discucw'son about the word "feminism" aMi how it is 
negatively perceived by most of those who don't identify themselves as being "feminist." Although 
he did not direct me not to use either tam in any pesporn I made to a commiseioner'il qwtlon, it 
was nevertheless clear to me that W I N  d v e s  would theJlt6elves be avoiding any use of the 'f 
wed. 



channels' materials, ard reqwsted Mediawatch's then-executive director, Meg Hogarth, to do 

the same independently of me. In the end, our assessmnts were the same: WTN was far more 

direct and q w d i c  than TEllevision in articulating lbsth a recognition of the inequities facing 

women, and a commitment to saving as an agent for change. 

Indeed, in contrast to TEUevision's approach, social equity arguments constituted a 

dominant theme in WTTd's submission to the CRTC. In addition to the proposed channel's 

detailed business plan and the research documenting its expected viability, its application 

package also includd an analysis of Carol Gilligan's work regarding the extent to which 

moral norms are currently based on male perspectives and need to be supplemented with female 

voices;194 proceedings from a National Film Board-hosted round table on the need for 

communications industries to recognize mid incoIrpmte women's unique Toronto 

W m n  in Film and Television's submission to the CRTCs 1993 structural hearing on the need 

for greater equaiity in media so as to counteract with "redemptive imagery*' the pervasive 

portrayal of violence against women;l% and the SFU Media Lab research already referred to, 

which reiterated some of the social equity arguments in the context of recent audiencerelated 

research. 

Moreover, in WTN's introductory clocument, which contained descriptions of its mission, 

mandate and concept, the thannel was very upfront about its i n t e n t h s  on the opening page of 

the executive summary appeared tire promise that the new channel would be 'yor r, by 

wumen, about m e n "  (italics in the original). Under the heading "Mission and Mandate" the 

Abbyann Lynch and Jaanna Rogers, "Ttte Feminist Landscape," prepared for L i l e  Televisiilz Inc., 
July 1993. 

95 National Film Board, It A4&rrs Wko M&s It, proceedings from the precoRference of the 23rd 
htemationai institute of &nununications Conference, Women, =im and Television - Swing 
Worldwide Strategies for Changes; a round table hosted by the NFB, Montreal, September 1992. 



applicant acknowledged the M m g  of defining what "a wom;tnbs perspettive" was, and 

indicated that its so1ution would be: 

to ensure that women populate the organization in critical decision-making roles, that women 

write, direct .and produce the programs, that women fill the roles of host, interviewer, expert, and 

companion, and that women play lead roles as main protagonists in dramatic and documentary 

htures.'97 

Throughout the submission, this ce,DNni&nt to female employment both behind the scenes and 

on-air was accompanied by explicit references b the nature of the project being both "to 

amplify the voice of C a n a h  women" and to "ensure that sex-role stereotyping is seriously 

challenged" 'by "programs which portray competent, intelligent and real wornerr in a variety sf 

roW.  The expressed mandate went even further by promising to provide a femalefriendly 

work place which would recognize the unique challenges faced by working women with familv 

responsibilities and adapt corporate structures and policies to women's lived realities, rather 

than the reverse. 

Interestingly enough, this promise echoed a description of the environment at the US. 

cable channel, Lifetime Television, which is specifically geared to women audiences. According 

to a senior femaf2 manager, despite ttre station's male CEO and an all-male board of directors, 

the US. channel is still a much more "women-friendly" place to work (with better maternity 

leave and emergency chiid-care, fr~r binslaatce) than the major networks. Apparently, although 

Lif&r&s original impetus was purely marketing-based, social coIISCiousness of the need for a 

vehiek to ~ ~ ~ p p o r t  women in the industry has begun to evolve at the stationlg8 This is pmhaps 

not surprising in light of what ii& nsearch has addressed the question of whether or mt 

ddf&UworIc*diffeT.Forinstance,aBBC~dytompiuirtg m a f e d  



iemale-driven production teams found that the l a m  were more democratic, supportive, 

d w e b p n t  oriented, empowering and efficient when compared to maleheaded teams, which 

ftxrused on developing s t r a w  for maintaining power.zB 

References to *his research were included in the literature review conducted by my 

co!leagus and I at S W s  Mountah Media Lab and included in ?VDTs  application. Indeed, it 

appears Wt the channel was effective in drawing on the authority implied by an academic 

study to support and legitfmize its case about the unmet needs of female audiences, and its 

capacity to provide ttbe missing ~ p c c t i v f s  For me, the most compeihg news to surface in our 

literature review regarding the potential equity improvements Po be realized through granting 

a 1- to WTN, related to ex+- in the US. marketplace. David Atkin's 1991 analysis 

of the devdopxwnt of &en& and influences in programs &voted to single working w o r n  since 

1% was particularly instr~ctive, uncovering as it did evidence that the portrayal improve- 

mts were in part impire3 by audience preference. In prbculai-, the study emphasized the 

extent b which a compitive broadcast envirommt i n ~ d  both the fonnat diversity of 



context of its own programming but to serve as a positive influence on the practices of the rest of 

tttr? tKoada&ng environment as well. 

The capacity of intelligent (as o p p o d  b demeanin@ portrayal practices to attract female 

audiences is perhaps especially evident in the advertising arena where the consequences are 

arguably more direct. In years gone byr when the media environment was not nearly as crowded 

and competitive as it is today, the image of women may well have remained limited and not 

terribly progressive because the image makers could afford to keep it that way, since the 

maprity of women continued b buy products - or tune in to programs - despite being offended by 

the portrayal practices. Bartos suggests that this was because they didn't have much choice. 

Since a significant majority of p'ogamming and advertising discriminated against women, 

boycotting media or advertisers on the basis of inequity would require women to severely limit 

their cultural participation- Indeed, a National Advertising Review Board study into 

complaints against advertising concluded that people buy products despite their distaste for 

the commercials, not because of them. On a similar note, Jan Thornson, the Mazda marketing 

executive who was largely resportsli for the positioning and hun& of the wildly succeseful 

Mats, observed in 1992 that Women are now buying [cars] by default because nobody is 

~ea&_ing out to themgf~2 

Interestingly enough, recent automobile campaigns have demonstrated dramatic and 

effective departures from the glitter-babe-draped9ver-the-hood approach of years gone by. 

Ford has produced a number of commercials clearly designed to reflect a m r e  contemporary 

i n a g e o f ~ o t n e n ~ ~ ~ t f e a ~ ~ v o i c e - o v e r o f a  womansbinghe~experienceasa 

shoo1 bus driver, and relating her concern for the safety of her professional charges to what 

she vaiues in her personal carCrtr Saiurn's advertising has been prticulariy progressive, profiting 

d wamm h i m  a V ~ ~ J  eif p f & n s  s~?;r&rii satisfa&ion with their tws. A mu&?- 



lauded television commercial that first surfaced in 1994 depicts a female customer being 

subjected to sexist behaviour in the showroom of a competitor (the salesman emphasizes the 

car's varuty mirror and decor). Her contrasting experience at Saturn is so inspiring she not only 

buys the car, but joins the sales force. 

Because the abitily to attract and retain audiences - particularly those seen to be made up 

of consumers -- corresponds to financial success, the above research was useful for WTN to cite in 

its submission to the CRTC which, beyond any consideration of social factors, is bound to ensure 

that each channel it approves has audience appeal, a solid business plan and some reasonable 

chance of achieving economic success. Over and above the literature review requested from 

S W s  Media Lab, WTN commissioned a number of other studies designed to assess the channel's 

commercial viability. For instance, Throthy MacKinnon's updated analysis of the strength of 

the Canadian women's magazine market (discussed earlier in this chapter) was included in the 

submission as a demonstration of the demand for "information, entertainment and advice 

presented in a distinctively female and Canadian package."204 The study's assessment of 

future opportunities for dedicated women-oriented fare was very positive, citing as indicative 

of the untapped market the recent launching of three new such publications. 

Consumer resear& was also undertaken. ComQuest Research Group, the custom division of 

BBM Bureau of Measurement, convened foeus groups on WTN's behalf in four major Canadian 

cities to assess co- response to and demand for several different programming concepts. A 

number of concerns about existing television options surfaced within the discussions, including 

dissatisfaction with the prevalence of violent material and the dearth of positive role models, 

and criticism of the level of sastionalism and lack of realism Foeus group participants 

arprttssed a desire for mozeinfom'iatiokbi.ised Canadian pr-g which would address 

~ o f ~ f ~ ~ ~ o m e n h r ? s c r i o ~ s ~ d a i r t h e m d u r i n ~ ~ r i m e t i m e . ~ ~ f i r r d i n ~  



of t&h qualitative research were shoed by the results of a national poll conducwd for WTN by 

Compusearch/InfoGroup hc A phone survey of 1,400 women and 200 men in time major 

geographic regions found the majority of women from across the country wanting television to do 

a better job in the information and education arena, and requesting that such programming be 

aired during the more accessible evening hours, rather than just during the day. Similarly, more 

than two-thirds of poll respondents indicated a preference for smart and confident female 

characters and personalities, and just under that number agreed that women see and experience 

the world in a unique way. (This latter contention was underscored by the fact that the male 

survey respondents were less concerned about the negative portrayal of women or the scheduling 

dilemmas expressed by female viewers.) The Compusearch poll also found significant subscriber 

interest in a proposed women's channel, with a majority expressing a willingness to financially 

support the senice at a rate of forty cents per month. Support among lower educated women and 

women with children was even higher?@ 

In making the case for its economic viability before the CRTC, WTN supplemented the 

consumer studies described above with additional cornrnissioned research undertaken by the 

Bay Consulting ~roup?o7 Based in part on interviews with media buyers and an assessment d 

the performance of EN, Newsworld, MuchMusic and YTV, Bay focused on three areas of 

relevance: analyzing the subscriber outlook, forecasting advertising revenues, and attempting to 

estimate audience share targets - all pretty speculative ventures. In concluding that: 'The 

market for the proposed Lifestyle Channel (WTN) is highly attractive" and that "the channel 

will be viable if it is competently managed," Bay offered evidence that: buyers of national 

television advertising air-time liked the channel concept and deemed it of value to 

advertisers; existing English language cabk services had become financially viable relatively 

207 Bay Consulting Group, "Analysis of the Mar%et for the Proposed Liityle Television Channef", 
prr?pared for Lifestyle Television, 1993. 



quickly (due in no small part to revenues flowing from cable subscribers); and Canadians' 

average weekly TV viewing remains fairIy N@ and stabie, with mure than 50% of busehoids 

owning multiple sets. Of course, to put this in perspective, such "proof' of WTN's expected 

success could as well have been used - and no doubt was - to suppurt applications for 

everything from a country music channel to a science and nature service. 

