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Although previous findings indicate that frequent television viewing is associated with
holding more stereotypical attitudes about gender, no studies have examined this connec-
tion among Latino youth, who are frequent viewers of both English- and Spanish-
language programming. The present study attempted to rectify this situation by examin-
ing connections between exposure to this content, viewer involvement, and the gender
role beliefs of Latino adolescents. Surveying 186 Latino high school students, we found
that girls who watched more television and who perceived it to be realistic exhibited more
traditional gender role attitudes. Similar contributions were seen from the viewing of
specific genres of English- and Spanish-language programming, underscoring the
importance of investigating associations by language, sex, and genre.
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Television has become a central feature in the daily lives of many Ameri-
can adolescents. From sitcoms to soap operas, teens are estimated to spend
approximately 3 hours each day watching TV (Roberts, Foehr, Rideout, &
Brodie, 1999), which, during the course of a year, is more time than they
spend in school. Although many adults may view this as wasted time, media
serve many functions for adolescents, including providing outlets for mood
control, models for emulation, and scripts for exploring possible selves
(Arnett, 1995; Dorr, 1986). At the same time, TV portrayals contribute
directly and indirectly to shaping adolescents’ notions of social reality. In
every image, line of dialogue, and behavior enacted, television conveys
important messages about cultural norms and belief systems, providing
information about what is valued, expected, and possible.
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However, the portrayals that dominate television programming do not
always present accurate characterizations of adult behavior. Analyses of TV
programs broadcast from the 1970s through the 1990s document that por-
trayals of women and men are commonly limited and stereotypical (Bretl &
Cantor, 1988; Browne, 1998), presenting often one-dimensional representa-
tions of male and female behavior. Male characters are featured in a greater
variety of roles and occupations than are female characters and are seen as
powerful, assertive, problem-solving agents whose needs and opinions are
taken seriously. Women, on the other hand, are typically featured less fre-
quently and often serve as subordinates to the male lead. Female characters
are more often passive, dependent, emotional, and youthful, with a greater
focus on their physical attractiveness. Few married female characters (37%)
are employed outside the home and shown meeting the demands of both fam-
ily and career, in contrast to 67% in the real world (“TV vs. Reality,” 1998).
Although there have been some improvements in these trends during the past
decade, with increasing portrayals of professional women and of nurturing
men (Signorielli & Bacue, 1999), evidence indicates that the general patterns
persist.

Associations Between TV Viewing and Gender Belief Systems:
Existing Correlational Research

Because of television’s prominence in young people’s lives, concern has
been expressed that repeated exposure to its limited perspectives might lead
youth to adopt equally limited views of masculinity and femininity. Indeed, if
women are seldom portrayed as problem solvers, heroines, and working
mothers, and if men are rarely depicted as nurturant and sensitive, viewers’
own self-conceptions, aspirations, and gender ideologies may become
equally constrained. Data linking the acceptance of stereotypical gender
roles with negative mental health outcomes, such as poor body image, alco-
hol abuse, and sexual risk taking (Monk & Ricciardelli, 2003; Pleck,
Sonenstein, & Ku, 1993; Tolman, 1999) reveal the gravity of adopting such
constrained belief systems.

Is there any indication, then, of television’s possible influence here?
Although not conclusive, empirical evidence suggests that regular exposure
to TV’s stereotypical gender roles is associated with young viewers’ ideas
about gender (for review, see Signorielli, 2001). We divide this work into two
domains and summarize existing studies testing children, adolescents, or col-
lege students in Table 1. One set of studies (Outcome 1) examines whether
regular media use is associated with people’s beliefs about the occupations,
activities, and attributes associated with each sex. Findings indicate several
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significant connections in this area. First, frequent television viewing is asso-
ciated with holding more stereotypical associations about masculine and
feminine traits, activities, chores, and occupations (Morgan, 1987;
Signorielli & Lears, 1992). Second, greater exposure to specific genres is
associated with viewers’ assumptions about the distribution of real-world
roles and occupations (Carveth & Alexander, 1985; Potter & Chang, 1990).
For example, greater exposure to action or adventure programs is associated
with lower estimates of the number of working and professional women.
Finally, associations have been reported between regular exposure to educa-
tional television or to programs with nontraditional characters and less
stereotypical sex role beliefs (Rosenwasser, Lingenfelter, & Harrington,
1989).

