Neistio

Studies in Communication Sciences 21.1(2021), pp. 145-161

From fade-out into spotlight: An audio-visual character analysis
(ACIS) on the diversity of media representation and production
culture

Christine Linke*, Hochschule Wismar, University of Applied Sciences: Business, Technology
and Design, Faculty of Design, Germany
Elizabeth Prommer, University of Rostock, Institute for Media Research, Germany

*Corresponding author: christine.linke@hs-wismar.de

Abstract

The article focuses on gender portrayal in audio-visual media and discusses the visibility and participation of
diverse people. Based on a theoretical framework from gender media studies, we conceptualize audio-visu-
al visibility as a dimension of intersectionality and apply this in an empirical approach. Audio-visual character
analysis (ACIS) is introduced as a method to investigate media content in order to describe visibility of the
represented people. Applying this method, a quantitative content analysis of a representative sample of
German television from 2016 was realized to answer the research questions on the portrayal of relevant
characters and on the positions behind the camera. The findings show an unequal representation of gen-
der and an intersectional relevance of other categories of difference such as age as well as an interplay
between gender of creative positions and visibility of female characters. The article discusses findings and

implications for future research.
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1 Introduction and state of research

Diversity and the media is a vivid issue
around the globe. Hereby the matter of
visibility on screen, regarding the repre-
sentation of different people, as well as the
participation behind the screen, regarding
the diversity of media production, is of rel-
evance. Just recently, activist voices and
movements, like Time’s Up, 5050X2020,
Inclusion Rider and #OscarSoWhite have
contributed to a critical debate on un-
equal production culture. In Germany,
especially the organization Pro Quote Film
is addressing the issue. For example, the
fact that in spite of an equal gender pro-
portion of directing students at German
film schools, only one fifth of television is
directed by females (Prommer & Schoeller
Bouju, 2020).

Screen industry has dealt with the
challenge of digital change and is nowa-
days not only producing traditionally film
and television. It turned into a convergent

ooce

and highly digitalized media production
sector with strong overlapping to social
media content and online distribution.

In light of an established convergence
culture (Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins & Deuze,
2008) including digitalization of produc-
tion and distribution, audio-visual media
is always digital audio-visual media and
a vivid part of media culture in the digital
age (Storsul & Fagerjord, 2010). There is no
“non-digital” media anymore. We see dig-
ital convergence on the production side,
the distribution side and the audience
side. Audiences can watch a digitally pro-
duced movie in a movie theater, but also
stream it via platforms. Even though we
are aware that analog technologies are still
present, usage, storage and distribution
of audio-visual media are by now mainly
digital. Although audience statistics show
the relevance of the digital streaming plat-
forms for the younger audience (Frees,
Kupferschmitt, & Miiller, 2019, p. 317),
there are no publicly available figures
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from the well-known streaming providers
such as Netflix or Amazon Prime on what
specific content is used on the respective
platforms, how often and for how long.
But sporadic publications from market
research are available, which show that
series produced for linear television, such
as Modern Family or Game of Thrones,
actually have the most viewers on Net-
flix & Co. Originally produced content
for the streaming platforms is accord-
ingly less frequently accessed. In its list
of the ten most frequently streamed se-
ries in December 2019, the German mar-
ket research company Goldmedia lists
eight series that were first broadcast on
linear television. For example, the most
frequently viewed series in 2019 was Big
Bang Theory (Birkel, Kerkau, Reichert, &
Scholl, 2020). Seen in this light, research
on visibility in the digital age has to in-
clude audio-visual media and hereby the
oftentimes seen as traditional, but highly
digitalized television media.

Regarding the situation behind the
screen, research shows a complex but not
complicated picture of gender inequality
(Loist & Verhoeven, 2019). Since the digi-
talization of the film and television sector,
a paradox can be observed, as the digital
media industry gives access to production
to a much wider range of people while at
the same time reproducing old and new
forms of hierarchies and inequalities. In
her case study, Vicky Mayer (2011) shows
the hidden issues of gender, ethnicity and
class as well as location and place and for-
mulates a critique of the new media econ-
omy. Feminist production studies analyze
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion
and put a spotlight on hidden (female) la-
bor in media production within the indus-
try (Banks, 2009). Media industry, together
with a number of creative industries, re-
veals gendered patterns of disadvantage
that are increased by requirements for
flexibility in media organizations (Conor,
Gill, & Taylor, 2015). Women in particular
are in a difficult position dealing with new
requirements of self-presentation on the
one hand and old patterns such as social
and familial responsibilities on the other.