The terms of reference for the research requested from the SFU Media Lab dealt quite 

specifically with the question of whether or not "it matters who makes it" when it comes to 

television produced by women versus men. However, although the scope of our assignment did 

not require my colleagues and I to deliver an assessment of the commercial viability of the 

proposed channel, in reviewing the available literature, it was difficult not to conclude that a 

women's cable service did at least appear to be a promising venture. The already discussed 

LiWme Television, which describes itself as a women's chamel, had (at the time of WTN's 

application) a ten-year history of success to show for its female focus. The US. station's 

manager of research credited this in part to the consumer power of women ad the extent to 

which that power is recognized and addressed by advertisers.208 

InterestingIy enough, the Lifetime example also demonstrated that dePikrateIy 

programming to women did not automatically ensure alienation of the male audience; as it turns 

out, 40% of Lifetime's viewers are men. Analysis of the lucrative baby boomer market provided 

further support for the suggestion that a women's channel would have considerable potential 

for "cross-over" viewing. For instance, movie preferences of baby boomers - "story-driven" 

films such as Dances With Wobes and Ghost, as opposed to action adventures such as 

Tenni~for  - appear to coincide with the films most popular among womenm This suggests 

that a station attempting to appeal to female audiences has a good chance of appealing to 

208 Interview with Lifetime's Manager of Research, August 9,1993. 

209 Gary Levin, "Boomas leaw a challengeY in Adrmtising Age, July 8,191, v.42, n. 28, and Charles 
Fleming, "Filmers a Fond Glance at Women" in Variety, August 5,1991, V. 344, n. 4, p. 3. 



boomers - male and female - as w d .  Similarly, subjects and approaches to news identified as 

'being attractive to 'mmefs a b  appear to favour the kinds of topics w o r n  have trabitiody 

been interested in, such as home, family, lifestyle and health?1•‹ Furtherrrt~re~ the aging 

boomer population will eventually result in there being rmm grandparents than children?ll 

and older people spend more time watching television than any other segment of the 

Finally, older boomers are expect& to be more desirable as audience members 

than previous generations of seniors: not having experienced the depression and the war, they 

are expecki to be more indined to spend their money.213 

In the final analysis, despite its historic reluctance to irnpae progressive change vis a vis 

the portrayal of women on Canadian broadcasters, the CRTC was convinced by enough of 

WTNs arguments to approve the channel's license. The research supporting WTN's economic 

feasibility, while important, was less significant in the context of a field of applicants, most of 

whom had also provided d i d  business plans and demonstrated audience appeal.214 In the 

CRTCs view, what distinguished WTN from other channel proposals generally, and 

TElfevision in particular, was the former's emphasis on providing real alternatives to existing 

tdevision fare, including its significant support for Canadian production featuring serious 

information programJning of relevawe to women. This commitment, and its recognition by the 

CRTC, was seen as a significant one by proponents and adversaries of the women's chiinnel 

concept alike, ensuring that the network's first year in operation would be watched with great 

interest from many quarters. 

210 Scott Donaton, "Media reassess as boomers age" in Adaertising Age, July 15,1993, v.62, n.29, p.13. 

n1 Christy Fsher, "Boomers bringing buying power" in Adzlertising Age, November 16,1992, v. 63, p. 52. 

212 Statistics Canada, T c ~  Viewins Cat. 87-208 Annual, 19%. 

213 Fisher, "Boomers bringing buying power." 

214 htewiew with l~~artine vane, who works in the office of Peter Fleming, CRTC Diredm General of 
Television Pmgramming c~ndwted by the author on 1% January 19% phone. 
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WTN: A Test Case in Addressing the Female Audience Differently 

3n this chapter I examine the extent to which WTN delivered on its promises, assessing the 

impact of its first year on air in t e r n  of what we can learn about female audiences. To do this, I 

draw on a variety of sources, including the network's original *'blueprintt' as laid out its CRTC 

application, some puMitity mslterials and interviews conducted with senior WTN staff, as well 

as print media coverage from Vancouver, Toronto and Winnipeg newspapers. My own experience 

dealing with WTN as an independent producer furnishes some additional insights, which were 

supplemented by my viewing of the channel, sporadically over the past year, and mGre 

intensely in recent week. The approach proposed by WTN on paper is measured against both 

the perception of newspaper journalists respnsible for mediating the network's launch to the 

viewing public, and its conduct as a company producing and boadcasting television programs 

*'by, for and about women," taking into consideration the external and internal influences that 

Mped to shape the decisions ma& afld the Chxtioms taken d w i g  its fiPst season. In 

particular, I look at WTN's relationship wikh its intended audience, attempting to draw some 

conclusions about how these decisions and directions ultimately confirm, contradict or expand 

our knowledge about female television viewers as discussed in previous chapters. 

Proposed Approach - Philosophy 

In its application to the CRTC, WTN went to some pains to define its proposed concept in 

the eontext of the broader en-t, stating that not only would commercial and consumer 

needs be married, but that Rsocietal c o ~ t i o n s t l  would also play a role.215 Although in 

keeping with the or&anizational sensitivity already referred to around the "F-word': no 



refe~nce to feminism is made in description of its direction, the impression created by 

the !zr.guage used is of a very pmg&re approach. one rqxxtei d w r i M  :he 

network's CRTC application as being "openly feminist in tone.'Q16) The document commits the 

channel to an "alignment of owner philosophy, program content and audience needs," which - 
positioned in the context of the audience and academic research marshalled as support - 

certainly implies a feminist agenda. Included in the concept section is an articulation of WTN's 

"values'; which address the channel's: intention to "present the world through women's eyes;" 

recognition that women are not a h o m ~ u s  group; commitment to portraying a diversity of 

perspectives and opinions; and sensitivity to the importance of dealing with contentious issues 

in "an intelligent and meaningful way." Although expressly not antimale, WTN promises in 

its submission to adopt a strongly pro-women stance with programming designed to "affirm 

their abilities, competencies and chosen roles." In addition to featuring female subjects and on- 

air persod, the means of achieving this promise involves the assurance that women will 

dominate all aspects of the writing, directing and producing process. Finatly, in probably its 

most overtly political statement the channel specifies that ?Vomen in politics will be 

ques50fid about their actions to adv=ce the issues that affect women most: day me, eider 

care, judicial reform, abuse in all its forms, etc"217 (The curious thing about this statement is 

the implication by omission that WTN's purnalists will not be holding male politicians 

accountable for these same issues.) 

Progmms and Schedule 

In reviewing the channel's proposed programming and scheduling design8 it becomes clear 

that this stated direction does indeed inform the decisions made around what to air, and when. 

216 Hestex RichesI 'The play for pay -or how to get a specialty TV channel and view happily ever after - 
channels" in Tkc Vrancaim Sun, 14 January 1995. 

Lifesiyk Television applicaion for license to the GRIT, Book I, pp. 1618. 



Moreover, the influence of WTN's audience research is evident in both the content of the 

pro,iected programsI as well as the way they've been scheduled, In recognition of h e  diversity 

of its audience vis a vis available viewing time, and in response to women's stated frustration 

about the lack of information programming dealing with concerns of interest to them d&g 

prime time, WTN's time table avoids the standard repeating "wheel" of four to six hours of 

programming. Instead, its schedule revolves around strategically positioned repeats designed 

to accommodate the diversity of women's working lives, so as to reach nursing mothers, shift 

workers, home-based business women and nine-to-fivers alike. Similarly, in terms of content, 

the channel's "signature service'' offerings (shows produced by the network to "exemplify [its] 

mission and values") embody WTN's commitment to reflect women's unique perspectives, and 

provide information and advice relevant to their lives. A promotional fact s k t  used in 

advance of the channel's launch in January 1995 went so far as to match up particular research 

findings (i.e, "women want television that offers two-way dialogue") with descriptions of 

programs designed to meet identified needs (Call tls - a call-in advice show featuring expert 

guests, and Hot Topics - documentaries on controversial topics, followed by hosted discussions 

and supplema&d by a help-k!.21s Similarly, h w s  such as POL7: Wowm (a news and public 

affairs program), Bird's Eye View (analysis of the Ottawa political scene), The Creators 

(profiles of and interviews with female artists, authors and performers) and Girl Talk (a 

contemporary magazine show hosted by teenage girls addressing the issues that affect them), 

also speak to the findings of WINS audience research.219 

This is not to say that all of the programming proposed was relentlessly serious or agenda- 

driven. But even the network's more predictable fare - such as its workout and health shows - 

reflected a progressive and decidedly female orientation. The former promised to incorporate a 

disabled instruftor, exercises that could be done in bed, and tip on turning household chores into 

WTN Fact Sheet, pmmobd material distn'buted Fall 1994. 

219 Lifestyle Tele!vision spplimtion im h s e  to the CXTC, Bmk II, pp. J2-Jl8. 



an exerase routhe; the latter category included a program called 39 We& ~ t u f  Counting 

(billed as the 'Uving hqclopedia d P r e p m y  and Childbirth") and a weekly segment 

named Herzlittg the Spirit, to focus on alternative therapies and women as healers. Rounding 

out the information programming were car care, financial advice and fly-fishing (!) shows 

designed especially for women Considering the appreciably higher costs involved in producing 

entertainment programming, it's not surprising that WTN's proposal did not commit to new 

production of any non-information fare. The channel did, however, indicate p h s  to acquire 

movies, dramas and situation comedies devoid of violence and featuring strong female 

protagonists.220 The non-violent requirement, in addition to reflecting women's concerns about 

excessively violent programming is also a response to the research findings regarding their 

desire to view in the company of family members. 

Portrayal and Employment Practices 

The sensitivity to portrayal practices articulated in W W s  program descriptions was also 

echoed in its recognition of the need for a policy relating to advertising standards. Early on in 

guidelines on sex role stereotyping in determining what the network would and would not accept 

from advertisers in tern of the portrayal of women and girls.nl In the executive summary of 

its CRTC application document, references were made to the importance of ensuring that "the 

kind of advertising and the way it depicts women" must be compatible with the overall mission 

of the channel, and reflective of "a woman's (Presumably latter assertion 

221 Public presentation to women in the Vancouver broadcasting industry, January 1994. Mediawatch 
does not, in fact, have its own guidelhs, although the organization has, regularly pnovided input to 
the Canadian Advertising Foundation on the ones it uses, and genetally supports the appiicatbn of 
the existing set. 

222 Lifeaiyk Television appIiratb for litense to the CIZTC, Book l, p. 10. 



would p h i b i t  v ~ ~ t i c  beer and perfume ads that pan up women's -bodies, sexualizing and 

commodifying their parts.) 

The extent to which WTN's philosophy of "television for women, by women and about 

women" is reflected in its employment and production policies is best summarized by the 

following statenlent about its aIready mentioned "signature services," which are: 

news and information programs which have been designed, created, researched, filmed and 

edited by women. These actions are vital to fulfill the mandate of providing a Canadian 

woman's perspective. It is only when women have the decision-making responsibility of 

selecting the issues arid images to convey, that the real objectives will be meLm 

Although financed primarily by three men, the network's senior management team has always 

been female, its sidf of 48 is 95% female, and its foundation board is made up exclusively of 

women. The very existence of the Foundation is  a significant and unprecedented initiative, and 

the mandate of its board is to provide regional perspectives on issues and programming, and to 

pmmote networksponsored mentoring opportunities for women in broadcasting. C)n an economic 

basis, this support is further reinforced by the network's financial commitment to programming 

developed by women. Over and above the $5.7 million slated for the first year of Signature 

Sewice material, WTN budgeted an additional $2.4 million for other new Canadian programs 

"designed to spenk to women in their own voi ce... [and] created by independent female 

pnodu-=4 

"Womar's Television?", A Surprisingly Radical Concept 

The very notion of a women's channel was a challenging one for many, and reaction - 

pa&darIy h m  members & the news mediil - seemed reminiscent at times of the response 

223 Mestyle Television appkdon for license to the CRTC, Book I, p. 24. 

224 Likstyb Tcllevision application for Zicense to the CRTC, Book I, p. 26. 



that greeted early suffragettes' suggestion that women be &owed to vote. f was $oubly 

sensitive to this, as a feminist activist familiar with the knee-jerk reaction inspired by 

anything perceived to be unapologetically pro-women, and having myself been initially 

sceptical of the value of a channel that might ghettoize women's concerns. At the CRTC 

hearings held in March of 1994 to receive presentations horn those applying for new licenses, it 

was apparent from Commissioner Gail Scott's questioning of WTN that above and beyond 

whatever considerations the regulatory body would give to economic viability or market 

demand, she was more preoccupied by the revolutionary - and apparently confusing - nature 

of the concept of a women's channel. Despite the significant amount of research submitted in 

conjunction with WThPs application, and the experts assembled for the hearing, the bulk of her 

questions were direded to tfie proposed channel's two principals, who were asked to define 

what the channel was, and how it would be different from what was available elsewhere. She 

appeared to be having difficulty conceiving of a network "for, by and about women." 