The second group of studies (Outcome 2) examines associations between
TV viewing and students’ attitudes about gender, assessing their agreement
with statements concerning the appropriate roles and behaviors of women
and men, the appropriateness of women’s place in the domestic and work are-
nas (e.g., married women should stay home and be housewives and mothers),
and the skills and competencies of each sex (e.g., men are more rational than
women). Here, more frequent TV viewing is typically linked with holding
more sexist attitudes (Morgan & Rothschild, 1983), although most findings
are conditional, indicating results only for girls (Morgan, 1982; Ward &
Rivadeneyra, 1999) or specific genres (Potter & Chang, 1990). Together, evi-
dence suggests that frequent exposure to mainstream TV portrayals is often
associated with stronger support for sexist attitudes and with more stereotyp-
ical associations about what the sexes do and how they behave.

However, these connections are far from complete. Null, conditional, and
counterintuitive outcomes have also been reported using these same para-
digms (Meyer, 1980; Perloff, 1977), and the field is plagued by minimalist
assessments of media use. Indeed, a common approach has been to ask par-
ticipants one or two questions about the number of hours they watch TV in a
typical school day (Gross & Jeftries-Fox, 1978; Meyer, 1980; Morgan, 1982;
Morgan & Rothschild, 1983; Signorielli & Lears, 1992) and then to correlate
this response with their gender role attitudes. Not only does this approach
gloss over potential contributions of specific TV genres, but it also leaves
open the possibility of vast over- and underestimation of viewing amounts
that may come with open-ended, free recall. Using cued-recall and genre-
sensitive assessments may prove more informative. In addition, because
nearly all studies have tested predominantly European American samples,
little is known of the extent to which these connections hold for Latino and
Black viewers, who tend to consume higher levels of TV than their White
counterparts (Blosser, 1988; Roberts et al., 1999).
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Accordingly, in exploring connections between regular media use and
students’ gender role attitudes, this study seeks to address existing limitations
in three key ways. First, we examine these dynamics among Latino youth, a
high-media consuming yet understudied audience. Second, to add more
specificity to assessments of viewing amounts, we test the contributions both
of multiple genres and of English-language and Spanish-language program-
ming. Finally, we expand definitions of media use to include viewing
amounts and viewer involvement levels under the assumption that paths of
media influence are likely to be diverse.

Expanding Existing Approaches: Media Use and Latino Youth

One limitation in existing approaches is the limited diversity of the sam-
ples selected. As can be seen in Table 1, nearly all of the studies tested pre-
dominantly non-Latino, European American samples, as stated directly or by
omission. None focused solely on Latino participants. We believe there are
several reasons to suspect that links between TV use and gender role attitudes
among Latino youth warrant special attention. First, media effects are
believed to be strongest for the most frequent viewers, and Latinos are among
the heaviest consumers of the media (Blosser, 1988). Cultivation theory
argues that the more frequently people watch TV and are exposed to its nar-
row portraits of social reality, the greater the likelihood that they will gradu-
ally come to adopt beliefs about the real world that coincide with this portrait
(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994). In their national survey of
U.S. children and adolescents, Roberts et al. (1999) found that Latino chil-
dren aged 8 to 18 watched an average of 3 hours and 50 minutes of TV a day,
significantly more than the 2 hours and 47 minutes averaged by European
American youth. Thus, if frequent viewers are most vulnerable to absorbing
television’s messages about gender, then Latino youth may be particularly at
risk.

Second, some researchers have found Latinos to be more traditional in
their gender role attitudes than European Americans (Mirande, 1997). Based
partly on patriarchal values attributed to the Catholic Church (Soto, 1983),
traditional gender roles within Latino cultural groups encourage men to be
dominant, strong, rational, virile, and controlling, and expect women to be
submissive, obedient, self-sacrificing, and chaste (Raffaelli & Suarez-Al-
Adam, 1998; Soto, 1983). However, these traditional cultural norms describe
ideals and not actual behavior of all group members. Indeed, studies have
found that endorsement of these values among Latinos diminishes with
acculturation and that even in Latin America, these values are changing
(Mirande, 1997; Soto, 1983; Sugihara & Warner, 1999). Consequently, Lati-
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nos may represent a unique sample for the study of media use and gender role
development, with particular attention to the role of acculturation in mediat-
ing this relationship. Indeed, previous research indicates the importance of
acculturation for both media use and sex role beliefs (Deshpande, Hoyer, &
Donthu, 1986; Ruiz-Balsara, 2002).

