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Abstract 

Television is a strong educational and socializing agent for children. Watching television can teach children appropriate 

language and vocabulary to use, as well as the social norms about gender behaviors or activities. Previous research on 

gender representations in children’s television has been limited to studying male and female characters because children’s 

programming has historically presented audiences with cisgender characters (e.g., boy and girls). Recently, television 

shows aimed at children have provided audiences with nonbinary and gender-diverse characters. This study is the first 

exploratory content analysis, to my knowledge, to examine the portrayal and representation of nonbinary and gender-

diverse characters in children’s television. The current study examined the gender-neutral pronoun and gendered language 

use toward nonbinary and gender-diverse characters, as well as the portrayal of these characters as leaders, and with 

special skills in Adventure Time and Steven Universe. Overall, nonbinary and gender-diverse characters were portrayed 

as strong, positive, characters, and were represented similarly to their cisgender counterparts. This represents a promising 

shift toward more inclusive and equitable television representation, which may lead to the acceptance and appropriate use 

of gender-neutral pronouns toward peers by cisgender children, and the feeling of visibility and validation by nonbinary 

children. Future research should examine the impacts of these characters on viewers.  

RELEVANCE STATEMENT: As children’s television becomes more diverse it has the potential to positively impact the 

lives of cisgender (e.g., boys and girls) and nonbinary children. Because television has the potential to influence young 

children, gender-diverse representations in children’s television may lead to children developing more accepting attitudes 

and behaviors toward nonbinary peers. 

Keywords: gender, children’s television, media, nonbinary 

1. Introduction 

Given the historical prevalence and persistence of cisgender stereotypes of boys and girls, men and women, in children’s 

television (See Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995; Ward & Aubrey, 2017), it is important to analyze how these stereotypes may 

or may not be changing with new and innovative programming. New shows may be considered innovative for their upfront 

and explicit inclusion and portrayal of nonbinary characters (Flowerday, 2014; Clark, 2017), who explicitly identify as 

neither male nor female. Adventure Time and Steven Universe are two such examples of these children’s shows. The 

nonbinary characters in these are not simply presented as ambiguous in gender characteristics or presentation; each 

nonbinary character holds an explicit identity outside of the gender binary. These shows also take different approaches to 

nonbinary and gender diverse themes. Fans of these shows consider the representation of these nonbinary characters to 

be overwhelmingly positive, nuanced, and dynamic (Clark, 2017; Kohn, 2013).  

The presence of nonbinary and gender-diverse characters in children’s programming may lead to positive developmental 

outcomes. For example, research has shown that positive representation of outgroup members may lead children toward 

more positive opinions and beliefs about others (Browne Graves, 1999; Lovelace et al., 1994; Ward & Aubrey, 2017). In 

this case, positive representations of nonbinary characters may lead cisgender children toward positive opinions of 

nonbinary people. Additionally, positive representations have led to self-acceptance and higher self-esteem for those with 

marginalized identities who are less likely to be portrayed positively in children’s media (Martins & Harrison, 2012; Ward 

& Aubrey, 2017). In the case of nonbinary and gender-diverse characters, this may mean that cisgender children, those 

who identify with the sex they were assigned at birth, who watch these shows may show more acceptance of others who 

hold marginalized identities. At the same time, these shows may provide nonbinary and gender minority youth with 
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examples of characters with whom they can connect, relate, and identify. For research to examine these potential benefits 

of nonbinary characters in children’s television, the quality of these representations must first be identified. The current 

study sought to identify the portrayal of nonbinary characters who are portrayed as nonhuman (in Adventure Time) or 

humanoid (in Steven Universe). This research examined the use of gender-neutral language, leadership, and the use of 

special skills. Previous research on these variables, highlighting work in cisgender characters, is discussed below. 

Operational definitions for these variables are provided in the method section. 