(Interestingly, Pat Fili-Kruschel, former Vice President of the US. women-oriented channel, 

Lifetime, made a relevant observation in drawing an analogy yetween her past employer and 

Nickelodeon, the children's cable station. Crediting Nickelodeon's success to the vision and "if- 

I-build-it-they-willcome" perseverance of that network's leader, she suggested that until a 

vehicle is created for a particular approach, the approach itself may be diffiait to imagine, 

and audience members - or indeed, regulators - may have no sense of whether or not they will 

be interested.p 

Preliminary media coverage of WTN's launch reflected this ambivalence and m n f u ~ i o n . ~ ~ ~  

Prior to the start of broadcasting in January 1895, a report in The Toronto Siar suggested that 

225 frrterview with Pat F%-Kruschef, August 13,1993. 

Zi5 The print media analysis that folZows is based on a review of all articles that appeared in 7% 
Vancovzm Sun and The Vonoovan PI& from January 1995 to November 1995, and the most 
substantive articles printed in The Winnipeg Fra Press, Thc Winnipeg Sun, Tkc Tmnto Skip, The 
Toronto Sun, Tkc Glokc md Mail and Thc Finmid Post. Clippings from the latter five publications 
were stippbd b ne by WIN, as spies of articles appearing in F?mk fb4apke a d  EIritisk 
Columbia Repwt. 



W?N voufd be starting out with "a strange blend of material ranging from @ly chat shows to 

eritty c o d e s  and dramas that may offend as many womn as Uley The day after - 
the network's launch, the same paper's TV a5tic, Jim Bawden - after observing that 'You'd 

think WTN is for the distaff side" - asked, "Surely men can sneak peaks, too?" Several days 

later, Globe and Mail television critic, Liam Lacey corfessed, "I don't think I'm qualified to 

watch, never mind ciisecss, the Women's Television Network," despite the fact that he goes on 

to acknowledge that the channel's press material specifically states that it is endeavouring to 

air programming that women can watch alone, or in the company of family or friends?28 

Meanwhile, over at The Toronfo Sun, columnist Christie Blatchford, a former sports reporter 

with a reputation for being an unreliable ally in wornen's struggle for equality, while suggesting 

that the CRTC had already licensed a men's channel (otherwise known as The Sports 

Network), critiqued WTN in the context of a piece about the " s p l d  id... noble ... young male 

animalis]" on a winning hockey ieam Her gratuitous condemnation of the women's network was 

for its apparent endorsement of the "dreary attitude" that women art! inherently gentler, 

superior, fairer and better than men, and for featuring "a lot of rhythmic drumming, much sotfo 

mce voice overs and inaneF not to mention rotund, hostesses..."229 The last reference, in 

particular, seemed to betray an especially indefensible hostility of a sort one might expect 

more from the likes of the brutally derisive Frank Magazine or the extremely conservative 

British Cotumbia Reporf than from a mainstream daily newspaper. 

The latter two publications did not disappoint. Ottawa-based Frank, which specializes in 

below-thebelt satire, took predictable swipes at the channel in a mock advertisement, the 

must printable of which d d b e d  the proposed program on political analysis as "Questionable 



Periodf a monthly current affairs round-tabk featuring the crabbiest women in CXtirwa 

reviewing - all the bloody issues on the Parliamentary lunar ~ a l e n d a r . " ~  From B.C. Rqwrf,  

came a review that was even more vicious, in that it was presented as objectively reported 

news, as opposed to satire. The none-tde1icak hadline - 'Gagging on Girl Talk - The 

Women's Television Network revels in lesbian-feminist fare" - sets the tone for Robin Brunet's 

srtide, which was relentless - not to mention picayune - in its attempt to dimedit the 

channel. The page-long profile effectively left the impression that m's programming is 

a l m t  completely pmcupied with Lesbian poetry, W i l y  functio~s k t  left unmentioned, and 

pro-abortion propaganda. Although the network's president Linda hnkin is quoted briefly, 

the person given the mmst opportunity to define the channel's value is Lydia Miljan, head of 

the archconservative Fraser Institute's media monitoring wing. She confesses to being 

"disgusted" by the "tasteless" programming, but the only example sf\e cites is a talk show 

which featured middle-aged women discussing - heaven forbid - "their kids* sex lives." 

Brunet's reference to a lecture show featuring Camille Paglia is indicative of the piece's 

sneering inaccuracy as he states that the controversial culture critic "wasn't malting enemim in 

the sisterhoodon this particub i r n I  implying that WTN and its feminist subscribers 

undoubtedly embraced Paglia's d 6 1 ~ e m e n t  of pedophilia.231 Such analyses, dthough 

predictable in their biases, cannot be dismissed, given the audiences they reach and the extent 

to which they reinforce exMng fears and prejudices about giving women too much voice. At the 

same time, the extreme nature of the views represented in such reviews underlines how safe and 

contained women-oriented television has traditionally hem. 

This is not to say that the clranrrel did not d v e  any substantive 4 warranted criticism. 

The Globe and Mairs Mchae1 Coren noted that WTN had "the appearance of a distended 



vershn o f ~ w t i t y ~ ~ ~ r ' s k ; n W a n d  s u f i ~ a n ~ ~ t e ~ ~ i n ~ e t i m i n g o f  

its c o m m l s  - both failings that I either wifnessed myself or heard critiqued by other 

nekwork ~ympatirizers~ Giving voice to a perception apparently s h e d  by many viewers, Curen 

Zamented &e "interminable taficsflows and h k h g  discussion groupsn that characterized 

WIW's first season.232 The Vancomer Sun's Lioyd Dykk expressed s h h r  sentiments, 

characterkhg the between-dmwshost as "SanCtirnDnio~s," and accusing a panel of facilitators 

of "insuiting our intelligence." New-, even these critiques embodied a degree of mean- 

~ ~ j r i t e d ~ l g ~ f i  that -& disproportionate to the i~edgling c h m r s  offenses. ~ykk's 

inMIertaral capacity was ap@y affronted by having to witness the afore-mentioned 

faditaton; "discussing things like 'suppofl systems,' *closuret and other As for 

Corm, admits to being "angemi- by the Worn's TeIevision Network, and vents this ill 

humour in €he contention that Mlf.N airs "entire pmpms featuring. .. grotesqudy unamusing 

4 irksome Amerimn ~n is fcomir r"  

P t  is difficult to read these analyses and not wonder if the tone of the reviews is not at least 

partly attn"butabk to the e m t m x k d  nature of Ute very environment to which the network is 

attempting to provkle an alternative, and the gender of the critics in question Moreover, at no 

tiae did either critic appear to Question whether or not, as male viewers, their perception of 

khepmgpmning may bedifferent fntm tttgferrcaIe viewers for whomit was designed. 

At the same time, such charged -ttation was countered by at last one male rwicwer 

- who neveddes &It compelled to acSnowtedge the unpopuIarity of his position wen while 

endwsing the new channel and its dkrhgs Tekvkion critic for 'i7re Vanmum P - m ,  Ray 

Q M ~ d e s a " i b e d ~ a s ~ ~ f i o m M y a n d f r i e n d s t o s t a y " i n t h e t l o s e t "  

mOKF than "admit the scarkt truth. I wit!& The Women's Network" This prelude to his 



review of the channel - "It airs quality material, it grapples with contemporary issues but it is 

not a propaganda tool," offering "intelligent and entertaining material and a slightly different 

perspecfive of the uniyersen - underlines how strongly the conventional wisdom ran contrary to 

his own assessmentm Chatelin's counterpart at The Toronto Star, Greg Quill, also managed to 

find something good to say about the channel, recommending several of WTN's shows which he 

praised as "fine examples of [itsj programming At the same paper, media reporter 

Antonia Zerbisias defended all of the new cable networks from criticism that she characterized 

as unfair, suggesting that viewers "Give [them] a chance. They're worth your t h e  bucks."23S 

A few voices made it into Canadian dailies expressing unrese~ed optimism about the 

potential of the women's channel to address previously neglected issues. Such analysis tended 

to come not from jo- or m i d ,  but from the mouths d activists. For instance, the 

only unapologetidy positive comments printed in The Vancouw Sun, ironically enough, 

came from me. In an article previewing an upcoming public forum on women in film and 

television, and in the context of a discussion about the ongoing ineq~ities affecting the 

portrayal and participation of wonaen, I was quoted suggesting that WTN was a positive 

initiative that would - by virtue of its mandate and approach - nurture and support female 

producers and ultimately "have an impact on the larger universe.n237 Similarly, a member of 

MediActim (a Montreal-based women's group that splintered off from Mediawatch several 

years ago) was quoted in The Montreal Mirror responding to the results of a poll suggesting 

that a women's network would rank 27th among viewers and constitute a ghetto: 

235 Greg QuiU, "Discover new channel's welI made presentation" in Tkc Toranto Sfar, 20 January 1995. 

236 Zerbisias, Antonia, There's treaswe in new channels: give 'em a c h a n ~ 8  in 77&? Tmonto Star, 17 
January 3995- 



Ghettos are born when large group are forced into margmalization. WfWs very existence 

undertines the fact that quality productions by and about women are often left out of mainstream 

programming schedules. Therefore, a women's specialty network can preserve identity and 

facilitate expressions of the d i t y  of womeitk lives that are censored 

Of the post-launch press coverage reviewed, only one article gave a WTN spokesperson the 

opportunity to frame the network in her own terms. Writing at the end of January, after most of 

the articles discussed above had been published (except for Chatelin's supportive piece) 

Oftmua Citizen arts correspondent Jamie Portman quoted network president Linda Rankin 

extensively, allowing her words to direct the bulk of the story's focus. Under the headline, 

"New women's network about marketing, not gender, CEO says," Portman even-handedly 

reports the criticisms of the channel's mandate and its financial viability, giving equal time 

and space to Rankin's refutations of the perceptions and rumours raised. Typical of the lengthy 

article are the following excerpts: 

"For anyone who asks 'Why a women's channel,' we have one key response: In Canada, there's a 

market for it -that's why," Rankin says ... [adding that] nobody has accused the YTV network of 

ghettoizing yout hs... something very emotional attached to these discussions. It 

immediately becomes a gender issue rather than a market issue, which it shouid be. And as soon 

as it's a gender issue, all sorts of other agendas - political, social and emotional - are thrown into 

the 

(Apart from the fact that Rankin appears to have suddenly abdicated WTN's prosocial 

arguments about the need for its existence, what's interesting about this coverage is the unusual 

amount of context pmvided, which nuts counter to one of the very aspects of traditional 

newspaper reporting that women were found to take issue with, as discussed in chapter 3.) 

238 Fran- "As the world spins" in 2% M r m f d  M~wM, February 2 - 9,1995. 
239 ~ a d e  PorLman8 "New wonten*s network about marketing, not gender, CEO says" in Tkr Ottuwn 

ah, 29 January 1995. 