When it comes to diversity on screen,
especially gender representations on tele-
vision draw on a long research tradition
worldwide (e.g., Kiichenhoff & Bofmann,
1975; Sink & Mastro, 2017). However, the
question whether the recent changes in
the audio-visual media industry have con-
tributed to a more equal situation regard-
ing visibility and participation of diverse
people is not answered profoundly. In the
US, the actress and producer Geena Da-
vis has been a pioneer on addressing not
only the imbalance of gender in the me-
dia. She has also been advocating the is-
sue of a connection between role models
on screen and societal change. The motto
“if she can see it, she can be it” stands for
this interrelation and the need to call for it
is underpinned by the research of Smith,
Choueiti and Stern (2012) showing that
female characters are underrepresented
in US television. In primetime, there is an
average of 39 percent female leading char-
acters. In children and family programs
only one-third of the leads are female.
Aside from this general underrepresenta-
tion, female characters were also seldomly
depicted in professional leadership posi-
tions. A more recent study also shows an
imbalance of gender depiction for prime-
time television and contradicts the popu-
lar theses of a “golden age for female tele-
vision” (Sink & Mastro, 2017).

For German television, the last repre-
sentative study of gender representation
was published in the early 2000s. Kiichen-
hoff and BoBmann found in 1975 that
women were severely underrepresented,
and only a small percentage were given
serious plotlines or took part in conversa-
tions of social relevance. Their summary
of the research: “Men act, women occur”
(Kiichenhoff & BoBmann, p. 142). Fifteen
years later, Weiderer’s (1995) research pre-
sented a wider image of women on televi-
sion, but highlighted that women are usu-
ally shown in a lower-level professional
position and were still underrepresented.
Even in 1990, the year of the study, women
were less frequently shown, were stereo-
typically young, slim and immaculately
beautiful. Women of advanced age were
hardly ever encountered. In contrast to



Linke & Prommer / Studies in Communication Sciences 21.1 (2021), pp. 145-161 147

Kiichenhoff and Boffmann (1975), women
were now seen more frequently in news
and topics presented by women were less
marginal, but the speaking time of females
in information programs made up less
than half of those of males. Weiderer mea-
sured news time for women of 193 seconds
and 499 seconds for men (Weiderer, 1995).
In conclusion, Weiderer stated that in 1990
women still were shown in the lower or-
der of priority. The last comprehensive
analysis by Lukesch (2004) was conducted
in 2002: A sample of about 440 hours of
public and commercial television showed
once again that females are less likely to
occur than males — with a ratio of 35 to
65 percent. At that time, too, the authors
found that television was not a mirror im-
age of society, but that women here again
were represented as young and beautiful.
Looking at specific genres like fictional
television series, previous studies (Extern-
brink, 1992; Scheer, 2001; Weiderer, 1995;
Wenger, 2000) showed that the represen-
tation of women in series of the 1990s is
mainly focused on partnership and family.
What is striking is that there is no
more recent representative study for gen-
der images on television in Germany. The
question about the visibility of women
and men is not part of the regular pro-
gram research of the television stations. In
annual program analysis, which are pub-
lished for example in the media research
journal Media Perspektiven (Kriiger, Zapf-
Schramm, & Jung, 2018), there is no specif-
ic gender breakdown. An analysis accord-
ing to function and age does not occur.
Current studies that deal with diversi-
ty and depiction on screen focus on spe-
cific genres (Liinenborg, Linke, Konrad,
Fritsche, & Flecke, 2012; Wolf, 2008). For
both German and international children’s
television, for example, the overrepresen-
tation of male (hero) roles has been con-
firmed (Prommer & Linke, 2019; Prommer,
Linke, & Stiiwe, 2017). Comprehensive
and representative data on the situation
for German-speaking television was not
available when we started the empirical
research in 2016. Therefore, our project
aimed at realizing a theoretical founded
empirical study that analyzes the visibility

of diverse people with emphasis on gender
representation. We define visibility as the
audio-visual representation on screen and
look furthermore into the interrelations
between visibility and socio-structural in-
clusion in media production.

2 Theoretical background and
conceptual framework

It is not a single program or movie that
enfolds an overpowering effect on an au-
dience or on an individual person. Over
decades cultural studies have elaborated
on the subject and have shown that it is
much more the everyday cultural inter-
action through and with media that is
shaping our shared meanings in represen-
tations (Hall, 2013). How people are por-
trayed and how their gender is represented
in the media creates ideas of the life world
and of identities, which have an impact on
the identity construction of the recipients
(Klaus, 2005). However, it is important to
acknowledge that this media picture is not
a mirror of society, but it rather actively
produces and reproduces role models and
representations of people as well as identi-
ties that are based in the structure of an ex-
isting media production industry. There is
thus a tendency to reproduce and cement
traditional gender representations. Laura
Mulvey (1985) argues that the represen-
tation of females via the male gaze repre-
sented in patriarchal Hollywood cinema is
threefold: A male director as instructor, a
male camera perspective through the cin-
ematographer and a male viewer respec-
tively male audience the film is made for.
Still, studies find evidence that this cine-
matographic apparatus is in place and is
creating audio-visual ideas of women and
femininity that become part of the societal
construction of reality (Liinenborg & Mai-
er, 2013).

