
 
THE (MIS)REPRESENTATION OF INTERRACIAL COUPLES  

IN TELEVISION ADVERTISEMENTS 

 

by 

ERIN HACKENMUELLER 

STEVEN HOLIDAY, COMMITTEE CHAIR 
JOSHUA R. PEDERSON 

KENON A. BROWN 
 

A THESIS 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts 

in the Department of Advertising and Public Relations 
in the Graduate School of 

The University of Alabama 

 

 

TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA 

 

2020



 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright Erin Hackenmueller 2020 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 



 ii 

ABSTRACT 

Interracial couples are becoming more common, but they still face stigmatization and 

discrimination. The present study aimed to gain a preliminarily understanding of if and how 

interracial couples are represented in television advertisements. This study performed a content 

analysis of 543 couples in television advertisements from 2019 for differences in representation 

and portrayal between interracial and intraracial relationships. All advertisements were taken 

from three different networks within one conglomerate. Findings suggest that interracial 

relationships are overrepresented. However, interracial couples are found at further distances 

from each other, a relationship between nonwhite males and white females are underrepresented 

within interracial relationships, and zero interracial relationships are portrayed on Disney 

channel. The potential effects of this representation and portrayal are driven by cultivation theory 

and social cognitive theory. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Interracial relationships have a deep-seated and divisive history in America (Viñas-

Nelson, 2017). With a past of slavery and anti-miscegenation laws, they have not always been 

either consenting nor legal (Foeman & Nance, 1999). Bans on interracial marriages persisted for 

300 years before they were finally struck down under the assertion that these laws “maintain 

White Supremacy” (Viñas-Nelson, 2017, para. 4). Interracial families struggled to gain 

acceptance by either race. In 1934, 40% of readers of a black weekly newspaper, The Baltimore 

Afro-American, disapproved of fictional stories about interracial couples (Gallon, 2013). In 

2000, Alabama was the last state to remove an interracial marriage ban after probate judges 

refused to grant marriage licenses with only 59% of voters supporting the strike-down (Lopez, 

2015). 

Upon the initial legalization of interracial marriages in 1967, only three percent of all 

U.S. newlyweds identified themselves as interracial couples (Livingston & Brown, 2017). After 

50 years, that number has risen to 17% (Livingston & Brown, 2017). In 2017, the percent of 

interracial wed and unwed co-habitant households reached 10% (Gurrentz, 2019). This number 

increased by 28% to 9.5% over the span of the first ten years of the 21st century (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2012). There are no official records or reliable national samples of unmarried interracial 

relationships that are not cohabitating. Yet, the lack of presence of interracial couples compared 

to their same-race couple partners compounds their social marginalization (Brummet, 2015). 

Despite the growing number of interracial couples, these families are still seen as a racial 

novelty (Porter & Wood, 2016). Interracial couples continue to struggle with gaining acceptance; 
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the U.S. Census Bureau found that from 2008-2010, only one-third of adults viewed interracial 

marriage as acceptable for everyone, with nearly 30% of Americans viewing it as unacceptable 

for anyone (Wang, 2012). In a review of the research surrounding interracial relationships, de 

Guzman and Nishina (2017) found that these couples face discrimination and stigmatization, 

which lead to added relationship strains. These strains come from others’ perceptions of couples 

and their lifestyles. The beliefs that these interracial marriages disrupt family and cultural 

traditions, and that they can have negative consequences on their children are contributing 

factors to why people view them as inappropriate (Brummet, 2015). In July 2019, one interracial 

couple in Alabama had a racial slur spray-painted on the for-sale sign in their front lawn (Gauntt, 

2019). These couples receive stigmatization from people both outside and inside their own 

homes, as parents do not always accept their child’s relationship (Castle Bell & Hastings, 2015). 

The literature suggests that this stigma leads to a greater willingness to date or cohabitate outside 

one’s race than to enter into an interracial marriage (Herman & Campbell, 2008; Qian & Licther, 

2007). As stigma spreads, it becomes integrated into culture. This stigma around interracial 

couples is present even in international contexts. When the former Prince Harry, a White man, 

married Meghan Markle, a biracial woman, they were subjected to racism, abuse, and 

harassment by the UK media to the point where they stepped down from their roles as senior 

royals (Goodfellow, 2020). Stigma and prejudice against interracial couples persist across 

cultural borders.  

Culture is developed and told through dominant institutions, and even as new forms of 

media develop, Morgan and colleagues (2015) argue that the biggest storyteller is still television, 

as people who are considered to watch very little television still watch up to 10 hours a week. As 

Morgan and colleagues (2009) explain, the television is “the common symbolic environment into 
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which our children are born and in which we all live out our lives” (p. 34). This is because 

televisions are a universal staple in every household, and they allow families to live a shared 

experience (DuCille, 2018). People in different households may be viewing the same 

programming, even if they come from different backgrounds. Today, television is heavily reliant 

upon advertisements for revenue, because a 30-second commercial during a major show can 

bring in hundreds of thousands of dollars (Poggi, 2018). Through this relationship, television has 

become consumer-oriented due to the influence of advertisers and their desires (Jacobs 

Henderson & Baldasty, 2003). Advertisers plan their creative direction and network placement 

based on strategic research of their target market; they can learn about their consumer’s beliefs 

and lifestyles through data, allowing them to position their product to align with those beliefs and 

lifestyles (Belch & Belch, 2015). Race and gender can be a predominant factor in target market 

identification, so they are often considered when creative direction for advertisements is decided. 

This is important because advertisements have the power to change both descriptive and 

injunctive norms (Beaudoin, 2014; Haines & Spear, 1996). Descriptive norms are perceptions of 

behavior that are actually performed, whereas injunctive norms are perceptions of approval of 

behavior (Borsari & Carey, 2003). Perceived behavior and perceived approval of behavior are 

mediators between advertisement viewing and behavior (Nan & Zhao, 2016). Once descriptive 

norms are changed, injunctive norms typically follow (Beaudoin, 2014). Thus, if advertisements 

change descriptive norms of interracial relationships, injunctive norms could follow. 

In 2013, a Cheerios commercial featuring an interracial family sparked enough offensive 

backlash that the comment section was disabled on the YouTube video (Stump, 2013). The 

depiction of interracial romantic relationships in the media has caused an uproar, but are these 

couples actually proportionately represented in the media in comparison to their intraracial 
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counterparts? Or do we just notice their depiction more because they are incongruent to our 

personal experience and cause uproars like with the case of Cheerios? And perhaps more critical, 

should the depiction of interracial couples in advertising be proportionately representative to 

their manifestation in the US population? Could a larger proportion of representation influence 

the normative perspectives of children, individuals looking for romantic partners, or parents, thus 

altering the social landscape of an entire population? Some of these questions are weightier 

matters for scholars devoted to advertising ethics, critical-cultural studies, and longitudinal 

effects, but the hope is that the content analysis research undertaken here might encourage future 

scholars to undertake examinations of the effects of such media messages.  

There have been many studies that have focused on race and gender representations in the 

media and advertisements. Research shows that racial minorities are underrepresented compared 

to their population or even completely absent (Peruta & Powers, 2017; Rubie-Davies et al. , 

2013), and both racial minorities and women have been portrayed in stereotypical ways 

(Landreth Grau & Zotos, 2016; Mastro & Greenberg, 2000; Rubie-Davies et al., 2013). For 

example, women have been portrayed as family-oriented or even just decorative objects, with 

their only use being their beauty or body (Landreth Grau & Zotos, 2016). Racial stereotypes 

dominate representations of racial minorities, from African Americans depicted as lazy, 

unintelligent and living in slums, to Latinos depicted as criminals or lovers, to Pacific Islanders 

depicted as drunks, smokers and gamblers (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000; Rubie-Davies et al., 

2013). 

Interracial relationships have also been studied in television shows and advertisements. 

They have primarily been examined by studying one specific case, like the in-depth analysis of a 

Black-White friendship portrayed on the television show Psych, or the textual analysis of Black-
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Asian romantic relationships on ER and Grey’s Anatomy (Thornton, 2011; Washington, 2012). 

These analyses found that these relationships still maintained the hegemonic beliefs about race, 

meaning they follow the dominant group’s beliefs about society (Waikar, 2018). They did not 

challenge the norm and still portrayed stereotypes about these racial groups and how they might 

interact. Strom Larson (2002) did a content analysis of platonic interracial relationships in 

children’s television commercials and found that while the representation of African American, 

Hispanic, Asian and Native American (AHANA) children was relative to their actual population 

percentage on commercials that also included White children, there was almost no representation 

of commercials with just AHANA children alone. Strom Larson suggests the presence of White 

children is what validated the presence of AHANA children. Still, romantic interracial 

relationships have never been studied in the broader sense of television advertisements. This 

study addresses the presence and portrayal of interracial romantic relationships in television 

advertisements. 

