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Outi Christina Marttila 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to research the gender roles represented in SVT’s Bolibompa and whether 

these confirm or question the traditional stereotypes. I also studied if female and male characters were 

given equal roles, both in qualitative and quantitative terms. The study is based on eight programs aired 

on the morning of April 19th 2013, seven of which are cartoons and one filmed live action.  

The feminist gender theories were the starting point for this study. This point of view states that there 

are gender-related inequalities on television and in the society as a whole and that these should be 

corrected. By qualitatively analyzing the visual attributes of the characters and the roles assigned to 

them in the narrative I have studied the gendered values on both explicit and implicit levels. The results 

showed that although certain stereotypes were questioned, children’s programs to a high degree 

conform to traditional gender roles. Males are usually main characters and more active protagonists 

than females. 
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1. Introduction 

The reason for conducting this study was the gender inequality on children’s television. I happened to 

watch two episodes of Lego-series, one of which was clearly definable as a boys’ program (Lego Ninjago), 

and one that was made for girls (Lego Friends). The main characters in the boys’ program were 

traditional Lego characters who were ninjas, the colors were strong (red, blue, black), and there were 

hardly any women in the episode. The ninjas fought against a snake-like creature and saved the world. 

The girl’s program was completely different: they lived in Heartlake City, a place where everything is 

pastel-colored. All main characters were girls and had nothing to do with traditional Lego-characters: 

they were tall, slim, long-haired and big-eyed. This episode was about organizing a party, taking care of 

animals, making friends, and learning that friendship is more important than winning. 

This dichotomy woke several questions. Is it a wonder that women are underrepresented in the public 

sphere and that management positions are dominated by men, when children start adapting to such 

different values already in their childhood? How can it be that while the Nordic Region is considered 

the most gender equal in the world, programs like these provide children with such stereotypical ideals 

of how they are supposed to be as girls and boys?  (Nordiska Ministerrådet, 2012) 

As a result, I decided to study the children’s programs on Barnkanalen [Children’s channel], a sub-

channel the Swedish public service channel SVT, and analyze the gender representations in order to see 

how equal the genders representations are. However, I do hope that this was simply a happenstance 

that Lego-programs were so strongly gendered, and that in other programs girls are given the chance to 

save the world too, so to speak. 

1.1. Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this thesis is to study which gender representations Barnkanalen offers and if the roles 

assigned to the two genders confirm or question the traditional order. 

It could be assumed that characters lacking human attributes were also less gendered, harder to 

interpret as either male or a female. However, Lemish argues that viewers assign a gender to the 

characters according to visual cues or the lack of them. (2010, p.2) Therefore I have decided to 

formulate my research questions as follows: 

- Are all the characters identifiable as male or female? How is this achieved? 
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- Are the characters deviating from the traditional gender roles? If so, how? 

- Are different genders assigned equal roles, especially in qualitative terms? 

- What kinds of roles are given to parents? Do these roles confirm the traditional gender roles? 

My assumption is that the programs confirm traditional gender roles and only depict heteronormative 

characters or characters with no identifiable gender. Even though visually belonging to a certain gender 

does not mean that the characters necessarily conform to the normative sexes and sexualities, I believe 

that the programs do not represent any clearly identifiable deviations. 

Norwegian sociologist Ola Stafseng has criticized the view of the children’s culture as family centered. 

According to him, the children are seen “through the eyes of the family or the school and [we] have 

difficulties in seeing children without adult supervision as anything else than a problem; without adults 

there is no fosterage and no positive learning.” (Stafseng, in Hansson, Karlsson and Nordström, 1999, 

p.112) This learning includes gender roles that children adopt from their parents, although ideas about 

what a perfect mother or father should be like are also adopted from the media. 

1.2. Material 

Bolibompa is the best known children’s program in Sweden, the “flagship” of Barnkanalen. In Småungar 

& medier 2010 [Infants & the media 2010] by Medierådet Bolibompa was clearly the most watched 

television show among children aged 2-9 with 46 % of the children watching it. The smallest group 

watching Bolibompa was boys aged 5-9, 30 %, and the largest was girls aged 2-5, 62 %. In comparison, 

the programs in second place in every age group were watched by only 10-16 % (including programs 

such as Disney-movies, Pippi Longstocking, Barda, and Hannah Montana). (Medierådet, 2010, p. 18)  

I will analyze one Bolibompa-block for its popularity and since it provides a wide selection of programs 

aimed towards the whole target group, children aged 3-11. I randomly selected the morning block on 

the 19th of April (See Appendix 1) as it was not a holiday or any other special occasion but an ordinary 

Friday. I have not compared this with other blocks, so I cannot say if they would include different 

programs with different contents.  

Bolibompa also provides a web site where children can watch programs and play. The site was the most 

visited site on the internet among children, with 30 % of the children aged two to nine visiting it. 

(Medierådet, 2010, p. 21) Children are becoming more active internet users, searching for the series 

they want to see and watching them over and over again. For the same reason I decided to access the 
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series on Bolibompa-site or via SVTplay: the programs are easy to find, access, and to watch several 

times, which is very important when analyzing an episode.  

As I am interested in the gender representations in the series aired on Barnkanalen, I decided to 

concentrate on the episodes of these programs and exclude the analysis of the hosts and hostesses 

presenting these programs. This selection includes 8 different programs (See Appendix 2), also referred 

to as episodes, altogether approximately 100 minutes of programming. Only one program, Curious 

George [Nicke Nyfiken], was not available on SVTplay and for this reason has not been included in the 

analysis. 

1.3. Restrictions 

I have restricted the amount of programs analyzed to the 8 programs included in the Bolibompa-block 

from the morning of April 19th 2013. Even though this is only a fraction of the overall amount of 

programs on the channel, I believe it will provide me with enough data for some conclusions. 

However, these conclusions are drawn from a limited amount of programs and episodes so even 

though the findings can be considered representative, they are not universal: different blocks, programs, 

or episodes might give different results. 

The main interest of this study is the content, not the audience. Even though I will discuss the audience 

and the possible influences the media might have on children, I am not conducting a reception study. 

There have been several researchers covering the topic of the media’s impact on children, for example 

Rönnberg (1997) and Lemish (2007), and I will rely on these findings instead of conducting my own 

research.  

I will not analyze the hosts and hostesses but concentrate on the programs aired during the block. Also, 

I analyze the programs from my point of view: I am watching as an adult and as a researcher. My 

interpretations might be fundamentally different than the child audience’s.  

2. Background 

2.1. Agency 

For the purposes of this study, I find it reasonable to downplay the role of the individual programming 

companies and the artistic creators of the programs, the “creative agency”. Instead, I will concentrate 

on “agency-as-agency,” including the restrictions guiding the contents of the channel. (Selby and 
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Cowdery, 1995, p.38) I believe it is more rewarding to discuss SVT and Barnkanalen as the gatekeepers 

who have the last word in judging what is appropriate and suitable for children. Gatekeeping is the 

“process of determining what matters, who has access to it, and in what form.” (Kleinman, 2011, p.82) 

Even though the viewers can choose what programs they want to watch, their choices are limited by 

the gatekeepers who determine what is to be available. In order to reach the viewers, the text has to 

fulfill certain requirements and limitations of the gatekeepers: in the case of Barnkanalen, the programs 

need to be appropriate for children and conform to the values of the channel.  

2.1.1. SVT’s Barnkanalen and Public Service 

SVT is a Public Service channel, financed by a television fee [TV-avgift] and thereby independent from 

commercial interests. SVT is not allowed to air commercials, only to use sponsoring during, for 

example, sporting events or Eurovision Song Contest in order to cover the costs. 

SVT does not seek to make profit, but to serve the public in an impartial and objective way, 

independent from political or other prevailing interests in the society. According to the Public Service’s 

assignments, SVT should be available for everyone everywhere in Sweden and guarantee a wide range 

of programs and services through different outlets. This range of programs should be marked by 

democratic and humanitarian values, striving for general education, diversity, and quality. (SVT b) 

Barnkanalen has a mission to provide educational, fun, and inspiring programs in all genres that are 

suitable for children on different levels of development. They also work actively to ensure the 

multiplicity of models and representations available on the channel. (SVT a, 2013, p.29-30; Björkman 

and Sandberg, 2013) The contents are restricted by the requirements stated in the 

Kulturdepartementet’s Radio- och TV-lag (2010: 696) [Radio- and TV-law (2010: 696)]. For example, it is 

forbidden to show pornographic or violent material in such way or during such time that children have 

access to the material (Chapter 5, §2-3), include product placement of cigarettes, alcohol, or drugs, 

(Chapter 6, §1-2) or to disrupt a broadcast aimed for children under the age of twelve to air 

advertisements (Chapter 8, §1).  