Klaus (2005) has systematized feminist
media research into three basic categories:
equality approach, difference approach
and the (de-)constructivist perspective.
She argues that all three perspectives must
be integrated into a feminist perspective.
Our perspective on the visibility / invisi-
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bility of diverse people and gender in dig-
ital audio-visual media takes all three ap-
proaches into account. On the one hand,
we define quantifiable categories and will
measure the visibility with the normative
goal of equal representation. On the oth-
er hand, we acknowledge that industry
structures and journalistic routines in-
fluence audio-visual visibility. In order to
grasp these interrelations, we correlate the
visibility data with data regarding content
creators’ gender differences. Lastly, from a
deconstructivist perspective we interpret
our findings in the context of existing pow-
er structures in society and media indus-
tries and try to uncover the ‘doing gender’
in digital audio-visual media.

Regarding the analysis on visibility
in audio-visual media and the theoretical
framework the following research ques-
tions are addressed:

1. How diverse with regard to gender and
age are relevant characters on German
TV-screens?

2.How are relevant characters portrayed
in television?

3.How diverse are the positions behind
the camera casted? And, does this have
an influence on the visibility of diverse
people?

To analyze these questions, we use the per-
spective of deconstructionist, anti-identi-
tarian gender theory (Butler, 1990, 2009)
as well as intersectionality theory (Cren-
shaw, 1989). Winker and Degele (2011)
have shown that issues of equality and an-
ti-discrimination should not just be based
on single-issue categories such as gender.
At the same time, we acknowledge that
statistics are employed in evidence-based
argumentation to affect political strate-
gies and change legal frames. We therefore
combine the intersectional theory with
communication theory addressing media
representation and methodological work
especially on media content analysis.
This empirical approach is based on the
definition of distinct categories and the
proverbial counting of manifestations on
visibility in the media text. However, such
pragmatic, clear categories seem to be

at odds with deconstructionist theories,
which are set up to problematize clear-cut
identities and categories. We are aware of
this aspect and aim to problematize nor-
malizing action. At the same time we value
the anti-normative potential of quantita-
tive analysis in order to bring invisibilities
into spotlight (Brown, 2010). Therefore, we
conceptualize audio-visual visibility as a
dimension of intersectionality and apply
this dimension in a quantitative empiri-
cal approach. This perspective is based on
an understanding of societal roles as for
the most part not firmly established, but
rather shaped fluidly through engagement
with the social environment (Butler, 1990).
Gender is understood as a social category,
and this perspective is interwoven with an
observation of people’s social behavior,
their “doing gender” (Fraser, 2007; West &
Zimmerman, 1987). As media has an im-
portant cultural impact, itis also the “doing
in/on media” that is of interest. Research
on gender and media has a long history
and especially questions of representa-
tion, production and consumption can be
highlighted (Krijnen & van Bauwel, 2015).
Over and above gender as one of the most
discussed and social relevant categories of
difference, a perspective on the diversity of
media representation enables an integra-
tive perspective for media studies (Linke,
2016). In order to focus on the visibility of
diversity on German television and to an-
swer the research questions above, we will
in the following describe our methodical
approach to identify visibility of human
representation and to interpret this visibil-
ity as a dimension of intersectionality.

3 Method and procedure

In order to answer the research questions
a study design was developed with the fol-
lowing propositions: The study should in-
clude comprehensive material of German
television. The data should be comparable
and enable representative statements on
the research questions regarding gender,
age, and a visible function of the persons
(like news anchor or politician) and pro-
vide information about a possible causal-
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ity between diversity in front and employ-
ment behind the camera. Aiming at an
overall picture for Germany, we decided
to include the major television broadcast
and cable stations to gather representative
data (for more information, see Prom-
mer & Linke, 2019, pp. 33-47). The meth-
od of choice was a quantitative content
analysis that allows for a systematic, struc-
tured and comparative analysis of larger
amounts of material (Krippendorf, 2018).
It is used in communication and media
studies to identify a measurable portray-
al of topics or characteristics in different
media.

Our specific aim was to find a robust
and comprehensive approach to identify
visibility of human representation and to
interpret this visibility as a dimension of
intersectionality in nowadays mediated
life worlds. We therefore designed a me-
thodical approach we refer to as audio-vi-
sual character analysis (ACIS) that enables
to investigate how often and in which roles
people appear in fictional productions,
entertainment and information programs.
ACIS enables to point out certain differ-
ences in the material. This is necessary
because television contents are differently
structured. There are also differences with-
in television between television genres, for
example between news programs in the
information area or quiz shows in the area
of non-fictional entertainment. The analy-
sis of the television programs distinguish-
es quite classically the three program sec-
tions fiction, non-fictional entertainment
and information. Fictional programs are
series and television films with fictional
actions and stories. The non-fictional en-
tertainment refers to formats that reflect
real facts, settings and situations but with
a primarily entertaining character, for
example quiz or music shows. Informa-
tion includes journalistic genres, such as
news broadcasts, talk show formats and
documentaries, as is best described by its
characteristic of news values. Each of the
three program sections can be differenti-
ated further into different formats (Weils,
Beier, & Wagner, 2015).