It is important to know whether, and how, interracial couples are represented in television 

commercials because of television’s power to shape public attitudes and normative beliefs 

(Thornborrow et al., 2018; Bleakley et al., 2011). Using cultivation theory and social cognitive 

theory, this research suggests that what people view on television could affect their acceptance 

beliefs, in other words, what they accept to be true or right, and how they act in the future, such 

as entering into an interracial relationship themselves. It has consistently been shown that media 

exposure influences self-perceptions (Sink & Mastro, 2017). As families continue to adapt and 

change, culture’s largest storyteller has the opportunity to encourage us to be more inclusive and 

progressive through representation. The narratives television presents can influence public 

attitudes about marginalized groups, manifesting itself through personal beliefs and policy 
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changes (Gillig et al., 2018). Rubie-Davies and colleagues (2013) found that in New Zealand, 

television commercials are unrepresentative of minority populations and present them in 

stereotypical ways, aligning with findings from a large cross-cultural study that children from 

New Zealand are the second-highest in well-formed awareness of stereotypes (Williams & Best, 

1990). Changing normative perceptions can have real-life consequences. For example, when 

graphic health warning posters are put at cigarette point-of-sale locations, it increases perceived 

social disapproval of smoking, which can contribute to already at-risk youth’s smoking 

susceptibility (Dunbar et al., 2019). These real-life-consequences are important in the context of 

interracial relationships because of the history of divisive treatment and hundreds of years of 

discriminatory policies in the U.S. (Viñas-Nelson, 2017). Advertisements are specifically created 

to influence consumer behavior, making this context especially important (Abideen & Saleem, 

2011). How people are depicted in advertisements can have a persuasive influence on us, which 

can be shown through Cialdini’s (2001) six human tendencies that come to play in persuasion: 

reciprocity, consistency, social validation, liking, authority, and scarcity. Liking, specifically, is 

the notion that people are more likely to say yes to people they like or are similar to, and it is 

especially pertinent in the context of advertising (Cialdini, 2001). When brands use well-liked 

endorsers in their advertisements, consumers’ explicit and implicit responses are more positive 

(Rowley et al., 2019). Thus, television advertising is especially well-suited to influence 

perceptions and beliefs about relationships, and understanding how interracial relationships are 

represented within this context may help further an understanding of how beliefs about and 

acceptance of these couples may be constructed. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Cultivation theory and social cognitive theory (SCT) provide a joint framework for 

understanding how television commercials shape audience beliefs and behaviors. Cultivation 

theory suggests that television shapes our worldview and perceptions of reality, while SCT 

proposes that individuals learn from the media examples they consume and use it to construct 

their schema for normative beliefs and behaviors.  

Cultivation Theory 

Associated with the work of Gerbner and Gross (1976), cultivation refers to the ways in 

which television can develop audiences’ worldviews and conceptions of social reality (Morgan et 

al., 2009). Cultivation theory asserts that the mass production and distribution of messages, such 

as on television, creates symbolic environments embodying dominant institutions and shapes 

public beliefs (Potter, 2014). Cultivation deals with “the underlying concern with the cultural 

role of storytelling—and who gets to tell the stories” (Morgan et al., 2015, p. 679). Even when 

television shows are far from realistic, viewers still believe at least an element of truth and that 

reality lies within it, giving them “facts” about the way the world works (Gerbner & Gross, 

1976). With enough time and exposure to certain messages, television socializes our perceptions 

of the world to what Mastro and Figueroa-Cabellero (2018) call a “media version of reality” (p. 

323). The development of cultivation takes place gradually over two steps: learning, and 

constructing a view of social reality (McQuail, 2010). However, McQuail (2010) asserts, this 

social reality is dependent upon personal circumstances and experiences, and reference-groups. 

For instance, one study found that people who watch television daily are more likely to believe 
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that rape accusations are false and to overestimate the number of false rape accusations (Kahlor 

& Eastin, 2011). Studies of cultivation within the context of advertising have further validated 

these arguments. In an experiment in which high school girls were exposed to television 

advertisements using sex appeal, the girls thought it was more important to be popular with men 

and to be personally desirable than those who viewed the neutral advertisements (Tan, 1979). 

More recently, Gulas and McKeage (2008) found that exposure to idealized advertising imagery 

leads to lower self-esteem and self-perceived physical attractiveness. This may be attributable to 

cultivation. In a content analysis of magazine advertisements, Asian Americans were found to be 

more likely to appear in technology and business-related magazine categories and 

advertisements, but less likely to be portrayed in social settings, reinforcing stereotypical views 

of Asian Americans as a model minority who does nothing but work (Lee & Joo, 2005).  

There are two contingent conditions that affect the ability that television messages have 

to influence perceptions of reality: resonance and mainstreaming. Morgan and colleagues (2015) 

explain that resonance refers to how a person’s reality may closely resemble what they see on 

television, giving them a second dose of certain messages that will resonate with them, thus 

amplifying cultivation. For example, if someone lives in a particularly dangerous neighborhood, 

surrounded by violence, and then watches a lot of violent programming on television, the 

programming would resonate with them. Because both their immediate world and what they 

watch on television are violent, their view of the world would also be violent. Conversely, when 

someone lives in a neighborhood that is relatively safe but the media depicts it as violent, they 

will experience little cultivation because it does not resonate with their personal experience. 

When an individual’s life experiences differ from what they see on television, they are more 

likely to be influenced by the messages they view (Shrum & Bischak, 2006).  Mastro and 
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Greenberg (2000) found that stereotypes of Latinos persisted in television commercials, which 

could validate and resonate with the social realities of both White, mainstream culture and 

Latinos themselves. Additionally, in societies considered materialistic, people who have strong 

compulsive buying tendencies may feel better about their purchases when viewing 

advertisements because they believe their behavior is the norm (Kwak et al., 2009). 

The second condition which affects the influence television messages have in the 

cultivation of reality is through mainstreaming, which describes the relationship between media 

depictions and viewers’ perceptions of reality (Moore, 2015). Specifically, mainstreaming 

identifies that heavy exposure to media leads to strengthened beliefs in the mainstream 

depictions that are portrayed through media (Carlson, 2010). Mainstreaming overrides the 

interaction demographics can have with cultivation effects on perspectives and behavior 

(Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). Heavy viewing causes television to become more important in 

shaping our worldview than any regional, political, or socioeconomic circumstances (Morgan et 

al., 2009). For example, if a wealthy person is watching a television show about someone living 

in poverty, they are more likely to take what they see at face value because they do not have any 

experiences to counter what they are viewing.  This means television can have a more significant 

impact on culture than demographics does. Gerbner and Gross (1976) explain “we cannot isolate 

television from the mainstream of modern culture because it is the mainstream” (p. 180). 

Because of mainstreaming, television homogenizes American culture (Morgan et al., 2009). 

Mainstreaming causes a dominant view to become more relatable to a larger group of people by 

enhancing similarities in people who may be otherwise completely different (Morgan et al., 

2015). More people begin to believe what the general public believes (Good, 2009). This 

cultivation of beliefs can shape how individuals view certain groups of people (e.g. gender, race, 
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or ethnicity). Behm-Morawitz and Ta (2014) suggest that representations of racial and ethnic 

minorities in virtual worlds can shape our real-world beliefs about these groups. Over a long 

period of time, high amounts of exposure to selective representation can shape cultural 

perceptions of these groups by how and how often they are portrayed (Sink & Mastro, 2017). So, 

if portrayals of certain types of people or relationships are consistently perpetuated on television, 

and viewers consume a heavy amount of content featuring these messages, the depicted 

portrayals will be more accepted as the normative representation of real life—they can be 

created, confirmed, and cultivated (Moore, 2015). If interracial relationships are consistently 

portrayed on television, people will accept their validity in their world view. However, if they are 

portrayed in a certain way, such as overly sexual, as lower class, as less comfortable, or as 

underrepresented, those beliefs will also be accepted into viewers’ perceptions and beliefs about 

the nature of these relationships. This is because the ideas are validated by television, developing 

and sustaining norms of treatment for the groups portrayed (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000). 

Mainstreaming is easily adaptable to advertising. By comparing heavy television advertisement 

viewers and light television advertisement viewers, Chan and Cai (2009) found that Chinese 

viewers who watched more television advertisements perceived their Chinese society as more 

affluent because of the materialistic life depicted in the advertisements. 