 

Barnkanalen’s programming is divided into different blocks according to the targeted age group, as 

these groups are most likely to watch television during different times. (See Appendix 3) However, it is 

the responsibility of the parents to know their child and what they are watching in order to judge if a 

certain program is suitable for them. This is especially true on barnkanalen.se where all the programs 

are available, although the channel is working on categorizing the programs according to genre, targeted 

age, etc. so that the suitable programs can easily be found. (Byström, 2012)  
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2.2. Children’s television 

According to Selby and Cowdery it is important to consider the genre as it provides a perspective for 

analysis. Children’s programs cover all kinds of genres and is “an unusual genre in that its title is 

defined by people who watch it, rather than by the characteristics of the text.”  Recognizing a genre 

according to its viewers also acknowledges that “different audiences ‘read’ cultural material differently, 

and position themselves in multiple roles in relation to it.” (Messenger-Davies, 2001, p.96-97) 

One of the characteristics that connect the children’s programs is a certain level of protectiveness. 

There are several country- or region-specific restrictions, requirements, contracts, and regulations 

controlling what is allowed to be aired and when: for example, it is not allowed to air programs with 

possibly harmful impact before a certain “watershed,” a time after which it is assumed that children are 

either in bed, outside the reach of these programs, or watching television with their parents, thereby 

within their guard. (ibid, p. 96)  

A children’s program is often identifiable from their perspective: the main character is usually a child, 

and the story is told from their point of view. Other stylistic characteristics include “brightly coloured 

sets, vivid graphics, multimedia presentations (print, restless camera work, fast editing, computer 

graphics,” and often a presenter directly addressing the audience (for example in Rob the Robot, Charlie 

and Lola). (ibid, p.97) 

Children’s programs are not bound by the realism of the adult world: “magic, fantasy, fairytale and 

slapstick humour are staple ingredients, which producers, writers and performers find liberating.” (ibid, 

p.96) Non-human characters are often included for this reason, but also because of the interest for 

exporting the animations: they are usually more expensive to produce than live action, and there is a 

strong economic pressure to buy animated programs instead of producing them. Using non-human 

characters makes the programs less culture-specific as the characters are not identifiable as belonging to 

a certain ethnic or cultural group. (von Feilitzen, 2004, p. 10; 31) 

Programs made for children do not have to “make sense” in the same way the as programs aimed 

toward adult audiences. For example, in Shaun the Sheep the “true lives” of the animals are, from a 

realistic viewpoint, completely impossible. Sheep do not walk on two feet, wear curlers or play drums. 

From a realistic point of view Rob the Robot is quite questionable too, as these robots have feelings, 

interests and so on – they are completely independent of humans, a scenario that in a non-children’s 

program could be considered as a criticism of a technophilic society. As a whole, children’s programs 

rarely question things that from an adult point of view could be questioned, for example: why are the 
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characters, despite what they are (sheep, robots, animals, machines, aliens, etc.) “humanized,” that is, 

acting according to the social and emotional rules prevailing in the human society?  

3. Theory 

3.1. Gender 

In order to discuss gender representations of children’s programs, it is necessary to define the concept. 

There are several different views about the meaning of “gender” and its argued relation to the 

biological sex.  

At its simplest, gender can be defined as “the cultural meanings or representations assigned to biologically 

sexed bodies.” (D’Acci, 2002, p.91) In other words, the biological sex is used to categorize people into 

two groups, men and women, according to their biological characteristics and differences based on 

chromosomes and genitalia. (Hust & Brown, 2008, p.99) Gender is then the socially constructed idea of 

what it means to be a man or a woman, the separation between masculine and feminine; how the 

members of these groups are supposed to behave, look like, and so on. For example, because of the 

biological differences, only women are able to give birth, but there are no biological reasons for women 

to be the main caretaker of the family (Lemish 2007; 2010).  

It should be noted that as socially constructed entities, gender roles are not static but evolve with time 

and the changing cultural, social, ideological, and economic circumstances. (Lemish, 2010, p.8) We live 

in an era of changing gender relations, and as these “constructions of gender are pluralized, they 

become increasingly fragmented, and some would even argue – tenuous.” (ibid, p.171) Accordingly, 

some feminist and queer scholars have criticized the simple separation of the biological sexes and 

suggested that the human body is “not a biological constant but something that is interpreted 

culturally.” (ibid, p.7) For example Judith Butler (quoted in D’Acci, 2002, p.91) talks about instances 

where this two-sided division is not sufficient, such as sexual dimorphism (“babies born with both 

penises and vaginas”) and transgenderism (“individuals born with one sex organ who feel like members 

of the other gender”). This would mean that both gender and biological sex are subjects for 

interpretations, socially constructed: “there is no necessary relationship between our organs, our 

appearance, who we perceive ourselves to be, who we are attracted to sexually, etc.” (Lemish, 2010, p.7-

8)  
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Gender is an ambiguous concept that could be discussed endlessly: there is no absolute, universally 

accepted definition. However, for the purpose of this study I find D’Acci’s definition of gender 

sufficient. Her definition separates the biological sex as something biologically determined from gender 

as something culturally constructed. (2002, p.91) I will rely on this simple definition, as I assume that 

children’s programs do not portray deviations from the heteronormative ideal.  

3.1.1. Gender and the media 

The basic assumption of feminist theory is that there are gender-related inequalities that cannot be 

explained by biological factors, and that these issues should be not only discussed but also improved. 

(Kleberg, 2006, p.15) For example, the male is often presented as the norm and female as being 

something else, an exception from the “normal,” an oddity. (Lemish, 2010, p.10)  In the realm of 

feministic media studies, this means striving for equal representations of male and female in the media, 

not only in quantitative but also in qualitative terms. As I want to study if female characters are 

assigned less important roles in the programs, as earlier research has indicated, the viewpoint of critical 

feminism feels appropriate.  

A viewpoint related to Marxist ideas argues that the dominant ideology contributes to a “false 

consciousness” that prohibits any shifts of power relations by presenting these structures as natural and 

unquestionable. The media resources available for the masses are seen as a tool for the dominant 

capitalistic, or in this case patriarchal, ideology to maintain the prevailing order and power through 

passivation and control of the society. This “false consciousness”, the naturalization of gender roles, is 

not maintained by massive manifests or direct commands. The ideas of the dominant group are 

mediated through subtle messages presenting these ideas as the norm, turning them into universally 

accepted “truths”. As the media outlets, and thereby the abilities to mediate these “truths” have 

traditionally been controlled by the dominant patriarchal groups, their interests have remained 

protected by the control of the messages and roles represented in the media, hindering the 

development of alternative “realities” on television. (Kleberg, 2006, p.14) For example, it is more likely 

to see a program that presents the mother cooking and the father working than a program with a 

business-mother and a stay-home-father, and an average viewer will hardly stop to consider the 

assigned roles.  

Even from a less Marxist viewpoint, it can be agreed that as the traditional social structures and ideals 

of being a man or a woman are continually represented in television, they are maintained and 

reproduced without questioning. Researchers within Cultural Studies have criticized the “hegemonic 

cultural ordering” of this dichotomy for presenting gender roles as something natural, based on 



12 

 

biological differences, and therefore unquestionable. (Lemish, 2010, p.7) By representing the order as 

such, any deviance from the norm is considered abnormal and unacceptable, without questioning the 

accuracy of the stereotypes.  

3.1.2. Gender on television 

The acceptance of and conformity to the heteronormative two-sex dichotomy is further manifested by 

the fact that the characters on TV are usually clearly identifiable as either male or female (Lemish 2007, 

p.104; 2010, p.1) Even though many cartoons present non-human characters that lack obvious physical 

gendering, the viewers tend to consider them as a male or a female. Gender-neutral characters are 

“naturally” assumed to be male, unless they are specifically assigned female characteristics “through 

processes of sexualizing their appearance” with, for example, “hair ribbons, long eyelashes, colored lips, 

wasp-waists, long legs, short skirts, high heels.” (Lemish, 2010, p.2) For example the television cartoon 

Animaniacs depicts three characters whose genders are not physically differentiable. (See Appendix 4) 

However, two of them are identified as boys and one of them as a girl. The visual construction of 

gender, in this case femininity, is achieved by adding details that are considered feminine: Dot wears a 

pink skirt, and has pulled her ears (at least I assume them to be her ears) up in a “ponytail” with a 

flower. This is an interesting example: even though all three characters have the same physical 

attributes, one of them has been “feminized” by very simple adjustments. If these cues were to be 

moved to another character, he would become just as feminine.  

