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Content analyses indicate two predominant portrayals of African Americans in U.S. television: comfortable and successful, or unemployed and criminal. It is argued that this dichotomized presentation influences the public's perceptions of socio-economic success as well as perceived reasons for lack of success. This is explored in a survey (N = 139) of perceptions about the success of Blacks and Whites and the reasons for socioeconomic differences. Observed relationships between news viewing and perceived lack of motivation, as well as contradictory relations between estimates of educational achievement and sitcom and drama viewing, are discussed in the terms of modern racism.
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Since early in the study of mass communication, social scientists have been aware that news reports and fictional stories do not necessarily reflect objective or statistical realities. As Lippman (1922) pointed out, media images construct pseudo environments that only approximate reality. The selection and presentation of even a single example from a broad category of issues can influence viewers' perceptions and understandings of that category (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000). Further, media portrayals are not rhetorically isolated facts or unrelated images. Gerbner has argued that over time the media tell stories that provide viewers with an understanding of how society operates and why things are the way they are (Gerbner, 1972; Gerbner, 1999; Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994). With respect to race and poverty, the media's construction of reality influences media consumers' understanding about who is poor and why they are poor. Individual stories and exemplars about race and poverty become summary messages about Blacks and Whites (Entman, 1994). Ultimately, citizens may be only slightly aware of the differences between statistical reality and that which is socially constructed, and behave as though reality and media images are one in the same.

This study focuses on perceptions about the relative socioeconomic success of Blacks and Whites, the perceived reasons for differences in success, and how those perceptions are related to exposure to three television genres--news, drama, and situation comedy. We interpret the observed relationships in light of McConahay's (1986) conception of modern racism.

Modern Racism

Modern racism (McConahay, 1986; also see Rada, 2000, for a discussion of media and symbolic racism), like several theories that describe current manifestations of anti-Black sentiment in America, focuses on two core elements in America's collective value system: egalitarianism and individualism (Katz, Wackenhut, & Hass, 1986). On one hand, Americans believe all people should be treated equally and may object if they perceive that hard-working individuals are treated unfairly: On the other hand, Americans believe individuals should be self-dependent and hardworking, which allows for the acceptance of unequal status if those less fortunate are perceived as lazy, criminal, or in some way deviant. Modern racism (McConahay, 1986) follows this logic by suggesting that most White Americans disavow traditional racist beliefs, such as Blacks are less intelligent than Whites or that racial segregation is appropriate. At the same time, however, White Americans justify their opposition to affirmative action and anti-poverty programs on the grounds that discrimination and racism are no longer problems and, therefore, any socioeconomic inequality that befalls African Americans is the result of personal failure rather than systemic injustice.

It has been argued that television supports the underlying beliefs of modern racism by dichotomizing African Americans into two socioeconomic categories: Blacks are portrayed either as educated, employed, and situated comfortably in the middle class or as poor, unemployed, or criminal in America's underclass (Dates & Stroman, 2001; Entman & Rojecki, 2000; Gilens, 1999; Jhally & Lewis, 1992). These portrayals will be described in detail below. As Gilens (1999) and Entman (1994; Entman & Rojecki, 2000) argue, television's images of Black Americans not only explain who is poor but also explain why the poor are poor.

Entertainment Television's Portrayal of Race, Poverty, and Crime

In 1996, African Americans accounted for 16% of the characters in prime-time television on the four most watched networks. About half of those characters played major roles; one third appeared in sitcoms; slightly more than one third appeared in crime programs; and none appeared in evening soap operas, such as Melrose Place (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000). Demonstrating that percentages do not tell the entire story, Mastro and Greenberg also documented that African-American television characters were portrayed as less motivated and less aggressive than their Caucasian counterparts.

Historically in family centered shows, African Americans have been portrayed as less educated, from broken homes, and possessing lower status jobs than Whites (Greenberg & Brand, 1994). Data gathered as part of Gerbner's Cultural Indicators Project suggest that in the first half of the 1970s, 16% of African-American characters belonged to the working class and 82% belonged to the middle class (Jhally & Lewis, 1992). But during the 1980s, the Black working class disappeared. In the second half of the 1980s, no African-American characters belonged to the working class, leaving 96% in the middle class and 4% clearly wealthy (Jhally b Lewis, 1992). In a detailed analysis of the 1990 season, Jhally and Lewis found that of major characters, working class Blacks represented only 2% of all Black characters, while African Americans who were unemployed, socially deviant, or criminal made up 12%. Those authors point out that on television, African Americans who are socioeconomically well off outnumber their working class counterparts by a ratio of 19:1 (Jhally & Lewis, 1992, p. 60). But equally important is the point that the underclass was the second largest category for African-American characters. Entman and Rojecki (2000) observed that in 1996, 70% of all African-American characters occupied professional or managerial positions. They refer to this as a "utopian reversal" of Black portrayals over previous decades (p. 152).

In their analysis of African-American families in entertainment television, Dates and Stroman (2001) distinguished between drama and situation comedy programming. They concluded that when drama programs revolve around the lives and concerns of African Americans, the programs tend to last only a season or two. Overall, they concluded, "African American characters were likely to appear in a situation comedy as a generally competent member of a middle-class, two-parent family" (p. 218). In describing the once popular situation comedy Martin, Dates and Stroman (2001) concluded that

   one message that was promulgated was that young adult African Americas had

   found a way to obtain an education and mainstream employment and move

   beyond the poverty of their youth. However, this message was countered with

   the image of African Americans as perpetually immature, insecure, and

   powerless. (p. 216)

Even in their assessment of the critically acclaimed and short-lived drama Franks Place, they found a common program theme demonstrated that African Americans' "fate lay in their own hands when they seized and wielded the available power" (Dates & Stroman, 2001, p. 213). Thus, in sitcoms Blacks are thriving. In the rare Black drama, self-determination and hard work lead to middle class comfort.

