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Females in Animated Films: Where Are They?
Abstract
This study takes a closer look at gender representation in the 150 top-grossing animated
films from 1980 to 2018. | decided to examine the gap between representation in male and
female characters with things such as lead characters, speaking roles, rescues, unrealistic
bodies, and family and romantic links. My results show that male characters have significantly
more speaking roles than female characters and are, overall, more prominent in animated films

than females. These results have proven to negatively impact the way children are socialized.
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Introduction

When | was little, | watched more movies targeted towards boys than girls. This was
due to the fact that | had an older brother who always got to be in charge of the television.
When | started making friends as | grew up, they all wanted to play with dolls or play “house.” |
never understood the appeal of either of those things. Looking back, | likely was not interested
in those things due to the fact that | was not consuming princess movies like most of the other
girls my age. Instead, | wanted to play outside and build things.

Children begin consuming media from a very young age. This media consists of things
such as movies, television shows, books, and video games. Data from the Kaiser Family
Foundation in 2010 show that children aged 8-18 now acquire 20% of their media consumption
from mobile devices, such as cell phones and tablets. Over five years, the percentage of 8-18-
year-olds who own a cell phone has increased from 39% to 66%. While the use of every other
type of media has increased, reading is the only one to have decreased in the past 10 years
(Kaiser Family Foundation 2010).

The focus of this content analysis will be on animated movies. The majority of children
view these films and therefore, represent a large component of how children learn about
society. With the progress we have made in recent years concerning the representation of girls
and gender, most people would assume that there are similar representations of both genders
in media, especially in animated movies. While there are more female characters than before,
the numbers remain drastically uneven with men and boys continuing to be the focus of most

animated movies.
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It is easy to dismiss animated films as a mere vehicle for entertainment. However,
children view these movies during some of their most formative years. It is not unrealistic to
think that these movies should teach children something about the world, whether that is
academic, involves morals, or is just a life lesson. Martins and Harrison discuss how large
amounts of media consumption decrease youths’ self-esteem (2012). Through movies, children
learn about society and their roles in society (Bandura 2011). They learn about how others
interact with each other and base their own interactions off what they see in the media.
Therefore, silly animated movies are so much more important than people believe.

In fact, many researchers have proven that one’s environment affects nearly all of their
personality formation. Bandura (2011) states in “Social Cognitive Theory of Mass
Communication” that “In this transactional view of self and society, personal factors in the form
of cognitive, affective, and biological events, behavioral patterns, and environmental events all
operate as interacting determinants that influence each other bidirectionally,” (p. 266). This
simply means that when children are born, they are like little balls of clay waiting for their
surroundings to mold them. Therefore, one can only imagine how much animated children’s
movies teach and shape their beliefs.

Due to the fact that children are so young when they typically view animated movies,
they are even more impressionable. Bian, Leslie, and Cimpian write in their article in the
Science Journal about how early these processes take place (2017). From what they have found,
six appears to be the magic number when girls begin to change their minds about who can be
“really really smart” (Bian, Leslie, and Cimpian 2017). At the age of six, girls stop associating

genius abilities with other girls, and instead begin associating it with boys (Bian et. al. 2017).



Females in Animated Films 5

Bian et. al. research has also shown that at this age, girls also begin showing less interest in
activities that they are told are for “really really smart” people (2017). At this age, these young
girls are not simply deciding that boys are smarter than girls. They are basing their knowledge
on everything they see around them — family, television shows, other kids, and animated films.
Literature Review

Throughout many films, stereotypes and gender inequality are very prevalent. Some of
these stereotypes and inequalities include occupations, body types, speaking roles, and family
or romantic links. In Smith, Choueiti, and Piper’s article (2016), they investigated 35,205
characters across 800 of the most popular movies ranging from 2007 to 2015. Each speaking
character was categorized by gender, race/ethnicity, LGBT status, domesticity, sexualization,
and disability. They found that males occupied 68.6% of speaking roles across the 100 top-
grossing films in 2015 (Smith, Choueiti, and Piper 2016). They also found that only 32% of these
top-grossing films showed a female either as a lead character or a co-lead character (Smith et
al., 2016). This data led me to my first two hypotheses:

H1: There will be more male lead characters than female lead characters.
H2: Males will have more speaking roles than females.