It is not only the visual cues that create our conception of the gender, also the voice and the activities 

of the character can contribute to our interpretations of the gender. For example, earlier research about 

gender roles on television has also revealed that females are often depicted as passive, “to be looked 

at,” and males as active heroes.  (Lemish, 2007, 2010; Rönnberg, 1997) The expectations of how girls 

and boys are expected to be and act both on and off television can, according to Dafna Lemish, be 

divided into two groups: “beauty myth” and “boy code”, and I will consider this division in my analysis 

of the children’s programs to see if these ideals are to be found. The “beauty myth” as defined by 

Naomi Wolf, is based on “the glorification of external appearance as the most central characteristics of 

a woman’s essence,” (Lemish 2010: 12) and practically ignoring all the other characteristics. Both 

Lemish (2007) and Hust and Brown (2008) agree that the stereotypical image of a “perfect woman” is 

unrealistic and impossible to reach by the vast majority: very few are born to be thin, white, and with 

exaggeratedly feminine figures.   

“Boy code” or “tough guise” consists of the assumed requirements for being a successful male: tough, 

active, aggressive, rational, strong, undefeatable and emotionally distant. (Lemish, 2007, p. 112; 2010, p. 
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16) According to Lemish, new models for masculinity are emerging, deviating from the older values as 

boys are supposed to adopt qualities traditionally described as feminine. This leads to a confusing ideal 

of being a tough and independent boy who also shows his feelings and emotions. The social 

environment may provide boys with ambivalent feedback which leaves them with conflicting ideals and 

feelings of inadequacy. (2007, p.112) 

However, the traditional values are often confirmed in the media. In an interview in the newspaper 

Metro, Hanna Rothelius from Popkollo stated: “Generally, it is the masculine attributes that are more 

highly valued than the feminine ones.”  According to her, the idea that girls should worship guys is 

imposed on children from early ages, which is clearly manifested by the fact that only 15% of children 

aged 6-12 have a female idol. Maria Karlsson Thörnqvist, project and development manager of 

Barnkanalen, admits that it is difficult to find a female artist interesting for the target group of children 

between ages of 3-11, although the channel constantly works for quantitative gender equality. 

(Björkman and Sandberg, 2013) 

3.2. Media and socialization 

There are different views of the impact television has on children and especially to the development of 

their identities and ideals. It is widely accepted that the media do have a role in socialization process, as 

“television is not only a technology but a social institution,” (D’Acci 2002: 91) but it is unclear how 

remarkable this role is. Rönnberg and Lemish are quite skeptical about the media impact, whereas Hust 

and Brown claim that “because the media also influence parents’ and peers’ conceptions of gender, the 

media’s role in perpetuating societal stereotypes about femininity and masculinity has likely been 

understated” (2008, p.109).  

Messenger-Davies discusses violence on television, and questions the impact: “Despite some evidence 

of short-term imitative effects in some children (mainly, though not exclusively, boys), and some 

evidence of weak statistical correlations between watching television and negative social attitudes, the 

effects-research tradition has never conclusively demonstrated to the rest of the academic community 

that media have direct, measurable, harmful effects on the young.” (2001, p.99) This point of view is 

repeated by von Feilitzen: the media texts and contents “seldom have a direct effect our situation or 

actions. Obviously, the media […] provides us with mental impressions, that is, ideas, feelings, etc. But 

these are blended with other impressions, norms, values, feelings, and other experiences we get and 

have gotten from our own practices and from family, school, friends, etc.” (von Feilitzen, 1997, p.94-

95) She underlines the importance of social factors other than television and states that the main 

reasons for, in this case violent behavior, depend up to 95 % on other social factors than television. 
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Even though this statement is about violence, I believe that this conclusion can be adapted to the 

impact of television as a whole. Children can learn certain ways of behavior and values from television, 

but this impact is usually controlled by their environment and experiences: “the risk for undesired 

impact of the media is much smaller for children with safe childhood and good relations with their 

parents, school, and friends” (ibid, p.106). The identity children acquire is a combination of many 

things as they are influenced by several instances that can strengthen, question, or control the impact of 

the others.  

3.3. Audience 

In this study I will consider the audience as “children,” but how does one define a child? According to 

Merriam-Webster online dictionary, a child is “an unborn or recently born person,” “a young person 

especially between infancy and youth”, “a person not yet of age” or “a son or daughter of human 

parents”. (Merriam-Webster) The United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a "child" as 

a person below the age of 18, unless the relevant laws recognize an earlier age of majority. (United 

Nations, 1989, Part 1 Article 1) To summarize: a child is a young human being, of either sex, under the 

age of 18 (or other age of majority). For example, broadcasters in the UK consider children as people 

aged 4-15, which includes a huge range of developmental differences: a four-year-old has very little in 

common with a fifteen-year-old. (Messenger-Davies, 2001, p.97-99) The easiest way to define a child is 

according to the biological age despite the differences within and between age groups. (Hansson, 

Karlsson och Nordström, 1999, p.109)  

The way in which an audience receives and perceives the messages is grounded in their previous 

knowledge, gender, culture, age, and social status, meaning that a program is most likely interpreted 

differently by different groups. (Selby and Cowdery, 1995, p.5) The specific standpoint from which 

children interpret media texts has been defined by Hansson, Karlsson and Nordström: “They [the 

children] have common needs and their own perspective to the reality which originates from them 

being new to the world and curious about it. They have their own culture.” (1999, p.111)  

Children are not completely adapted to the “adult culture” prevailing in the society and are less bound 

by its restrictions. Therefore the interpretations of adults and children can differ remarkably: for 

example, a research about violence in children’s programs revealed that children did not interpret the 

depicted violence in the same way as the adults did. Woody Woodpecker, the program considered most 

violent by the researchers, was the least scary according to the children, as the violence was not “real” 

but just “playing” or “pretending”. According to Rönnberg, children understand that the characters 

using violence on TV (e.g. cowboy shooting someone) are just pretending to do so, just like children 
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pretend while playing together. (1997, p. 28) However, these fictional depictions can provide a distorted 

picture of reality: children might believe that the human body is stronger than it really is and cannot 

predict the damage their physical actions might cause. (von Feilitzen, 1997, p.96) For example, 

characters can fall from the roof or get electrocuted without any injuries, when in real life they would 

end up dead or in the hospital. Even if children, to a certain degree, understand the “not-real” qualities 

of television, they are not completely able to judge if all parts are as “false”.  

Animated programs often appeal to children because of their clear, even stereotypical, depictions of 

characters that make it easier for children to separate them from each other. (von Feilitzen, 2004, p.14)  

Rönnberg discusses the positive aspects of stereotypes in children’s programs as well, arguing that by 

representing simplified gender models children can relate to, the programs provide them a possibility to 

make sense of the world they live in (1997, p.130) As a result of this simplification, most children 

understand that the programs are not for real, but just pretending, by the age of five, at latest by their 

sixth year. However, understanding that the animated programs are not for real can lead to a stronger 

engagement in or identification with the program and the characters, leading to a greater level of 

acceptance of the information or messages transmitted in the program. (von Feilitzen, 2004, p.14) 

4. Methodology 

Selby and Cowdery have provided a very thorough and useful model for analyzing any television 

program in their book How to Study Television (1995). According to them, a media text should be 

analyzed in terms of construction (the technical ways of using media language), audience (the people 

reading the media text), narrative (what is told in the media text), genre (how does the media text relate 

to others?), and agency (the production of a media text) in order to cover all the different ways 

impacting mediation and interpretation of the message. However, in this chapter I only concentrate on 

the narrative aspect, as audience, genre and agency are discussed under the topics of theory and 

material. I have decided to exclude the aspect of construction, as it does not contribute to this study. 

Besides, cartoons lack many attributes, such as camera angle or film stock, that this aspect seeks to 

analyze. 

I will, to a great extent, rely on the visual attributes of the characters. I find it necessary to have a better 

understanding of how these visual signs contribute to interpretation, and therefore I include an 

introduction of the main ideas of a semiotic approach. This is not to make a thorough or detailed 
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semiotic analysis of the programs, but to enable a deeper understanding of visual analysis provided by 

semiotics.  