Informal observations about current portrayals of Blacks suggest entertainment television is overly optimistic. Paul Farhi of the Washington Post argues that "although some pernicious anti-Black stereotypes linger (particularly on the news, with its devotion to Black pathologies), television today is largely a paradise of racial equality and minority progress" (Farhi, 2000, p. G1). This is consistent with the general world of situation comedy, where characters of all races tend to be successful and happy, experiencing few problems aside from humorous situational complications (Jhally & Lewis, 1992).

There is a need for more research into the portrayals of African Americans in drama programs with predominantly White casts. One content analysis looked at crime-related portrayals in a composite week of prime-time network (ABC, CBS, Fox, NBC) entertainment television during the fall of 1997. That study demonstrated that African Americans are present but not over-represented in portrayals related to crime: African Americans comprised 11% of criminals and 20% of police officers (Tamborini, Mastro, Chory-Assad, & Huang, 2000).

An investigation of interactions between Blacks and Whites in drama programs found that when members of the two races interact, they were equal in status only 24% of the time. Approximately one fourth of the time the White character was the superior. But nearly half of the time the Black character occupied a superior position as boss or supervisor (Ehrman & Rojecki, 2000). No analysis of the nature or content of interactions between races was found in the literature.

Three conclusions can be drawn from the content analyses described above. First, the world of situation comedy is one in which African Americans are approximately as prevalent as they are in the real world. But unlike the real world, discrimination, poverty, and crime do not exist. Second, drama programs about Black families are rare. And as argued by several researchers (Dates & Stroman, 2001; Jhally & Lewis, 1992), when Black families are portrayed, their lives are consistent with the beliefs that opportunities abound and hard work begets economic comfort. Third, we know relatively little about the roles of African-American characters in programs with predominantly White casts. From the extant evidence, it appears Black and White characters most often interact in the workplace, and Blacks most often occupy positions of superiority over Whites rather than positions of subservience or equality (Entman & Rojecki, 2000). Finally, when African-American characters are not members of the middle or upper class, they are portrayed as social undesirables rather than as the working poor. This search of the literature found no evidence of the extent to which racial issues or racial conflicts arise among characters in dramatic programs. We now turn to the presentation of race, poverty, and crime in the news media.

News Portrayals of Race, Poverty, and Crime

In a study comparing the statistical realities of poverty among African Americans with news media presentations and public perceptions, Gilens (1996) demonstrated clear discrepancies. At the time of the study, 27% of poor Americans were Black, but Blacks made up a majority, roughly 63%, of poor people presented in the most heavily consumed national news media. Gilens (1999, p. 68) argues that this over-representation of African Americans among portrayals of America's poor has created a disproportionately strong link between race and poverty in the mind of the viewer. He cites two national surveys indicating that slightly more than half of White respondents believed a majority of poor Americans are Black. This perception is much closer to the media's portrayal than statistical reality.

That African Americans are disproportionately portrayed as poor in the news is only part of the picture. African Americans also frequently occupy negative roles. In the same content analysis, Gilens (1996) found that when elderly poor were shown, only one in five were Black. But among working-age poor, one in two were Black, and Blacks more than Whites were pictured as idle--as doing things other than working. Thus, Gilens argued, poor African Americans are not only overrepresented in the news, but also are represented by the least sympathetic members of their group.

In addition to being linked to poverty, African Americans frequently are linked to crime in news reports. In a content analysis of television news coverage in the Los Angeles television market, Dixon and Linz (2000) found that African Americans and Latinos were more likely than Whitesto be portrayed as perpetrators of crime and less likely to be portrayed as police officers. Romer, Jamieson, and De Comau (1998) found the same results in a content analysis of television news in the Philadelphia area. Entman (1992) found that in television news in Chicago when Blacks and Whites were accused of similar crimes, Blacks were more likely than Whites to be shown in police restraints and less likely to be identified by name. Entman (1994) also found that in nearly half (46%) of national news stories involving Blacks, Blacks were portrayed as threats to social order or victims of social misfortune (e.g., crime, poverty, or bad schools).

We may conclude that while news reports occasionally are presented by successful African-American news personalities, the reports themselves present African Americans as embroiled in poverty and crime. These images are consistent with the less fortunate portion of the entertainment programming dichotomy where characters who are not successful and comfortable are criminal or socially deviant. These images also can be interpreted as consistent with the perceptions that middle-class comforts are readily available for anyone willing to work for them, and those who find themselves beneath the middle class simply have not risen to the challenge.