ACIS combines elements of standard-
ized quantitative content analysis with

narrative and reception-aesthetic film
analysis (Eder, 2013; Mikos, 2008). For
each program section, the relevant char-
acters were measured. Since different pro-
gram divisions were examined, different
definitions of what the main characters
and protagonists are, were used. There is a
lively debate in film studies on how to de-
fine the fictional protagonists and how to
record them analytically (e.g., Mikos, 2008,
pp- 163-170), which ultimately leads to a
wide variety of definitions. Thus, a robust
definition that is applicable to all formats
had to be found for empirical implemen-
tation. These definitions were subjected to
multiple inter- and intra-coder-reliability
tests and proved to be valid, reliable and
stable for the respective program sections
and genres (¢ ICR: .89 for the ACIS core
variables ranging from .80 to .98).

For the fictional programs, we use the
term protagonists in accordance with the
figure theory of the film scholar Jens Eder.
Protagonists are the figures who take on a
leading role and pursue central narrative
goals (Eder, 2013). A “protagonist” is the
character who is the driving force behind
the story and who acts in a goal-orient-
ed manner. Furthermore, protagonists in
television series were distinguished above
all by their enduring character, i.e. they
were part of the series’ permanent en-
semble. The combination of narration and
ensemble related criteria helps to identify
relevant figures in audio-visual media.

For television content without scripts
and plots (like news or entertainment
shows) it was important to determine the
visibility of people by other criteria. For
this purpose, we inductively developed
a robust definition from the work with
the specific programs. In non-fictional
television broadcasts people are both vi-
sually (frequency, density and focusing)
and audibly (voice, intercom) percepti-
ble. In information/journalistic formats
and in non-fiction entertainment for-
mats, the analysis focused on the main
characters. In information formats (e.g.,
German news broadcast “Tagesschau”),
three criteria had to be met: A name was
mentioned (e.g., is written and/or clearly
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Table 1:

ACIS coding of the relevant characters

Fictional program Information program

Non-fictional entertainment

protagonist=the character
who is the driving force
behind the story and who
acts in a goal-oriented

manner politician, expert, guest)

main character=each person who is
centrally visible and has their name
mentioned and speaks (e.g., TV host,
news anchor, journalist, reporter,

main character=the person leading
through the program (e.g., quiz
master, but not the guests; show host,
but not candidates)

Summary term: relevant characters on German TV as an umbrella term for protagonists and main characters

stated twice), the person was audible (e.g.,
moderation or original sound) and visibly
central to the image section shown. Main
criterion in the non-fictional formats was
whether the person was in a leading posi-
tion and became the main character of the
program (Table 1).

The ACIS takes up the perspective
of the audience, thus excluding editorial
and professional contextual knowledge
or background knowledge. Instead, only
what becomes visible and audible in the
broadcast flows into the coding.

First, the appearing persons on TV and
theirroles (here: protagonist, main charac-
ter) were identified in the coding process.
Then the characters were examined in
more detail by analyzing individual char-
acteristics such as gender, age, sexual ori-
entation and specific characteristics that
can be clearly coded (e.g., body shape, re-
lationship status, parenthood, profession).
The gender of the characters was basically
coded non-binary, i.e. openly. Apart from
a binary understanding of gender (females
and males), all potentially possible catego-
ries such as inter- or transsexual or neutral
could be coded (referred to here as “other
gender”). The same procedure was applied
to sexual orientation, with all other possi-
ble variants being recorded in addition to
hetero-, homo- or bisexual.

By using the ACIS and thus taking the
perspective of the audience without prior
knowledge, the characters relevant for the
analysis had to be explicitly addressed with
a gender (female, male or other gender)
or made recognizable by themselves. The
procedure also applied to sexual orienta-
tion. In this context, it must be mentioned
that sexual orientation, if it was not explic-
itly mentioned, was to be coded as “not
recognizable”. This led to a high number,

over half of the appearing characters with
not recognizable sexual orientation, since
this applies to almost all persons in news
and information programs. In addition to
the gender, other factors such as age and
thematic context were examined. The cat-
egory system was checked for validity and
reliability in several stages. Coding was
realized by six coders who were trained
extensively and were guided through the
process. Test coding in the pre-evaluation
phase led to a reworking of the code sur-
veys to allow a precise adjustment of the
examination instrument to the object of
study. Selected examples also supported
this process. The inter- and intra-coder
agreement in several stages ensures that
the coding is valid and unambiguous
(o ICR: 0.86 ranging from 0.80 to 0.98).