At WTN, the volume and nature of the print media attention did not go unnoticed. Vice 

Bresident of Marketing Jacqueline Cook, claimed in an October speech to the Public Relations 

Society of Toronto that her channel had received "five times the press, mostly p i c v e ,  of any 

of the other new s e r v i ~ e s . " ~ ~  While it is beyond the scope of my research to document this 

contention, the controversy-driven nature of news suggests that the women's channel likely did 

generate more coverage than the politically neutral science, country music and arts channels. As 

well, even the limited review conducted suggests that the negative reports about WTN may 

well have created a disproportionately strong impression, relative to the more balanced 

coverage that, in fad, existed. 

Nevertheless, as TV reviewers turned their attention away from the seemingly 

controversial nature of tfne channel itself, to fwus on the material being broadcast, WTM fare - 
ranging from British sit-coms, to International Women's Day programs like Women in Power 

and You've Come a Long Way Baby - began to show up in a variety of 'TV Highlights" 

columns. "241 Moreo~er, an Occasional columnist went out on a limb and actually provided 

answers to some of the questions raised about WTPIJ's very raiwn d'etre. Writing in The Toronto 

Star under the headline "fhe women's W channel faces undeserved hostility:' media reporter 

Antonia Zerbisias cited some of the jeering remarks she'd heard from mostly male colleagues 

and readers about 'The Tampon Network," and asked, 

What is so threatening a b u t  a concept [devoted to] information programming created with the 

specific needs of women in mind?-. Especially when you consider how much 'IT is aimed at 

snagging women viewers who buy the soap, soda, cereal and other stuff advertised throughout the 

broadcast day. But look at the crap aimed at women on conventional TV ... mostly mindless stuff ... 
Where are the forums for women to discuss issues of concern to them, to analyze pditieal and 

other events from a f e m i i  perspective? Hang what Wall Street money traders say about the 

240 Jacqueline Cook, Speech to the Chadian Public Relatiom Society, Toronto, 24 Odober 1995. 

7'he V-acr Sun, "Column One", 8 Akmh 1995. 



federal budget, tell us what it's doing to mitigate daycare costs or the number of deadbeat dads! 

Wflrf d o e  that. Every day. 242 

Unanticipated Controversies 

Above and beyond the difficulties the network encountered in attempting to assert and gain 

acceptance for its mandate and identity, other unanticipated controversies exacerbated WTN's 

growing reputation for contentiousness and contributed to making the channel's first month on 

air particularly challenging. The very first week it began broadcasting, a national TV listing 

service (supplying The Globe b MaiI's TV magazine, among others) confused its programming 

with that of another specialty channel, erroneously informing prospective viewers that 

&itman, The Green Hornet, and Wonder Woman could be expected on WTN's schedule.243 

As debilitating as that situation was, by far the larger problem was generated by the 

actions of carrier Rogers CableSystems, in its negative option marketing fiasco. By packaging 

the seven newly-licensed Canadian cable channels with established American counterparts (a 

move quired by the CRTC), and tequiring viewers to contact Rogers if they didn't want to pay 

for the new channels, the cable giant created a consumer =volt. During the first two weeks of 

itnt;ax~, the mtiage fdt bj dbprn~ed cable S U ~ ~  received significantly more media 

attention - including virulent debate on open-line radio shows and almost nightly television 

coverage of public demonstrations - than the programming on the thanneb t h e d v e s .  The 

discontent amongst CO-rs seemed substantive enough that the specialty channels - which 

had based their financial projections on reading the vast majority of existing cable subscribers 

- felt their economic futures jeoprdized by the fallout, which seemed destined to result in 

considerably fewer sdwri'bers and viewers than 

243 T i  pains"# Tirc C;dabc b Md, 6 January 1995. 



In British Columbia, where Rogers has significant market penetration, the Minister of 

Consumer ServicesI Joan Smallwood responded to consumer pfessure and promised to enact 

legislation that would make the cable carrier's negative option marketing illegal in B.C., as it 

was in other provinces. Rogers eventually backed down, revoking its original packaging plans 

and making it easier for consumers to refuse the additional channels and costs, with one 

industry observer actually suggesting that the intense publicity may have ultimately done 

more good than harm, simply by creating greater awareness about the new speciality 

sgnrices.245 Nevertheless, the stress of this unexpected revolt no doubt contributed to creating 

the climate that gave birth to WTN's next crisis. 

In mid-January, network president, Linda Rankin, gave an interview by phone to a Calgary 

+ jmmalist in which she expressed concerns about the financial future of WTN. The story - 
carried by Canadian Fress wire services and published in papers across the country - opened 

with the following dark pronouncement: "Advertising sales are grim for one of Canada's new 

TV networks and its president says the channel may be killed by a consumer revolt." Rankin 

herself was quoted as saying: 'lt's a very precarious situation. We're getting no response from 

Not surprisingly, this item sparked several days of intensive damage control 

on WTN's part, resulting in follow-up articles in some of the newspapers that printed the CP 

story. In the day or two following the first report, Vice President of Marketing, Jacqueline Cook, 

and Randy Moffat, owner of Moffat Comunications, W W s  chief investor, were both given an 

opportunity to speak to Rankin's comments, which they claimed had been taken out of context. 

In efforts to counter the impression left by Rankin - who had apparently been asked to 

speculate on a worst-case scenario - Cook and Moffat delivered the measage that the network 
- - 

244 WilIiam Boei, "New channds expxt 8096 approval" in Tkc Vaneouter Sun, 4 Fetrruary end H e  
Richess The play for pay - or how to get a specialty TV channel and view happily ever after - 
channelsn in The Varscoum %st, 14 Jan-.lilty 1995. 

245 Ian Morrison, spolcespmsm for Friends of Canadian Broadcasting as quoted by Rachel Iiaielman, 
"Can new channels survive?" in Tkc Gb& and MI 24 January 19%. 

246 Canadian Press, Tack of ads puts network in jeopardy*, Cnlgary Sun, 14 January 199% Tk V-w 
Sun, 16 January 1995. 
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management when he noted that the channel had achieved "about 95 per cent of its advertising 

sales budget for ~ e b r u a r y - " ~ ~  The contradiction inherent in the two perspectives provided, 

however, was neither acknowledged nor explained. 

Listening to the Audience 

If WTN was at times able to discount the judgements of television reviewers as inaccurate or 

hostile, they were not able to ignore the tales being told by audience figures, the reporting of 

which did nothing to dispel the perception of WTN's alleged financial troubles. In The Globe 

and Mail, Nielsen ratings for the week of January 2nd to 8th revealed that out of the seven 

newly-launched channels, the women's network was unchallenged in its ownership of the 

bottom of the pack, with an average of 23,000 viewers during prime time (7 p.m. to 11 p.m.), 

compared to Discovery's top spot at 80,000 viewers, or even second-to-last Life Channel's 29,000 

viewersm The new channels' performance in its second week on-air was reported in terms of 

the overall television viewing audience per minute, again showing WTN in last place, albeit 

tied with Life at a 3 share of all viewers, compared to Discovery's 1.4 per cent sharez4 A 

month h t r ,  in an ove-rview of the first five week of ratings published by The Ottawa Citizen 

and picked up elsewherq, WTN still had the lowest number of average per minute viewers 

(9m versus Discovery's 42,000 or Life's 13,000) but these were reported to be growing, and vice 

president Jacqueline Cook was quoted on the subject of audience feedback, maintaining that 90 

per cent of the channel's viewer response was p c s i t i ~ e . ~  

252 Martin Cash, "Moffit enjoys strong quarter" in The Winnipeg Free Press, 19 January 1995. 

2 5 5 ~ ~ n y  ~therton, "~ver- in bdewkbn, if at first you don't succeed, try try try try ~ X Y  try try again: After a 
barrage of bad pblidy, tk 7 7 qechlty c h ~ ~ l s  are fi@ting bacv in Tkc CWizm i=&m, 
reprintdbylk VanmuocrW,3Marchfg%. 



In the face of the early criticism levelled at the network by the press, this was no doubt 

difficult for many to believe, and yet given the virulence of many of the reviews, one could 

argue that those viewing the WTN despite such negative assessments would only be doing so 

because they genuinely appreciated the alternative focus a d  approach. Indeed, WTN's 

appeal appeared to transcend news reports that continued to misrepresent the facts. Six months 

into the life of the new networks, The Globe and Mail reported that WTN's average number of 

viewers per minute stood at 6,000, and implied that it had only reached that level due to 

having k n  given preferential treatment by the cable carriers. The Globe also reported 

incorrectly on the contribution WTN's revenues had made to the channel's chief shareholder, 

Moffat ~omrnunications.~~ This caused Cook to send a sharply worded letter to Editsr-in- 

Chief, William Thorsell, taking the paper to task on a number of inaccuracies, including its 

reporting of ratings figures. Wrote Cook, "WTN's average minute audience has grown 20% since 

launch and now stands at twice the number of viewers stated in your articles. We are one of 

three English language networks to have grown our audience since launch ... We have less 

preferential regulated carriage provisions than other services, such as T!~N.. . '*~~~ The letter 

was not published by The Globe, but Cook judged it to have been effective on at least one levek 

with the exception of a brief item about a change of staff, "Canada's National Newspaper" 

made no mention of WTN for many months afterwards258 

Meanwhile, as early as March, the channel had begun to respond to viewer feedback, and 

was revising both its content and approach. A Toronto Star article quoted programming vice- 

president, Barbara Barde on the subject of upcoming changes, indicating: 'This is the first time 

we're able to stop, breathe and say this doesn't work, let's look at this, how do we revisit 

256 "Moffat's earnings rise 21%" in Tke Globe and M&E, 5 July 1995,812; Harvey Enchin, "Canadians 
tuning out specialty TV" in Z ' k  Globe and 6 July 1995, Al; and John Haslett Cuff, ''Challenger 
oiC#I%nocfani6"6&iy194i5. 

257 Cook. Jacqueliie, vice president of WIN, letter to William 'Korsell of The Globe and Mail, 10 July 
1995, unpublished, provided by Cook. 

2% Cook, Jacqueline, interview conducted by the author* Novemtuer 1995. 



this..." The changes themselves were telling. As one example, the producer of WTN's nightly 

public: affairs show, POV: Women, volunteered that 'Viewers see women sitting in chairs and 

talking and they think that what they're talking about isn't important - just because they see 

women,"259 suggesting that the presentation of the show needed to be revamped to make it look 

more "authoritative." Even if such perceptions were not directly influenced by the sneering 

attitudes evident in some of the reviews already cited, they have no doubt been cultivated by 

decades of television in which female experts -- notwithstanding the happy housewife variety 

knowledgeable about bathroom cleansers and laundry detergent - were notably absen t.2g0 

Indeed, this kind of response among female television viewers provides a dramatic, if 

depressing, illustration of the crying need for more female role models, if only to allow women 

themselves to appreciate that they do, in fact, exist. 

According to at least one observer, WTN's willingness to incorporate such feedback, as 

frustrating as it must have been, set it apart from the other channels. At the end of May, Denise 

Duguay of The Winnipeg Sun wrote an exceptionally positive piece about the network's first 

five months on air, chronicling its initial challenges, and then concluding that, despite derision 

from the "good old boys," and dire predictions about its untimely demise: 'WIN is not only still 

around, it's progressed from a crawl to an increasingly steady walk."261 Citing qualities 

reminiscent of Deborah Tanning's analysis of the gender differences in communication styles, 

Duguay attributed the channel's "gently curving upward arc" t~ four things: "humility, 

balance, dependability and time." Crediting the network with listening skills uncommon 

amongst typically "arrogant" and "inflexible" broadcasters, she described some of the changes 

being implemented by WTN in response to the criticism it received regarding programming that 

Zerbisias, "Ke women's TV i w l  faces undesened hostility." 