Linking Exposure and Perception

Few studies have linked viewing with perceptions about African Americans and poverty. Using a single-item measure, Gandy and Baron (1998) asked respondents how much attention they paid to news stories about race relations. They found attention to such stories was positively related to perceptions of greater socioeconomic disparity' between Blacks and Whites. They also found that those who said they pay more attention to news stories about race relations were less likely to attribute blame for lack of success to African Americans themselves and more likely to blame external social factors, such as lack of job opportunities and discrimination. Armstrong, Neuendorf, and Brentar (1992) found that television entertainment viewing predicted perceptions that Blacks are more successful relative to Whites, while television news viewing predicted perceptions that Blacks were less economically successful. In experimental settings, Gilliam and Iyengar (1998) demonstrated that after seeing a Black perpetrator in a news story, as opposed to a White perpetrator, participants were more likely to assign the characteristics of "laziness" and "lack of intelligence" to Blacks. Iyengar (1990) found that news stories about poverty are more often presented in episodic frames, which focus on individual responsibility. He then demonstrated experimentally that episodic frames are more likely than thematic frames to lead viewers to hold individuals, rather than social factors, responsible for poverty. Oliver and Armstrong (1995) found racial prejudice, as measured by four symbolic racism items, was positively related to both viewing and enjoyment of reality-based crime programs, but not fictional crime programs.

It should be noted that in an experimental setting, Rada (2000) found negative news portrayals of African Americans lead to more positive behavioral intentions toward them. However, one explanation for this counterintuitive finding stems from participants' consciousness of the news media's negative treatment of African Americans (see Rada's discussion, p. 712).

Research conducted over the past two decades suggests the news media link Black Americans to images of crime and poverty, and that these images may influence perceptions about the socioeconomic status of the average African American. Research also suggests that media presentations are related to perceptions about the reasons Blacks lag behind Whites in socioeconomic status. However, the influences of situation comedy and drama viewing have not been explored separately. We expect that news and sitcom portrayals will be reflected differently in the perceptions of viewers, with heavier sitcom viewers believing African Americans are better off socioeconomically and heavier news viewers believing African Americans are worse off. This would be consistent with the results of Armstrong et al. (1992), who found entertainment viewing related to judgments of greater Black success.

We extend that study by distinguishing between situation comedy viewing and drama viewing. More importantly, we investigate whether television's stories about the causes of poverty are reflected in viewers' perceptions. Consistent with the results of lyengar (1990), we predicted television news viewing would be negatively related to beliefs that lack of socioeconomic success of African Americans results from social factors and positively related to beliefs that personal factors are responsible. However, given the rosy picture of life presented in situation comedies, we expect situation comedy viewing to be reflected by the belief that Blacks and Whites are equal or nearly equal in social standing. The analyses of Dates and Stroman (2001) and Jhally and Lewis (1992) support this notion. Regarding drama programming, we do not know what to predict. Content analyses do not suggest dramas are different from sitcoms or news in their dichotomized presentation of Blacks. But it is possible dramas address issues of race and poverty that may reflect differently in the perceptions of heavy viewers of drama programs. We have no empirical evidence to guide a prediction in this area.

Specifically, we expect to observe the following pattern of results:

   Television news viewing will be negatively related to estimates of African

   Americans' socioeconomic success, negatively related to beliefs that

   Blacks' lack of success results from social factors, and positively related

   to beliefs that lack of success results from personal factors.

   Situation comedy viewing will be positively related to estimates of African

   Americans' socioeconomic success, and, like news viewing, negatively

   related to beliefs that Blacks' lack of success results from social

   factors, and positively related to beliefs that lack of success results

   from personal factors.

Given that drama programs appear to dichotomize Blacks as both successful members of the middle and upper classes or as members of the lower class, and given that we know little about the nature and content of portrayals of these two groups of African American characters, we leave open the question of relationships between perceptions and viewing of drama programs.

Method

Sample

Respondents were 139 White, first- and second-year undergraduate students (69 male, 69 female, and 1 case of missing data) in introductory level political science and communication courses at a medium-size university in the Northwest. (1) College students' homogeneity with respect to income and education as well as their experience with diversity curricula in high school classes and university orientations would likely attenuate any relationships we observed. We excluded non-Caucasian respondents for two reasons. Practically, their number was too small to allow for analyses of subgroups. Conceptually, we thought it unsafe to assume that in-group members (in this case African Americans) would judge themselves in the same way or using the same criteria as out-group members (Whites).

Respondents completed two ostensibly unrelated questionnaires, presented as two separate studies. The first assessed judgments about socioeconomic outcomes and reasons for the success or lack of success of racial groups. The second questionnaire measured exposure to seven types of television programs, demographic information (age, sex, family income, and grade point average), and social integration (estimated percentage of African Americans in the respondent's neighborhood and high school).

Measures

Television exposure. Questionnaire items measured the number of hours per week respondents watch television news, situation comedies, and drama programs among seven program categories. Each category was accompanied by an example of a program from that genre. Males and females reported different viewing habits in total and with respect to specific genres. Viewing was unrelated to family income and grade point average. Table 1 contains descriptive statistics for the viewing measures for males and females separately. On average, males reported watching significantly more news (male avg. = 3.7 hrs., female avg. = 2.4 hrs., t = 2.31, p < .05) and sports (male avg. = 5.4 hrs., female avg. = 0.6 hrs., t = 8.40, p < .01) than females. Females reported watching significantly more soap operas (male avg. = 0.2 hrs., female = 1.6 hrs., t = -4.51, p < .01) and afternoon talk shows (male avg. = 0.5, female = 1.2, t = -2.64, p < .01) than males. Females and males did not differ significantly in their viewing of dramas, situation comedies, or music television. When the seven genres were summed into a measure of total viewing, males reported watching significantly more television than females (male avg. = 11.9 hrs., female avg. = 8.0 hrs., t = 2.28, p < .05).