The Bechdel Test is a great assessment of how inclusive a film is of females. An article by
Apoory, Zheng, Kamath, Balasubramanian, and Dey (2015) discusses their attempt to create an
automated version of assessing whether or not films pass the Bechdel Test. In order to do this,
they created several tests. Firstly, they asked if there are at least two named women in the
movie and code for what is considered male and female. Next, they ask whether or not these

women talk to each other. Finally, they ask if they talk about something other than a man. Their



Females in Animated Films 6

results showed that of the movies that made it to the final test, 60 movies failed it and 153
movies passed (Apoory et al., 2015). This means that 72% of the films that made it to their last
test passed the Bechdel test (Apoory et al., 2015). Of course, those that pass their first two tests
regarding female characters and conversations are far more likely to pass the overall Bechdel
Test. Therefore, it isn’t too surprising that over half that passed the second test also passed the
third. This research led me to my next hypothesis:
H3: More movies with female leads will pass the Bechdel Test than movies with male leads.

Additionally, studies have shown that when females are present in films, they are often
depicted with unrealistic body types. It begs the question of whether or not this benefits the
overall profit and outcome of the film. Cerridwen and Simonton’s article (2009) discusses the
idea that films with sexual content may not profit more as we would typically assume. They
analyzed 914 films between the years 2001 and 2005. This data showed that movies that
included sex and nudity do not, in fact, increase box office performance (Cerridwen and
Simonton, 2009). Therefore, the prevalence of female nudity and unrealistic bodies in films is
simply due to the choice of the creators. This led me to my next hypothesis:
H4: Females are depicted with an unrealistic body more often than males.

The main gang or posse is the group that surrounds the lead character. Amy Davis’s
book, “Good Girls and Wicked Witches; Women in Disney’s Feature Animation” (2006) takes a
look at what she calls the Early Life, Classic Years, Middle Era, and Eisner Era of Disney Studio
and Disney Films. She assesses things such as morality, physical beauty, and behavior. She also
looks at main characters and main gangs in movies throughout these different time periods.

What she noticed was that as time went on, more and more women were being depicted in
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strong roles, as well as working mothers (Davis, 2006). After reading her data regarding main
gangs and family links, | was led to my next hypotheses:

H5: The main gang or posse will consist of more males than females.

H6: In the main gang, there will be more females with family links than males with family
links.

Furthermore, there is also a noticeable amount of inequality between genders in
romantic relationships depicted in films. In Bazzini, Mclntosh, Smith, Cook, and Harris’s article
(1997), they studied the 11 top-grossing movies from the 1940s all the way through the 1980s.
They looked at 20 movies for each decade they studied. They rated characters on
attractiveness, goodness, intelligence, friendliness, socioeconomic status, romantic activity, and
the outcome of the movie. They found that females are underrepresented compared to males
in all of the areas they looked at, except romantic activity (Bazzini et al., 1997). This led me to
my next hypotheses:

H7: Female lead characters will have more romantic links.
H8: In the main gang, there will be more females with romantic links than males with
romantic links.

Females are often more associated with family than males, whether that be a parental
relationship or their own children. In their article, Lauzen, Dozier, and Horan (2008) used a
sample of 124 prime-time television programs that aired on six different broadcast networks
during seasons from 2005 to 2006. They looked at social roles by males and females. Their

results showed that female characters are more involved in interpersonal roles such as
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romance, family, and friends, while male characters are more involved in work-related roles
(Lauzen et al., 2008). This led me to my final two hypotheses:

H9: Female characters in a lead role will have more family links.

H10: Males with speaking roles will be depicted with occupations more often than females
with speaking roles.

Methods

The coding for this dataset was done by Dr. Sara Hare, a professor at Indiana University
Southeast, and her research assistants. They each watched and coded for every film on the list
and then compared their results. If there were any disagreements regarding coding, they would
discuss them until they all reached a consensus. We, as students, did our own coding of some
of these movies as well. Dr. Hare had us code for things such as speaking roles, unrealistic body
types, main gangs, and family and romantic links. However, to ensure we provided accurate
coding information, we had access to Dr. Hare and her associates’ coding.