The study is based on a quantitative
content analysis of a representative sam-
ple of German television from 2016 (over
3500 hours, 21 TV programs). This data
provides a comprehensive picture of the
current situation on German screens.
To capture this representative sample, a
14 days sample of two artificial weeks (ran-
dom sample) composite of television pro-
gramming (2 to 12 p.m.) across 17 major
public service and commercial broadcast
networks was constructed. This random
sample is representative for 85 percent of
the German television market.

The sample was analyzed with the
ACIS-based coding system. The first step
defined a single program as the unit of
analysis. All programs were coded regard-
ing the visible characters and their charac-
teristics. Furthermore, other categories for
the program and the genre of media were
coded according to an own adaption of an
established program scheme of German
television (Weild et al., 2015). In total for
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regular TV 2945 programs were analyzed
with ACIS adding up to 11 144 protagonists
and main characters.

Moreover, the gender of the people
behind the camera was coded. In the fol-
lowing, we present the data for the five
creative positions that were examined for
each fictional TV program. It was coded
whether a man, awoman, a women’s team,
a men’s team or a mixed-gender team was
responsible for the direction, the screen-
play, the production, the camera depart-
ment and as commissioning editor(s).

4 Findings

We have organized our findings along the
research questions addressed: (1) How di-
verse with regard to gender and age are rel-
evant characters on German TV-screens?
(2) How are relevant characters portrayed
in television? (3) How diverse are the posi-
tions behind the camera casted? And, does
this have an influence on the visibility of
diverse people? The last question leads to
an interrelation between the gender of the
content creator and the visibility of female
characters.

The following figures are all based on
statistically relevant and significant re-
sults. They are representative for the Ger-
man television of the year 2016.

Figure 1:

4.1 Research question 1: How diverse
with regard to gender and age
are relevant characters on German
TV-screens?

4.1.1 Keyfinding 1: Unequal
representation and age gap
The first findings of the study show that
a binary visibility of gender is manifested
in German film and television. Non-bi-
nary gender representations are almost
non-visible (n=9 of 11 144 main protago-
nists). Thus, the data show that transgen-
der and other gender identifications are
not represented in German television. This
is evidence for a non-diverse representa-
tion in German media industry that must
be profoundly problematized and reflect-
ed. Against the background of this situa-
tion, the following analysis focuses on the
underrepresentation of females.
Regarding the representation of female
and male main characters in journalistic
content (information) and protagonists in
fictional and non-fictional entertainment,
for German television the study shows an
overall underrepresentation of female rel-
evant characters. Across all television pro-
grams and genres there are two men for
every woman (Figure 1). One third of the
programs do not have any female relevant
characters at all (compared to only 15%
female only programs). Only telenovelas

Gender representations of relevant characters in German TV programs (n=11144)

Note: Female n=3,659 (33 %), male n=7485 (67 %).
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Figure 2. Gender distribution of main characters and protagonists by television genre
(German productions or co-productions) (in percent)
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Figure 3: Age-gap in German television, n=10663
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and daily soaps are representative of the
actual gender distribution in Germany; i. e.
about 51 % women and 49% men. How-
ever, these formats only account for 3 % of
all programs. This finding concerns all TV

stations, public and private, and nearly all
genres (Figure 2).

If women appear, they appear as young
women (Figure 3). From the age of 30 on-
wards, women gradually disappear from
the screen. This applies to all stations and
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Figure 4:  Journalistic functions in information programs by gender (in percent)

Expert (n=3.815)

Presenter/voice from off (n=336)

TV anchor/host (n=1.893)

Journalist (n=633)

across all formats and genres. Up to the
age of 30, women appear more often (in
fictional and non-fictional entertainment
formats) or about as often as men. From
the mid-30s on, the constellation chang-
es: In this age-group there are two men
for every woman. From 50 years of age on
there are three men for every woman. The
biggest difference we find in non-fictional
entertainment: Over 40 there are four men
for every woman, over 50 there are eight
men for every woman.

4.2 Research question 2: How are
relevant characters portrayed in
television?

4.2.1 Keyfinding2: On TV, men explain
the world, women are faded out

Since women are overall underrepresented
in all TV genres but telenovelas, we want-
ed to see if there are journalistic functions,
such as television anchor or expert, where
women might be more or less visible. The
only function, where we see an almost
gender balance, is the TV news anchor. In
all other functions (e. g., voice from the off,
visible journalist, expert) females are un-
derrepresented. Regarding the function,
the portrayed persons filled in fictional
as well as in information genre, the data
show an imbalance especially regarding
the gender of experts. Eight out of ten ex-

Female protagonist
& Male protagonist

pert functions are occupied by men, both
in information and entertainment shows.
Figure 4 documents the situation for the
information program section in detail.