Among the three viewing measures of interest, two statistically significant correlations were observed. Situation comedy viewing was related to both news viewing (r = .40, p < .01) and drama viewing (r = .33, p < .01). But drama viewing and news viewing were not significantly correlated (r = .15).

Socioeconomic outcome variables. The outcome measures were based on those of Armstrong et al. (1992). They included income, middle-class membership, and education. Respondents were asked to estimate the yearly income for the average White and African-American family as well as for the average Hispanic and Asian family. Response choices ranged from "less than $10,000" to "more than $70,000" in $5,000 increments. For each respondent, the average income for the African-American family was subtracted from that for the White family. Then to adjust for respondents' overall perceptions of income, that value was divided by the sum of the two estimates. The calculation was White Income--African American Income / White Income + African-American Income (Armstrong, et al., 1992). These participants did perceive a difference between the races on this as welt as other socioeconomic outcome measures. The average income estimated for Whites was between $46,000-$51,000 and $28,000-$33,000 for African Americans. The average difference in estimates for the two races was between $10,000 and $15,000 per year. Respondents estimated the percentage of each race that belonged to the middle class (earning approximately $25,000 per year). Response choices ranged from less than 5% to 100% in 4% increments. The average estimate of the percentage of Whites who are middle class was 51-55%. The average estimate for African Americans was 36-40%. On average, respondents thought approximately 8% more of Whites belonged to the middle class than Blacks. Nine percent of respondents estimated no difference between races in the percentage of middle class membership.

Respondents estimated the highest grade achieved in school by the average White and African American ("8th grade," "12th grade," "1 year of college," "associate's degree," "bachelor's degree," or "master's degree"). The difference between estimates for Whites and African Americans was calculated by subtracting the estimate for African Americans from the estimate for Whites. The average estimate for Whites was 3.58, midway between one year of college and an associate degree. The average estimate for African Americans was 2.71, between 12th grade and one year of college. Forty-three percent of respondents estimated the same education level for both races, resulting in a value of zero difference.

Reasons for difference in socioeconomic success. The measures of reasons for socioeconomic differences were based on those of Gandy and Barton (1998). (2) Participants were asked to judge whether each of seven phenomena was "not a reason," "a minor reason," or "a major reason" for African Americans not attaining the same level of socioeconomic success as White Americans. Table 2 contains those statistics. Because only a small minority of respondents said "White resistance" or "language skills" were major reasons for lack of success, those items were excluded from further analysis.

Supplementary information. In addition to the variables of primary interest, we asked respondents to provide information about their age, sex, and family income. These demographic variables have been used as statistical controls in previous media effects research (Shrum, Wyer, & O'Guinn, 1998; for a review see Hawkins & Pingree, 1982).

Recent research suggests media content, specifically including examples observed in the media, have greater opportunity to influence social judgments when individuals are less involved in the judgment at hand (Busselle, 2001; Busselle & Shrum, 2001; Shrum et al., 1998). As a surrogate for the level of cognitive processing expected of these respondents, we collected grade point averages. We suspected that students with higher grade point averages might be more involved in the social judgment questions, more able to process statistical information from media content, or more likely to question the verisimilitude of media portrayals.

Finally, the extent to which individuals interact with members of other social groups may influence how those out-group members are perceived by, in this case, White respondents (Armstrong et al., 1992; Greenberg, 1982; Greenberg & Atkin, 1982). Subsequently, social integration between these White respondents and African Americans may influence the relationships between television exposure measures and criterion variables. To control for the influence of contact between respondents and African American individuals, we asked respondents to estimate the percentage of people in their neighborhood who are African American (mean = 5%, mode = 0%) and the percentage of students in their high school who are African American (mean = 8%, mode 5%). The two measures were summed to form an index called social integration (mean = 2.5%). (3)

Results

Zero-order correlations were computed to assess the relationships among viewing for the three genres of interest (drama, sitcom, and news) and perceptions about race and poverty. Where correlations significant at p < .10 were observed, multiple regression analyses were performed to control for demographic variables and to assess the relative influence of viewing each of the three program types on the dependent measures. No estimate of middle class membership (African American or White American) was related to any viewing measure. Therefore, this variable was excluded from further analyses. Also, analyses of zero-order correlations found that two of the five reasons for lack of socioeconomic success--family breakups and lack of educational opportunities--were unrelated to any viewing measure. Therefore, those variables were excluded from further analyses. The analyses of zero-order correlations led to the testing of three groups of regression models. In all models, demographic variables (sex, GPA, and income) were entered in a first block; social integration was entered in a second block; and drama, situation comedy, and news viewing were entered in a third block. The first set of regression analyses focused on education, with dependent measures being estimates of Whites' education, African Americans' education, and the differences between the two groups (see Table 3). The second set of regressions focused on estimates about income, again with each group and the difference measure as dependent variables (see Table 4). The third model focused on three perceived reasons for lack of socioeconomic success among African Americans (see Table 5).

This study focuses on differences in the influences of three television genres. Therefore, we are concerned with both individual relationships and with patterns among groups of relationships. Because we are exploring these patterns as well as testing specific predictions, relationships are reported if they are statistically significant at the 90% confidence level, as well as the 95% confidence level. Results are reported for news, situation comedy, and drama viewing separately.