The problem with this methodology is that it relies on my personal interpretations and the results are 

thereby quite subjective. Whereas quantitative methodologies provide precise and unquestionable 

results, these qualitative methods are open for many different interpretations. Even though I as a 

researcher tried to be objective and unbiased by my own pre-existing values and expectations, I found 

out that I had adopted quite a feminist standpoint. That is not to say that the results are any less true or 

valid, just that it is important to understand my perspective and accept the subjectivity of the 

conclusions. 

4.1. Narrative 

Most media texts tell a story, they have a narrative, “a series of events represented” (Selby and 

Cowdery, 1995, p.6). In order to study this aspect, Selby and Cowdery distinguish between three levels 

of analysis. 

First the text should be considered at a descriptive level, here considered as the story line, by simply 

explaining what happens and describing what is actually seen in the story. After this the analysis can be 

taken to the level of explicit meanings, denotations, or the basic meanings of things seen in the story. 

Often these meanings contribute to a central theme. For example, if a person is supposed to be 

pictured as rebellious, he or she might be wearing boots and a leather jacket, have piercings or tattoos 

and so on, or if a character is supposed to be identified as a girl, she would wear a dress, color pink, or 

have long hair. These signs are easily decoded for their meanings, but these connotations only arise 

when the signs “interact with your own values and emotions.” Interpretations are therefore not fixed, 

but depend on the interpreter. It should be remembered that most media texts are thoroughly designed, 

and everything seen has been included for their connotative meanings.  

It is not only what is shown but how it is shown: a brand used by the protagonist conveys different 

connotations than a brand used by the antagonist. The third level of analysis covers the implicit 

meanings, or the hidden connotations, which in this study refers to gender roles and gender structure in 

the program. On the explicit level it could be said that a picture of the Eiffel Tower stands for Paris, 

but on the implicit level there is no single sign or image providing for direct connotations. Implicit 

meanings are more subtle than the explicit ones, and if on the descriptive level the question was “what 

is presented?” now the question would be “why is it presented as it is?” Often these values and beliefs 

related to the society are presented as natural and universal, such as masculinity, femininity, family, 
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success, and so on, which are not naturally defined but socially constructed. (Selby and Cowdery, 1995, 

p.31-34)  

The relation between explicit and implicit meanings can be understood as the relating of values or 

themes of the text to the dominant ones present in society, such as the ideas of the roles of men or 

women and how these fit into the accepted values. It should then be questioned why these things are 

presented in this way, and how this relates to the dominant social values – are the producers seeking to 

confirm or question the hegemony?  

4.2. Semiotics 

Semiotics, “the study of signs”, assumes that different images consist of visual signs which in turn 

mediate a meaning. These meanings can either be clearly definable, explicit, or more candid, implicit, 

that require a more conscious analysis to grasp their hidden meanings. (Hansson, Karlsson and 

Nordström, 1999, p.10; Rose, 2007, p.74)  

Even though I will not conduct a thorough semiotic analysis, I will use these ideas in analyzing visual 

aspects of the programs to understand the culturally defined meanings. This can be considered as the 

division between denotative and connotative, or as in narrative, explicit and implicit meanings: 

denotative signs are images depicting something, and are therefore usually rather easy to interpret. For 

example, the denotative interpretation of a picture might be “a baby wearing a pink dress”. Connotative 

signs then take a one step further and study the hidden or higher-level meanings of these images. 

(Hansson, Karlsson and Nordström, 1999, p.16; Rose, 2007, p.87) For example, as the baby is wearing 

pink, it is assumed to be a girl even though this meaning is not natural but a result of cultural 

agreements. Also, babies are often associated with the future, or can represent the family, caring, or 

many other things depending on the context.  

Another important concept within semiotics is defining meanings according the dichotomies of 

“sameness/difference and closeness/distance”. In other words, a girl can be defined as “girl” because she is not 

“boy”, and “child” as she is not “adult”; however, “girl” can be considered to be relatively closer to 

“adult” than “boy,” as she is bound to become an adult but there is no natural way for her to become a 

boy. (Kroløkke and Scott Sørensen, 2006, p.28) In this case “boy” and “girl” stand for the biological 

sex, confirming the heteronormative dichotomy by considering girls and boys as natural opposites. It is 

also in agreement with Lemish’s idea of gendering the non-gendered characters: if a character does not 

manifest feminine attributes, it is considered to be male. (2007; 2010)By interpreting a character as 

lacking feminine attributes, it is excluded from being a female and categorized as a male.  
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5. Analysis 

Each of these 8 programs was watched several times, but as Selby and Cowdery stated, there are three 

main levels that needed to be considered. Therefore the programs were viewed at least three times, 

supported by re-viewing certain key scenes. During the first viewing I concentrated on the descriptive 

level: the purpose was to gain an overview of characters and story line. The second viewing was about 

explicit meanings, for example concentrating on the character representation. After these relatively 

basic levels the third viewing was about the implicit or hidden meanings, for example how the roles and 

activities fit into the values of the society as a whole.  

5.1. Rob the Robot: Imagination day [Roboten Rob: 

Fantasidagen]   

In this story the robot children are celebrating imagination day during which they get to adopt different 

roles. They choose their favorite characters, and decide to make a play together. With the help of 

Mission Control [Rymdkontrollen] they decide to go to the Imagination Planet [Teaterplaneten] and 

make the play there. They set out to create the play, but as everybody is preoccupied with their own 

roles, they end up fighting. After ToolKit reminds them that they came there to make a play together, 

the robots realize that they should always think about their friends too, and not just about themselves. 

They succeed in making the play together, return home and report to Mission Control what they had 

done and learned. 

5.1.1. Gender roles 

It is clear that Rob, a silver-colored boy robot, is the leader of the group; whatever he does, the others 

follow. Rob is also the communicative link between the group and Mission Control, a robotic arm 

coming from the ceiling who speaks in a quite masculine voice. I interpret Mission control as a kind of  

father figure, who helps the children to get on with their mission, and to whom the children then report 

about their activities. Rob is the only one talking to Mission Control, and the only one recognized by 

him, which reinforces the idea of technology as a masculine realm. Rob’s dominance over the other 

characters is established already in the opening scene, where we see ToolKit, a red girl robot with 

visibly depicted eyelashes, looking out of a rocket window and laughing. She is then pushed away by 

Rob who then greets the audience. Rob talks to the group as if he knows things better than the others, 

and during their short song-and-dance-scene about choosing a planet, he is in the front while the others 

mostly remain in the background. He also talks for the whole group, states that Imagination Planet is 
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the perfect place for making a play, and then functions as a captain calling for everyone to take their 

places etc. when the countdown for take-off begins.  

There are a few deviations from the stereotypical gender roles. The female characters preferred non-

traditional feminine roles for imagination day, but manifested certain tendencies towards the traditional 

ideal. For example, ToolKit wants to be a pirate princess, and jungle researcher Ema wants to protect 

the jungle and save animals, confirming the traditionally feminine tendency for caretaking. 

 Orbit, a yellow boy robot, claims that he is a rock star and everyone should admire him: “just ask Ema, 

she is my biggest fan! She comes to see all my shows and travels with me around the Universe!” 

However, Ema then tells Orbit to forget about it: she is a jungle researcher and does not have time for 

him. Ema changes the storyline of the play, stating that  “poor rock star Orbit is lost in the jungle! The 

only way for him to get to his concert is if jungle researcher Ema saves him!” In this way, the roles have 

been reversed: the “men act and save women while women admire the men”-composition (Rönnberg, 

1995; van Zoonen, 1994), has been questioned. Nevertheless, after that Rob also wants to rescue Orbit, 

who makes it clear that he does not want to be rescued. This confirms the traditional gender roles 

according to which a male should cope on his own, without help.  

5.1.2. Summary 

Rob the Robot depicts quite traditional gender roles but deviates from these occasionally. For example, 

ToolKit is not quite traditionally feminine: already during the theme song she is depicted repairing a 

spaceship with a wrench, something traditionally considered a masculine activity. 