Advertising is omnipresent and uses symbols that “help clarify our roles and the roles of 

others in society” (Stevenson & Swayne, 2011, p. 111). Individuals do not have as broad of 

contact with society that advertisements do, so through consistent messaging, advertisers have 

been given the ability to shape our reality (Stevenson & Swayne, 2011). Given that individuals 

are exposed to over one hour of advertisements a day in the course of viewing a daily average of 

five hours of television (Marketing Charts, 2014), and that repetition and audience segmentation 
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are conscientious strategies in advertising, it is reasonable to hypothesize that heavy viewers of 

television could experience cultivation in response to the narratives that are depicted in the 

advertisements they view. This cultivation persists across cultures; Kwak and colleagues (2009) 

found that exposure to television advertisements cultivate perceptions of a materialistic society in 

both US and South Korean survey participants.  

 Sticking to what is known is comforting, so some people may not want to watch diverse 

media that could challenge their existing beliefs. However, limiting exposure to diverse media is 

linked to increased stereotypical beliefs and desensitization (Dahlstrom & Scheufele, 2010). For 

example, in a meta-analysis of gender stereotyping, it was found that heavy exposure to gender 

stereotyping leads to increased stereotypical gendered behavior and attitudes (Oppliger, 2007). In 

one focus group, children in India had very specific beliefs about gender behavior based on the 

very stereotypical gendered advertisements they viewed (Anuradha, 2012). 

Advertisements are especially important to cultivation theory because they are difficult to 

avoid. Viewers could consciously avoid specific programming by simply not watching but do not 

have a choice in commercials they view. It is possible to skip commercials using a digital video 

recorder, however, the majority of Americans view television live rather than recordings, and are 

thus unable to skip advertisements (Yiting & Mela, 2018). Further, 62% of American adults 

subscribe to streaming services (Watson, 2019), many of which include commercials that 

viewers are unable to skip. 

Racial discrimination can be seen through institutional systems like schools, the 

workplace, and families. One of these institutions that drive culture is media, and television and 

their advertisements are driving forces (Anderson & Gabszewicz, 2006). Through repetitive and 

heavy viewing, these advertisements become a critical influence in shaping our understanding of 
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the world around us (Mastro & Stern, 2003). Advertisers must consider the social and ethical 

impacts of the messages they create (Belch & Belch, 2015). As interracial couples already 

experience discrimination and stigmatization, advertisers must be alert to their choices in how 

they present people in romantic relationships. This is not only important for their bottom line, but 

also for how society at large views these couples. 

Social Cognitive Theory 

While cultivation suggests that media messages can inform viewers’ perceptions of 

reality, SCT suggests that such cultivation can be the catalyst for learning and assimilation of 

prevalent media themes into one’s behavioral, attitudinal, and normative framework. Much like 

how children learn by observing the repetitive behaviors of their parents or peers, media 

exposure can also induce behavioral learning (Sink & Mastro, 2017). This behavioral learning is 

particularly relevant to television commercials because of their repetitive and simple messages 

(Mastro & Stern, 2003). SCT provides a framework to predict and explain the mass media’s 

behavioral effects on individuals (Combs, 2016).  

Empirical research supports this theory. Television advertisements are filled with 

repeated, simple, and rewarded messages, common conditions that SCT posits can contribute to 

learning (Mastro & Stern, 2003). Additionally, modeling shows a viewer that certain acts bring 

rewards (Bandura, 2002). This effect is even stronger when one feels similar to the model 

represented (Bandura, 2002). This similarity allows viewers to identify with the model and can 

increase motivation to behave in a certain way (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). For example, a 

Black woman will feel stronger effects when viewing a Black woman than when viewing a 

White man. Thus, the representations of everyday life, including relationships, that are enacted 

within advertisements can form the basis of perceptions about reality and may influence 
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attitudes, behaviors, and normative beliefs about the individual, relational, and lifestyle 

characteristics that are portrayed. Race and ethnicity have received pointed attention in this 

context (Mastro & Stern, 2003). 

Sink and Mastro (2017) also used both cultivation theory and SCT to “highlight the 

mechanisms through which media content can contribute to the construction of social reality and 

articulate how symbols in the media can potentially influence viewers’ schemas of gender roles” 

in relation to depictions of gender on primetime television (p. 6). They found that women were 

not proportionately represented and that their representation supported hegemonic masculinity, 

suggesting this can “constrain women physically, socially, and professionally” (Sink & Mastro, 

2017, p. 16). Shafayat and Yusaf (2017) sought to find out how television advertisements can 

affect norms and values in Pakistani society. They found there was a moderate positive 

relationship between content depicting eating habits and dressing style in television 

advertisements and change of lifestyle of youth, signifying youth behavior is changing due, in 

part, to advertisements. 

SCT has been used to analyze racial portrayal of television advertisements. Mastro and 

Stern (2003) used the combination of cultivation and SCT as a theoretical framework to analyze 

the depiction of race in prime time television commercials. They found that both Blacks and 

Whites are represented and portrayed favorably in these commercials, suggesting that Black and 

White viewers will feel social relevance and group legitimization, leading to positive self-

perceptions. Additionally, Maher and colleagues (2008) found that White and Asian children 

were portrayed more frequently in positive stereotyped ads; SCT suggests this could cause 

viewers to “develop a false sense of superiority, potentially contributing to prejudices,” while 
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Black and Hispanic children, who were not portrayed in as positive ways, may “develop a sense 

of inferiority” (p. 89).  

SCT has also been applied to the portrayal of relationships on television. Anderegg and 

colleagues (2014) found that some relational maintenance behaviors, like self-disclosure, were 

portrayed more frequently on television than the behavior happens in real life. SCT suggests that 

this portrayal may lead viewers to believe self-disclosure is necessary for a successful 

relationship, even though real life data may not support that idea (Anderegg et al., 2014). If 

someone believes that self-disclosure is necessary for a successful relationship but does not 

experience it in their own relationship, they may be unsatisfied with their relationship, even if 

there were no previous issues. 

Using SCT as an extension of cultivation, this framework suggests that exposure to 

advertising messages can initially inform perceptions of the world, and then inform learning and 

the adoption of attitudes, norms, and behaviors depicted in the messages that reflect social 

depictions, such as interracial relationships, that are represented in the advertisements. Although 

past research has used this lens to examine both race and relationships, this search of the 

literature has not identified any research that examines them together. 

Race and Gender as Social Constructions 

The idea of race is a concept that society has constructed over hundreds of years, yet 

there is no true biological difference (de Guzman & Nishina, 2017). Despite this biological 

sameness, the United States’ society places importance on physical and cultural characteristics—

often based on our own biased assumptions of what is seen rather than factual information about 

the background of the individuals we pass judgment on (Ginsberg, 2017). Perceived physical 

characteristics like skin color and facial features are consistently used to divide people into 
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groups in which society develops differing perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors toward, making 

race socially significant (National Research Council, 2004). These categories that are created are 

predominantly based on perceived qualities, but can often group people by disregarding their 

actual ancestry (Velázquez Vargas, 2008). For instance, someone may look at a person and 

assume they are White because that is how they present to the world. However, this person may 

have a predominant heritage from Central America. Today, the U.S. Census Bureau defines race 

as what someone self-identifies with in relation to social groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). 

However, the way someone self-identifies may be different than how society sees them. People 

make snap judgments based on skin color or hair texture. Velázquez Vargas (2008) notes that 

these judgments give the viewer the power of interpretation, allowing other people to shape our 

identity. Snap judgment perceptions of the way a person presents are what maintains race as 

socially significant (Morris, 2007). 

Similarly, gender becomes significant because of its social construction. While sex has a 

biological basis, gender is assigned by culture (Sheppard & Mayo, 2013). However, people often 

confuse the two, which “[evokes] an array of cultural myths about gender differences that are 

believed to be rooted in biology—such as men and women having different kinds of 

intelligence” (Springer, 2014, p. 20). A gendered binary naturally results in an unequal power 

dynamic (Cartwright et al., 2017). This leads to a gendered power dynamic that society operates 

on, giving favor to men. While these biased beliefs may go unnoticed in a daily routine, they can 

lead to unfair treatment at a macro level (Amato, 2018). Gender assignment sets us on our paths 

for life, as it is built into institutions; one consequence of this is, unlike men, starting a family is 

expected to interrupt the careers of women (Krüger & Baldus, 1999).  
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Gendered power dynamics are especially important in romantic relationships. Television 

portrays heterosexuality as the norm, representing ideal relationships (Rossi, 2011). Within these 

heterosexual relationships, men are portrayed as the dominant gender, giving them more 

speaking time and independence (Ivory et al., 2009). Further, when it comes to sexuality, women 

are supposed to be passive and prioritize the needs of men, limiting their sexual agency 

(Seabrook et al., 2017). 