News Viewing

Zero-order correlations showed that viewing news programming was not significantly related to any estimate regarding education or income. However, news viewing was negatively related to believing socioeconomic differences between Blacks and Whites resulted from lack of job opportunities (r = -.20, p < .05) and positively related to believing the differences result from lack of motivation (r = .19, p < .05).

Multiple regression analyses supported this pattern (see Table 5). News viewing was negatively associated with perceiving that lack of success is due to lack of job opportunities ([beta] = -.18, p < .04, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .06) and positively related to believing lack of motivation is a reason for lack of socioeconomic success ([beta] = .17, p < .05, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .21). Thus, our prediction that news viewing would be negatively related to estimates of African Americans' socioeconomic success was not supported. However, the results are consistent with predictions about news viewing and perceived reasons for lack of success. Among these respondents, those who consume more television news were more likely than those who watch less news to judge African Americans' relative lack of socioeconomic success as resulting from lack of motivation (a personal factor) and less likely to judge lack of success as resulting from lack of job opportunities (a social factor).

Situation Comedy Viewing

Zero-order correlations revealed a positive relationship between viewing situation comedies and estimates about the education level of African Americans (r = .22, p < .01). This relationship was not significant for estimates about the education of Whites (r = .13, ns). Situation comedy viewing also was marginally positively related to estimates about the average income of African Americans (r = .16, p < .07).

Multiple regression analyses revealed (see Table 3) that viewing situation comedies predicted perceptions that African Americans are better educated ([beta] = .21, p < .01, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .11). Also sitcom viewing predicted, at the 90% confidence level, that there is less difference in the average education level of the two races ([beta] = -.17, p < .07, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .07). The relationship between viewing situation comedies and believing African Americans earn more also Was notable ([beta] = .15, p < .08, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .15), but significant only at the 90% confidence level (see Table 4). Situation comedy viewing was unrelated to judgments about the reasons for lack of socioeconomic success.

Thus, these results were consistent with our prediction that sitcom viewing leads to perceptions that African Americans are better educated. With caution these data can also be interpreted as supporting the prediction that sitcom viewing leads to perceptions that African Americans earn more. However, these results did not support our prediction that sitcom viewing would lead to perceptions that lack of success among African Americans results from personal failure and not social factors.

Drama Viewing

Zero-order correlations revealed watching drama programs was positively related to education estimates about Whites (r = .23, p < .01), but not significantly related to education estimates about African Americans (r = .09, ns). To investigate perceptions of difference between the races, we subtracted the education estimates for Whites from those for African Americans and found drama programming positively related to this measure of perceived disparity: Greater drama viewing was related to greater perceived differences in the education levels of Blacks and Whites (r = .17, p < .05). Drama viewing was marginally positively related to estimates about the average income of African Americans (r = .15, p < .08) and positively related to believing that differences in the socioeconomic success of Blacks and Whites resulted from discrimination (r = .18, p < .05).

Multiple regression revealed (see Table 3) that drama viewing predicted the perception that White Americans are better educated ([beta] = .19, p < .03, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .18) and that there is a greater difference in the education levels of Blacks and Whites ([beta] = .21, p < .03, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .07). Drama viewing was not related to any measure of income (see Table 4). Drama viewing was marginally positively related to believing that lack of success is a result of both discrimination ([beta] = .16, p < .08, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .06) and lack of motivation ([beta] = .14, p < .08, df = 136; [R.sup.2] = .20), with both relationships significant only at the 90% confidence level (see Table 5).

Additional Analyses

Gender. In the regression analyses reported above, gender predicted several outcome variables. Female respondents (see Table 3) were more optimistic in their education estimates of Whites ([beta] = .35, p < .01, df = 136) and Blacks ([beta] = .30, p < .01, df = 136). However, gender was not predictive of perceived differences between the education levels of the two races. Females (see Table 4) also predicted significantly higher incomes for African Americans ([beta] = .28, p < .01, df = 136), and (see Table 5) were less likely to say lack of motivation was a reason Blacks lack equal success ([beta] = -.40, p < .01, df = 136).

Because news viewing differed between the two sexes (see Table 1), we investigated the predictive utility of the interaction between sex and news viewing. We entered sex (male = 0, female = 1), news viewing, and their product into the third step of regression models in cases where the sex variable predicted the criterion variable. In no case was the Beta coefficient for the interaction term statistically significant, indicating that the interaction of the two variables did not contribute beyond each variable's independent contribution.

Total viewing. For each regression model reported above, we also investigated the influence of total television viewing. Entered in the third step of regression models--as was done previously after demographics and social integration--total viewing predicted two outcome variables: Total viewing was positively related to estimates of African Americans' education level ([beta] = .18, p < .05, df = 136) and income level ([beta] = .15, p < .07, df = 136). Total viewing was not related to any measure of the reasons for relative lack of socioeconomic success.

Discussion and Conclusions

These finding have implications for our understanding of the relationship between television viewing and perceptions of the socioeconomic success of African Americans as well as perceptions about the reasons for African Americans' relative lack of success. In these data, we see evidence of relationships between viewing different types of television content and perceptions about the educational success of Blacks and Whites and the reasons for limited socioeconomic success of Blacks.