Gender of characters was divided into male and female. When coding for the lead
character, it could also be a mixed-sex, meaning there are both a male and female lead
character. If the mixed-sex pair was also a couple, it was specified that they were a couple. The
lead character is coded as the character whose story is most closely followed throughout the
movie. We also coded those characters who are part of the main gang. The main gang consists
of the characters who help the lead character get to where they are going. In order to be coded
as the main gang, they must be with the lead character for the majority of the film. They also

can’t be the antagonist, even if they are with the protagonist for most of the film. Gang
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members are only counted if their sex is able to be determined, and babies aren’t counted
because they are unable to contribute.

Speaking roles were coded for characters who utter one word or more on screen or are
referred to by name. Speaking roles were not counted if they were part of a chorus or group of
voices, but words could be spoken in any language, even those that are undistinguishable. The
character also has to be seen in order to be coded as having a speaking role. After coding for
speaking characters, we then coded for occupation based on those that had speaking roles.
Occupation was coded as having a job outside the home, which meant being a stay-at-home
parent did not count. This could be seen by seeing the character performing a job, hearing
them talk about their job, or them being shown in a work-like uniform. Characters with
speaking roles were also coded for unrealistic body shape. This determined whether or not they
have an overtly sexualized body. For females, they would be depicted with a thin waist and
large hips and breasts. For males, they would be shown with large shoulders and arms with a
small waist.

We also coded for the Bechdel Test, which is to see if two or more females have a
conversation that does not mention a male. Both females must be seen in order to count as a
conversation. A conversation was coded to have at least 1.5 back and forths, meaning one
person talks, the second responds, and the first person responds again. Otherwise, it is not
classified as a conversation. A conversation is counted as a new conversation if there is either a
lapse of time or a break in speaking from the previous conversation. Once, you’ve determined if
two females had a conversation, you simply note whether or not the conversation was about a

male. Even if a male is mentioned, it is coded as being about a male.
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Finally, we coded for both romantic and family links for the main characters. Romantic
links were coded as whether or not a couple fall in love and get married at any point of the
movie. Therefore, if they are married by the end of the movie, it is counted as a romantic link.
However, if they are not together at the end of the movie due to death or a breakup, it is not
counted. Couples who get married are counted as having both a romantic and a family link.

I”

Family link is coded by “traditional” family structures, which includes parents, siblings, step-
parents, step-siblings, adoptive family, and even grandparents. Characters that treat each other
like family but aren’t related aren’t coded as family unless they refer to themselves as family.
Results

This study is an analysis of animated films released between the years 1980 and 2018.
However, the 150 top-grossing movies included in this ranking did not include any from the
year 1980, meaning the data began in 1981. These films were ranked based the lifetime theater
grosses in North America, adjusted for inflation. Movies with an R rating were also removed
because they are inappropriate for children. Therefore, only movies with a G, PG, or PG-13
rating were included. Of these 150 movies, 32.7% had a G rating, 65.3% had a PG rating, and 2%
had a PG-13 rating.

The top-grossing film based on this data, after being adjusted for inflation, is The Lion
King (1994). This movie made over 700 million dollars, as of 2018. The next highest top-grossing
film is Incredibles 2 (2018), which made nearly 600 million dollars, as of 2018. This also shows

that there are both old and newer films included in this list. Older films include Beauty and the

Beast (1991) and Aladdin (1992). Newer movies include Finding Dory (2016) and Frozen (2013).
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Despite movies being included from the 1980s, the average release year of this dataset was
2007, meaning most of them are newer.

In many of the 150 top-grossing films, there is a main gang or posse that accompanies
the lead character on their journey. The average number of characters in the posse is 4.53. The
minimum number is one, with movies such as A Christmas Carol (2009) and Secret Life of Pets
(2016). The maximum number of posse members was twelve, with movies such as Toy Story 3
(2010) and A Bug’s Life (1998). We also looked to see whether humans, animals, and
transformers were more likely to be male or female. After calculating based on speaking roles,
we found that humans, non-humans, and transformers were all more likely to be males.