These gendered power dynamics are seen on television. This is especially true in 

programming geared towards men, in which women are underrepresented and follow 

stereotypical age and occupational archetypes (Daalmans et al., 2017). Seabrook and colleagues 

(2017) found that when women who frequently view television are exposed to gendered sexual 

scripts, they accept or endorse those scripts, limiting their sexual agency. 

Studying gender on television advertisements has a rich history, starting with McArthur 

and Resko (1975). The researchers found that men were portrayed as central characters more 

frequently, and they were given more credibility (McArthur & Resko, 1975). Further, women 

were more likely to be associated with home products and less likely to be seen in an 

occupational setting (McArthur & Resko, 1975). These gendered stereotypes persist in television 

commercials even today. Prieler (2016) found that product categories are still associated with 

gender and that women are often more scantily clad than men. Women are typically used to 

promote home, health, and beauty products, while men are typically used to promote technology 

and leisure products (Verhellen et al., 2016). Women are still shown as young, dependent, 

decorative sexual objects, while men are depicted as professionals and are actively involved with 

the products they promote (Verhellen et al., 2016). These advertising inequalities are found 

across cultures, with a particular country’s gender equality having little to no influence (Matthes 
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et al., 2016). However, it does appear that gendered depictions are becoming more equal. For 

instance, Fowler and Thomas (2015) found that male leads are gradually decreasing and men are 

more likely to be portrayed in domestic roles. 

Given the potential for strong effects suggested by Cultivation and SCT, and the past 

research which identifies the influence that media representations of race, gender, and 

relationships can have on viewers, the present study seeks a preliminary understanding of the 

following: 

RQ1: Is the depiction of interracial couples in television commercials equivalent to their 

prevalence in the United States population? 

When studying interracial romantic relationships in television advertisements, it is 

additionally important to consider that race and gender are constructed and hold significance. 

According to the Pew Research Center, 55% of interracial relationships consist of a White male 

partner and a Nonwhite female partner, while 37% of interracial relationships consist of a 

Nonwhite male partner and a White female partner (Livingston & Brown, 2017). Race and 

gender may both be perpetuated by social constructions, but they have real life consequences. 

The way they are portrayed on television commercials can work to solidify stereotypes rather 

than tear them down. Because of this, the present study seeks to understand the following: 

RQ2:  Is the depiction of interracial couples consisting of a Nonwhite male and a White 

female in television commercials equivalent to their prevalence in the United States 

population (RQ2a)? Is the depiction of interracial couples consisting of a White male and 

a Nonwhite female in television commercials equivalent to their prevalence in the United 

States population (RQ2b)? 
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Media Representations of Race 

Discrimination against racial and ethnic minorities takes place at a societal level, 

manifesting in American institutions (Crawford & Novak, 2014). This is especially true of the 

media, which has ignored or portrayed Nonwhite groups in unfavorable ways since its inception 

(Swenson, 1996; Belch & Belch, 2015). While race relations are seen as improving, even 

contemporary programs reflect racial bias. Whites are still overrepresented in television (DuCros 

et al., 2018). DuCros and colleagues (2018) posit that “Hollywood’s dominant narratives of 

Whites as heroes and actors of color as sidekicks, villains, and foreigners legitimize and 

reproduce racial hierarchies in U.S. society” (p. 14). For instance, the default way to portray 

Black men is as a thug, criminal or gangster, with “the true-blue black brother [a] gun-toting 

street thug” (DuCille, 2018, p. 262). Glascock and Preston-Schreck (2018) confirm this 

observation in a content analysis of reality TV programming, finding African Americans 

disproportionately represented as both perpetrators and victims of verbal aggression, especially 

in women. 

Despite the pervasiveness of racial stereotypes in the media, beginning in the 1980s, 

Wilkes and Valencia (1989) found that Black and Hispanic populations were increasingly 

represented in television advertising. However, the racist tropes portrayed in the past have been 

replaced by a new racism that pretends to be civil and authentic, but actually makes the most 

outrageous or countercultural identities represent all Black experiences (DuCille, 2018).  

When people of color are misrepresented or underrepresented in television and film in the U.S. 

and elsewhere, it can lead to a lack of understanding about their culture and the creation and 

sustaining of stereotypical characteristics (Mahtani, 2001). People seek out media messages and 

characters that are similar to them (Ellithorpe & Bleakley, 2016). If people cannot find 
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representations of themselves on culture’s largest storyteller, it can be delegitimizing. 

Conversely, positive representations can create sources of role models and identity, reduce 

stereotype barriers, and increase supportive attitudes (Mahtani, 2001; Madžarević & Soto-

Sanfiel, 2018; Gillig et al., 2018). 

Analyzing racial representation in the media has also been applied to television 

commercials. Peruta and Powers (2017) found that in television commercials targeted towards 

children, Latinos are underrepresented compared to their real population, and the representation 

of American Indians/Alaskan Natives and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders are simply 

nonexistent. Yet, they did find that lead presenters in the commercials were shown in a similar 

positive light, regardless of race (Peruta & Powers, 2017). However, Rubie-Davies and 

colleagues (2013) found that in New Zealand television advertisements, Maori and Pacific Island 

people were presented with negative stereotypes such as drunk driving, gambling, smoking, 

family violence, and literacy problems, and Asians were portrayed with stereotypes like drinking 

green tea. Blacks are the only racial minority that is consistently represented in television 

commercials in proportion to their real population (Jacobs Henderson & Baldasty, 2003). Most 

of the time, when people of color appear in television advertisements, they do not make up the 

entire cast and they appear in background roles with no speaking parts (Jacobs Henderson & 

Baldasty, 2003). 

Media Representations of Relationships 

Analyses of romantic relationships on television typically focus on the depiction of 

relationship quality and conflict (Reizer & Hetsroni, 2014; Stevens Aubrey et al., 2013). Reizer 

and Hetsroni (2014) found that “TV portrayal of romantic partners as ideal types jeopardizes the 

chances of heavy viewers being satisfied with their current relationships” (p. 243). Stevens 
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Aubrey and colleagues (2013) found that when conflict is shown within television relationships, 

the acts highlight relational control, like dominance, which could cultivate the perception that 

this control is normative. 

There are few studies that focus on interracial couples in the media. When interracial 

relations are represented on television, they often end tragically (Evans, 2002). It is becoming 

more common for advertisements to feature interracial characters, including those in romantic 

relationships (Belch & Belch, 2015). Most notable is Washington’s (2012) analysis of Asian 

American and Black interracial romantic relationships on primetime television shows ER and 

Grey’s Anatomy. She found that most Black and Asian relationships get one of two storylines: 

“having sex without love, or being in love without sex” (p. 254-255). The couple often does not 

meet the hegemonic relationship standards of the white picket fence, happy marriage, and two 

kids, suggesting that perhaps the United States has not really become accustomed to the idea of 

interracial relationships after all (Washington, 2012). The characters do not stray from traditional 

gender roles and racial tropes. These popular television shows ignored the realities of racism and 

adopted a colorblind outlook on race, similar to the representation of a Black-White friendship 

on the television show Psych (Thornton, 2011). This outlook is praised by viewers because it 

allows “Whites [to] avoid being labeled racist and use color-neutral rhetoric to preserve an 

illusion of antiracism,” ignoring the fact that race and racial representation matters (Washington, 

2012, p. 258). 

In a textual analysis of White male-Asian female relationships in television commercials, 

Balaji and Worawongs (2010) found that the Asian women showed assimilation to and 

dependency on whiteness and were portrayed as exotic. Strom Larson’s (2002) content analysis 

of platonic relationships in children’s commercials found that there is racial diversity in these 



 21 

interpersonal relationships, and “more than 60% of the interactions were ‘cooperative,’ with the 

children doing such things as playing with action figures” (p. 232). 

Proxemic distance is a large part of how an onlooker may identify the intimacy of a 

relationship. Proxemic literature posits that there are different ranges of social distance—

intimate, personal, social, and public—which differ depending upon our relationship with a 

person (Koga-Browes, 2013). With a significant other, one might maintain intimate distance that 

could include physical touch, but with a stranger, they might maintain public distance at the 

opposite sides of the room (Koga-Browes, 2013). The more intimate people are with each other, 

the closer to each other they stay. Identifying proxemic distance between interracial couples in 

television commercials could lead to implications about the strength of the relationship portrayed 

on-screen. Because of these potential implications, the present study seeks to understand the 

following: 

RQ3: Does the portrayal of interracial couples differ from intraracial couples in terms of 

SES/Social hierarchy and class (RQ3a), in terms of quality of relationship (RQ3b), and in 

terms of proximal distance (RQ3c)? 