It is positive that Rob the Robot depicts quite equal amount of characters of both sexes. Besides, female 

characters were given traditionally non-feminine roles in the imagination day play: a pirate and an 

explorer are rather masculine occupations, requiring independent thinking and activities outside the 

private sphere that is usually assigned for females. Even though ToolKit decided to shift her role a bit 

and become a pirate princess, I believe it is rather a liberating than a diminishing depiction. As 

Rönnberg (1997, p.125) noted, most children combine different characters to create the “perfect” role 

model that has all the characteristics the child appreciates or admires. In this case a pirate princess can 

be considered such a role model: there is no reason why girls should decide to be either or when they 

could be both. A princess may connote pretty and friendly, which can be complemented by the 

attributes of a pirate, such as toughness, independence and fearlessness.  

The main value system in this episode is patriarchal. As the central character, Rob takes most space in 

the story, leading and representing the others. Also, Mission Control is masculine, and as a “father 
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figure” situated over the children in the hierarchy. Therefore, the power is given to a masculine 

character that ignores all the female characters in the series, only discussing with Rob.  Even though the 

episode provides certain non-traditional gender roles, this is done without questioning the prevailing 

hegemonic order. 

5.2. The Surprise [Överraskningen] 

The main idea of the show is quite simple: the chef Niklas Ekstedt travels around Sweden, meets 

children, and helps them to surprise their parents by cooking for them. In this episode he travels up to 

Kiruna in order to help Saga to surprise her father. While in Kiruna, Niklas also gets to hear about her 

father, try dog sledding and see the Northern views.  

The Surprise is a unique program in this block in a few ways. It is the only program produced in Sweden 

and the only one that is not animated. This leads to a greater level of realism in the depiction: for 

example, Saga’s parents are divorced and have shared custody – something that is usually not included 

in fictional children’s programs. I find it positive that this depiction is available for children: multiplicity 

of different families is a fact outside the television, but most children’s programs do not represent that. 

5.2.1. Gender roles 

The main characters are Niklas, the chef, and Saga, an about 6-year-old girl. Saga’s father is also 

introduced, although very shortly. As they all are human characters their genders are quite easily 

recognized. They do not possess any highly gendered visual characteristics: for example, both Saga and 

Niklas have quite long hair, and their clothing is quite gender-neutral. 

Cooking is often reckoned as a feminine activity, usually connected with the private sphere and the 

family. In this episode, it is moved to a more public sphere permitting Niklas to take control over the 

activities in the episode. Also, Saga is the expert on dog-sledding, an activity that Niklas seems to be a 

bit concerned about: in this sense the masculine fearlessness is being transferred to a female character. 

Saga also wins the race, which she confidently tells she knew she would. Competitiveness is usually 

considered a masculine trait, so Saga portrays a less traditional way of being a girl.  

However, the masculine characteristics valued are very traditional. When discussing about Saga’s father, 

the traditionally masculine cues are emphasized: he hunts, eats chilies whole (“like apples!”), and is – as 

Niklas says – “stålpappan” [“superdad”]. It is apparent that being tough, for example hunting bears, is 

to be valued whereas less masculine traits, such as being a caring and loving father, are not mentioned.  
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5.2.2. Summary 

The episode did question some traditional gender roles, but also conformed to the ideas of what a 

“manly man” should be like. What also caught my attention was Saga’s explanation why she wanted to 

surprise her father: “Because he is a good dad, but he hasn’t been too happy lately.” My first thought 

was that it should not be up to a child to cheer their parents up, at the same time as it is a positive thing 

to consider the multiplicity of families is included: there are parents that are a bit down in real life, and 

excluding them from television distorts and limits the idea of a “normal” family. 

5.3. Shaun the Sheep: Circus [Fåret Shaun: Cirkus] 

A circus arrives near the farm. A baby sheep, Timmy, sees it from a barn window in the middle of a 

night, and decides to go visit it while other sheep are asleep. He is stopped by the sheepdog Blitzer, and 

sent back to the barn. Timmy does not give up, and manages to sneak out without being noticed. In the 

morning his mother wakes up and notices that Timmy is missing. Her cries wake up the other sheep 

and Blitzer organizes a search party that follows the traces to the circus, where Timmy is balancing on a 

rope close to the ceiling. Shaun then sets off to rescue, quite fruitlessly: he is rather endangering Timmy 

than rescuing him. When Timmy is finally rescued, the farmer is already calling out to Blitzer, who 

needs to come up with a plan how to get the sheep back to the farm without the farmer noticing. They 

decide to use the circus’ cannons to shoot the sheep back to their field while the farmer is looking the 

other way. 

5.3.1. Gender roles 

The majority of characters consist of sheep with no identifiable gender, and who do not have 

remarkable roles in the story, either. There is no reason to identify them, and even less to define their 

gender, as they function as a flock and not as individuals. This also means that most of the characters 

are quite gender-neutral. 

The only ones I was able to identify as male or female were the male farmer as he is a human being and 

thereby quite easy to define gender-wise. Despite being a secondary character and seeming rather 

clueless, as the owner he is still basically in charge of the farm. When he is not around, the 

responsibility is shifted to his sheepdog Blitzer, who is not specifically defined as a male but acted as a 

leader while organizing the search party, communicated with low grunts, and lacked feminine attributes.  

Shaun I identified as a male mostly because of his name. He is a very central character, presented as the 

leader or the flock, and the only sheep identifiable without the addition of special accessories or other 
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visual cues. Shaun also takes the most active role in the rescue operation, and in this sense acts as the 

hero. 

The mother-sheep was mostly identifiable as a female because the curlers she is wearing on her head. 

Otherwise there are no attributes that would separate her from the rest of the flock.  

Timmy is a bit more complicated character and cannot be visually identified as neither male nor female. 

He carries a teddy-bear and has a yellow pacifier, neither of which carry strongly gendered 

connotations. However, a non-gendered character is usually considered male, unless feminine 

nominators, such as the curlers on the mother-sheep’s head, are added. (Lemish, 2010, p.2) Timmy acts 

in a way that is usually considered more suitable for boys: going on an adventure in the middle of the 

night and trying dangerous stunts in the circus.  

5.3.2. Summary 

It was interesting to notice how a series that seems quite gender-neutral in its character representation 

has such conventional gender roles. The farm is owned by a male, controlled by a male, and the most 

active protagonist is a male: a patriarchal power structure on the farm is quite obvious.  

This is further strengthened by the fact that only of the characters is clearly identifiable as female: the 

mother. She becomes hysterical when she realizes that Baby is gone, a characteristic often considered 

feminine, as women are supposed to be emotional and  hysterical, men to stay calm and rescue the 

women. This episode does not question that model. While the mother panics, Blitzer organizes a search 

party, and it is Shaun who tries to rescue Baby. The only role given to the female in this episode is 

restricted to being a passive mother even though being a mother does not, by nature, exclude other 

roles such as being a leader or a hero.  

Although it was not identifiable in the episode, there is another female character. As the introduction 

revealed, the biggest sheep was “enormous Shirley, a sheep who eats everything!” This further raises 

the question about the roles given to females: out of all the characters in the episode, there were two 

females, one of which loses her baby and panics, and the other one is a problem eater. As a whole, this 

episode, despite the assumed gender neutrality of most characters, does assign the most important roles 

for males, leaving the females with the ridiculed depictions.  
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5.4. Jungle Book: Mowgli's Number One Fan  

[Djungelboken: Mowglis största fan]  

Mowgli is building a surprise for the turtles Oo and Boo. He tells the couple to stay put by the river and 

wait until he comes back to get them. When he has left, the turtles decide to start following him. While 

building, Mowgli hears noises from the bushes, and discovers a little monkey, Moky, who tells Mowgli 

that he is his biggest fan. Mowgli lets the little monkey stay and help, after being assured that Moky’s 

parents are okay with this. However, his parents are then shown waking up and getting worried about 

Moky.  

 

Moky is trying to be helpful, but ends up breaking Mowgli's building. Mowgli sends him to find his 

parents, and Moky leaves. He walks around whistling Mowgli's tune, which wakes the interest of Shere 

Khan, the tiger. Shere Khan catches Moky and uses him to lure Mowgli to him. Mowgli arrives, and a 

chase between Mowgli and Shere Khan takes place. Despite his efforts, Mowgli cannot get away from 

the tiger. In the end, Moky’s parents save the children by throwing fruit at Shere Khan, forcing him to 

back off. Moky then realizes how brave and clever his parents are, reducing his devotion to Mowgli. 

The turtles have arrived, too, and finally get to see Mowgli's surprise. 