Situation comedy viewing was related to higher estimates of the average African American's educational achievement and also marginally related to estimates of less difference in education between races (see Table 3). These relationships are consistent with content analyses indicating sitcoms portray a world of opportunity and comfort for both races. Situation comedy viewing also was linked to perceptions of income (see Table 4). However the relationship was significant only at the 90% confidence level, and this was the only genre-viewing variable even modestly linked to income estimates. Nonetheless, the pattern of relationships between sitcom viewing and perceptions of education (and perceptions of income, allowing for the liberal significance level) is consistent with the argument that sitcoms promote a vision of racial equality and equal opportunity.

In contrast to sitcoms, drama viewing was positively related to perceptions of Whites' education and to greater perceived differences between Blacks and Whites in education achievement. This is consistent with content analyses of drama programming that describe a dichotomized presentation of African Americans.

We expected television news viewing to be related to lower estimates of educational achievement for African Americans. This was not the case. Rather, news viewing was marginally related to perceptions of greater educational attainment. One potential explanation is related to our respondents' backgrounds. Content analyses suggest an overreporting of African American poverty victims and criminals in local news. However, none of those studies focused on local news in Seattle, where the African American population is relatively small compared to other large cities. A majority of these respondents grew up in the Seattle metropolitan area. It is possible that the local news our respondents consumed is different than that of other cities with respect to the reporting of race, poverty, and crime. Another possible explanation is that these viewers focus on Black entertainers, politicians, and newscasters instead of the suspects and victims who are the subjects of news reports. We have no empirical evidence to support either possibility, but these explanations seem consistent with the observed relationships between news viewing and perceptions about the reasons for lack of success described next.

Two relationships support the argument that news viewing is consistent with modern racism: Heavier news viewing was linked to the belief that lack of job opportunities is not a reason for relative lack of success among African Americans. News viewing also was linked to the belief that lack of motivation is a reason for lack of success (see Table 5). These relationships are consistent with content analyses indicating that Blacks in the news are often portrayed as criminals or as the idle, yet able-bodied, poor. Further, these relationships support experimental research by Iyengar (1990) indicating that news portrayal of Blacks leads to perceptions that Blacks are not deserving of the public's sympathy and assistance.

Among the relationships in these data between viewing habits and perceptions of race as well as education and reasons for socioeconomic differences, we found some of what we expected and little that was inconsistent with what we expected. Perceptions that Whites are better educated and that the races are more disparate in education was reflected by respondents' heavier drama viewing. In contrast, the perception that African Americans are better educated was reflected by respondents' heavier sitcom viewing. The belief that lack of success results from lack of motivation and not lack of opportunity was more prevalent among respondents who consume more television news. And the relationships that were significant at the 90% confidence level were in expected directions.

Except for one marginal relationship, why were our measures of perceived middle-class membership and perceived income unrelated to viewing? Two explanations should be considered. First, it seems possible that college students' varied and unrealistic perceptions of salaries may have negated the validity of their estimates of both income and middle-class membership. A second explanation is that respondents were sensitive to items measuring income and simply refused to acknowledge differences. Neither of these explanations is supported by the fact that the average respondent reported a $10,000 to $15,000 difference between the incomes of the two racial groups and an 8% difference between class membership estimates.

Two other notable relationships warrant mention. While only at the 90% confidence level, drama viewing was related to perceiving that lack of success was a result of both discrimination and lack of motivation. These relationships can be interpreted as consistent with drama's presentation of the Black underclass as well as suggesting that the issue of discrimination may be present in some drama programs. (In fact, the first example of a drama program offered as part of the drama viewing item was E.R., which has dealt with issues of race. Mention of this popular show may have primed respondents who watch it to recall plot lines related to issues of discrimination.) This is not to suggest that viewers' perceptions of race issues in America are evidence of television content. However, the observation of such a relationship may be interpreted as a call for further investigation of drama program content.

The findings presented here should be interpreted cautiously, recognizing the limitations of the sample. These were first- and second-year college students drawn from introductory political science and communication courses. They are not representative of the general public, and they are homogeneous in two ways. First, they represent a somewhat privileged and educated segment of society. Second, the majority of these respondents reported that they are currently light viewers when compared to the general population. If they are indeed light viewers, it can be argued that reduced variance in viewing levels, as well as limited educational and socioeconomic diversity, likely attenuated relationships; the relationships observed here might be stronger within a more heterogeneous sample. It should also be pointed out that we measured only current viewing habits. We do not know how much television these respondents watched, or what they watched, before they came to college. We can only speculate that, while viewing levels certainly change over time, it is unlikely that relatively lighter viewers become heavier or that relatively heavier viewers become lighter when they leave home.

These survey results support experimental studies indicating that television news viewing may influence and reinforce a singular view of race and poverty in which individuals are held more accountable than institutions. This study also provides limited evidence that, among some White viewers, exposure to different television genres influences different perceptions related to race and socioeconomic success and failure, and that those perceptions were more often than not consistent with the modern racism explanation for anti-Black attitudes.

Table 1

Number of Respondents at Three Viewing Levels for

Television Program Categories by Gender

                         Zero        1 hr.      > 1 hr.