260 'Phis anecdote also brings to mind the fact that iong-time Conservative pollster, Mm Cregg is able to 
appear on teievision in a t-shirt and pony tail and be p-ceived as an expert, whenxi8 women being 
interviewed as an authority on virtually any subject risk being read as a mmtaq if they don't wear a 
suit jacket or business dress. 

Denise Duguay, "Gals on Top - W N s  come a long way, baby" in Tkc Winnipeg Sun, 31 May 1995. 
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was too serious and relied too heavily on ta ibg heads. She also cited the decision to drop the 

between-showhosts, who were intended to provide some kind of cohesion by bridging from one 

program to another, but turned out to be alienating even to some channel Duguay 

concluded by maintaining that the channel "still delivers what it promised - TV for women, by 

women and about women," and then quoting a Videon cable supplier spokesperson who observed 

that both male and female viewers ultimately enjoyed WTN more than they expected: "It 

seems a lot of viewers ... are paying more attention to the programming and not the name of the 

network, and theytre liking it."263 

This is not to say that the negative critiques of the channel's serious, talking-head 

programming didn't appear to have an impad. WTN's promotional material for the 1995-% 

fall and winter season emphasized a schedule "packed with stars you'll love and stories you'll 

remember," &ewing the information shows that had featured so prominently in its January 

launch, and highlighting instead "compelling drama, hilarious comedy, romance and top 

talent ..." Where new, independently-produted Canadian interview-bad programs had been 

positioned front and centre its first time out, the fall publicity package started off by profiling 

entertainment products acquired from Britain, Australia and the U.S, leaving the home-gown 

and more issues-orient& shows to be discussed in later pages? 

In an October address to members of the Canadian Public Relations Society, WIN'S vice 

president of marketing, Jacqueline Cook, confirmed that the programming vision had indeed 

been revised, and outlined the history and rationale for the changes made.= Noting that 

established specialty channels such as MTV, CNN and A&E had all taken several years to 

262 Toronfo S h S s  Zerbisias, for instance, whose articles about WFN were mostly very positive, wrote 
"And what's with thoee women between progams? I swear one was knitting baby booties on air the 
other day," advising WIN to %se the knitting meclks'' in "ihe expert views of new W" 1 March 
1%. 

263 Duguay, wGals on Top." 

264 WIN 1995-96 Fali & Win* P q p m m h g  Hi%hiights, supplied by WIN. 
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" 
define their focus, she said that V A N  began reevaluating "the typet tone and intent" of its 

programming as early as February. She indicated that the direction settled on at that point 

was to be less intellectual and elitist, and more lighthearted and escapist. This was signalled 

in part by a new advertising campaign placed in Marketing Maguzhe, which announced 'We 

do so have a sense of humour," and evident in the increased promotion of the channel's British 

comedy series. For the fall season, the new direction translated into WTWs decision to keep its 

weekend movies, British comedies and biographies of famous women, and add Brumwell, a 

lavish period drama about medicine in Victorian England, andl First Fire, an Australian drama 

about a female fire fighter. Although Cook recommitted the channel to other less mainstream 

shows, such as the experimental short film series, Shameless Shorts and Girl Talk - "the only 

place on television where you can hear the uncensored/untampered voice of today's teenage 

girls" - she also announced two interview-format programs recycled celebrity interviews with 

Barbara Walters, and a new show hosted by former fashion model Lauren Hutton who draws 

her guests primarily from the ranks of Hollywood's rich and famous. 

Moreover, Cook went to some lengths to convince the P.R. Society members that despite the 

contention made by a radio station talk show host that WTN was more like MS. Magmine than 

Chatelaine, the reverse characterization was more accurate. 'We are Canadian, we are 

advertising supported. Our shows cover a broad range of pmgrams - romance, fashion, finances, 

parenting, gardening, beauty, profiles of interesting people and some fiction... We are not 

politically or ideologidy driven. Our objective is to create a commercially successful service 

by providing the most entertaining programming to our viewers." This last statement, coupled 

with the Chafelaine comparison, seem particularly at odds with the channei's promise to 

provide a l t e d v e  fare, and Cook's identification of the four words that best define WTN - 
'ST, metinaes sb.eetsmart, Fun and Qassy" (capitals in the original) - hardly e v o b  

some of the network's loftier ideals as outlined in ib application document and discus& at the 

beginning of this chapter. Although it's apparent that The Maty Tylet Mrmc shot0 and 



Rhoda are the embodiment of thee defining adjectives, it's less clear how 20 year-old Amer- 

ican sitcoms provide the promised diversity or an alternative to already existing fare. 266 

While Cook's recipe for success was no doubt a palatable prescription from the perspective 

of her audience of marketing executives,267 the r e v i d  vision she articulates clearly calls into 

question the socialiy-consaous, equity-inspired goals laid out by Wi'N at its inception. 

Furthermore, Cook went on to imply that since women often watch television in the company of 

their families, it was important to provide programs that would take into consideration men's 

preferences. This phenomenon (which was also identified in the literature review that the 

SmJ Media Lab conducted on behalf of WTN) perhaps provides additional explanation for 

WTN's increased emphasis on entertainment fare, since the network's ratings have 

demonstrated that male viewers are attracted to movies, comedies, dramas and biographies 

featuring female stars and personalities. While it is understandable that such an influence on 

program selection would have to be taken into consideration given the competitive nature of the 

television market, it is discouraging that any heed should have to be paid to the preferences of 

men, on this of all channels. In light of such decisions, and the ongoing challenges of 

appropriate - positioning - with news media and the public - it is hardly surprising that 

accusations of "sell out'' surfaced amongst some of the network's natural constituents. 

How Far Feminist? Constituent Concerns 

Many feminists, members of Mediawatch among them, saw the introduction of WTN as a 

significant moment in the evolution of our fight against inequality in rnairiStTearn media. The 

print d i a ' s  obsession with the concept of a channel devoted b women only served to confirm 

the pressing need for such an institution ar#i to validate the radicalizing mie that WTN must 

266 Lifestyle Tekvisim application for ficense to the CRTC, Book I, p. 17. 

267 As a former member of thE Canadian PuMic Relatiions Society (1485 - 1989) I have attended many 
such 1unCl.reons and am familiar with the orientation of the membership, particularly in the Toronto 
area. Althou* col~ununicatian professionals from charitable organizations and the public sector 
b e h g  te the €FEE, bte rtf is men&er~ M from large c o n ~ ~ g  cumpanies or corporate 
public relations deptmenk. 



surely be s11pprtecI in pbying. And yet the capacity to generate negative publicity hardly 

proved the network's potential to radicalize the rest of the television environment. Indeed, in 

the eyes of some, WTN - from its management changes and supplier relations to its imported 

entertainment programming and re-articulated identity - was a far cry from the ultra- 

progressive broadcaster envisioned. The validity of such criticisms is clearly important in the 

context of this attempt tc draw coneiufions about the ability of the network to prove the female 

audience's potential role in transforming the broadcasting environment to a more sodally 

respnsible one. 

In late December 1995 a year-end analysis of how the new specialty channels had fared 

over their first 12 months devoted significant attention to WTN's evolution. In a lengthy piece 

originating in The Ottpwr Citizen and picked up elsewheretm critic Tony Atherton noted that 

"Almost every channel has revamped (some might say compromised) its program schedtle to 

woo viewers." But he took particular aim at WTN, which he eharactdmi as having 

abandoned much of the ~issue-oTiented prolpams for, by and about w o r n  fwhkh) had c h a d  

the CRTC..." Detailing some of the network's programming and staff changes, Atherton 

concluded that WTN was replacing its alternative fare with "shows about fashion, lifestyles 

and home renovations, precisely the kinds of 'stereotypical' women's programming that WTN's 

original president vowed would not be on Che drannei." 

This assessment would have come as no surprise to at least one of the channel's early 

reviewers. In contrast to both its few glowing reviews and the condemnation doled out by 

especially eomervative puMications, WTN d v e d  unscpeded criticism from a feminist 

sou~ce. In ib hky/June edition of Pbfk C u r d ,  a left-leaning Vanowver-bed alternative 

monthly which "sheds light on hidden fonns of o p ~ n " w  not covered by ttrt! maimtmm 





particular WTN defender, who specifically praised WTN shows Shameless S h ~ t t s  m b  the 

Dr~mfk P h  ,%k.s, fi~&br countered Hiwy's " c o n k d i n g "  tow wi& fh conten&n 

that: "I, too, would like to see a program about the other kinds of working women," and then 

asked "is lack of good labour programming stopping any of us from watching BCW etc. for our 

daily fill of propaganda?" 

Moreover, it is interesting to consider Hissey's analysis of 'MPI?V in the context of the 

accusations leveled at the channel by the already-mentioned B.C. Rqmrf, which judged the 

network to be relentlessly promoting the interests of man-hating lesbian feminists.. Two such 

ptarized viewpoints of the same programming arguably say more about the reviewers than 

the network, and in their extremity may effectively cancel one another, suggesting that, in fad, 

the channel may effectively be speaking to a broad cross-section of Canadian women who exist 

in between these two polarifis. Ironically, in asserting that "It's easy enough to see why 

women of colour, lesbians and feminists of various stripes find little enough to interest them," 

Hissey seems to have bought into the message being disseminated by mainstream news media 

about WIN'S failure to attract an audience. However, in pronouncing the channel's fare 

d&&, she could be armed of om of the very s k  finds the c b a e l  guilt;. of: 

ignoring the diversity of opinion and perspective within the women's movement itself. 

At a level, other judgements a b u t  the network's feminist credentials circulated 

among women working in the television production community. In light of the media coverage 

critical of the channel concept, and in the context of the general discourse about the current 

"baddash" against those striving for women's quality, it is perhaps not surprising that some 

! s w p & d  that the high level staff changes at WTN reflected an attempt to eradicate those 

anployees with the strongest profeminist In addition, the network's commitment 

to kdepadat female producers, while applauded by women in the industry, was 80mewbt 

m~ heard this conem v o i ~ d  in informal conversatjrw~r with women in the vancower production 
i n d ~ w h o ~ m a k i n g o n ~ q y ~ w n s e r i e s .  



offset 57 the widespread perception that fees it made available for such work were 

unzasdly ~ s w ? ~ ~  and the sped with which it *paid its bills particularly slow. 

As one of those producers, my own experience is relevant here. Prior to my involvement with 

the channel, I had absolutely no background in television production whatsoever. 

Nevertheless, soon after WTN was granted a license in June of 1994, I was invited - on the basis 

of my subject expertise - to produce a 26-episode information series about the mainstream 

media's portrayal and representation of women. WTN teamed me up with a director, who had 

experierge in film, but not television, and we f o d  a production company in order to do the 

series. Clearly this was not the kind of break that any other network was likely to provide to 

two novices, no matter how enthusiastic and intelligent. In the face of the mentoring 

opportunity being provided, the fact that the amount paid by WTN to my company by way of 

broadcast license fees for the Mf-hour series was significantly lower than the kind of money 

paid by CBC or CTV for similar kinds of programs became almost irrelevant. Moreover, it was 

also abundantly clear that neither CBC nor 077 would have been remotely likely to finance a 

program that intend& to be critical of the way in which much of the mainstream media - 
advertiskg included - prtrayd wornon. 