5.4.1. Gender roles 

The majority of characters are male. Mowgli is the absolute main character of the series and Moky has 

the second most important role in this episode. Also Shere Khan, the most feared animal in the jungle 

and who thereby possesses great amounts of power in the society, is male. The only women appear 

solely in combination with their spouses: the mother of Moky with his father, and the turtles Oo and 

Boo (I did not learn which one was which; they were a stable unit). It is thereby obvious that the most 

important roles are assigned to male characters, whereas female characters only possess minor, 

unimportant roles. Males are thereby presented as the majority, the norm, and in control of most of the 

activities. 

 

The female turtle acts as a negative catalyst, getting the male turtle to ignore Mowgli’s command to stay 

put. According to van Zoonen, this is not too rare: women often symbolize less noble ideas and are 

depicted as archetypes for vice and virtue. (1994, p. 74)  

5.4.2. Summary 
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Jungle Book was one of the most traditionally adventure-oriented programs in this block: the story line is 

based on the hero facing the antagonist and surviving the challenge. Overall, this episode can be 

criticized for the lack of central female characters, and female characters as a whole. This is a story of 

males, who have interesting adventures and do fun things. Females are always bound to some of the 

masculine characters: independent females do not exist in this episode. 

5.5. Lazy Lucy: It’s raining apples! [Lata Lucy: Äppelregnet]  

Lucy and her friends are playing in the garden when her mother tells the children that she will bake a 

pie if they pick some apples for it. Lucy rushes to get the ladder, but as they are stuck in the shed, she 

decides to invent an alternative way to get the apples from the tree. After a few failed attempts, the 

children finally get to the apples when a balloon meant for a completely different application explodes, 

shaking the tree and creating an “apple rain”. 

5.5.1. Gender roles 

This is one of the few programs in this block that actually has a female main character. Even though 

Lucy’s major attribute is being lazy, which is not even recognizable in the story, it should be noted that 

she is still cleverly inventing things to enable this. In this sense she is taking over the more masculine 

domain of technology and inventing things.  

The only parent represented in this episode is Lucy’s mother. As this episode is situated in the home 

environment, it could be guessed that the father is supposed to be working or otherwise separated from 

the home sphere. Naturally it can also be argued that she is a single mother, but this episode does not 

offer more information on this topic. I find it more important how her mother fulfills the traditional 

stereotype: she is happily at home, wearing an apron and baking pies.   

5.5.2. Summary 

It can be argued that the children are more likely to identify themselves with Lucy rather than the 

mother according to the closeness-distance-aspect discussed in chapter 4.2. In this case the program 

provides quite a positive role model, as Lucy is quite independent, clever, and inventive. 

However, this episode also strengthens the stereotype of a traditional mother: as there is only one 

mother in this episode she stands for all the mothers, (Lemish, 2010, p.133) and thereby all the mothers 

are supposed to be staying home baking pies. It is such a subtle representation that most people will 
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not even question: why it is the mother and not the father baking? This both reflects and confirms the 

prevailing, pre-existing understanding of the gender roles. 

5.6. Charlie and Lola: But I am an alligator  

[Charlie och Lola: Men jag är en alligator]  

Lola has gotten an alligator-suit from her grandparents and swears that she will never take it off as she 

loves alligators and finds them awfully fascinating. Charlie is not quite convinced and tries to change 

her mind. Lola is supposed to hold a presentation in school about the things she likes, and she decides 

to tell about herself as an alligator. Charlie is worried that the other children might laugh at Lola and 

tries to stop her. Lola is sure that the other children will love her suit and instead be jealous. In the end 

Lola holds her presentation about how she likes to dress up as different characters, from alligator to 

doctor and caterpillar to butterfly, making the other children highly impressed. 

5.6.1. Gender roles 

Females are often considered less rational and to a higher degree controlled by their urges and 

emotions than men, who rather plan, reason, and control their environment based on rational 

decisions. Women need men to “save” them and to help them navigate in the public sphere. In this 

episode Lola gets to exhibit her love for dressing up, which tends to be considered as a feminine 

interest as “being looked at” is often the role women get while men tend to acquire more active roles. 

(Hust and Brown, 2008, p.104-105; van Zoonen, 1994, p. 87) While Lola is driven by her feelings and 

ideas and clueless about the possible consequences, Charlie is rational and considers the bigger picture.  

Charlie has adopted a role where he needs to steer Lola to a “right” direction, towards the accepted 

behavior and norms of the society, and “save” her from trouble, such as being ridiculed, that follows 

from breaking these norms. As a whole, the gender role structure in this episode is quite traditionally 

patriarchal portraying quite stereotypical gender roles. 

Not only do the main characters Charlie and Lola depict the traditional gender roles, also their parents 

confirm that order. Even though they are not even seen in this episode, they are given clearly traditional 

roles: we are told that their mother takes Charlie and Lola grocery shopping, whereas their father takes 

them to the park to play. The mother is thereby confined to the private sphere, home, and taking care 

of the family, whereas the father guides the children to the public sphere, the park, and social activities. 

5.6.2. Summary 
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Even though the episode does portray quite traditional gender roles, we also get to see that Lola was 

right and that her “irrational” thinking was not irrelevant, after all. The other children loved her 

presentation and, unlike Charlie had expected, she was not bullied or laughed at. This not only shows 

that there is no reason why the masculine rationality should be more relevant than the feminine 

thinking, but also that girls should be confident about themselves and what they want to do and not 

listen to others telling how they should be. 

5.7.  Little Princess: I want my snail  

[Lilla Prinsessan: Jag vill ha min snigel]  

In this episode the princess finds a snail, which she calls her best friend and names Speedy [Rasker]. 

She then goes around the palace, telling everyone about the snail. While the princess is drawing, Speedy 

escapes, and she finds the snail by following his trail of slime. She finds another inhabitant of the castle, 

an older man, planning to lift Speedy outside, and stops him. While explaining about her snail, she 

accidentally steps on Speedy. She is devastated and runs to her room, crying. The grandfatherly man 

picks up the remains of Speedy in a matchbox, follows the princess to her room and comforts her. He 

tells her that when people lose a friend, they hold a funeral for them. They decide to have a funeral for 

Speedy and invite the whole castle to join. The princess doesn't feel much better, until she finds several 

little snails on Speedy’s grave. 

5.7.1. Gender roles 

There is not exactly a narrator, rather a "voice of god" talking with the princess. The voice is masculine 

and friendly, and the princess discusses with him like he was actually present in the picture. 

The power in the society is held by the king and the queen, although in this episode they play minor 

roles, appearing rather passive. There are not too many female characters in this episode. Besides the 

princess and the queen, the only female is the maid, a traditionally suitable occupation for a woman. All 

the male characters in the series seem to possess a higher social status, at least in this episode: while 

women are wives or maids, men are kings, prime ministers, or chefs. 

 

The princess possesses some power within her environment, mostly because of her high status. On 

SVTplay’s introduction we are told that she gets very angry if things do not go according to her wishes. 

(SVTplay a) She is somewhat spoiled, and just as stubborn as young children sometimes are. Even 

though the princess does not possess a clearly feminine look, she does have certain characteristics that 

can be defined as feminine: taking care of others is considered a quite feminine activity. However, it can 
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be claimed that girls are usually not expected to like small creepy-crawlies, such as snails, thereby 

nuancing the representation. 

5.7.2. Summary 

The gender roles in this episode were highly traditional, and even though the male characters are quite 

humorous (such as a general who runs around with a hobbyhorse) they are still not only the majority 

but also the elite in power. Nevertheless, despite the power possessed by men and adults, everyone still 

joins Speedy's funeral, which can be interpreted in several ways. First, women are emotional and 

everyone has to adapt to their feelings. Second, women have to be saved: "damsel in distress" must be 

comforted. The prime minister comes up with the idea of the funeral and invites people to come in 

order to comfort the princess. Thirdly, the princess possesses such power and impact on even the older 

men of power, that they all follow her to a snail’s funeral in the rain to make her feel better.  Also, these 

interpretations do not necessarily exclude each other, but can be combined to a certain level.   

5.8. Bob the Builder: A dinosaur for Scratch  

[Byggare Bob: En dinosaurie för Skrap] 

Bob and his crew are building a dinosaur theme park. The story concentrates on Scratch [Skrap], a 

small bulldozer who feels excluded as everyone else has both found dinosaur fossils and seem to be 

working on a secret mission. He is desperate to find a dinosaur fossil on his own in order to be a part 

of the group. The others do not feel that Scratch needs to worry about that, rather that he should 

concentrate on the work at hand. In the end Scratch realizes that the best way to belong to a group is to 

work with them, instead of finding status symbols to prove it. In the end it is revealed that the secret 

mission everyone else has been working on was building a statue in Scratch’s honor. 