In order to understand this lack of
female experts, we decided to include ex-
ternal data to investigate this issue more
closely. One explanation would be that
there might be fewer women available as
experts because hardly any women work
in these professions and subject areas. An
argument that we often heard in discus-
sions with journalists and media decision
makers: “What are we going to do: The
mayor or foreign minister is male?”

Aiming to determine whether there
are enough women available as experts, we
used data from the German Federal Statis-
tical Office on the gender distribution in
the various professions and researched
the respective professional associations,
such as the German Medical Association,
the Bar Associations, and the German As-
sociation of Lawyers. It shows that even in
those professional fields in which women
are overrepresented in reality, they remain
comparatively underrepresented on tele-
vision. Thus, television shows an outdated
picture of living environments and a dis-
torted picture of our social reality.
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Figure 5  Women experts and their professional fields: Comparison of relevant characters in
information television programs and real life in the professional field (in percent)
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In detail: In real life, half of the judges
as well as the prosecutors in the Ger-
man legal system are female prosecutors
(Bundesjustiz, 2017). However, since more
men than women work as independent
lawyers, we have averaged the sums pro-
portionately and arrived at a gender dis-
tribution in the professional field of “law”
of 42 % women and correspondingly 58 %
men. Looking at the number of female
experts in the field of “law” in the infor-
mation programs, women appear almost
half as often as in real life (24 %, see Fig-
ure 5). The situation is similar in the area
of “health and care”. The German Medical
Association (Bundesdrztekammer, 2017)
reports that in 2016 half of all doctors
were female. Medicine is a field in which
women are so powerful and strong that
even some male university professors are
demanding a male quota for admission
to university (Pospiech, 2018). There is,
however, a drastic under-representation
on TV. In the field of “health and care” we
see women less often than in real life. If we
weight the different occupational groups,
three-quarters of the people working in
the health and care sector are female. This

proportion is different for female experts
on screen. On German television, wom-
en are represented by only 28 %. In other
words: They are under-represented by
300 %, i. e. they are almost three times less
common than in reality.

The same picture emerges in the area
of “education”. Alook at the schools shows:
In the classrooms female teachers pre-
dominate, often women run the schools
and there are many more female kinder-
garten teachers than male (Destatis, 2020).
Overall, women are very active in the area
of “education” accounting for 70% of the
total (Destatis, 2020). As TV experts they
are again underrepresented: Only 29%
are women, 71 % are men. In other words,
men are more than twice as likely to ap-
pear on television in this professional field
as in real life. This disproportionate num-
ber of men is present in all areas, whether
in the financial sector, the service sector or
in sales professions.

There are a few exceptions: In the field
of “politics and administration” wom-
en are almost as common as in real life.
We see 25% women as experts on televi-
sion, whereas in 2017, in fact, about 33 %
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of those working in politics were female
(Bundestag, 2020). Although fewer wom-
en politicians appear on television than
in real life, the difference is not as marked
as in other areas. In the professional fields
of “security and police” as well as in the
STEM (in German “MINT”) professions,
women are also shown roughly in line
with reality.

We have also examined television se-
ries, soap operas and television films ac-
cording to the same logic. There, too, we
have assigned all protagonists, if possible,
to the professional fields in which they
work (total protagonists with identifiable
professions n=976, female n=298, male
n=678). It should be mentioned here that
authors have the freedom to write more
female politicians or chief physicians in
their scripts. At the same time, it must be
stressed here that fiction per se does not
have to reflect reality.

The picture also lags frighteningly be-
hind reality. Even in fiction, women appear
less frequently in the professional fields
than in real life. On German TV screens,
there are half as many women bankers,
lawyers, doctors and nurses, fewer female
administrative staff, teachers and educa-
tors than in real life. The only exceptions
are the many female commissioners of
crime series. In the field of “security”, fe-
male protagonists are more strongly rep-
resented in fictional programs than in real
life, at 28% they appear almost twice as
often (15 %, Destatis, 2020).

Otherwise, however, women are less
frequently found in the imagined stories
of television in all areas of life than in real
life. Even as schoolgirls and students they
are underrepresented. In reality, half of the
student body is made up of female stu-
dents — just as in the case of college and
university students (Destatis, 2020). But
on television only 38 % are female.

Therefore, we can argue for German
television: Overall, women occur less fre-
quently, they do rarely appear as experts,
even in professional fields such as educa-
tion, in which they are well represented
and would be available as experts.

4.3 Research question 3: How diverse
are the positions behind the camera
casted? And, does this have an
influence on the visibility of diverse
people?

4.3.1 Key finding 3: Interplay between
gender of creative positions and
visibility of women

Further findings show the intersection

of visibility on screen and participation

behind the screen. The question arises
how the images we see on television are
created: Who are the responsible media
makers? What does this mean for the vis-
ibility of women and men on the screens?