I had a somewhat different perspective as well, on the concerns expressed by both my own 

production staff, and women working on another Vancouver4xised program, about the way in 

which WTN's head office p e r s o d  dealt with independent producers. I noticed, for instance, 

that from the start of our business relationship, my partner - who had not had the benefit of 

working with the network's management team as I had when preparing for and appearing at 

the CRTC hearings - was decidedly more suspicious and less trusting of the channel's 

intentions. This set up an uncomfortable tension whereby she was inched to attriiute a late 

cheque or d e a r  wording in our contract to ulterior motives, whereas I generally perceived 

273 This fatt was "ported by Judy Steed in Tke Twodo Star, "A channel for women", 11 December 1994, 
and relayed to me anecdotally by Eileen Hoeter, a Vancouver-based filmmaker and the former 
psident of f f - m  Women in Fifm who was contracted to produce 40 episodes of Tkc Creafors, 
a program about women in the arts, fot $12000 per horn-long episode. 



such problems to be a result of predictable disorganization and understaffing due to the 

challenges inherent to the start-up phase. 

Ultimately, the test for me of WTN's commitment to the pro-women issues that I deemed 

important, and which it had idenGfied in its application, came in the form of the channel's 

willingness to support my program's critique of mainstream media depictions, despite the 

potential threat of lawsuits. Like most other broadcasters, WTN requires its independent 

producers to obtain errors and omissions insurance coverage that will protect the channel and its 

producers in the event of legal action brought against the series for the use of an image, footage 

or music for which copyright clearance has not been obtained. From the start, we assumed that 

given the nature of Doublefake, we would not be able to obtain permission from all of those 

whose images we would be critiquing, and some intestinal fortitude on the channel's behalf 

would be required. Although the negotiation process involved in amving at a mutually 

agreeable decision took many more months than I would have hoped (elongated considerably 

by the necessity of dealing with the insurance company's lawyer), in the end, WTN's senior 

executives agreed to stand behind the integrity of the program and take a risk airing uncleared 

material. Moreover, this decision was taken after the departure of both Barbara Barde and 

Linda Rankin (with whom I had established relationships) and so reflected a channel-wide 

philosophy and commitment, rather than simply the honouring of an understanding between 

individuals. 

Moreover, the circumstanres behind some of the high-level staff changes also fail to 

validate the suspicions of those who attributed hem to an attempt by the owners to purge the 

channel of those employees with the strong feminist leanings. The perception began when, just 

a few weeks after the January 1995 launch, one of network's first hires, CarIyn Modtin, was let 

go from her 60-hour-a-week position overseeing the &and's independent producers. Moultin's 

d q a r h e  came as a shock to the independent production c-unity for which in many ways, 

she utas WTN. When 1 spoke with Carlyn shortly after she left, she implied but didn't state 

that her political and sexual orientations oontri'buted to her dismissal. Howew, the network's 
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position on her leaving tcornmunicaied to me by Barbara Barde) was that given Pke nature of 

CarIyn's job, the network d l y  required her to operate out of WTN's head office, she was 

unwilling to transfer to Winnipeg. (The common sense rationale of this argument was somewhat 

offset by the fact that the woman who has been doing Moultin's work since she left, Melanie 

McCaig, remains in Toronto. Nevertheless, McCaig took over on an interim basis, and - based on 

my personal experience liaising with both women - appeared better suited to the challenging 

task of keeping overworked, underpaid, rookie producers happy over long distance telephone 

lines. Clearly WTN agreed, eventually abandoning the search for a Winnipeg-based 

replacement, and appointing McCaig to Moultin's position permanently.) 

Barde herself, with the channel from the beginning of its application process and a part- 

owner, left her own second-incommand position in July to move back to Toronto from WIWs 

Winnipeg headquarters, abdicating her mle in providing overall programming direction for the 

network. This, too, was seen as an ominous sign by those familiar with Barde's long history of 

wnonsense advocacy of behalf of women in the television industry. But her story had personal 

dimensions not readily apparent to the larger feminist/production community c o n c e d  about 

the personnel changes. In her words, 'l had to get back to Toronto. I had no life, I gained 20 

pounds, I worked around the clock. I guess I hadn't really realized how much my friends in 

Toronto mattered to me?274 The decision to leave was clearly Barde's choice; moreover, she 

now produces three of the network's "Signature Service" series out of Tomnto, and continues to 

sit on WTN's board of directors, where her significant voice still contriiutes to shaping the 

network's direction. 

However, to the extent that Moultin's and Barde's departures were publicized, they tended 

to fuel existing perceptions about WIN'S penchant for bloodletting, concerns that were further 

entrenched when, a scant month after Barde left, WTN issued a terse press release indicating 



that Linda Rankin had resigned as president due to "fundamental differences in management 

philosophy between Ms. Rankin and the ~ o r n ~ a n ~ . " ~ ~ ~  Major shareholder Randy Moffat was 

named as the Acting President while a replacement was being sought. This latter leave-taking, 

in particular, raised questions about whether or not the channel's commitment to sticking to its, 

if not overtly feminist agenda, at least covertly progressive approach, was threatened. Were 

the "philosophical differences" referred to in the news release simply a euphemism for "not 

willing to compromise the mandate"? I was unable to speak with Rankin about the 

circumstances leading to her resignation (she is moving from Winnipeg to Toronto at the time of 

this writing), and it is difficult to determine exactly what transpired between the former and 

acting presidents. Barde has said that Rankin's departure was voluntary and more a function of 

Ranlkin's distaste for being "micro-managed" by Mr. Moffat (who was concerned about her la& 

of broadcasting experience), than it was a disagreement about the fundamental direction of the 

However, she also indicated that her former colleague frustrated Moffat by 

placing importance on aspects of the business that were not profit centres, and is still 

negotiating her settlement with the network, both of which imply that there was more to the 

departure than a simple resignation. 

At this time it is hard to say what direction WTN's continued evolution will take, 

partidarly given the fact that the network's senior management has t u d  over in the past 

six months and the one constant, major shareholder, Randy Moffat, is reportedly more inclined 

to acquire greater volumes of American programming than he is to fund especially progressive 

i d e a ~ . 2 ~ ~  Nevertheless, it does seem safe to say that at the very least, the female executives 

who are now heading up the Women's Television Network would be unlikely to ever utter the 

275 News release supplied by WfN, dated 16 A* 1995. 

276 Barde, interview. 

277 M. 



following words, spoken recently by Moses Znaimer, owner of three Canadian television 

channels, and m n t l y  applying for a license for the educational network, CLT: 

We're not saying that television can teach people as well as teachers. Not right now, at least. But 

in a few years, who knows? Maybe you'll have your sawn here with your lessons, with a window 

for your notes, and maybe you'll have Access or CLT in another window. And, then, of course, 

you'll have you tutor. And, since we [he and his male business partner I will have something to 

do with it, she'll be the most breathtakingly beautiful PhD you've ever seen. And you're going to 

want to talk to her every day. 278 

Znaimer, it appears, assumes the audience for his educational TV service will be sexually- 

preoccupied heterosexual men. (Over and above his apparent ignorance about effective 

pedagogical strategies, I suspect he may have difficulty luring corporate sponsors away from 

EN.) His comments, printed unchallenged in ''Canada's National Newspaper" underline the 

need for greater diversity within the country's media production industries. 

The unconscious attitudes reflected in Znaimer's remarks provide an interesting gauge 

against which to assess WTN's performance. Surely judging the fledgling network's potential 

for transforming the current TV environment based on the expectations or concerns of the social 

group (feminists) who are hoping for the most radical shift possible, is unfair. More relevant is 

to mcasure the channel's management and programs against the broadcasters and programs 

with whom and which WTN will compete for survival. 

I ~ K S  WTN present a more progressive image of women? 

Listening to Jacqueline Codc promote WTN to a roomful of public relations practitioners it 

might s e m  that existing mainstream television trends have been more successful at exerting 

pressure on WTN to change its programming dirrction than the reverse, but the network - 

Tii8 Chris %+foe, "Accessing ?V"s new world" in The Globc and Mail, 20 January 1996, p. C2. 



dfsspite having acquired more entertainment materid and choosing to broadcast IWary Tyler 

Moore reruns - nevertheless continues to provide a viewing experience that remains in some key 

ways substantively different from other channels. Elsewhere, for instance, female characters 

and commentators still make up less than 35% of all people seen on both Canadian and 

American prime time television.279 Yet even a cursory review of the programming offered on 

WTN finds the number of women appearing both on-screen and in the credits so dramatically 

higher as to render a detailed content analysis almost a waste of time. In an informal 

assessment of one evening's programs aired between the hours of 6.W pm and 11:W pm,w wery 

one of ten programs starred or was hosted by a woman; all told, the female to male ratio was 

approximately three to one, reflecting almost the exact opposite of what is seen on shows 

broadcast by established networks and cable companies.281 Although the goal of getting more 

women on the screen is not, in and of itself, enough, it is an important start, given the potential 

impact of the increased number of role models available through the medium. (Indeed, in the 

episode of Landed which I viewed, a Black storyteller and author being i n t e ~ e w e d  about her 

experiences as a new immigrant to Canada specifically mentioned the pride she felt at being 

able to provide young Black children with someone to identify with, and imagine growing up to 

emulate.) 

In terms of behind-the-scenes representation, all of the four credit sequences that I viewed 

featured female prodwers, as well as a predominance of women in other key production 

positions such as associate or segment producer, director (when applicable), writer and editor. 

279 Gerbner, Women and Mimn'iies on Television, Appendix, Table 2; and Mediawatch, F m t  and 
Centre, pp. M. 

28qhe times given are Eastern Standard Time, since WTN is now disseminated on a single feed and 
schedules its prime time fare to the largest conoentration of viewers, in Ontario. 

Ti survey was c o d d  on Tuesday, january 23,i%. The programs viewed irrcitt8d: hhtsier'ile 
File; Laded, Tim of Your L*, Natural Angler, Mary Tyler M w e ,  Working Wornon, C b  Act, 
Resourceful Rnrorratw, Painfed House, and Takc 3. Although I did not view every program in Its 
entirety or work with a rigomus methodology, the contrast between WIN and sther channels was so 
stark that for several homsI men seemed virtuaUy invisible, despite the three-io-ane-ratio that ! 
recorded. 



Considering th paucity of women currently employed in such p i t ions  in the television 

production industry as a whole (relevant statistics discussed in chapter one), this commitment 

on WTN's part to the "television by women" aspect is significant, and its impact profoundly 

political. As Lana M o w  writes: 

Currently, institutionalized systems of representation are used to sustain oppression by speaking 

for 'The Otha" in the interests of dominant groups. Means of eommunication should be used 

instead to make it possible for those who are other to "speak for themselves/ a common feminist 

platform.282 

Furthermore, the content of the programming viewed also reflected a significant departure 

from most prime time mainstream fare. With the exception of May Tyler Moore and an hour- 

long British comedy, CPass Act, the remaining four-and-a-half hours of programming were 

information-based. There were no game shows or soap operas; the aforementioned Landing, 

about the value and contributions of immigrants to Canadian society is, in the context of the 

anti-immigration rhetoric of contemporary opposition politicians, extremely progressive; and 

the other shows dealt variously with sub@% like developments in medical science, the 

perspectives and pursuits of active senior citizens, and an international trade mission for female 

entrepreneurs. Moreowr, relative to the rest of the television universe, the ratio of female to 

male commentators and featured performers, and the diversity of occupations presentd - 
including women hosting how-to fishing and h a  renovation shows - are arguably 

transfonnative acts, in and of themselves. 