5.8.1. Gender roles 

The main character in this episode is Scratch, a small digger, who is quite insecure and needs 

confirmation from others. He is blue, but the only reason I was able to identify him as a masculine is 

because he was referred to as “han” [he]. In a way, Scratch questions the masculine stereotype: he is 

neither completely rational but goes around digging holes to find a dinosaur fossil, nor confident in a 

way that is usually connected to masculinity but rather insecure, looking for confirmation from others. 

Bob is the leader of the team. Even though he undoubtedly is the central character in the series, after all 

the whole series is named after him, Bob does not have such a major role in this episode. He very much 
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conforms to the traditional model of masculinity: he works with heavy machinery, and most of all, is in 

charge of the operations.  

Wendy [Vilma] is Bob’s business partner, although in this episode their relationship was not completely 

obvious. She is the only character that can easily be identified as female in this episode. She possesses 

certain feminine attributes, such as long hair and earrings, but dresses in quite non-feminine clothes, 

which is understandable as she works at a construction site. She seems to share some of Bob’s 

responsibilities at the construction site, but Bob is definitely the leader of the group. Wendy does, 

however, question the traditional idea of professions suitable for women as she works in an 

environment often considered quite masculine. 

Most of the machines are quite non-gendered in the sense that they do not possess attributes that 

would confirm their gender. They are of all colors, but these are not necessarily connected to their 

perceived genders. As the other machines besides Scratch are secondary characters, I judge it 

unnecessary to try and analyze them further. 

5.8.2. Summary 

Even though some traditional gender roles are questioned in this episode, some are also confirmed. For 

example, Bob is the definite leader of the group, despite the fact that Wendy is his business partner. 

Wendy has more of a background role, as she does participate in the construction but is never quite as 

important as Bob. This is confirmed already in the theme song that talks about how “Bob and his 

crew” [Bob och hans gäng] can build and fix things – Wendy is included in the group rather than given 

a role as a leader. This concept of “Bob’s crew” is repeated in the actual episode, where for example 

Scratch longs to be recognized as a part of this group. 

Despite that the machines are quite non-gendered by their looks, a visit to the character introduction 

on the Bob the Builder-web site (HIT Entertainment Limited) reveals that of the ten main characters only 

two are females. Besides Wendy, the only female character is Dizzy, a cement mixer, who is quick, 

talkative, and “a big giggler”. Also, the only female machine is one of the smallest ones with the least 

power. She is presented in this episode, but has a secondary role like most of the machines.  

As a whole, it seems that there has been an interest to make this series quite gender-equal. A female 

builder has been included, and the missions the group accomplishes vary, covering the area from very 

traditionally masculine to more feminine interests. Machines are made quite non-gendered, for example 

Dizzy does not possess any clearly feminine attributes.  
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6. Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the representations in children’s programs in terms of gender 

equality. My findings confirmed the assumption that the television is a highly heteronormative media 

that to a certain extent confirms the traditional gender roles.  

Even though it was not included in the research questions, I was surprised by the lack of colored 

characters. As discussed in “beauty myth,” the over-representation of white people gives a distorted 

picture of the society. It also gives unreachable ideals: not everyone is born white, yet the television 

shows generally lack positive colored role models, studies from 1997 concluded that certain groups, 

such as women, children, and ethnic minorities, are remarkably underrepresented on television. (von 

Feilitzen, 1997, p.98) 

Charlie and Lola is the only program including a character with darker complexion. Lotta, Lola’s best 

friend, has black hair and dark skin, which is not in any way underlined in this episode – it is depicted 

as completely natural and normal, just like it should be. Little Princess has a gardener with a more tanned 

complexion, and the same goes for Mowgli in Jungle Book. However, these characters seem rather 

tanned than colored. I think it is interesting that most series do not include a single colored person, 

even though this would be quite a realistic addition.  

It can be speculated that the unwillingness to add a character of color is related to the earlier discussed 

concept introduced by Lemish: if there is only one character that possesses certain attributes, they are 

bound to be considered as representing the whole group with these attributes. (Lemish, 2010, p.133) If 

only one character with certain nominators is added, their role needs to be considered very thoroughly 

in order to hinder negative stereotypes or associations.  

Definite conclusions cannot be drawn from these findings about ethnicity, as it cannot be analyzed in 

majority of these programs. As discussed earlier, animated programs often use non-human characters 

to make them less culture-specific. (von Feilitzen, 2004, p. 31) It is easy to analyze the skin color of a 

human being, but in a series with non-human characters such as Shaun the Sheep or Rob the Robot a 

discussion about ethnicity is rather unattainable.  

6.1. Gender roles 

The power structure in most of the programs is definitely patriarchal. Masculine characters are the 

majority in these episodes, even more so when considering the main characters. It has been interesting 
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to notice how easily these lead roles are given to masculine characters, and how often the boys live up 

to the stereotypical ideals. They tend to be the leaders, like in Bob the Builder, Jungle book, Shaun the Sheep, 

and The Surprise, and rational like Charlie in Charlie and Lola or the older gentleman in Little Princess, a 

program that also depicts several high-class male characters such as an admiral, prime minister, general 

and so on.  

Hardly any masculine characters deviated from the stereotype: they tend to be portrayed as active and 

rational leaders. The only exceptions I found were the older man in Little Princess who took a more 

emotional approach than is usually the norm, and Scratch in Bob the Builder who was portrayed as 

insecure and confirmation-seeking as opposed to the “tough guise” discussed earlier in chapter 3.1.1. 

The confusing variety of role models and attributes discussed by Lemish is quite exaggerated as most of 

the representations are clearly traditional. (2007, p.12) 

The roles given to girls are more likely to deviate from the traditional stereotypes. They might want to 

be pirates or explorers like in Rob the Robot, work on a construction site like in Bob the Builder, or prove 

that the male character was wrong and win over the public like in Charlie and Lola. However, it was 

interesting to notice that when a girl had the main role in an episode, the positive traits were often 

described as negative. For example, Lucy was very inventive, taking over the technical realm, but called 

Lazy Lucy. According to the introduction on SVT, she is so lazy that she goes to amazing lengths in 

order to avoid doing anything, which I do not consider lazy but innovative.  

Little Princess depicts a little girl who is headstrong and knows what she wants. This, however, is 

considered as something negative, she is instead represented as stubborn and spoiled. It can be argued 

that these characteristics are considered negative, because females are traditionally stereotyped as 

adaptable, acquiescent, and a female character deviating from these norms is defective, challenging the 

patriarchal hegemony. 

I have considered the depictions that do not confirm the traditional values as positive: not because I 

think that girls should be striving to be more like boys, or vice versa, in their interests and behavior, but 

because they are breaking the expectations and widening their possibilities.  

Why is it then more acceptable for girls to adopt masculine roles than it is for boys to be depicted as 

more feminine? In the capitalist economy the human values often considered feminine, such as 

“sensitivity, care, connectedness and respect for nature” have been discarded as unnecessary. (Judith 

Williamson, 1968; in van Zoonen, 1994, p. 84) As the living conditions have changed dramatically 

during the past centuries, maybe emotional intelligence or other “feminine” attributes would be of 
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more value than it used to be. On the other hand, as women have become a part of the public sphere, 

they have adopted certain masculine attributes, making them less “masculine”. 

It is less common for boys to adopt feminine roles than vice versa. Nevertheless, for example cooking 

has traditionally been considered a feminine activity carried out in the private sphere, but in these 

programs this activity moved to a more public sphere, becoming a more masculine activity. For 

example The surprise and Little Princess depict masculine chefs – however, it should be noted that these 

were professional characters as opposed to the mother in Lazy Lucy who bakes at home for the family. 

6.2. Parents 

Parents are included in most of the programs, in one way or another – even when there are no 

“natural” parents: in Rob the Robot the parenting role is assigned to mission control that guides and 

monitors the robot children. The family centered viewpoint considers children without adults as 

problems, incapable of positive development. (Stafseng, in Hansson, Karlsson and Nordström, 1999, 

p.112) The parents need to be included in media texts in order to confirm the family’s importance.  