Is there a mechanism of fading out or how

can the unequal representation of the sex-

es be explained? Does it matter whether

a woman wrote the screenplay or a man?

Does the gender of creative above-the-line

functions have an influence on the visibil-

ity of the sexes? In addition to the visibility
of women and men on screen, we also ex-
amined the creative leadership functions
involved in the television production.
Analyzing the gender distribution of
the creative functions behind the camera
shows a significant under-representation

of women for German television in 2016.

One cannot speak of diversity behind

the camera. The basis of the analysis are

those of the 310 German produced fic-
tional television programs where we could
identify the director (n=283), director of
photography (n=270), producer (n=280),
writer (n=271) or commissioning editor

(n=182), either via the credits or via online

desk research. We excluded co-production

here since there are different decision pro-
cesses for international co-productions.

In contrast to the above calculation, the

analytic basis are not the protagonists or

actors, but the individual programs.
Women directed slightly more than
one in ten fictional programs (12%). In
eight percent of the cases women were part
of a mixed team, which is more common
in soap operas. This means that in 80 per-
cent of the cases no woman was involved
in directing. Seen in this light, almost two
thirds of the scripts were written only by
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Figure 6: Gender distribution of creative functions in fictional television programs produced in
Germany in 2016, based on programs from all broadcasters (in percent)

} Female/female team
Director (n=283) 75 [ Mixed-gender team
Male
M Male team
Scriptwriter (n=271) 48
Production (n=280) 35

DOP (n=270)

Commissioning editor

(n=182) 4 0

2
I I I I
0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Note: Deviations from 100 % are due to rounding error. The figure shows only those cases for each position where the per-
sons filling them could be determined. Due to the low share of female teams in almost every creative function, these were
added to the category female. Director female team n=1 (0.4 %); script female team n=12 (4 %); producer n=11 (4 %). Only
in the category commissioning editor there are 25 female only teams (14 %).

Figure 7:  Average of female protagonists and the intersection of the gender of the creative team
for fictional television programs produced in Germany in 2016 TV programs

[ Female
B Male

Commissioning editor Scriptwriter Producer

average of female protagonists

Note: T-test results for commissioning editor: male (M=0.6; SD=0.9; n=36), female (M=1.6; SD=1.3; n=62), t(96)=3.8,
p<.001; scriptwriter: male (M=1.1; SD=0.9, n=130), female (M=1.7; SD=1.5, n=51), {179)=3.5, p<.001; Producer: male
(M=1.2; SD=0.9, n=90), female (M=1.8; SD=1.7, n=53), t(141)=2.7, p<.01.

Basis: All fictional German productions, where the persons filling the positions could be determined. The comparison is only
made for those cases where the position was filled by a single woman or a single man. Too few cases for director and DOP
to conduct t-test and compare averages.
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men (61%), and almost no women were
involved in the camera department (3%
female and 6 % mixed gender teams). The
ratio is more balanced for the position of
the producer, where women are involved
in almost half of the films (48%), and
women are even prevalent in the television
commissioning editorial departments.
In almost three quarters of the projects,
women are involved as commissioning
editors (73 %) and men in only 53 %. Due
to the mixed gender teams (26 %) there is
an overlap here (Figure 6).

The results show that the television
and film industries are areas with highly
asymmetric access to creative positions
in production. Females are significantly
less represented than males. If we look at
German fictional television, i.e. television
series, television films and soap operas, it
becomes clear that a single female com-
missioning editor in charge makes almost
three times as many women visible as a
man. With a female commissioning editor,
we see an average of 1.6 female protago-
nists, with a male editor only 0.6 (Figure 7).
If a woman writes the script or produces
a program, we also see considerably more
women on the screen. Since there are so
few female directors and female directors
of photography (DOP), the numbers are
too small and therefore the results are not
significant.

The gender of the commissioning edi-
tor, scriptwriter and producer in television
is significantly related to the visibility of
leading female characters on screen. In
summary, the data show that the more
women are in leading positions behind the
camera, the more women we see on the
screen as protagonists. This in turn means
that both the person(s) who work(s) be-
hind the camera and the gender distribu-
tion are important regarding the visibility
of women on screen.

5 Discussion and conclusion:
Audio-visual intersections from
fade-out into spotlight

This research has brought up three key
findings that bring audio-visual intersec-

tions of unequal representation into spot-
light. Firstly, German television is a space
of unequal representation of gender in-
cluding an intersectional age gap. Women
are underrepresented in German televi-
sion. Other gender than the overrepresent-
ed male, and the faded-out females, are
almost completely invisible. Furthermore,
the data show an intersection between
gender and age, i.e. an age gap. Women
on screens are predominantly young. After
the age of 30, women appear gradually less
on German screens. These findings can
be interpreted according to intersectional
theory, highlighting a combination of dis-
crimination by the intersectional catego-
ries age and gender, in this case for wom-
en of age. This intersection of femininity
and increasing age is accompanied by a
fade-out from audio-visual representation
(Douglas, 2020).