Having said that, concerns remain about the depth of the network's commitment to its 

originally-stated mandate. Although the current programming mix combines a good 

complement of information-based material, some of which addresses controversial subject 

matter unlikely to get picked up by more commercially~riented channels, there is some 

282 Lana F. Rakow, '"L)onft Hate Me Because Fm Beautiful': Feminist Reshame to Advertising's 
Irresistible Meaningsw in Southern Communidbn Journal, Winter 1'992, p. 140. 



aicat ion that members of the network's new senior mamgement team - who have not yet put 

together a season on their own - may not be as personally committed to the political nature of 

the project as their predecessors. (For Linda Rankin and Barbara Barde, Lifestyle/WTN was a 

labour of love fueled in no small part by their interest in the opportunity it presented to redress 

historic inequities in broadcasting. Neither of their successors appears to be motivated in this 

way to the same degree.}283 

However, to the extent that changes in programming and scheduling have been made to 

date, the decisions appear to have been taken as a result of viewer feedback, which the 

chantlei goes out of its way to solicit, through both a regular newsletter and 1-800 number. 

Indeed, such responsiveness to its audience may prove to be one of the most distinctive things 

about WIN. Whether this orientation is athibutable to the the reportedly superior listening 

skills of women, or the channel's mandate (for, by and about women) which clearly 

characterizes WTN as operating in a service relationship to its female viewers, it seems likely 

that this audience focus will remain a strong one. (Given he fact that the network was 

established in part as a reaction to the lack of attention paid to women viewers by male 

dominated television broadcasters, this seems only appropriate.) 

Also relevant to a discussion oi the channel's programming direction is WTN's recent 

indication that it will now only consider unsolicited program proposals that are submitted 

with the name and contact number of an already-on-side "Gold" sponsor, willing to invest 

$100,000 in the series under c~ns ide ra t ion .~  Such a requirement will inevitably influence the 

283 A WlW insider who did not wish to be identified indicated that, although she r e s w  Susan Millican 
in her role as VP. Programmg, and enjoys working with her, Miltican does not see hereelf as 
working on behalf of feminist issues. As for the new President, E&,ne Aii, this source noted that ''She 
has a strong set of values, which not everyone does. She's not an outspoken advocate for women, but 
there were many candidates wltt muM have been worse." Anecdotally, my own television d m ,  
Doublefakc, although completed in July 1995, hae not as yet broadcaet, or been given an air 
date. This is in part due to the network's revamped scheduling approach and the slight edge now 
given to entertainment, as opposed to informational programming. However, at this writing, it also 
appears that WIN, in proclaiming its lighthearted, escapisth affinity with ChatLku'w, may not be 
as ken as it once was to broadcast an "intellectual" series that is clearly more d o d y  aligned with 
Ms. Magazim. 



kids of programs that will get made, since sponsors of that largesse are most likely to come 

from the corporate Sector, a notoriously conservative source of funding whose decision-makers 

are primarily interested in avoiding controversy, and investing in vehicles that have already 

demonstrated their ability to contribute to profits. As just one example, my own series, 

Doubletake - a critical look at the portrayal of women in mainstream media, including 

advertising - would never have been produced under such an Wlhl may still 

choose to such mnt~overslal p r o w  in the future, but for the time being, they are not 

entertaining proposals for such obviously noncommercial material. 

Nevertheless, although WTN may ultimately not live up to its original vision, or the 

a ~ t a ~ o n s  of s o n  femLnists actively engaDd in the fight for a transformed television 

environment, the answer to the question, "Does WTN present a more progressive image of 

women?" is a definitive "yes." 

Is there an audience for thfs more progressive, women-oriented fare? 

Despite the network's d i s d  early showing in the audience ratings, by October the 

numbers were demonstrating that WIN'S average minute audience had "more than doubled" 

since its launch.*& It's first week audience was so small that Phis, in and of itself, would not 

have been impressive, but, the channel's 26,000 viewer showing was second only to Discovery, 

which had established itself early on as the ratings leader of the new specialty channel pack. 

284 Conversation with Melanie McCaig, Director of Independent Production, WTN, Toronto, November 
1995. 

285 The market for corporate spnsorship and undefwriting of television shows is extremely competitive, 
and the ability to attract such a sponsor depends on factors W the commercial nature of the 
p m p m  itself; the pmven m k  record of tfte h?pd on which the pgran  is to be aired; the 
expericenee of the produces involved. As an inexperienced producer with a ~i~n-commercial show 
proposal to be aired on the fledgling WIN, I was unable to attract any interest from the many 
corporate r p o u r a ? ~  I approached. an a refeflt convessation with Barbara M e ,  who has been an 
independent television producer for more than 20 years, she confirmed that DoubkTA#E would 
never have been able to attract co'porate sponsorship.) Furthermore, because WTN has already 
establishd its@ as payins very low license fees, arperienced pmfessionals are inched to submit 
p~stoot'ner~~wbwillofieramoresecureenvironment~fortheir~. 



In an attempt to publicize the trend, W I N  released a press notice in early Novemkr, 

announcing 'Neilsen reporis for mober  2 through 22,1995 rank Winnipeg-based WTN the 

number one new specialty service with Women 18-34 and 25-54." Considering the additional 

challenges faced by WTN during the launch phase, this level of performance with the female 

demographic groups identified is a significant improvement, given what has already beem 

d i d  regarding the time frame that has typically been involved in new specialty channels 

(including TSN and A&E) establishing themselves. Although the network's competitors were 

also affected by Rogers' negative option marketing fiasco, and had an equally tight pre- 

broadcast preparation time frame (six months from the date of license granting to on-air status), 

the confirsion abut a d  hostility towards the concept of a women's channel was a challene 

unique to WTN. In addition, in its desire to offer televised material that was clearly 

alternative to existing fare, the women's network attempted to provide a !arge complement of 

original programming during its first season - pmgramrning which suffered from a gunishingly 

short development and production per'&, and in some cases appearrd hopelessly amateurish 

and underfunded.m In light of these issws, it is difficult to d e t m n k  how much audience 

disaffection during the first six months of the channel's life resulted from factors other than 

the content of the programming itself. 

Interestingly enough, the derra~nstrakd preference among WTN viewers for more 'light- 

hearted escapist" fare appears to fly in the face of the desi i  for more serious information 

programing that was expressed by women in WTi\fs market r@search This discrepancy may be 

a d t  of the halo effectf with participating in chantlelvnsored surveys or f o a m  

groups having tended to exaggerate their preference for intellectually stimulating fare, and to 

tfEtffer+qmsent the t h e t  ef mte rtainment TV they watch or &&ree Howwer, @ w ~  is 



another pofsible explanation. The MediaWatch audience survey ( d d b e d  in some detail in 

chapter 2) provid~~ some interesting data relating to women's genre preferences. For instance, 

the research sbvrs that women who identify as feminists or believe in equal rights for women 

watch l e s  programming and more comedy than do women who are less sympathetic b the 

goals of the women% movement, believing instead that it has gone too far.288 On the surface, 

this is surprising given the dominant stereotypes of feminists as being humourless activists 

whom one might expect to shun entertainment programming in favour of public affairs. 

However, it's quite possible that such women rely more on print sources for news, and enjoy 

television precisely for its escapist potential, Furthermore, white there is no similarly 

delineated information about WIN'S actual viewers which correlates their attitudes to 

women's equality with their viewing preferences, it seems likely that a large portion of the 

audience that has gravitated to a network devoted to women are, in fact, sympathetic to "the 

cause." 

At the same time, the slight shift that WTN has appeared to make away from its 

~ ~ o n ~ u s , i s s u t t s - r a i e n t e C i  programmingand towa&moreent&ainment-based 

products "packed with stars," w d d  TIO doubt cause feminist critic L y w  Hissey to conclude 

that she'd been overly gemmu•˜ in her Pac#k Current assessment of the channel's shortcomings. 

However, the MediaWatch audience survey data also shows that feminists watch less 

televirrion overall than mxe tnditionallyoriented women?89 and so the extremely critical 

c h g e s  ieveIIed by Hissey are udikdy to reflect the perspectives of more regu3ar TV viewers. 

Nor would WTN be a& to survive fhm&Uy by addressing orrfythe 16% or so of women who 

vokntariIy identified themselves in the Mediawatch poll as feminist - and surely part of the 



point of the channel is to provide altenratives for women who are using the medium as an 

entertainment and information sc)urce. 

Clearly, one of W'DJ's ongoing challenges will be to strike a balance in its programming 

between alternative/progressive d entertaining/escapist in a Kay that Fath provides an 

improved image of women on television, and m&s the needs of its burgeoning audience. Just one 

year into the channel's broadcasting life, preliminary indications seem to suggest that the 

network's current programming mix of d o n a l l y  innovative information-twsed fare d 

dramatic d comedic series featuring strong, interesting women is a good start 

Is WIN'S progressiveness having a positive impart on the rest of &e television environment? 

A year into W W s  broildating Iife, the widespread "obsessingff over the concept of o 

woman's channel by the news media that greeted its launch, and the obstacIes that that 

resistance presented to the network in terms of its initial capacity to attract audiences, has 

subsided. Nevertheless, WTN will W y  have to continue to fight the consbain& im@ 

upon it purely by virtue of the fact that television has, for its entire history, been defined by 

men. On some level, whatever the network does that is a departue from TV "the way it's 

always been done" is likely to be characterized at first, or at least by some, as simply wrong. 

Given this, it seems unfair to even pose the question regutling the network's impad to date on 

tkre programnring and portrayal p c t k s  elsewhere. Nevertheless, mere months into WTN'a 

sdstence, Ttre Province's Ray Chaftttin made the following observation: 



This aswsmont h r m M l y  supports the mncIusions reached by my colleagues and I at the 

Mountain Mdia %lab re-gaxbg the ptmPid d a - ~ ~ ' s  r i ~ o f k  to k t v ~  a p d t h  on 

gender portrayitf trends b @ u t  the bdcdsting mvironment. Although relative to the 

major US. networks - ABC, CIS, NBC a d  especially the upstart FOX - the portrayal 

prxtkes on PBS probably needed impm-t th - least, it is interesting to see such a focus on 

the public broadcasteis part attn'Ixlkd to the influen= of women-oriented channels. Also of 

anecdotal interest are tIPe CBC p~ogram, Itr the Company of Waren, which went into 

production just after rerrived its f*, md a spate of recent tdevision specials 

appearing on various networks, which featured particularly strong female leads and garnered 

significant ratings on ttpe sman screen. These included two BBC mini-series, The Prime 

Minister's Wfe  and Pride and Prejudice, the latter a faithfui adaptation of Jane Austen's 

classic. It's quite possible that, mtwitfrstanding Chatelin's codusion, none of these initiatives 

wete d i d y  Mu& by WIN; huwever, they arguably reflect a growing awareness on the 

part of all broadcastes involved of the impMtance of addressing female television viewers in a 

more progressive ~~nner. 

I&omver, such a trend durn tk coneems aiDout gkttoization that my aiiieagues and 1 felt 

when first confronted by the pmsped of a worrm"s channel. The notion that a network designed 

~~y for wfmnm w d  influence otfier broadcasters to cease airiing p'ograunming that was 

either of inkrest tz, or respo& in its depktbn of women was ciearly an erroneous one. 





This is not to say that I think the evidence discussed here supports a complete abandonment 

s f  content analysis research to document the representation status of women in dominant, 

mainstream media. It may remain useful to take sporadic snapshots that - depending on their 

findings - either illustrate the need for continued pressure and publicized boycotting, or 

demonstrate that changes are indeed occurring as a result of increased attention to the concerns 

and desires of femaie audiences. 