Third, not only do Latino youth watch more mainstream TV, but they are
often exposed to a second television world that is not part of the media diet of
most non-Spanish speakers (Subervi-Velez & Colstant, 1993). Among Lati-
nos in the United States, Spanish-language television is both popular and
accessible, with Univisién reaching close to 95% of the U.S. Latino audience
and Telemundo reaching approximately 84% (Subervi-Velez, 1993). It is
also reported that the top 20 programs among Latino households are all on
Univision (Navarro, 2002). Moreover, evidence from advertising research
suggests that Spanish-language TV may hold more credibility and possibly
more influence among Latinos than English-language TV although both are
typically watched in equal amounts (Fullerton & Kendrick, 2000). Addition-
ally, whereas little research has focused on Spanish-language television,
existing evidence suggests that its gender role portrayals match those of their
English-language counterparts. In a content analysis of 92 commercials air-
ing during prime time on Univisién, Fullerton and Kendrick (2000) found
that 52 of the 62 commercials (84 %) featuring primary characters of any kind
were found to portray women or men in traditional roles. Thus, Latino youth
are exposed to traditional gender images from both mainstream and Spanish-
language programming.

Broadening Assessments of Media Use

A second limitation of the existing approaches has been an overemphasis
on viewing amounts as the influential force with less attention to other
aspects of media use. In assessing associations between gender role attitudes
and media use, much of the existing research has examined the number of
hours of regular TV viewing (Morgan, 1987; Signorielli & Lears, 1992)
based on assumptions of cultivation theory. However, one’s sheer exposure
to media messages is not the only avenue through which media use may
shape a person’s attitudes and beliefs. Instead, several additional mecha-
nisms have been proposed and studied. For example, proponents of uses and
gratifications theory (see Rubin, 1994, for review) argue that viewers’ moti-
vations for choosing certain content will shape the nature and extent of that
content’s influence. In addition, both social cognitive theory (Bandura,
1994) and Greenberg’s (1988) drench hypothesis focus on viewers’ levels of
connection or identification with particular media models as the influential
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force. We term these additional avenues of media influence as viewer
involvement and see involvement as including several components such as
viewers’ motivations for viewing, identification with central characters, and
perceived realism of media content. Previous research indicates that viewers’
level of involvement with media content does shape the nature and extent of
its influence with greater levels of involvement typically predicting stronger
endorsement of dominant media messages (Perse, 1986; Ward &
Rivadeneyra, 1999). Because levels of viewer involvement may or may not
correspond with viewing frequency, independent assessments of both are
needed to more fully capture the dynamics of media use.

The Present Study

Three hypotheses guided the present study. First, we expected a relation-
ship between hours of television viewed and Latino adolescents’ attitudes
about gender. As noted earlier, many existing studies of European American
youth and their viewing of English-language programming have found that
stereotypical portrayals of gender dominate on TV, and that heavier TV
exposure is related to expressing more traditional gender roles. Accordingly,
for Latino adolescents, we expected that frequent viewing of either English-
or Spanish-language programming would be associated with holding more
stereotypical gender role attitudes because both formats appear to portray
gender roles in limited and stereotypical ways.

Our second hypothesis addressed connections between viewer involve-
ment and gender role attitudes, focusing on the following three dimensions of
viewer involvement: character identification, viewing motivations, and per-
ceived realism. Based on theoretical premises (Bandura, 1994; Rubin, 1994)
and on previous findings of media effects (Perse, 1986; Ward & Rivadeneyra,
1999), we expected that viewers who identified more strongly with popular
TV characters, who viewed TV more intently for the purposes of learning,
and who attributed greater realism to the portrayals would be more likely to
endorse its dominant messages (i.e., stereotypical gender roles).