We also looked at the number of rescues per film. In the 150 top-grossing films, there
was an average of 9.87 rescues per film. The minimum number of rescues was zero in A
Christmas Carol (2009) and the maximum was 39 rescues in Madagascar 3 (2012) and Happy
Feet 2 (2011). Males were the victim of rescues an average of 6.58 times per film, while females
were the victims an average of 3.32 times per film. Rescues in which females were rescuing
males, 54.2% males were without romantic interest, while 45.8% of females rescuing males
were with romantic interest. However, never did a female rescue another female who was a
romantic interest.

Often times, the lack of females in film is largely due to the lack of females behind the
scenes. Within the 150 top-grossing films on average, 95% of directors were male, with only 5%
of directors being female. Nearly 90% of the films included on this list only had male directors.
The films also had an average of only 37% female producers with an overwhelming amount of

63% male producers. While this is less drastic than the difference in male and female directors,
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there were still 14.7% of films that only had male producers. Finally, of the 150 top-grossing
films on average, 91% of writers were male and a mere average of 9% were female. An
overwhelming 64.7% of films had all male writers. This is arguably the most important position
to include more females in. If more films had female writers, the disproportionate depictions of
males and females may dramatically lessen.

My first hypothesis predicted that there would be more male lead characters than
female lead characters. This hypothesis was, in fact, confirmed with an overwhelming 83.3% of
lead characters being male and a mere 14% being female. Even smaller, only 2.7% of movies
had mixed-sex leads. A chi-square test was conducted and showed that there are significantly
more male lead characters than female lead characters (y?= 74.1, df = 1, p < .001). Movies with
male lead characters include Shrek (2001), The Lion King (1994), and Big Hero 6 (2014), while
movies with female lead characters include Finding Dory (2016), Frozen (2013), and Tangled

(2010).

Sex of Lead Character

Male 83.3%
Female 14%
Both 2.7%

Hypothesis two predicted that males would have more speaking roles than females. It
was confirmed that males have significantly more speaking roles than females (t = 28.407, df =
149, p < .001). On average, males obtained 73.28% of the speaking roles and females only
obtained 26.72% of total speaking roles. One movie with a high amount of male speaking roles
is Tangled (2010), despite having a female lead character. In Tangled, males have 88.46% of

speaking roles and females only have 11.54% of speaking roles. Movies with a high number of
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females speaking roles include Coraline (2009), which also has a female lead character. Males in
this film occupy 40.74% of speaking roles and females occupy 59.26% of total speaking roles.
My next hypothesis predicted that more female-led films would pass the Bechdel Test
than male-led films. Results show that sex of lead character has a significant impact on whether
or not the film will pass the Bechdel Test (%= 26.323, df = 1, p <.001). Out of the female-led
films, 95.2% of them passed the Bechdel Test, while only 4.8% of them did not. However, only
35.2% of male-led films passed the Bechdel Test and an overwhelming 64.8% of them did not.
Some films that did pass the Bechdel Test include Tangled (2010) and Mulan (1998), and some

that did not pass are Aladdin (1992) and Finding Nemo (2003).

H3: Sex of Lead Character and Bechdel Test

100.00% 95.20%
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30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
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Percentage that Passed BT
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Sex of Lead Character

Hypothesis four predicted that females with speaking roles are depicted with an
unrealistic body more often than males with speaking roles. Results show that this hypothesis
was proven to be true when looking at the percentage of males and females depicted with an
unrealistic body. Females with speaking roles are significantly more likely to have sexy bodies

than males with speaking roles (t = 2.735, df = 149, p < .01). Out of the films with female



Females in Animated Films 14

speaking characters, 6.8% of them were shown with an unrealistic body. However, only 4.2% of
males were shown with an unrealistic body. Some films that depicted females with unrealistic
bodies include Aladdin (1992) and Tangled (2010). Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (2007) has the
highest percentage of females with an unrealistic body with 100% of the females in this film
being shown with an unrealistic body. Films that depicted males with unrealistic bodies include
Wreck It Ralph (2012) and Big Hero 6 (2014). The Road to El Dorado (2000) has the highest
percentage of males with unrealistic bodies with 54.54% of the males being shown with
unrealistic bodies.