The way a camera is framed can have meaningful implications as to how we perceive the 

actors on television. Para-proxemic distance refers to the way television shots are filmed and the 

filmed characters’ placement in the frame in relation to closeness and location to the camera. 

This distance impacts the way consumers perceive and react interpersonally to the individuals 

represented in a mediated message (Meyrowitz, 1982). These shots construct specific 

relationships between the viewer and the characters on the screen, such as a close-up shot of the 

head that may make the viewer feel intimate with the characters on screen (Koga-Browes, 2013). 

When marginalized groups are actually represented on television, they are often portrayed in 
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background roles (Jacobs Henderson & Baldasty, 2003). In fact, in an article focusing on prime-

time TV commercials, Jacobs Henderson and Baldasty (2003) saw one particular commercial 

portray Whites with all the main speaking roles while all the Black characters just sat at tables in 

the background. Looking at the para-proxemic distance in television commercials portraying 

interracial couples could help uncover implications about what type of relationship with the 

characters the advertiser wants viewers to have. Given the potential implications of the way 

advertisers portray interracial couples, the present study seeks to uncover the following: 

RQ4: Are interracial couples portrayed differently than intraracial couples in terms of 

commercial roles (i.e. as the lead dyad, a supporting dyad, or a background dyad) (RQ4a) 

and in terms of para-proximal distance from the consumer (RQ4b)? 

Advertising and Segmentation 

 Advertisers have one goal: to sell. Whether that be a product, a service, an idea, or 

otherwise, they need to know their target audiences in order to be successful.  Belch and Belch 

(2015) explain this strategy requires four steps: “identifying markets with unfulfilled needs, 

segmenting the market, targeting specific segments, and positioning one’s product or service 

through marketing strategies (p. 46). This is called segmentation, which helps identify niches 

through demographics, psychographics, lifestyle, beliefs and values, life stages, geographic 

location, and behavior (Hanlon, 2019). For example, if a company segments its target audiences 

into different groups, they could craft a unique message for each specific audience and place it in 

a magazine, network, website, etc. that is more likely for that particular audience to use. Each 

network has specific programming agendas, making it easier to reach select target audiences. 

This is not a new phenomenon; cigarette advertisements were targeted differently 

towards a Black audience as early as the 1950s (Pollay et al., 2013). Pollay and colleagues 
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(2013) found that advertisements in magazines targeting Black audiences versus those targeting 

White audiences were completely segregated. Additionally, advertisers did not target Black 

audiences when promoting cigarettes with filters until years after they targeted White audiences. 

(Pollay et al., 2013). Hollerbach (2009) explains that “African Americans were the first racial 

minority group to be recognized as an audience that could be targeted through both advertising 

content and placement” (p. 600). Hollerbach (2009) found that while this segmentation allows 

for more representation of Black individuals in television advertisements, they are still playing 

subordinate roles in the advertisements that are supposed to be targeted towards them.  

 If a company believes its target audience will respond well to an interracial couple, they 

could include one in their advertisements. However, if they have another target audience that 

they believe might not respond as well to an interracial couple, they might use an intraracial 

couple on a network where that audience is more likely to view.  

Advertisers must know their audience in order to position their company correctly. Race 

and gender are important considerations when developing advertisements because people 

respond more brand favorably when they can see models of themselves within the ad (Bandura, 

2002). Perpetuating socially constructed stereotypes could alienate some viewers, but 

advertisements perpetuated stereotypes and alienated viewers for years (Belch & Belch, 2015). 

The commercials advertisers and media planners choose to use, and the people represented in 

these commercials, might vary and look differently from one network to another. 

As consumers are becoming increasingly interested in the values of the organization 

rather than just the product or service they offer (Lim & Shim, 2019), many question the 

organizations’ motivations. Perhaps organizations are motivated to show diverse portrayals out 

of a feeling of civic duty. As Nonwhite audiences grow in size and purchasing power, advertisers 



 24 

can push against normative traditions and socially constructed stereotypes under the guise of 

progressive efforts (Belch & Belch, 2015). However, if the company has ulterior financial 

motives, consumers will see through that façade, negatively impacting consumer trust and 

corporate reputation (Kim, 2019). For example, Pepsi aired an advertisement in 2017 that 

featured Kendall Jenner, a white celebrity from a family of women that is known for 

‘blackfishing,’ or “the phenomena of white female influencers pretending to be black through a 

combination of makeup and traditionally black hairstyles and fashion” (Gawronski, 2019, para. 

2). The ad featured Jenner joining a march that did not actually name any cause, but was 

reminiscent of the Black Lives Matter movement. Jenner then handed a police officer a can of 

Pepsi, and when he drank it, the crowd erupted in cheers and hugs of celebration. After the ad 

aired, people were angry; commenters felt that Pepsi took the dangerous and frustrating 

experience that activists live through, minimized their efforts, added a white savior, and said a 

can of Pepsi can fix everything (Victor, 2017). Pepsi pulled the ad and apologized. This ad 

appeared to have ulterior motives, and Pepsi suffered the consequences.  

 It is possible that organizations can create a balance between profit-driven and duty-

driven in order to achieve their success. Consumers must view advertisements with a critical eye. 

Thus, it is important to study the context of the representation of interracial couples, positing the 

following: 

RQ5: Does the prevalence of the depiction of interracial couples vary by network?  

RQ6: Does the prevalence of the representation of interracial couples vary by product or 

service category?  

The purpose of this study is to identify a preliminary understanding of the representation 

and portrayal of interracial couples in television commercials. While advertisers have a vested 
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interest in portraying characters that reflect the normative beliefs and lifestyles of their target 

audience in order to persuade consumers to think favorably of the brand represented (Behm-

Morawitz, 2017), the manner in which advertisers’ messages portray race and relationships can 

cultivate normative perceptions of society and inform the development of attitudes and beliefs 

toward relationships and their racial composition. Given the prejudice that interracial couples 

continue to face, this research is crucial to identify where the industry stands and where we need 

to go from here. 
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METHOD 

Sample 

 A quantitative content analysis was used as the method for this study. In order to test the 

proposed questions, the content of television commercials was drawn from Disney, ABC, and 

Freeform. These networks are all owned by The Walt Disney Company, and they represent 

children (Disney), network television (ABC), and Cable (Freeform), allowing for the comparison 

of commercials across multiple target audiences from one conglomerate. The Walt Disney 

Company promotes its mission as being “to entertain, inform and inspire people around the globe 

through the power of unparalleled storytelling, reflecting the iconic brands, creative minds and 

innovative technologies that make ours the world’s premier entertainment company” (Walt 

Disney Company, n.d.). The Walt Disney Company is currently the second-largest media 

conglomerate in the world (Shapiro, 2019). By looking across several network types with 

different narrative identities, broad audience demographics can be controlled for. For example, 

Disney is known for targeting children aged 6-14 with safe and sweet sitcoms but has recently 

been becoming edgier as children’s viewing tastes shift (Barnes, 2017). ABC’s largest audience 

demographic is aged 35-54, and 40% of viewers are under the age of 40 (Damata, 2018). ABC 

also typically targets female viewers (Damata, 2018). Within the last few years, Freeform has 

been rebranded as targeting those aged 14-34 who are trying to figure out who they are becoming 

(Wagmeister, 2015). Freeform is known for producing edgy and progressive content (DeVille, 

2016). Similar to Stitt and Kunkel (2008), the present study constructed one single representative 

day of advertising content for each network by randomly selecting a day of the week and 
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assigning it to a given time slot in the network’s representative day. Content was drawn from a 

sampling period of a week in December 2019 (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

Constructed Week of Programming for Study Sample. 

 Daily Network Schedule 

Time ABC Freeform Disney 

6 a.m.-8 a.m. Monday Sunday Thursday 

8 a.m.-10 a.m. Thursday Friday Tuesday 

10 a.m.-12 p.m. Sunday Friday Friday 

12 p.m.-2 p.m. Monday Tuesday Tuesday 

2 p.m.-4 p.m. Friday Saturday Wednesday 

4 p.m.-6 p.m. Saturday Monday Wednesday 

x6 p.m.-8 p.m. Thursday Saturday Friday 

8 p.m.-10 p.m. Wednesday Wednesday Sunday 

10 p.m.-12 a.m. Wednesday Wednesday Tuesday 

 

Only content that was actively selling a product or service was coded; content that simply 

promotes other television shows, movies, or channels was not included.  