Indeed, there may be possibilities for strategic alliances between MediaWatch and the 

Women's Television Network that would marry the audience dimension to a content analysis 

project. For instance, WTN could contract MediaWatch to conduct an independent analysis of 

the channel's portrayal and representation of women (on-air and in production capacities), and 

avoidance of violence, and MediaWatch in turn could release the study providing both 

comparative data from other channels rjr the same time period, and contextualizing evidence 

from the audience research into what it is women say they want to s e  more of on television. 

Based on my preliminary review of the channel's current programming, publication of the 

results of such a study could be positioned in such a way as to benefit both organizations, as well 

as the women they seek to m e .  

Moreover, although mounting high profile critiques of offensive imagery and practices 

remains useful, from both an educational and a consumer activism perspective, MediaWatch 

has always resogruzed - if not focused on - the power of being able to "catch someone doing 

something right." Given that the evidence cited here has suggested women will gravitate 

towards the more progressive alternatives when given a choice, it pays to remind them of 

where those choices exist. 

At the same time, I thinlc it would be a mistake for MediaWatch to abandon its grass roots 

educational work. The frequent PIpSentations given by organization staff and volunteers k p  us 

in touch with a broad range of communities, which m e  in an informal way as ad hoc focus 

groups dealing with cunent pmmmplions about media practices in general. For instance, in 

recent years MediaWakh fras benefited from increased aware- of and concam about media 
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violence, a d  and been able to establish itself as an authoritative sourn of information a b u t  

an issue !hat has generated far more attention than media sexism It is in the or,p&ation's 

interest to remain involved in this issue for two reasom: the discourse on media violence helps 

to maintain a climate whereby people are generally more sensitive to - and likely to speak out 

about - all media practices; and by being actively involved in the discussions, MediaWatch 

representatives have been able to point out the limitations of the debate, in as much as it has 

tended to ignore gender issues, which in many cases are central. 

Again, the case of WTN is a valuable one in this context the channel appears to have 

heeded the wishes of women who expressly stated in both the MediaWatch survey and the 

network's own research, that they were not interested in violent television. In an environment 

that has seen major progress and initiatives across North America in the past few years vis a 

vis controlling the dissemination of violent television (including the development of a violence 

code by the Canadian Association of ~ r o a d c a s t e r s , ~ ~ ~  a landmark decision involving the 

cantellation of the most popular children's show on the air,293 and the recent introduction of 

the vchiP4) it is clearly useful for those concerned about media sexism to be able to equate 

w ~ ~ n ~ ~ s i t i v e  televiiion to mn-violent television. 

Finally, if the existence of the Women's Television Network can be seen as a testimony to 

the female audience's c o e  clout, and if that market force ultimately omsures improved 

portrayal practices that have potentially significant social implications, it is nevertheless 

lamentable that such change can only be bought when those seeking the change have the money 

to pay for it. Although in the GXW of women, the col~unetaal day of reckoning seems to have 

arrived, it is discouraging to think that other oppressed social groups who are also seriously 



mis- a i d  under-represented by mainstream media - such as visible minorities, the elderly, and 

t!e - dl quire similar economic power in ordet to alter their own portrayal and 

access. These then, constitute the challenges for feminists - Mediawatch members among them 

- who have sought to influence the evolution of media industries in t m  of equity issues: to 

work to ensure that the gains we are making as women are applied to other groups similarly 

disenfranchised by entrenched media priorities and practices; to acknowledge that the 

principles of social justice that motivated our efforts to democratize mainstream media are 

ultimately more important than the achievement of the goal (as it affects us as women) 

through commercial circumstances; and to use our increasing opportunities to create and 

influence media products for the equality of all. 

BS Gays and lesbians, while still under-rep-ted and stereotypically portrayed in mainstream media, 
are zmm&&s i n a e a s i i  being viewed by advertism as a desirable market sector with a high 
Ievet of disposable income. This is starting to be 1.eflected in both specialty media targeted directly to 
this audience (such as the Vanmuver-based publication,Xtm &t) and a growing presence in 
mainr&mm media. Fbr instance, W i  tennis star Martina Mavratilova was featured last fall on 
the front page of The C& a d  H s  Report on Business Section, holding up a Visa card designed 
s p d i d i y  for gay and ksbh users, a percenw of whose purchases wouki go to benefit seveari 
gay health and edzlcatbn groups. (11 October 19953. 



Women & Tekvkbn Audience Survey 

Of a womm answers the phone) Hello, my name is mst name 
or&) and I'm calling on behalf of The Media Lib at Simon Fraser University. We're: 

doing a national survey asking women their views about television. Is this a convenient 

time for you to spend 10 minutes responding to a few questions about the media? 

(If a man or a child answers) May I speak with Ms. 3 (refer to the 

name in phone book)... then, when the woman comes on the phone, refer to the script 

above... 1 

- 1. Do you: always ( 1 )  usually (2) - sometimes (3) - rarely (4) - or 

never (5) - plan what shows you're going to watch ahead of tfme? 

- 2. When you view teZevision with others, who uses the remote control most often? 
1) respondent 

2) spouse or partner 

3) child 

4) adult child 

5) parent 

8 other 

3. Is this person female (11 - or male (2) ? 

4. At which time of day are you most likely to view television? - 
l j  early morning 

2) late mornfng 

3) early afternoon 

4) late afternoon 

5) early evening 

6) late evening 

7 )  after midnight 

5. On average, do you view television: - 
1) ~ e S - ! 3 ~ ~ h o u r a ~  

2) one to two hours a day 

31 two to four hours a day 

4 m o r e t h a n f o u r ~ a d a y  



- 6. In general, are you ve~y likely (1) - somewhat likely (2) - or 
not at all Ukely (3) - to be doing other activities while watchlng television? 

- 7. Do you get most of your news from newspapers (1)- . radio (2) , TV (3)-, 

or magazaes (4) - ? 

- 8, When you want to escape and smply be entertained. are you most likely to turn 

to a book (1) - . radio (2) - , TV (31 . magazines (4) , music (5) . or 

rented movies (6) -3 

- 9. What kind of 'IV programming do you enjuy watching the most? 

tie. sit corns, drama, news, sports, soap,  movies, mime... 1 
- 10. Why do you prefer this/these types of shows? 

what are they, and why? -- 

- 12. What are your primary concerns about television today? (mwe than one ok) 

--- I) no programs that re- interest me 

--- 2) not enough quality programmtng for children 

--- 3) difacult to know what's available with so many channels 

4) too many fmmmercials 

5) too much violence 

6) sexistportraydlofwmen 

7) other lspecifyj ............................. -------- 

- 13. Do you have children lMng at home3 yes (1) no (2) 



- 15. How many boys? (2) : what age(s) 

- 16. When your children are watching television. how often does an adult (either you 
or someone else in the household) view with them: always (5) -, 

usually !4) - sometimes (3) - rarely (2) - never ( I )  -. 

- 17. How often are you (or another adult In the household) fully aware of what 

programs your children are watching? Would you say: always (5) -, 

usunlhr (4) - sometimes (3) - rarely (2) - never (1) -. 

- 18. How do you feel about the statement that violence in the media contributes Po 
violence in society. Do you: strongly agree (5) agree (4) 

disagree (2) - or strongly disagree (1) hzue no opiniun )(3) - ) 

- 19. Canadian broadcasters and the federal government recently introduced some 
measures designed to combat television violence. Are you: very familiar (5)-, 

somewhat familiar (4) , not very familiar (2) o r  

not at all familiar (1) - with these measures? 

- 20. Do you believe that introducing a rating system for violent programming on 
TV. and banning heavy vfolerace prior to 9 p.m.. will be: very &ective (3) - * 
some-what effective (2) - or ineffective (1) - at reducing rnedia violence In 

Canada? 

- 2 1. Compared to the violence on TV, how do you feel about the violence in video 
games? Are you: more concerned (3) . equally concerned (2) - or 

less concerned (1)- about video game violence as opposed to TV violence? 

- 23. Compared to the violence on TV. how do you feel about the violence available In 
video movie rentals? Are you: more concerned (3) -, equally concerned 

(2) - or less comemed ( 1 )  about video movie violence as opposed to TV 

violence? 

- 24. Thlaldng about fernate characters or personalities on television today. can you 

nameanythatyouconsider~be~erok:fllDdefsforyoungw~~ 



- 25. Why do you think is a positive role model? 

- 26. What kind of women would you like to see more of on television? 

tie. realistic. women ofcolour. lesbians, abor@inal women, non-glarnoumus, etc.) 

- 27. ~bo you believe that women are strongly influenced (3) , somewhat 

influenced (2) - or not at all influenced (1) b y  the way femininity is 

portrayed in the media? 

- 28. How do you respond to the statement: "I like programs which feature strong, 

intelligent women? Do you: strongly agree (5) agree (4) 

disagree (2) - or strongly disagree (1) (have no opiniod (3) - 1 

- 29. When it comes to reflecting the Canadian population's ethnic and racial d 
diversity. do you think television over-represents 13) - accurately represents 

(2) - or under-represents (1) - aboriginal women and women of colour? 

- 30. How do you respond to this statement? "Media images that reinforce the idea 

that women must be thin to be beauttful can contribute to problems such as 

anorexia and bulimia." Do you: strongly agree (5) agree (4) 

disagree (2) - or strongly disagree (11 k a v e  no optnion) (3) - I? 

- 31. 'There are too few positive role models for young women on television." Do you: 

strongly agree (51 . agree (4) - disagree (21 - or 

strongly disagree (1) - lhave no opinlor3 (3) - 1 

- 32, Have you ever been oEended or upset by an advertisement's portrayal of women 

as sezr objects? often (3) - , occasionally (2) - , rarely (1) -. 



34. Would you be more likely to complain to an advertiser or =taller, or boycott - 
products or advertisers whose material you f'ind oEenshn if you thought your 

action would have my impact? yes 1 11 - no (31 

- 35. Which of the following responses accurately reflects your feelings a b u t  the 

- women's movement (can pick more than one): 

1) I demibc myself as a feminist. 

2) I believe in equal rights for women. 

3) I'm not concerned with socalled women's issues. 

4) I believe the women's movement has gone too far. 

- 36. Into which age bracket do you fall? (How old are you?] 

1) 18 - 24 2) 25-34 3 3 5 - 4 4  4 4 5 - 5 4  5) 55-64 6 ) 6 5 / ~ ~  

- 37. In terms of your marital status, are you: Married or living with a partner 

(1) -; or single (including widowed or divorced) (2) . 

- 38. In terms of employment. do you work 
fuIl time outside the home (1) - . part time outside the home (2) - 
full time in a home-based business (3) - 
part time in a home-based business (4) - 
as a homemaker (5) -, student (6) , unemployed (7) , retired (8) -. 

- 39. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
1) some high school 

2) high school diploma 

3) technical or trade diploma/certlficate 

4) some college or universtty 

53 university degree 

6) graduate degree 



- 41. Have you ever heard of the organhtion called Mediawatch? yes (1) - 
no (2) - jffm, m ~ u e  a to question 441 

43. How would you describe what they do? 

- $4. Do you think the media need a watchdog organization focused on women's 
concerns and the way in whlch women are portrayed? 

yes (1) , no (2) - 

Thank you very much for your time. 

MediaWatch is a national. feminist organization which works to improve the way 

women iind @Is are porkrayed fn the medfa. We focus on pubk education axxi 

consumer advocacy to brlng about change. 
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