1.1 Gender in Children’s Television 

Most of children’s television tends to portray gender in rigid, stereotypical, and cis-normative ways, including portraying 

male and female characters differently (Ward & Aubrey, 2017). Male characters tend to be portrayed as strong, aggressive, 

and assertive, while female characters ask more questions, ask for help, and are more concerned with their appearance 

(Aubrey & Harrison, 2004; Signorielli, 2012; Ward & Aubrey, 2017). There exist many persistent gender-stereotyped 

representations in children’s television. Previous research relevant to the current study is discussed below.  

Little research has started to explore the role of gendered voices, language, and pronouns on children’s television. One 

such study found that television advertisements aimed at children utilized different language (e.g., action verbs, power 

words) depending on whether the advertisement was about a boy-typed or girl-typed toy (Johnson & Young, 2002). 

Despite some research on gendered language and traits, this research has been limited in its analysis due to the lack of 

gender diversity in children’s television programming. Perhaps it was previously unnecessary to explore gendered 

language and gendered pronouns in children’s television because of the overwhelming presence of characters who identity 

within the gender binary.  

Male and female characters are also portrayed differently in terms of their bodies in children’s media. Female characters 

are more likely to be portrayed as hyper-thin (Götz & Lemish, 2012) and concerned or preoccupied with their appearance 

than are male characters (Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995). The differential emphasis on appearance for female and male 

characters may influence how children view their own appearance and the self-socialization of their gender-typed 

appearance (Halim & Lindner, 2013; Halim et al., 2014).  

Previous research has also found that children’s media may be perpetuating ideas about nonhuman characters and their 

body types. For example, research has found that nonhuman characters (animals, robots, etc.) tend to be portrayed as male 

characters (Elias et al., 2017; Jones, 2011; Walsh & Leaper, 2020). Whether intentional or not, children’s television sends 

the message that femaleness, girlhood and womanhood, are restricted, confined, to a particular female form. The male 

form is in some ways a genderless default. Women and girls in children’s television need to be recognizable by their 

bodies, clothes, hair, accessories (Walsh & Leaper, 2020). It is necessary to identify how different nonbinary characters 

are portrayed when place in human or nonhuman forms.  

Male characters are also more likely to be portrayed in prominent or main leadership roles and as dominant and powerful 

characters (Ahmed & Abdul Wahab, 2014; Leaper et al., 2002; Murnen et al., 2016; Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995). Even 

when male and female characters are portrayed engaging in similar behaviors they are portrayed differently, including 

their screen and speaking time (Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, 2016). Additionally, male characters are more 

likely to be portrayed in a positive light when they take charge and direct others’ actions, while female characters tend to 

be portrayed negatively for these behaviors – they are seen as bossy (Aubrey & Harrison, 2004; Signorielli, 2012). 

Children may incorporate these gender-typed representations of appearance and behavior into their gender schemas of 

what is appropriate for themselves and others (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Martin & Halverson, 1981). These potential 

impacts are discussed below.  

1.2 Learning from Television 

Television can impact children’s own gender development, as well as their understanding and beliefs about gendered 

others (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Martin & Halverson, 1981). Children who watch media with counter-stereotypical 

gender representations, for example, are more likely to endorse egalitarian attitudes and less likely to engage in rigid 

gender-typed behaviors (Ward & Aubrey, 2017). Additionally, evidence suggests that diverse and counter-stereotypical 

gender representations may make marginalized groups (e.g., girls) feel more validated, empowered, and important (Fisch, 

2004; Ryan, 2010). It is likely that positive representations of nonbinary characters would have similar effects for children 

who identity outside of the gender binary. 

Children also have a great capacity to learn vocabulary and gendered language from the television they watch (Fisch, 

2004). Previous research has established that young children learn what words and vocabulary to use from watching 

television programs (Rice et al., 1990) and that television can serve to facilitate children’s language acquisition (Lemish 

& Rice, 1986; Linebarger & Walker, 2005). Children may also learn what language is specifically related to boys and 

girls when language is used differentially. For example, children can identify gender differences in the language used in 
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popular cartoons and may form stereotyped opinions based on these differences in language use (Stamou et al., 2015).  

