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Media Stereotypes
Content, Effects, and Theory

Travis L. Dixon

The effects of media stereotyping on both individuals and society has been a topic pursued by
media scholars for decades. However, this area of inquiry often struggled to address widespread
skepticism and a “step-child-like” attitude from both the media industry and its observers. Those
skeptical of the area resisted viewing media as forming a significant part of the landscape influen-
cing our personal, social, and political interactions. To address these critics, media stereotype
scholars conducted numerous content analyses to provide strong evidence that the media regularly
stereotype women and people of color. However, fewer studies addressed the effects of these images
or advanced theory designed to explain the impact of such portrayals on audience members.

Since the last edition of this book, three new and significant factors require our attention.
First, the U.S. elected a president who utilizes media stereotypes, particularly against Latinos,
Muslims, and African Americans, as political mobilization tools (Gray, 2017; Parker & Costa,
2017; Vitali, Hunt, & Thorp, 2018). His successful utilization of media stereotypes remains
a testament to their ability to influence both political and social interaction.

Second, scholars now devote significant time and resources to tease out media stereotype effects
and advance theoretical constructs designed to further understand their influence on human behav-
ior (Atwell Seate & Mastro, 2016; Dixon, 2017c). Scholars’ recognition of mediated stereotyping’s
power has grown. Most early scholars took pains to identify how various depictions were common-
place within media. Now, many researchers work to understand the extent to which such depictions
shape cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral outcomes, using theory to drive these investigations.
The attention to effects studies and theorization reflects a maturing of this area of inquiry.

Third, the number of scholars studying media stereotyping effects grew substantially. This
growth’s ramifications extend to the heart of media effects and intersect with many areas of
study within communication including interpersonal relationships, intergroup relations, and
new media (Abrams & Giles, 2007; Harwood & Giles, 2005). Moreover, the blossoming avail-
ability of digital media offerings present a fertile frontier for further investigation.

Therefore, this chapter devotes substantial time to stereotyped media content along with an
increased focus on how the media influence perceptions of both Whites and people of color.
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