Secondly, a closer look on the social
roles and contexts of representation de-
picted in TV formats shows that male char-
acters are dominantly visible in positions
of expertise and knowledge: In German
television it seems that men explain the
world. Women are faded out. Other gender,
again, are invisible. Comparing the data
with German national statistics and data
from professional institutions we see that
television representation is undermining
the functions women have in real life. Fur-
thermore, the TV age gap reinforces the ef-
fect that women are underrepresented as
experts. At an age when women could be
experts in their professional fields due to
many years of experience, they are hardly
ever seen on television.

Thirdly, the study shows an interplay
between gender of creative positions and
visibility of women on the screen. The
argument of an intersection between in-
volvement in media production and the
diversity of representations is supported.

The findings of the study can be in-
tegrated in the picture that the interna-
tional body of research draws. Empirical-
ly analyzing representations and hereby
visibilities and invisibilities is a fruitful
way for media studies to investigate in-
equalities. Our proposition to use gender
media studies and intersectionality theo-
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ry by applying visibility as a dimension of
intersectionality proofed as a reasonable
approach. As our analysis exposed a bina-
ry and non-diverse picture of representa-
tions on German TV screens, the analysis
focuses on the matter of underrepresent-
ed female characters. For future research
and application of the conceptual frame-
work, it is important to broaden both the
approach and the database in order to
further analyze the diversity of representa-
tion as well as the intersectionality of vari-
ables of difference.

Nearly 10 years ago, Hegde (2011)
published on the Circuits of Visibility and
pointed to a “global flow of media tech-
nologies, migration and the unfettered
mobilities of capital [that] rework old log-
ics of domination in new global forms”
(p. 1). These issues are still relevant, if not
intensified. Research, which is on the one
hand based on the state of the art and is
answering theoretical requirements and
on the other hand accessible to public de-
bate, legislation and activist movements
is crucial. Our intention here was to en-
able both.

Considering that one of the central
decisions was to enable a comprehen-
sible study on German television with a
representative sample, the study answers
questions on a more general level. There-
fore, there are limitations regarding more
detailed insights within genres as it is not
possible to compare single programs as
there is no representative information val-
ue on this level. Furthermore, it has to be
acknowledged that the findings are based
on coded quantifications and are not ade-
quate to analyze more contextualized and
complex dimensions of characters, for ex-
ample regarding stereotypic gender repre-
sentation. Moreover, we have, for example,
coded the gender of the so-called key “cre-
ative team” positions according to a defini-
tion that is used in Germany, Australia and
Sweden to measure gender inequality in
the industry (Filmforderungsanstalt [FFA],
2020). This includes the production roles
of the producer, screenwriter and director.
We acknowledge that other creative posi-
tions, such as the director of photography
(DOP), editor, sound and costume design-

ers are also important creative roles. For
the purpose of this research, however, we
adhered to the more widely used industry
definition of a key creative team. There-
fore, the more complex unequal structures
discussed in feminist production studies
were not analyzed in detail. Nevertheless,
the representative findings in this study
underline the unequal situation regarding
the creative positions in the German au-
dio-visual media industry.

Last but not least, in this study we
used a new methodical approach that
combines coding steps of classical quan-
titative content analysis with a more qual-
itative, but still standardized analysis of
visibility of character attributes including
dimensions like represented gender, age
and sexual orientation as well as specific
content and presentation forms. We in-
troduced our ACIS, which allows to code
any audio-visual content to describe
the visibility and diversity of the people
shown on screens. For this purpose, the
relevant person is identified by means of
film-theoretical concepts such as narra-
tion or relevance. In this article, we used
the ACIS for TV content. Furthermore, we
have been applying the method for cine-
ma movies (Prommer & Linke, 2019), You-
Tube (Prommer, Wegener, & Linke, 2019;
Wegener, Prommer, & Linke, 2020) and
streaming media, thereby showing that
ACIS can be adopted for any audio-visual
medium. ACIS hereby allows a compara-
bility of different audio-visual media mea-
sure for visibility: If analyzed using ACIS
it is possible to compare different media
genres, for example, regarding the visibil-
ity of diversity. We were, for example, able
to show that German language YouTube
is by no means more gender-equal than
television, as the female representation for
the most popular YouTube channels is less
frequent and reduced to traditional topics
like beauty and DIY (Prommer, Wegener, &
Linke, 2019; Wegener, Prommer, & Linke,
2020). Once again, this finding is anoth-
er argument for the relevance of research
into convergent media representations as
visibilities in the digital age.
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