Procedure 

There were two coders, including the researcher, involved in this research. The researcher 

trained the second coder for an hour, allowing the coder to ask questions and clarifications. All 

clarifications were added in the codebook, which included detailed descriptions and images of 

each measure. Valid intercoder reliability was reached. 
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Measures 

Representation 

Because there is no data regarding the presence of unwed interracial couples, the present 

research will compare data to the current US population of married interracial couples. For the 

purpose of this study, an interracial couple was coded as any two characters of different races 

that are in a romantic relationship. Romantic relationships were identified by a combination of 

verbal, nonverbal and contextual cues such as holding hands, saying “I love you,” physical 

touch, proximity, or a setting or activity that resembles a date or romantic behavior. Some 

romantic relationships are explicit, while others will be implicit or assumed, much like in Balaji 

and Worawong’s (2010) textual analysis of television commercials featuring White male-Asian 

female romantic relationships. Race was coded by what Morris (2007) describes as a researcher-

described appearance, allowing the coders to use racial definitions produced by both powerful 

institutions and personal understandings about race. While Morris (2007) describes this tactic as 

one-dimensional, in the case of content analysis it is the only strategy available to the researcher. 

In fact, in the context of this content analysis, consumer interpretation is the most important 

factor in determining race because it is what drives cultivation and SCT. In order to detect 

representation, all interracial (i.e. White-minority and minority-minority) and intraracial (i.e. 

White-White, Black-Black, Asian-Asian) romantic relationships were coded. The representation 

of interracial couples was compared to the most recent census data. Similar to Strom Larson 

(2002), race was determined by phenotypical characteristics such as skin color, hair type, and 

facial features. Race was broken into five categories based on the U.S. Census: White, Black, 

American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). 

Ethnicity was not taken into consideration; the U.S. Census Bureau considers ethnicity as 



 29 

separate, and it is more difficult to identify than race. For example, many Hispanics identify 

and/or present as White (Conde, 2018). The race and sex of each character were noted. Race of 

each character both received good reliability (αC1 = 0.87) (αC2 = 0.89). Sex of each character both 

received high reliability (αC1 = undefined) (αC2 = 1). 

Each relationship was coded once during the commercial but restarted once the 

commercial ended (so if the same commercial was aired twice, the couples were counted twice). 

Relationship type received good reliability (α = 0.82). Additionally, network, day of program and 

time slot were coded. Network (α = 0.98), day (α = 0.97), and time slot (α = 0.91) all received 

high intercoder reliability. 

Portrayal 

In order to evaluate the portrayal of interracial couples, several characteristics of the 

couples were coded. The gender of the Nonwhite partner was coded. Character behavior was 

coded as positive, neutral, or negative (α = 0.83). 

The prominence, or importance, of the couple was coded to see whether the dyad was 

presented as the lead, supporting, or background characters (α = 0.69). Additionally, proximal 

and para-proximal distance were both coded. Proxemics considers the spatial relationship 

between two individuals that gradually become more distant: intimate, personal, social, and 

public (Meyrowitz, 1982). Proxemic distance was coded by the aforementioned spatial zones. If 

a couple was on the edge of two proxemic zones, the closest zone was coded. Meyrowitz (1982) 

explains these zones have been used as a way of defining parasocial relationships. Additionally, 

another zone was added for characters who were interacting, but are not copresent (i.e. talking 

over the phone) called mediated proximity (Licoppe & Inada, 2010). Proxemic distance received 

acceptable reliability (α = 0.79). Additionally, paraproxemics posits that audiences tend to 
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interact with mediated individuals within the four spatial zones that operate in-person proxemic 

distance (Meyrowitz, 1982). Para-proxemics are defined by framing of television via close-ups, 

medium shots, or long shots (Meyrowitz, 1982). This can affect the size and closeness of 

characters, and because “the size of an object affects our feelings as well as our recognition and 

understanding of it,” it is important to code para-proxemics in these television commercials 

(Meyrowitz, 1932, p. 225). Para-proxemic distance received fair reliability (α = 0.70). 

Finally, socioeconomic status (SES) was coded by the location cues and dress cues of the 

dyad, because it can be determined by the food people eat and activities they take part in (Kraus 

& Keltner, 2009).  For example, eating fast food and wearing simple clothing could be an 

example of low SES, while attending the Opera while wearing formal clothes could be an 

example of high SES. It is important to look at the apparent SES of characters in television 

commercials because social status portrayal in advertising is significantly related to viewers’ 

self-esteem (Hoplamazian & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2014). SES received marginal reliability (α 

= 0.66).  

Commercials 

Commercials were coded for what they were selling (food/restaurants, retail, 

health/beauty, financial services, technology, cars/car dealerships, health care, PSAs, 

travel/airlines, other). Commercial type received high reliability (α = 0.90). 
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RESULTS 

The first research question asked about the prevalence of the portrayal of interracial 

couples in television advertisements. Approximately 19% of the 543 couples represented in 

advertisements were interracial couples. A chi-square goodness of fit test identified that this was 

a significant overrepresentation from the 10% proportional representation of interracial couples 

in the US population, according to the US Census (Gurrentz, 2019) (χ² = 196.92, df = 1, N = 543, 

p < .01). 

The second research question asked about gender differences among interracial couples 

with a white partner in relation to their actual population. Approximately 59% of the interracial 

couples portrayed in the television commercials consisted of a white male and a Nonwhite 

female (WM+NWF).  A chi-square goodness of fit test identified that this was not a significant 

difference from the 55% proportional representation of WM+NWF couples in the US population 

of interracial couples, according to the Pew Research Center (Livingston & Brown, 2017) (χ² = 

2.92, df  = 1, N = 99, p = .09). Approximately 30% of the interracial couples portrayed in the 

television commercials consisted of a Nonwhite male and a White female (NWM+WF). A chi-

square goodness of fit test identified that this was a significant underrepresentation from the 37% 

proportional representation of NWM+WF interracial couples in the US population, according to 

the Pew Research Center (Livingston & Brown, 2017) (χ² = 15.36, df = 1, N = 99, p < .01). To 

answer RQ2, there were differences in representation, as the combination of a Nonwhite male 

and a White female were underrepresented, whereas a White male and Nonwhite female were 

not. 



 32 

The third research question asked about the positive portrayal of interracial couples, 

including socioeconomic status (RQ3a), the behavior of characters (RQ3b), and proxemic 

distance (RQ3c). There were both significant and non-significant differences between the 

portrayal of intraracial and interracial couples. Because the predictor variable was categorical 

and the outcome was ordinal, Mann-Whitney U tests were used to analyze the data. A Mann-

Whitney U test of mean comparisons identified that there was not a significant difference in the 

median SES status depiction between intraracial and interracial couples (U = 23126, p = .70, r = 

-.02). A Mann-Whitney U test of mean comparisons identified that there was not a significant 

difference in the median character behavior depiction between intraracial and interracial couples 

(U = 21719, p = .08, r = -.08). A Mann-Whitney U test of mean comparisons indicated that 

intraracial couples (Mdn = 247) were portrayed significantly closer to each other than interracial 

couples (Mdn = 278), (U = 20809, p = .02, r = -.10). Therefore, RQ3 had mixed results: while 

there are no significant differences among the portrayal of interracial and intraracial couples with 

regards to socioeconomic status and character behavior, interracial couples are more often shown 

at further distances from each other than are intraracial couples. 

The fourth research question asked about the portrayal of interracial couples regarding 

the importance of the couple and the para-proximal distance of the couples. Both a two-sample 

Chi-square of significance and a Mann-Whitney U test of mean comparisons identified that there 

were no significant differences. A two-sample Chi-square indicates there was not a significant 

association between relationship type and importance (χ² = 0.97, df  = 2, N = 543, p = .62). A 

Mann-Whitney indicates that there is not a significant difference in the median para-proximal 

distance between intraracial and interracial couples (U = 20573, p = .32, r = -.04). Therefore, to 

answer RQ4, interracial couples are not portrayed differently than their intraracial counterparts in 
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relation to whether they were the main character or whether they were shown at closer camera 

shots. 

The fifth research question asked about the prevalence of interracial couples across three 

networks (Disney, ABC, and Freeform).  A two-sample Chi-square test of association revealed 

that relationship type and network are significantly dependent upon each other (χ² = 9.35, df = 2, 

N = 543, p < .01). A post-hoc analysis using a Bonferroni correction that accounts for cross-

network analysis identified that interracial couples are significantly less portrayed on Disney 

(0.0%) than expected (6.8%) (χ² = 9, df = 2, N = 34, p =.01), while intraracial couples are 

significantly more represented on Disney (34%) than expected (27.2%, z = 3.0) (χ² (2, N = 34) = 

9, p = .01). Disney was the only network with any significant findings. 