Our final hypothesis focused on features of individual viewers that may
shape the use and potential impact of media content, with particular attention
to the roles of sex and acculturation. Many studies investigating connections
between media use and viewers’ attitudes about gender report stronger links
for girls than for boys (Morgan, 1982; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999), perhaps
because of the type of genre studied or differences in the strength of their
acceptance of gender stereotypes. Based on these findings, we hypothesized
that associations between TV use and gender role attitudes would be stronger
for girls than for boys. Contributions of acculturation were also examined for
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they have been found to be related both to Latino viewing habits and to gen-
der role attitudes. Less acculturated individuals were expected to watch more
Spanish-language TV and to express more traditional gender role attitudes
(Deshpande et al., 1986; Ruiz-Balsara, 2002). Accordingly, this study
explored the role of acculturation as a possible mediator of the link between
television use and gender role attitudes.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 186 Latino or Latina students from a high school located
in an urban area in Los Angeles County. The student population at the high
school was approximately 80% Latino, most of whom were of Mexican
descent. The mean age of the participants was 16.3 years; 56% were female.
The mean reported grade point average (GPA) was 2.79. The majority of stu-
dents (71%) indicated that they were the first generation in their family to be
born in the United States. Of the participants, 20% stated that they were
immigrants themselves. Serving as proxy measures of socioeconomic status,
the mean maternal and paternal education levels fell at 10.6 and 10.5 years of
formal schooling, respectively.

Measures

Viewing amounts. To assess media exposure levels, a list was provided of
all prime time comedies and dramas, soap operas, and talk shows broadcast at
the time of the study on the following major networks: NBC, CBS, ABC,
WB, FOX, UPN, Univisién, and Telemundo. Using a 5-point scale, partici-
pants indicated how frequently during the past month they had watched each
of the 132 English-language and Spanish-language programs listed. For pro-
grams that aired on a weekly basis, the scale included the following markers:
“every week,” “pretty regularly,” “every other week,” “occasionally,” and
“never or not this season.” For programs that aired every day on weekdays,
the scale included the following markers: “almost every day,” “a couple of
times a week,” “once a week,” “a few times a month,” and “never or not this
season.” Average monthly viewing amounts were then calculated for each
participant and for each genre based on the frequency that each program was
viewed and the length of the program. For example, if a participant indicated
that she watched a 1-hour program every week, this was coded as 4 hours a
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month of viewing time (1 hour show x 4 weeks a month). Hours were then
summed across the programs making up that genre. Resulting were the
following six media exposure variables calculated for each participant:
Spanish-language prime time hours, English-language prime time hours,
Spanish-language soap opera hours, English-language soap opera hours,
Spanish-language talk show hours, and English-language talk show hours.

Viewer involvement. Participants also reported on their involvement with
television programming, defined here as viewing motivation, character iden-
tification, and perceived realism. The motivation for viewing measure was
adapted from the instrument developed by Ward and Rivadeneyra (1999) to
examine viewers’ motivations for watching TV. Participants were asked to
rate each of 22 possible motivations on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 6 (strongly agree). Of the items, 11 assessed a learning motive
(alpha = .88), examining the extent to which individuals watched television
to learn about the world (e.g., “I like to watch TV comedies and dramas
because they help me learn about myself and others”). The other 11 items
measured an entertainment motive (alpha = .78), assessing the extent to
which individuals watched television for purely entertainment purposes
(e.g., “Ilike to watch TV comedies and dramas because it’s something fun to
do with my friends”). Responses were summed across the 11 items of each
subscale.

The second measure of viewer involvement addressed students’ identifi-
cation with the characters on the television programs that they watch. To do
s0, 16 characters (8 females, 8 males, 5 Latino) were selected from popular
television programs. Participants indicated the extent to which they related to
each of the characters on a 4-point scale anchored by can’t relate to at all and
can really relate to. A “not applicable” option was available in cases where
the participant was not familiar with the character. An average identification
score was calculated for female characters (alpha =.93) and for male charac-
ters (alpha = .89). Pulled for use in later analyses was participants’ level of
identification with same-sex characters. We chose to use a measure that
included the same characters for all participants so that we could compare
identification levels across participants. In addition, participants were asked
to note their favorite television character and to respond to a series of eight
questions about their level of identification with this character. Responses
were indicated using a 7-point scale anchored by strongly disagree and
strongly agree. Questions included “I like what this character is about” and “I
would like to have the type of life that this character has.” A mean score was
taken across the items to yield an identification score for each student’s favor-
ite TV character (alpha =.77). We chose to include an identification measure



462  JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / July 2005

that used participants’ favorite character as this was expected to be more tell-
ing of each individual’s personal connection with selected TV characters.