My fifth hypothesis predicted that the main gang will consist of more males than
females. Results show that on average, the main gang consists of 71.99% males and only
28.27% females. | conducted a paired sample t-test to assess the significance. This t-test
showed that there is a significant difference in the number of males and females in the main
gang (t = 14.305, df = 149, p <.001). There were quite a few movies in which the main gang
consisted only of male characters, such as Monsters University (2012) and Ice Age (2002).
However, only one movie, Peter Rabbit (2018) had a main gang that was made up solely of

females.

Hypothesis 5: Sex of the Main Gang

m Percent of posse who 28.2749

is male per film

Percent of posse who
is female per film
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My next hypothesis predicted that in the main gang, there will be more females with
family links than males with family links. After running a paired sample t-test, my results show
that there is a significant difference in the number of males in the main gang with family links
and females in the main gang with family links (t = 3.629, df = 125, p < .001). On average,
38.18% of the males in the posse have a family link and 54.16% of females in the posse have a
family link. Several movies had 5 males in the main gang with family links such as Ice Age:
Collision Course (2016) and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (2007), while many movies had
anywhere from one to four females in the main gang with a family link such as The Croods
(2013) and Hotel Transylvania (2012).

Hypothesis seven predicted that female lead characters will have more romantic links
than male lead characters. A chi-square test showed this prediction was supported, but not
significant (y% = .639, df = 1). On average, 51.6% of male lead characters are shown with a
romantic link, while 57.1% of female lead characters are shown with a romantic link. Movies
with male lead characters with a romantic link include Shrek (2001) and Despicable Me 3
(2017). Movies with female lead characters with a romantic link include Tangled (2010) and
Beauty and the Beast (1993).

My eighth hypothesis predicted that in the main gang, there will be more females with
romantic links than males with romantic links. A paired sample t-test showed that there is a
significant difference between the number of males in the main gang with a romantic link and
females in the main gang with a romantic link (t = 6.507, df = 125, p < .001). On average, 31.89%
of males in the main gang have a romantic link, while 53.83% of females in the main gang have

a romantic link. There are several movies in which 100% of the males in the main gang have a
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romantic link, including The Incredibles 2 (2018) and Dinosaur (2000). However, there are over
50 films in which 100% of the females in the main gang have a romantic link, such as Tangled
(2010) and The Little Mermaid (1989).

My next hypothesis predicted that female characters in the lead role will have more
family links. A chi-square test showed that female lead characters are significantly more likely
to have a family link than male lead characters (x2 = 5.141, df = 1, p < .05). An overwhelming
85.7% of female lead characters are shown with a family link, while 60% of male lead characters
have a family link. A film with a female lead character in a family link include Shrek 2 (2004),
while a film with a male lead character in a family link is Despicable Me 3 (2017).

Finally, hypothesis ten predicted that males with speaking roles will be depicted with
occupations more often than females with speaking roles. A paired sample t-test was run and
showed that male speaking characters are significantly more likely to be depicted with a job
than female speaking characters (t = 12.853, df = 149, p < .001). Movies in which males with
speaking roles are depicted with a job include The Bee Movie (2007) where 71.21% of males are
shown with a job and only 40% of females are shown with a job, and The Lion King (1994)
where 77.78% of males have a job and only 25% of females have a job.

Discussion

For this study, we sampled 150 of the top-grossing films from the year 1980 to 2018. We
looked at gaps in gender representation between males and females. We assessed a wide
variety of films, rated G, PG, and PG-13. We chose to look at animated films because they are
often targeted at young audiences. Children are more easily influenced, and therefore, the

content in movies is more likely to have an effect on the way they both perceive and act in
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relation to others. After analyzing our data, it is clear that females are drastically
underrepresented in films, while males often are lead characters, heroes, and more. This data
shows that mainstream media, especially animated movies, are a large part of the issue
contributing to the idea that males are superior to females.