The sixth and final question asked about the prevalence of interracial couples among 

different advertisement types. A two-sample Chi-square indicates that there is not a significant 

association between relationship type and commercial type (χ² = 6.55, df = 7, N = 532, p = .48). 

Thus, to answer RQ6, there is no difference between interracial and intraracial couples and the 

types of advertisements they are portrayed in. 
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DISCUSSION 

 The present study explored the portrayal of interracial couples in television 

advertisements. No previous research was found that combined race and relationships to find the 

broad presence of interracial couples in television advertisements, including how they are 

represented in terms of quality of relationship and importance of and comfort with the couple. 

Filling the gap of research on the presence of interracial relationships on television 

advertisements, the present findings suggest that interracial couples are overrepresented. 

Additionally, there were no significant differences in the portrayal between interracial and 

intraracial couples in many of the variables. Advertisers chose, albeit perhaps non-deliberately, 

to represent interracial and intraracial couples similarly in relation to SES, para-proxemic 

distance, importance, character behavior, and across commercial type. According to cultivation 

theory, the amount of representation and type of portrayal identified in this study may have the 

ability to shape our perception of the existence of interracial couples in our society. According to 

mainstreaming, if a viewer watches a lot of advertisements on television, they may perceive that 

interracial couples are more common than they actually are in society, and the depictions of 

those couples may be perceived as more normative. Furthermore, according to the resonance 

condition of cultivation, the beliefs they hold might be strengthened in relation to how the 

dominant ideology views these couples (Carlson, 2010; Morgan et al., 2015). If someone is part 

of an interracial relationship or someone close to them is part of an interracial relationship, and 

that person views a lot of advertising with interracial couples that are portrayed in a manner they 
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believe to be similar to their own experiences, they would believe that these couples are 

representative of how the world is (Morgan et al., 2015). 

Further, SCT suggests that because interracial couples are overrepresented and are 

generally portrayed equally, the public could construct their schema around interracial couples as 

a more common occurrence and be more accepting of them. This combination may broaden 

considerations and influence the perspectives of individuals looking for romantic partners and of 

parents’ acceptance of relationships of their children. Additionally, this data was collected from a 

broadcast market in Alabama, which, as previously identified, was the last state with a standing 

interracial marriage ban and still has prevalent instances of prejudice against interracial couples. 

Representation such as that identified in this study could help those in interracial relationships 

become more accepted and be seen as normative, challenging the current social landscape and 

changing the way we see society for generations to come. 

Additionally, SCT suggests that because we learn behavioral norms from the media 

messages presented to us, people may be more likely to enter into an interracial relationship. 

Perhaps the overrepresentation of interracial couples found in this research is a contributing 

factor to the growing occurrence of interracial relationships. 

 This interpretation should be cautiously received, however. It is possible that advertising 

professionals are not motivated to make society more egalitarian. In the world of progressive 

initiatives and political correctness, these advertisers could be appealing to a more socially-

conscious audience in trying to increase their profits and viewership (Robins, 2015). Yet, even 

with these ulterior motives, one must ask: if the result of a more accepting, inclusive, diverse 

society is the same, does it matter the methods?  
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 This study added another previously unstudied area of analysis by exploring gender 

presence within interracial relationships. The interracial couples portrayed in this sample were 

not representative of the entire interracial couple population. Nonwhite males and White females 

were significantly underrepresented in relation to their US population. This could create and 

sustain stereotypes about the composition of interracial couples. The stereotype that White 

women cannot date outside their race goes back to Jim Crow when Black men faced harsh 

treatment and backlash for simply showing interest in White women (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016; 

Hale & Matt, 2016). In fact, this scapegoating still happens, as White women get the 

“presumption of innocence” when they accuse Black men of rape (Hale & Matt, 2016, para. 17). 

This underrepresentation could just solidify the stereotype that White womanhood is supposedly 

“pure” and should not be a part of interracial couples (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016). 

 The portrayed strength of interracial relationships had also not yet been compared to the 

portrayed strength of intraracial relationships. Findings suggested that interracial couples are 

more likely to be shown at further distances from each other. This finding suggests that these 

relationships are not seen as intimate as or as strong as their intraracial counterparts. Advertisers 

choose how and when they portray certain couples. These findings suggest that they chose to 

represent interracial couples more commonly in a manner that puts them at further distances 

from each other. People in charge of media messages show what they themselves and their 

audiences are comfortable with; breaking the mold could alienate their audience (Matthews, 

2019). For example, this is why The Big Bang Theory portrays an autistic character, but that 

character is portrayed as a White male; a Black autistic character may make people too 

uncomfortable (Matthews, 2019). This distance between the interracial dyads suggests that 

advertisers are not comfortable with interracial couples, even though they are portraying them. 
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Thus, it is possible they are only representing them to appeal to a wider audience, not because 

they believe they are portraying something they think is normal or acceptable. It is also possible 

that they feel their audience might not be comfortable with romantic behavior between interracial 

couples, similar to how scholarly findings show consumers are often uncomfortable with same-

sex television advertisement portrayal (Cabosky, 2017). Interracial couples have already fought 

discrimination and biases, and this finding only strengthens negative stereotypes. This suggests 

that while people may enter into an interracial relationship, it might not be strong enough to stick 

it out for the long run. These findings of portraying interracial relationships as less intimate are 

in accordance with the findings that interracial couples have higher divorce rates compared to 

intraracial couples (Bratter & King, 2008).  If this persists, the trend of people dating outside 

their race without marrying outside their race, or getting married but also divorced, may 

continue. 

Finally, no study had previously looked at the presence of interracial relationships across 

networks. The present research suggests that intraracial couples were significantly more likely to 

be shown on Disney, a network aimed at children. In fact, there were no interracial couples on 

Disney at all. This could be due to the fact that Disney sells sponsorships rather than 

advertisements; most of the commercials are actually promotions for Disney shows themselves 

(Barnes, 2017). If a company were to pour money into a sponsorship with Disney, the stakes are 

even higher and they must be confident about what they are advertising; perhaps interracial 

couples fall out of that comfortability zone. Further, many industry professionals are demanding 

stricter regulations for children’s advertising, and some companies are choosing to set the bar 

and shy away from advertising to them (Reiley, 2020). Still, many of the children watching these 

shows are in their most formative years, a crucial stage of development (Nadia, 2012). The 
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practice of segmentation that advertisers typically employ suggests that they do not believe 

interracial couples (and their children) fall into an important part of their target audience, or that 

their target audience would not react well to an interracial couple. As cultivation theory suggests, 

if these children are not exposed to interracial couples at all, they may not accept this type of 

relationship into their worldview. The newest generation is on track to being America’s most 

diverse yet (Fry & Parker, 2018), but as SCT suggests, this lack of representation could prevent 

children from accepting the possibility of an interracial relationship into their idea of plausible 

behavior, slowing the rate of diversification and setting future generations of interracial couples 

up for a less accepting social world.   
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LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Like all research, this study has limitations. First, the present research included all 

couples in the sample, whether they looked married or not. This research did not distinguish 

between married and unmarried couples because it is difficult to distinguish whether or not 

someone is married, especially as marriages do not always look like the typical nuclear family. 

However, the only reputable population data that exists is from the U.S. wed and unwed 

cohabitant couples, which is sufficient enough for this purpose because there is no reliable data 

on the true number of all interracial relationships in the broad population. The number of unwed 

interracial couples potentially inflates this number quite a bit. It is possible that in regards to the 

actual number of interracial couples, the present sample of interracial couples is actually 

underrepresented. Future research calls for a better measurement of the racial composition of all 

couples, whether they live together or not. 

Most of this data was taken around the holiday season, so it is possible there was an 

increase in commercials portraying families in this sample. However, issues in the recordings, 

perhaps attributable to programming changes, weather interference, or other technical 

interference following the automation for the recordings through the DVR, two hours of ABC 

had to be re-recorded during January and two hours of ABC was taken from a Sunday instead of 

the originally planned Friday. The research additionally originally planned to examine 

advertising on ESPN in addition to the three identified networks in order to examine advertising 

targeted to a sports audience. Too much of the data was corrupted due to storms during the 

recordings, so that data was removed from the sample. Future research should consider adding a 
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fourth network to analyze, though the present data represents advertising from network television 

(ABC), cable special interest programming (Freeform), and children’s programming (Disney), 

providing advertising from a diverse programming schedule that warrants consideration of the 

results. Additionally, a more deliberate comparison of data from two separate seasons or a more 

representative sample of an entire calendar year could produce valuable insights.  