Genre                   M     F     M     F     M     F

Television news          7    10    15    24    46    35

Drama                   34    13    19    24    16    32

Situation comedies      18     7    10    13    40    49

Soap operas             66    33     1    12     2    24

Afternoon talk shows    53    38    10    11     6    20

Sports                   8    50     3     5    58    14

Music television        13    33    24    16    32    20

Total viewing

                          Mean               SD        High

Genre                    M      F        M      F     M      F

Television news         3.7    2.4 *    3.9    2.5    20    14

Drama                   1.2    1.8      1.9    1.8    10    10

Situation comedies      2.8    2.8      3.1    2.2    15    10

Soap operas             0.2    1.6 **   1.2    2.3    10    10

Afternoon talk shows    0.5    1.2 **   1.2    1.9     8    10

Sports                  5.4    0.6 **   4.4    1.1    20     4

Music television        2.3    1.7      3.1    3.2    20    20

Total viewing          11.9    8.0 *    1.5    1.0    52    35

* Means are significantly different at p < .05, ** p < .01.

Table 2

Reasons for Differences in Socioeconomic Success Between African

Americans and White Americans: Frequencies and Means

         Reasons            Not ...   Minor ...   Major Reason   Mean

Lack of job opportunities     37         65            28        1.93

Educational opportunities     42         55            33        1.93

Discrimination                24         74            32        2.06

Lack of motivation            64         37            29        1.73

Family breakups               40         55            35        1.96

Table 3

Regression on Estimates About Education Levels Achieved

                        Dependent Variable: Education

                            Level Achieved by ...

                                 White

  Independent

    Variable             [beta]         [R.sup.2]

Sex                       .35 **

GPA                       .02

Income                   -.08              .15

Soc. integration          .02              .15

Drama                     .19 *            .18

Situation comedy          .11              .16

News                      .11              .16

                        Dependent Variable: Education

                            Level Achieved by ...

                                   African

                                  American

  Independent

    Variable                [beta]         [R.sup.2]

Sex                       .30 **

GPA                      -.05

Income                   -.04                 .07

Soc. integration         -.08                 .07

Drama                     .07                 .10

Situation comedy          .21 **              .11

News                      .16 ([dagger])      .12

                        Dependent Variable: Education

                            Level Achieved by ...

                              White-Afr. Am.

  Independent

    Variable             [beta]            [R.sup.2]

Sex                       .09

GPA                       .07

Income                   -.05                 .01

Soc. integration          .11                 .03

Drama                     .21 *               .07

Situation comedy         -.17 ([dagger])      .07

News                     -.05                 .03

([dagger]) p < .10. * p < .05. ** p <.01.

Table 4

Regression on Estimates About Income

                         Dependent Variable: Average

                                Income of ...

                                   White

Independent

Variable                 [beta]         [R.sup.2]

Sex                       -.02

GPA                        .17             .03

Income                     .04

Soc. integration          -.05             .03

Drama                      .00             .03

Situation comedy          -.04             .04

News                      -.07             .04

                         Dependent Variable: Average

                                Income of ...

                                  African

                                 American

Independent

Variable                     [beta]         [R.sup.2]

Sex                        .28 **

GPA                       -.07

Income                     .13                 .12

Soc. integration          -.10                 .13

Drama                      .08                 .13

Situation comedy           .15 ([dagger])      .15

News                       .07                 .13

                         Dependent Variable: Average

                                Income of ...

                                White-Afr.

                                   Am.

Independent

Variable                 [beta]       [R.sup.2]

Sex                       -.14

GPA                        .10

Income                     .08           .03

Soc. integration           .05           .04

Drama                      .01           .04

Situation comedy          -.01           .04

News                      -.07           .04

([dagger]) p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

Table 5

Regression on Reasons for Lack Socioeconomic Success of African

Americans

                            Dependent Variable:

                             Discrimination

   Independent

     Variable             [beta]           [R.sup.2]

Sex                     .11

GPA                    -.12

Income                  .01                   .03

Soc. integration       -.10                   .04

Drama                   .16 ([dagger])        .06

Situation comedy        .02                   .03

News                   -.06                   .04

                            Dependent Variable:

                                   Job

                               Opportunities

   Independent

     Variable             [beta]       [R.sup.2]

Sex                        .10

GPA                       -.09

Income                    -.01           .02

Soc. integration          -.11           .03

Drama                      .00           .03

Situation comedy          -.08           .03

News                      -.18 *         .06

                              Dependent Variable:

                                   Lack of

                                  Motivation

   Independent

     Variable             [beta]             [R.sup.2]

Sex                       -.40 **

GPA                        .15 ([dagger])

Income                     .02                 .14

Soc. integration           .27 **              .20

Drama                      .14 ([dagger])      .20

Situation comedy           .06                 .19

News                       .17 *               .21

([dagger]) p < .10. * p < .05. ** p <.01.

Notes

(1) Originally 148 questionnaires were completed. Nine questionnaires were excluded from the analyses because they were completed by respondents who did not speak English as a first language. The researchers judged it highly likely that these respondents were exchange students and may be dissimilar to American respondents with respect to relevant experiences, attitudes, and media habits.

(2) Specific wording was, "People have offered different reasons minority groups sometimes do not attain the same levels of success as Whites. Please provide your judgments about the reasons people are or are not successful. Again, please answer honestly. Do you think the following are reasons for limited African American's success?"

(3) Responses to two questions were averaged to produce the measure of "social integration." Those questions were, "What percent of people in your neighborhood were African American?" and "What percent of students in your high school were African American?"

References

Armstrong, B. G., Neuendorf, K. A., & Brentar, J. E., (1992). TV entertainment, news, and racial perceptions of college students. Journal of Communication, 42(3), 153-176.