The last media involvement measure assessed adolescents’ perceived
realism of television content via the perceived realism on television scale.
This instrument is a 22-item measure (alpha = .91) currently under develop-
ment that asks specific questions about participants’ views of the realism of
television, its characters, and its story lines. Individual items were either cre-
ated from theoretical discussions of perceived realism (Dorr, 1986; Potter,
1988) or were adapted from other measures (Potter, 1986; Reeves, 1978).
Using a 5-point scale anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree, par-
ticipants were asked to rate how strongly they supported notions such as
“Friendships between characters on TV are just like real friendships” and
“People on TV handle their problems just like real people do.” A mean score
was taken across the 22 items, such that higher scores indicated attributing
more realism to TV portrayals.

Gender role attitudes. Assessments of gender role attitudes were con-
ducted using the three-item feminism subscale of the Cultural Identity Scales
for Latino Adolescents (Felix-Ortiz, Newcomb, & Myers, 1994). Partici-
pants indicated their level of agreement with each statement on a 5-point
scale anchored by disagree strongly and agree strongly. Sample items
include “the husband should make all the important decisions in the mar-
riage” and “a wife should do whatever her husband wants.” Responses were
scored such that higher scores indicated more traditional gender attitudes.
These items have yielded good reliability (alpha = .81) and validity among
Latino adolescents.

Cultural identity. Students’ level of acculturation or cultural identity was
measured using the Cultural Identity Scales for Latino Adolescents (Felix-
Ortizetal., 1994). This is a 35-item measure with 10 subscales that provides a
multidimensional assessment of cultural identity, with Latin America and the
United States. Unlike many acculturation measures, its Latino and U.S.
dimensions are independent. Thus, an individual can be high on both Latin
American and U.S. cultural identity. In addition, it measures cultural identity
across attitudes (e.g., “even if a child believes that his parents are wrong, he
should obey without question”), beliefs (e.g., “I have been treated unfairly
because I am Latino or Latina”), knowledge (e.g., “how familiar would you
say that you are with history and politics of your Latin American country?”),
and behavior (e.g., “what language do you use when you speak to your par-
ents?”). Other acculturation measures have traditionally focused only on
behavior, thereby neglecting other important factors of a person’s cultural
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identity. The instrument includes questions about language proficiency
(Spanish alpha = .88, 3 items; English alpha = .91, 3 items), language prefer-
ence (5 items, alpha = .87), cultural knowledge of Latin America (4 items,
alpha = .77) and the United States (4 items, alpha = .69), Latino activism (4
items, alpha =.79), preferred Latino affiliation (3 items, alpha =.89), percep-
tion of discrimination (3 items, alpha = .72), and parental respect (3 items,
alpha =.77). The scale also includes a three-item feminism subscale that was
used as the gender role attitudes measure.

Procedure

Students were invited to participate during elective classes. They were
informed of the study, and those who wanted to participate took packets
home. The packetincluded letters to the parents explaining the study and ask-
ing for consent. The project was presented as a study on television and
school. The packet also included the paper-and-pencil questionnaire assess-
ing students’ viewing amounts, viewer involvement, gender role attitudes,
and cultural identity. Students completed the measures at home during their
own time and were asked to return the packets to school a few days later.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics of the media use variables and gender role attitudes
scale are provided in Table 2. In general, students reported watching an aver-
age of 104 hours of primetime comedies, dramas, soap operas, and talk
shows per month, which is comparable to the 3.75 hours per day reported by
Roberts et al. (1999). An average of 26% of this viewing was devoted to
Spanish-language programming. The overall trends reveal that participants
exhibited preferences for certain genres in certain languages.

Three sets of tests were conducted to examine potential sex differences in
the central variables. First, as summarized in Table 2, a one-way analyses of
variance confirmed strong sex differences in students’ gender role attitudes,
with boys expressing significantly more traditional attitudes about gender
than girls. Second, multivariate analyses of variance revealed a significant
sex difference across the 10 viewing amount variables. Follow-up univariate
analyses revealed that the girls in our sample reported watching a signifi-
cantly higher amount of Spanish- and English-language talk shows and
Spanish- and English-language soap operas. The girls also watched signifi-
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cantly more hours of Spanish-language TV, English-language TV, and total
TV and watched a higher percentage of Spanish-language programming.
Finally, multivariate analyses of variance revealed no overall sex difference
in students’ viewer involvement levels.