The coding process for this study propelled an interest in whether the depiction of same-

sex couples was significantly more prevalent among intraracial or interracial couples, however, 

there were not enough cases to make any statistical inferences. The study sample included 10 

same-sex couples. Of all same-sex-couples, 90% were interracial. That only left one intraracial 

couple. If the depiction of same-sex couples should manifest enough to be empirically 

examinable, future research should explore the prevalence of intraracial and interracial same-sex 

couples. In fact, interracial relationships are more common among same-sex couples than 

opposite-sex couples (Alpert, 2013). If advertisers are willing to break traditional gender roles, 

perhaps they will be more willing to break traditional race constraints. 

Because of the frequency of interracial couples being shown to young adults, future 

longitudinal research should explore the possibility that a rise in interracial couples could be 

linked to the generation that views these commercials.  

Future research should consider further breaking down the retail category for commercial 

type. Retail is quite broad, and more insights could be made if the categories were more specific.  

Additionally, cultivation and SCT suggest that heavy exposure to television 

advertisements could impact perceptions of interracial relationships and behavior towards or 

within interracial couples. Experimental research could examine consumer responses to 
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interracial couple depictions and their prevalence, as identified in the present research, in order to 

determine if there has been a cultivation or social learning outcome. 

Further, the treatment of interracial couples across international borders, like in the case 

of the former Prince Harry and Meghan Markle, warrants looking into the depiction of interracial 

couples in television advertisements across cultures. Other countries known for being both 

accepting of and discriminatory against interracial couples could be compared to the present 

study. 

The overrepresentation of interracial couples found in this research could point to a 

shifting social world. Advertisers, whether intentionally or not, are helping interracial couples 

fight existing biases by overrepresenting them. The joint framework of cultivation theory and 

SCT provide an understanding as to how these advertisements are shaping viewers’ beliefs and 

behaviors. This representation of interracial couples are portrayed on television advertisements 

will be accepted into our worldview and perceptions of reality before impacting our schema for 

beliefs and behaviors.  

However, advertisers could be creating and sustaining dangerous stereotypes about 

interracial relationships. By depicting them at distances that suggest their relationships are not as 

strong, by underrepresenting Nonwhite males and White females within interracial relationships, 

and by not representing them at all when advertising specifically to children, advertisers are 

playing into stereotypes. The way advertisers portray interracial relationships could impact 

society for generations to come.  

As interracial relationships become more common, advertisers may be forced to adapt. 

Whether driven by profit or civic duty, we may see a push for progressive representation. The 

future of interracial couples could be facing new and uncharted territory.  
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APPENDIX: CODEBOOK 

 
Unit of Data Collection: Romantic relationships depicted in television advertisements on 
Disney, ABC, ESPN, and Freeform. 
 
Other Coding Instructions: 
For all coding, only use information available to you as a viewer (i.e., do not use information if 
you recognize one of the actors in the commercials).  
 
Assign each commercial a code (i.e. 1, 2, 3…) If the same commercial is aired twice, code it 
twice. 
 
Commercial Number: Assign each commercial that portrays a romantic relationship a number. 
Only code the commercials with romantic relationships (see Relationship Type ID). 
 
Date: Fill in the date that the commercial was aired, in the following format: Month/Day/Year 
(e.g., 01/07/20). 
 
Channel ID: Indicate the channel the advertisement was viewed on. 
 

Code ID Code 

1 Disney 

2 ABC  

4 Freeform 

 
Day ID: Indicate the day of the week in which the commercial was recorded. 
 

Code ID Code 

1 Sunday 
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2 Monday 

3 Tuesday 

4 Wednesday 

5 Thursday 

6 Friday 

7 Saturday 

 
Timeframe ID: Indicate the time of the day in which the commercial was recorded. 
 

Code ID Code 

1 6 a.m. – 8 a.m. 

2 8 a.m. – 10 a.m. 

3 10 a.m. – 12 p.m. 

4 12 p.m. – 2 p.m. 

5 2 p.m. – 4 p.m. 

6 4 p.m. – 6 p.m. 

7 6 p.m. – 8 p.m. 

8 8 p.m. – 10 p.m. 

9 10 p.m. – 12 a.m. 

 
Representation 
Relationship Type ID: For the purpose of this study, an interracial couple will be coded as any 
two characters of different races that are in a romantic relationship. Some relationships will be 
explicit, while others will have to be assumed. Examples to help determine whether a dyad is in a 
romantic relationship are as follows: 
 
Verbal 
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One or both of the characters may vocalize “I love you” or speak about a date or their children, 
etc.  
 
Physical touch/proximity 
The characters are portrayed very close, either touching or almost touching. Holding hands, 
hugging, and kissing are all indicators of romantic relationships. 
 
Setting 
If the dyad is portrayed in a home, especially a bedroom, or in a restaurant or other setting that 
appears to be a date, that is indication of a romantic relationship. 
 
Activity 
If the dyad is running errands together, on a date, travelling together, etc., it’s an indication they 
are in a romantic relationship. 
 
The characters in the dyad must be two distinct races in order to be coded as interracial. For 
instance, if a character appears to be biracial but still presents as predominantly Black, and said 
character is with another Black character, the relationship would be coded as monoracial. 
However, if that first character was portrayed with an Asian character, the relationship would be 
coded as interracial.  
 

Code ID Code 

1 Interracial Relationship 

2 Monoracial Relationship 

99 None 

 
Race ID: Code each individual character’s race based on physical characteristics such as skin 
color, hair type, and facial features. For example, dark skin and tight, curly hair could be an 
example of Black. Pale skin and straight, fine hair could be an example of White.  
 
The region of origin considered by the U.S. Census Bureau (2017) for each race category are 
shown in the figure below: 
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Examples of each race category follow: 
 
White 
 

 
*White Hispanics are still considered White (i.e. Shakira’s phenotype) 
 
Black 
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American Indian/Alaska Native 

 
 
 
Asian 
 

 
 
 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 
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Code ID Code 

1 White 

2 Black 

3 American Indian/Alaska 
Native 

4 Asian 

5 Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

99 Can’t tell 

 
Sex ID: Code each individual character’s sex based on physical characteristics such as body 
type, height, hair length, clothing, etc. For instance, “female” might be shorter and have long hair 
or have softer facial features and be wearing a skirt (but it’s possible they won’t fit in the 
construct, in which the coder should use personal knowledge and cues to determine sex).  
 

Code ID Code 

1 Male 

2 Female 

99 Can’t Tell 

 
Portrayal 
Importance ID: Code the relationship’s importance in the advertisement based on if they are 
lead, supporting, or background characters. For example, are they the main characters that the 
advertisement focuses on (lead), are they the lead character’s friends (supporting), or are they 
shown walking in the background while the lead character is focused on (background). 
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Code ID Code 

1 Lead 

2 Supporting 

3 Background 

 
 
Proxemic Distance: Using the chart below, code proxemic distance by the distance the 
characters are from each other (Grall, 2011). Additionally, code mediated proximity if the 
characters are interacting, but are not copresent (i.e. speaking through a telephone) (Licoppe & 
Inada, 2010). Code for the closest distance they appear. If a couple. Is on the edge of two zones, 
choose the most intimate/close zone. 
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Code ID Code 

1 Intimate 

2 Personal 

3 Social 

4 Public  

5 Mediated 

 
Para-proxemic Distance: Code based on the television shots based on the examples below 
(Liang, 2019). Choose the closest shot available. 
 

 
 

Code ID Code 

1 Close up 

2 Medium shot 

3 Long shot 
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Character behavior: Code the dyad based on their general behavior based on the list below. 
Code as the most negative emotion available. For example, if one partner is smiling but the other 
is just relaxed, code the dyad as neutral. If one partner is smiling but the other is angry, code the 
dyad as negative. If both couples are smiling, code the dyad as positive. 
 

Code ID Code 

1 Positive 

2 Neutral 

3 Negative 

 
Socioeconomic status: Code the socioeconomic status of the dyad based on location cues and 
dress cues. For example, eating fast food and wearing simple clothing could be an example of 
low SES, while attending the Opera while wearing formal clothes could be an example of high 
SES. Additional cues can be taken from their surroundings if the dyad is shown in a home. 
 

Code ID Code 

1 Lower class 

2 Middle class 

3 Upper class 

 
 
Commercial Type: Code each commercial by what it’s selling. All political advertisements or 
anything else not selling something will be coded as “Other.” 

Code ID Code 

1 Food/Restaurants 

2 Retail 

3 Health/Beauty 
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4 Services 

5 Technology 

6 Cars/Car Dealerships 

7 Health Care 

8 PSAs 

9 Travel/Airlines 

99 Other 

 
 