Busselle, R. W. (2001). The role of exemplar accessibility in social reality judgments. Media Psychology 3(1), 43-67.

Busselle, R. W., & Shrum, L. J. (2001). Media exposure and exemplar accessibility. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Dates, J., & Stroman, C. (2001). Portrayals of families of color on television. In J. Bryant & J. A. Bryant (Eds.), Television and the American family (pp. 207-225). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Dixon, T. L., & Linz, D. (2000). Overrepresentation and underrepresentation of African Americans and Latinos as lawbreakers on television news. Journal of Communication 50(2), 131-154.

Entman, R. M. (1990). Modern racism and images of Blacks in local television news. Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 7, 332-346.

Entman, R. M. (1994). Blacks in television news: Television, modern racism and cultural change. Journalism Quarterly, 69(2), 341-361.

Entman, R. M., & Rojecki, A. (2000). The Black image in the White mind. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Farhi, P. (2000, February 13). "TV's skin-deep take on race: False harmony, not lack of Black shows, called problem." The Washington Post, Final Edition, p. G1.

Gandy, O, Jr., & Baron, J., (1998). Inequality: It's all in the way you look at it. Communication Research, 25(5), 505-527.

Gerbner, G. (1972). Communication and social environment, Scientific American, 227(3), 156-160.

Gerbner, G. (1999). Cultivation analysis: An overview. Mass Communication & Society, 1(3/4), 175-194.

Gerbner, G., Gross, L., Morgan, M, & Signorielli, N. (1994). Growing up with television: The cultivation perspective. In J. Bryant & D. Zillmann (Eds.), Media effects: Advances in theory and research (pp. 17-42). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Gilens, M. (1996). Race and poverty in America: Public misperceptions and the American news media. Public Opinion Quarterly, 60, 515-541.

Gilens, M. (1999). Why Americans hate welfare. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Gilliam, F. D., & Iyengar, S. (1998, August). The corrosive influence of local television news on racial beliefs. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, Baltimore, MD.

Greenberg, B. S. (1982). Television and role socialization: An overview. In D. Pearl, L. Bouthilet, J. Lazer (Eds.), Television and behavior: Ten years of scientific progress and implications for the eighties, Vol. 2 (pp. 179-190). Washington, DC: National Institute for Mental Health.

Greenberg, B. S., & Atkin, C. K. (1982). Learning about minorities from television. In G. L. Berry & C. Mitchell-Kernan (Eds.), Television and the socialization of the minority child (pp. 215-243). New York: Academic Press.

Greenberg, B. S., & Brand, J. E. (1994). Minorities and the mass media: 1970s to 1990s. In J. Bryant & D. Zillmann (Eds.), Media Effects: Advances in theory and research (pp. 273-314). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Hawkins, R. P., & Pingree, S. (1982). Television's influence on constructions of social reality. In D. Pearl, L. Bouthilet, & J. Lazar (Eds.), Television and behavior: Ten years of scientific progress and implications for the eighties, Vol. 2 (pp. 224-247). Washington, DC: National Institute for Mental Health.

Iyengar, S., (1990). Framing responsibility for political issues: The case of poverty. Political Behavior, 12(1), 19-40.

Jhally, S., & Lewis, J. (1992). Enlightened racism: The Cosby Show, audiences, and the myth of the American dream. Boulder, CO: Westview.

Katz, I., Wackenhut, J., & Hass, R. G. (1986). Racial ambivalence, value duality, and behavior. In J. Dovidio & S. Gaertner (Eds.), Prejudice, discrimination, and racism (pp. 91-125). New York: Academic Press.

Lippman, W. (1922). Public opinion. New York: Macmillan.

Mastro, D. E., & Greenberg, B. S. (2000). The portrayal of racial minorities on prime time television. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 44(4), 690-703.

McConahay, J. B. (1986). Modern racism, ambivalence, and the modern racism scale. In J. Dovidio & S. Gaertner (Eds.), Prejudice, discrimination, and racism (pp. 91-125). New York: Academic Press.

Oliver, M. B., & Armstrong, B. G. (1995). Predictors of viewing and enjoyment of reality-based and fictional crime shows. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 72(3), 559-570.

Rada, J. A. (2000). A new piece of the puzzle: Examining effects of television portrayals of African Americans. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 44(4), 704-715.

Romer, D., Jamieson, K. H., & De Coteau, N. J. (1998). The treatment of persons of color in local television news: Ethnic blame discourse or realistic group conflict. Communication Research, 25, 268-305.

Shrum, L. J., Wyer, R. S., & O'Guinn, T. C. (1998). The effects of television consumption on social perceptions: The use of priming procedures to investigate psychological processes. Journal of Consumer Research, 24, 447-458.

Tamborini, R., Mastro, D. E., Chory-Assad, R. M., Huang, R. E. (2000). The color of crime and the court: A content analysis of minority representation on television. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 77(3), 639-653.

Zillmann, D., & Brosius, H. (2000). Exemplification in communication: The influence of case reports on the perception of issues. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Rick Busselle (Ph.D., Michigan State University) is an Assistant Professor in The Edward R. Murrow School of Communication at Washington State University. His research interests include media and perceptions about crime, poverty, and race.

Heather Crandall (M.A., Washington State University) is a doctoral candidate in the Edward R. Murrow School of Communication at Washington State University. Her research interests include media, social power, and rhetoric.

This study was supported by a grant from the College of Liberal Arts at Washington State University.