However, not all the parents are the same. Whereas in Jungle Book (where the main character, Mowgli, is 

an orphan) the monkey parents save the children from Shere Khan, in Shaun the Sheep the mother is 

only portrayed as panicking. In Charlie and Lola the parents are only mentioned shortly, and in Little 

Princess the king and the queen are quite ignorant. Parents are mostly portrayed as secondary characters 

and do not play significant roles in these episodes. They might catalyze for the storyline, like in Lazy 

Lucy where the mother tells the children to pick apples, or resolve the issues, like in Jungle Book, but they 

are not included in the active storyline. 

From a gender point of view, the parent issue is quite interesting. Mothers are portrayed with 

stereotypically feminine features, such as the mother sheep in Shaun the Sheep who is only recognizable 

as a female because of the curlers on her head. It should also be noted that she is a single mother, if a 

sheep living in a flock can be described as such. In Charlie and Lola the parents are never seen, but the 

gender dichotomy between them is clearly recognizable: whereas the mother took the children grocery 

shopping, the father took them to a park to meet friends and play. The ignorant parents in Little Princess 

do not possess major roles in the episode, yet their activities are gendered: the queen sits knitting, while 

the king is reading a newspaper, thereby conforming to the idea of masculine public sphere and 

feminine private sphere.  Likewise, Lazy Lucy only portrays the mother, who conforms to the traditional 

stereotype of the caretaking stay-at-home mother. She hardly leaves the house but asks the children to 

gather apples so that she could bake a pie. When the children gather more apples than required, she 
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tells that the only solution is to bake more pies, indicating that she will be spending the rest of the day 

in the kitchen.  

According to these episodes, mothers are bound to lose their children and panic. This reoccurring 

theme of waking up, noticing that the child is missing and panicking, is included in Jungle Book where 

the monkey mother panics and yells at the father who reacts quite calmly, and in Shaun the Sheep where 

the mother sheep panics and then leaves the rescuing to the male characters.  

6.3. Conclusion 

Gender equality is an important part of the Nordic identity and as a result these societies have strived 

for securing equal opportunities for women and men. Certain challenges still remain: both the labor 

market and education sector are divided according to gender, and male dominance remains in 

management positions. (Nordiska Ministerrådet) As my findings show, these problems exist also on 

children’ television: female roles are secondary and relatively passive, whereas male dominate the active 

leader roles.  

Even though certain traditional gender roles are questioned in the programs, for example girls are given 

more active roles in the public sphere, some are confirmed, such as the idea of traditional mothers. It is 

interesting to notice that boys deviate from the traditional ideals less than girls do, which might be 

explainable by the society’s appreciation of masculine attributes over feminine ones. (Björkman and 

Sandberg, 2013) 

In that sense, girls are given more opportunities to change the traditional roles than boys. However, a 

female should not have to adopt masculine attributes in order to be successful. True gender equality 

means that people of different genders are able to do and be whatever they want gender-wise without 

needing to question its appropriateness. 

To conclude, television per se is not either good or bad. Not only is its influence contested by the social 

environment, but the programs also always reflect the historically and economically defined cultural 

order in the society. The problem is that not all aspects get sufficient representation on television, as 

the programs mostly concentrate on depictions of the majorities or most powerful groups. In order to 

make television more equal, in terms of gender, ethnicity, class, or any other social order, the society 

itself has to offer a more equal reality that can then be mirrored on television. 
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Appendix 1: Program schedule – Bolibompa 
April 19th 2013 

 

07:00 Bolibompa 07:00-09:00  

07:01 Roboten Rob Rob the Robot 

07:15 Överraskningen The Surprise 

07:30 Fåret Shaun Shaun the Sheep 

07:40 Djungelboken Jungle Book 

07:55 Lata Lucy Lazy Lucy 

08:00 Charlie och Lola Charlie and Lola 

08:10 Lilla Prinsessan Little Princess 

08:25 Byggare Bob Bob the Builder 

08:35 Nicke Nyfiken Curious George 

 

(SVT f, 2013) 
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Appendix 2: Program introductions 

Rob the Robot 

“In Rob the Robot we follow Rob, Emma, Toolkit [VerktygsLådan, VL] and Orbit [Omlopp], four 

curious little robots who go out for new missions every day. In order to do that, they have to choose 

the right planet, whether it is to learn magic, play hide-and-seek, or to find a new friend.” (SVT e) 

The Surprise 

“Now it’s time for Niklas Ekstedt to go out in twelve new episodes and help children all over Sweden 

to surprise someone they like with a delicious dinner and other goodies.” 

Shaun the Sheep 

“Shaun is a sheep who doesn't follow the flock, in fact he leads them into all sorts of scrapes and 

scraps, turning peace in the valley into mayhem in the meadow. Every day brings a new adventure for 

Shaun and his hilarious pals, including the Naughty Pigs, Timmy the baby lamb and the enormous 

Shirley, a sheep who eats everything!” (ABC3 c) 

Jungle Book 

“Based on the classic adventure story by Rudyard Kipling, The Jungle Book tells the stories of the 

'man-cub' Mowgli, raised in the tropical jungle of Seeonee, Central India, by a pack of wolves. The 

series explores how Mowgli lives and survives in the jungle, where his only companions are animals - 

Baloo the wise bear, his best friend Bagheera the black panther, and (sometimes!) the mighty Kaa the 

rock python.” (ABC3 a) 

Lazy Lucy 

“Lazy Lucy follows eight-year-old Lucy, who has to do all the things any normal child her age does: tidy 

her room, help in the kitchen and the garden, learn to play music... so many challenges for the little girl 

who applies her own view on life: why tire yourself out doing something when you can find a lazier way 

to do it?” (ABC3 b) 

Charlie and Lola 

“Charlie and Lola is a fun filled and imaginative animated series for young children. It focuses on the 

relationship between brother and sister, Charlie and Lola, and tells the story of how they handle the 

little issues that they, as young children, encounter every day.” (Charlie and Lola) 
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Little Princess 

“The Little Princess is just like any other four-year-old - she's shy, exuberant and boisterous in turns. 

The series is based on the original books by Tony Ross, and is narrated by Julian Clary with Jane 

Horrocks providing the voice of the Little Princess.” (ABC4Kids) 

Bob the Builder 

“A global super star in his own right, Bob the Builder has been a television icon for 11 years. With a 

core programme philosophy of teamwork, cooperation, problem-solving, trying your best, 

determination, achievement and a can-do attitude mixed with the fun of building and construction, Bob 

the Builder and his team are a hit with pre-schoolers all over the world. 

Bob lives in the seaside harbour town of Fixham, along with his team of hardworking machines and a 

local population of colourful characters, all with plenty of jobs for Bob the tackle! As they get to work 

for the people of Fixham, Bob, business partner Wendy and the machine team learn from each other 

and their building jobs. There is no job too big or small for the team as they approach every job with 

their catch phrase "Can we fix it? Yes, we can!" 

Bob the Builder is fun and entertaining and appeals to boys aged 2-5years who are interested in 

machines, construction, digging, mud (of course) and hammering (banging).”  (HIT Entertainment 

Limited) 

 



40 

 

Appendix 3: Programming structure of  

Barnkanalen 

Early mornings until 7am we air programs the younger children can enjoy.  

We are aware that from 7am even the schoolchildren want to watch the programs, and for that reason the 

programming shifts to series that are suitable for the older children, too.  

Beginning at 07.45am we air, for example, Dinosaurtrain [Dinosaurietåget] (which is a good example of a 

program that can be enjoyed by a three-year-old even if they do not necessarily understand all of it).  

During the day, and up until about 3pm, we target the younger viewers, and then shift the focus to the 

schoolchildren until 5.30pm.  

After 5.30pm we air programs for the younger audience until 6.30pm, the rest of the day until 8pm the 

programming concentrates on the schoolchildren. 

We are unable to define the programs with a specific age as children are just as different as adults, also in terms 

of what they can understand. 

During holidays and school vacations we consider that even schoolchildren are watching [television] and the 

schedule then looks a bit different than on normal weekdays. 

 

The parents know best what is appropriate for their children, and I recommend that you too watch the programs 

on barnkanalen.se where most of our programs are available. It is challenging for us to control what kind of 

programs children watch and when, but we are working on organizing our programs into different genres, ages 

and categories so that both children and parents can easily choose suitable programs. 

 

Matilda Byström  

Web editor Barnkanalen 

(Byström, 2012) 

 

 



41 

 

Appendix 4: Animaniacs 

 

 

(Animaniacs, n.d.) 
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