A series of zero-order correlations was then run examining connections
between girls’ and boys’ gender role attitudes and the following possible
moderating variables: age, GPA, immigrant generation, maternal education,
paternal education, and the nine subscales of the cultural identity scale. No
demographic correlates emerged for either sex; however, several of the cul-
tural identity subscales produced significant associations. Among girls,
expressing more traditional gender role attitudes was associated with
greater knowledge of Spanish, r(100) = .20, p > .05, less knowledge of
English, (100) =-.23, p > .05, less disregard for parental authority, r(102) =
—.20, p> .05, and less preference for English, #(102) =-.23, p>.05. Among
boys, expressing more traditional gender role attitudes was associated with
less knowledge of English, (75) =-.24, p > .05, and greater belief that they
have been discriminated against, #(74) =—.42, p > .001. These findings indi-
cate that participants who were least acculturated to U.S. culture on several
dimensions also held more traditional gender role attitudes.

Finally, to test connections between cultural identity and media use,
another series of zero-order correlations was run. Results are provided in
Table 3. In general, participants indicating lower acculturation to U.S. culture
were more likely to watch TV, to watch Spanish-language TV, to watch tele-
vision to learn, and to perceive what they watch on television as realistic.

Testing the Main Research Questions

The first research question addressed whether students who watch more
hours of television express more traditional gender role attitudes. To test this
assumption, bivariate correlations were run between the nine viewing
amount variables and gender role attitudes. Because preliminary analyses
had indicated different levels of media use and gender role attitudes for girls
and boys, all analyses were run separately by gender. Results are summarized
in the upper portions of Table 4.

Results indicated that the total number of hours watched per month (sum-
ming across the three genres) was significantly related to the gender role atti-
tudes of the female participants, with girls who watch more TV expressing
more traditional gender role attitudes. These findings confirm expectations
of the cultivation model. Additional outcomes emerged for associations
tested by genre and language. Here, girls who watched more total hours of
Spanish-language TV (specifically prime time comedies, talk shows, and
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TABLE 4: Correlation Coefficients of Television Use and Traditional Gender
Role Attitudes

Females (n = 89-102) Males (n = 64-75)

Bivariate Partial Bivariate
Overall viewing amounts
Total hours per month 31 22" -.02
Total Spanish-language hours 31 .18 -.01
Total English-language hours 21 18+ -.01
Viewing amounts by genre
Spanish prime time hours 327 .24 .09
English prime time hours .06 .03 -.01
Spanish talk show hours 27 A7 13
English talk show hours .26™* .25* -.02
Spanish soap opera hours .30** .16 -.07
English soap opera hours A2 .07 .05
Viewer involvement
Entertainment viewing motivation 11 A2 -.08
Learning viewing motivation .20 14 -.03
Identification—same-sex characters 13 .10 .10
Identification —favorite .04 .08 —-.04
Perceived realism .35 27 -.05

NOTE: Higher scores indicate more traditional gender role attitudes.
+p>.07.*p<.05.**p<.01, **p<.001.

soap operas) and total hours of English-language TV (specifically talk
shows) held more traditional gender role attitudes. No significant links were
found between boys’ attitudes and their TV exposure. Partial correlations
were then run among the girls, controlling for the four cultural identity mea-
sures noted above to be significant correlates of girls’ gender role attitudes.
Results (see Table 4) indicated continued relations between traditional gen-
der role attitudes and total hours, total English-language hours (only margin-
ally significant), Spanish prime time hours, and English talk show hours.
However, relations between gender role attitudes and the viewing of total
hours of Spanish-language TV, Spanish-language talk shows, and Spanish-
language soap operas disappeared when cultural identity factors were
controlled.