As the Kaiser Family Foundation (2010) pointed out, children and teens are consuming a
massive amount of media on a daily basis, with animated films being a portion of that.
Animated films have the ability to be truly about anything as they are not limited to depicting
human people. However, they still show an overwhelming amount of inequality between males
and females, whether that be in the form of animals, inanimate objects, or humans. This begs
the question of how much inequality exists in more limited media such as live-action movies,
television shows, and more.

My first hypothesis simply predicted that there would be more male lead characters
than female lead characters in animated films. However, it was shocking to find that not only
are males the lead character the majority of the time, but over 80% of lead characters were
male, while only 14% were female. The remaining 2.7% were movies with mixed sex leads. My
next hypothesis addressed the inequality between male and female speaking characters.
Results showed that males are significantly more likely to have speaking roles than females.
Males are nearly three times as likely to be a speaking character than female characters are.
These results were consistent with Smith et al.’s article (2016) where they found that males
occupy well over half of speaking roles in the 100 top-grossing films in 2015.

Hypothesis three addressed the question of whether or not the sex of the lead character

has an impact on if a film passes the Bechdel Test. Results showed that the lead character’s sex
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does, in face, have a significant (p < .001) impact on a films likeliness to pass the Bechdel Test.
While, nearly all of movies with a female lead pass, less than have of male lead films pass.
Overall, 56.2% of films did not pass, while 43.8% of them did pass the Bechdel Test. These
results were consistent with the research done by Apoory et al. (2015) that showed in total,
roughly half of films passed the Bechdel Test.

Next, | addressed the topic of male and female characters being shown with unrealistic
bodies. As predicted, females are shown with unrealistic bodies significantly (p <.01) more than
males when looking at percentages. While both may seem small, females are shown 6.8% of
the time and males 4.2% of the time with unrealistic bodies. As Cerridwen and Simonton (2009)
state, the inclusion of sex and nudity in films does not increase performance at the box office.
Though females are shown more with unrealistic bodies, both males and females are being
depicted unrealistically for no real purpose.

My fifth and sixth hypothesis discuss the main gang in movies. After researching my fifth
hypothesis, my results showed that the main gang is predominantly males. The sixth hypothesis
assessed whether or not females that are in the main gang will have more family links than
males in the main gang. This was also shown to be significant (p < .001). Hypothesis eight was
similar in that it predicted there would be more females in the main gang with romantic links
than males in the main gang with romantic link. This was also found to be significant (p < .001).
Overall, my results seem to be consistent with research done by Davis (2006) and Bazzini et al.
(1997) that discusses the main gang and the underrepresentation of females in the main gang.

Hypotheses seven and nine discuss female lead characters family and romantic links.

Results showed that while female lead characters are significantly (p < .05) more likely to have
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family links than male lead characters, they are not significantly more likely to have romantic
links. This partially confirms the data by Lauzen et al. (2008) that discusses how female
characters are more involved in interpersonal roles, which would include friends, family, and
romance.

Finally, my tenth hypothesis looked at the inequality between male and female speaking
characters in films being depicted with an occupation or job. Results show that males with
speaking roles are significantly (p < .001) more likely to be shown with a job than female
speaking characters. Again, Lauzen et al.’s (2008) research was confirmed in that while females
are shown more often in interpersonal relationships, males are shown more often in work-
related roles. In fact, male speaking characters are shown with jobs an average of 16.51% of the
time, while female speaking characters are only shown with a job 4.20% of the time.

Summary

After reviewing many resources and conducting research of our own, it was shocking to
find the number of inequalities we did in animated films. However, we only looked at the 150
top-grossing animated films from 1980 to 2018, meaning the number of inequalities could be
even higher. As our sources showed, children’s ideas of both themselves and other people
begin shaping as young as the age of four. This is often the prime age that children are watching
the animated films that we researched. If we are seeing these inequalities in animated films,
which have the ability to break the laws of reality, it is scary to think the inequalities that exist
in live action films and television shows. One of the lights in the darkness is Geena Davis, who

has created the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media. In order to beat this inequality, she
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suggests diversifying the hiring in film production, committing distribution and marketing

resources equally, and simply telling stories that reflect the real world (Davis, 2019).

20
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