The second hypothesis addressed whether higher levels of viewer involve-
ment are associated with a stronger endorsement of traditional gender role
attitudes. To test this hypothesis, bivariate correlations were run between the
five viewer involvement variables and students’ gender role attitudes, with
separate analyses conducted for girls and boys. Results presented in the bot-
tom portion of Table 4 indicate two significant outcomes among the girls.
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More specifically, watching television more intently for the purpose of learn-
ing and attributing greater realism to the portrayals were each associated with
holding more traditional gender role attitudes. After controlling for signifi-
cant cultural identity correlates, associations between perceived realism
and traditional gender role attitudes remained. No outcomes emerged for the
boys.

Finally, we used multiple regression analyses to address the following
research question: Which factor best predicts girls” gender role attitudes—
their viewing amounts, viewer involvement levels, or acculturation? Draw-
ing from the correlational analyses reported earlier, the four significant cul-
tural identity correlates were entered as the first step of the model, and the fol-
lowing media use correlates were added on the second step: Spanish prime-
time hours, English talk show hours, and perceived realism. As indicated in
Table 5, the first regression model was found to be a significant predictor of
girls’ gender role attitudes, accounting for 8.5% of the variance. However, no
individual cultural identity subscale emerged as a significant contributor.
When the media use variables were added to the model, the variance
increased to 23.6%, a significant change from the previous model (F =7.13,
p>.001). Each media use variable emerged as a significant contributor such
that frequent exposure to Spanish prime time comedies and English talk
shows predicted holding more traditional gender role attitudes, as did attrib-
uting greater realism to media portrayals. Thus, when all factors were consid-
ered together, media use emerged as a stronger predictor than acculturation
of girls’ support for traditional gender roles.

DISCUSSION

As a growing segment of the U.S. citizenry and as avid media consumers,
Latino adolescents represent a critical population for the study of media
effects. Watching more TV than their European American counterparts and
embracing both English- and Spanish-language programming, Latino youth
are exposed to an abundance of media portrayals modeling society’s expecta-
tions of women and men. Because tentative evidence suggests that stereo-
typical gender roles dominate both programming formats, we examined
whether higher levels of viewing amounts and viewer involvement are asso-
ciated with a stronger endorsement of traditional gender roles. Our findings
indicate that this is indeed the case, with heavier viewing of specific genres of
English- and particular Spanish-language programming associated with girls
holding more traditional gender role attitudes. The resulting picture offers
valuable insight into possible consequences of high levels of media use.
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First, significant associations emerged between students’ gender role atti-
tudes and their viewing of English-language programming and of talk shows
in particular. Here, adolescent girls who watched more hours of television
also expressed more traditional attitudes about gender, offering stronger
endorsements of statements such as “a wife should do whatever her husband
wants.” These findings corroborate existing work that suggests that watching
TV’s limited portrayals of gender may lead viewers to adopt equally con-
strained attitudes. Because our findings are correlational only, we stop short
of making causal inferences about the associations reported here. Although it
is possible that frequent media exposure, over time, has contributed to girls’
adopting more traditional attitudes about gender, it is equally possible that
girls’ existing beliefs about gender have shaped their current viewing choices.
We note, here, then that the existence of such associations warrants further
investigation.

Adding to previous work, we found that watching Spanish-language tele-
vision was also related to expressing more traditional gender role attitudes.
However, most of the connections with Spanish-language programming dis-
appeared when acculturation was taken into account, leaving only a connec-
tion with prime time comedies and dramas. This indicates the importance of
measuring acculturation when looking at media effects among Latino youth.
Acculturation was related to watching more Spanish-language TV and to
holding more traditional gender role attitudes; it did not, however, entirely
mediate the relations between the two, for connections between TV viewing
and gender role attitudes remained, even with acculturation accounted for.

Second, our findings indicate that these connections differ by media
genre. Watching English-language talk shows was a predictor of gender role
attitudes among girls. This is an intriguing finding that highlights the need for
further examination of this genre. Emerging as a strong predictor of girls’
gender role attitudes was their watching of Spanish prime time comedies and
dramas. This is an interesting finding, given that Spanish-language prime
time sitcoms are a relatively new phenomenon. The Spanish prime time land-
scape traditionally, and even today, has belonged to soap operas. However,
during the time of the study, Telemundo was broadcasting 2 half-hour family
situation comedies each week: Los Beltrdn and Solo en América. This
weekly hour of programming accounted for the total number of hours of
Spanish-language prime time comedies and dramas. Hence, those who
watched these two shows more frequently were more likely to express tradi-
tional gender role attitudes. Why did associations emerge here and not for
any other type of Spanish-language programming? It is possible that these
sitcoms were especially gender typed because they were family situation
comedies. Family sitcoms have traditionally portrayed gender roles very
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stereotypically (Olson & Douglas, 1997), and these Spanish-language sit-
coms are likely to have followed suit because they were produced in the
United States. Itis also possible that these two sitcoms were especially salient
and potentially influential because they depicted Latino characters living in
the United States, much like the participants themselves. Because the bulk
of Spanish-language entertainment programming focuses on characters
living in Latin America, the characters on these sitcoms may have appeared
more realistic and relevant to the participants and hence potentially more
influential.

Finally, our findings demonstrate that dimensions of viewer involvement
are significant contributors as well. For example, we found initial connec-
tions among the girls between having a learning motivation for watching TV
and holding more traditional gender role attitudes. However, this association
was mediated by cultural identity. In addition, perceived realism played a
strong role, such that attributing greater realism to media portrayals was
associated with expressing stronger support of the traditional gender values
commonly portrayed. This was an expected finding that replicates past work
(Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) and highlights the importance of viewer
involvement as a significant and independent predictor of gender role atti-
tudes, beyond the number of hours of TV viewed. At the same time, however,
students’ levels of identification with popular TV personalities and with their
favorite TV character made no contribution. It is possible that the characters
selected for the identification measure were too diverse or too similar in their
gender roles, such that collapsing students’ responses to them washed out any
contributions. However, students’ levels of identification with this same
group of characters did predict their attitudes on other dimensions tested else-
where (e.g., awareness of ethnic stereotypes; Rivadeneyra, 2002). Further
study employing a larger and more diverse group of media figures may help
clarify this null result.

Replicating previous findings, expected connections between students’
media use and their gender role attitudes emerged for female participants
only. It would appear as if girls’ notions about gender are more tied to their
media use than are boys’ notions. What circumstances might account for this
relatively consistent sex difference? First, it must be acknowledged that boys
used the media genres in question significantly less frequently than girls did.
With lower levels of exposure, it may have been difficult for associations with
gender notions to emerge. A second explanation is that most boys at this age
are already quite traditional in their ideas about gender (Galambos, Almeida,
& Petersen, 1990). If boys are more inclined to endorse traditional notions
about gender, perhaps as a result of their accumulated gender training or of
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their status in the gender hierarchy, then there is less room available for
possible media influence.

Although this study expands considerably on existing approaches, there
are several limitations that could be addressed in future research. First, more
extensive assessments of gender role attitudes may be needed to more fully
capture the complexity of this construct. Our assessments focused mainly on
students’ attitudes about the appropriate roles for women and men in the
home and in the workplace. These domains, however, represent only a small
portion of people’s beliefs about gender roles, which include notions about
physical appearance, social competencies, and personality traits. Second, in
addition to looking at students’ viewing of prime time sitcoms, dramas, soap
operas, and talk shows, future research may want to examine the contribu-
tions of other genres, such as movies, which are available in both English and
Spanish in some markets. Finally, it would be beneficial to collect data at
multiple time points to better determine how levels of media exposure during
childhood shape gender role beliefs in adolescence and adulthood. Such lon-
gitudinal data could also help clarify the direction of the association.

In conclusion, the findings reported here indicate that greater levels of
exposure to specific genres of English- and Spanish-language programming
are associated with holding more traditional views about gender roles. We
acknowledge that media use is not the only force contributing to teens’
beliefs about gender; gender-related expectations and messages are transmit-
ted in everyday interactions with multiple models. Yet because the hours ado-
lescents spend with the media are vast, typically surpassing time spent in
school or with parents, their contributions to gender role development are
likely to be substantial as well. The implications of these findings for girls
and their development are potentially far-reaching. If the media frequently
portray a stereotypical view of women and of femininity and if female view-
ers’ own conceptions are indeed shaped by this exposure, the most direct
effects are likely to be girls striving to adhere strongly to the dictates of the
traditional female role, believing that this is what society expects of them. As
noted earlier, many believe that such efforts contribute to the high incidence
of low self-esteem, poor body image, and depression seen among adolescent
girls. As such, these images have the potential to be harmful to today’s young
Latinas, and further research among this population is therefore warranted.
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