Research has explored the impact of watching gender-stereotypes and sexualized bodies on both boys and girls. For 

example, research has shown that children internalize information about bodies, sexualize and objectify themselves and 

others based on media exposure (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Trekels & Eggermont, 2017). These kinds of beliefs are 

associated with lower expectations of girls and women’s capabilities, and negative mental health outcomes (Grabe & 

Hyde, 2009; Tiggemann & Slater, 2015). Children view people’s gender through their bodily representation and create 

expectations for what they or others are capable of. Research has yet to examine if this persists for nonbinary characters 

dependent on their presentation as nonhuman, or humanoid and gendered.  

Additionally, research has examined the role of television on children’s ideas about leadership. Previous research has 

found that stereotypical representations are associated with stereotypical expectations. For example, gender-stereotyped 

representations have been linked to children’s expectations about who can and should perform different occupations 

(Nathanson et al., 2002; Puchner et al., 2015). However, research has also shown that counter stereotypical representations 

may be related to more positive attitudes and expectations. For example, research has found that the presence of strong 

female characters in television and film is related to lower endorsement of negative attitudes about women (Ferguson, 

2012).  

Previous research on children’s media has identified gender-stereotyped representations and the effects of consuming 

them on children’s beliefs, expectations, and behavior. However, most previous research has reflected on cisgender male 

and female characters. Gender diversity and visibility in children’s media is becoming increasingly relevant as more and 

more children are identifying in gender-diverse ways (e.g., transgender, nonbinary) (Brooks, 2017; Olson & Gülgöz, 

2018). Until recently, children’s television did not represent characters that reflect the identities and experiences of these 

gender-diverse children. The current study sought to add to the existing literature by identifying the gendered language 

used toward and in reference to gender-diverse characters in children’s cartoon programming and the ways in which 

gender-diverse characters are represented as leaders or with special skills.  

1.3 Current Study 

The current study consisted of an exploratory content analysis on the use of gendered language toward and the portrayal 

of nonbinary and gender-diverse characters in Adventure Time and Steven Universe. These shows present a unique 

opportunity because they present queer and gender-diverse characters specifically for child audiences. It is important to 

note that these shows are not niche or obscure television shows. These shows have high television ratings and a large fan 

following (Clark, 2017; Kohn, 2013). In the current study, a content analysis was conducted to examine the use of 

gendered and gender-neutral language toward nonbinary and gender-diverse characters. The analysis also examined the 

representation of these characters as leaders and characters with special and unique powers or skills. To my knowledge 

this is the first content analysis of gender-typed and gender-neutral language and character representations of gender-

diverse characters in children’s television. This investigation sought to explore 1) how characters are using gendered and 

gender-neutral language toward and in reference to nonbinary characters, 2) how nonbinary characters are depicted in 

leadership roles, 3) how nonbinary characters are depicted with special skills, and 4) if these representations differ based 

on the show. Given that this is the first study to examine these questions, analyses were exploratory, to establish patterns 

of representation for nonbinary and gender-diverse characters in children’s programming.  

1.3.1 Television Shows 

Adventure Time and Steven Universe both air on Cartoon Network and are specifically created to children. Adventure 

Time is a post-apocalyptic fantasy series in which Finn, the last human, and Jake, a magical shape-shifting dog, go on 

adventures with their friends. BMO is a computerized robot, friend, and roommate of Finn and Jake. BMO is a regular 

character on the show and explicitly does not have a gender (Olson, 2013).  

Steven Universe is a fantasy series in which Steven, a half-human half gem, fights alongside the Crystal Gems to protect 

planet earth. The Crystal Gems are aliens who come from a planet with no conception of gender. All of the gems identify 

as nonbinary, or genderless, but many of them use she/her pronouns (Polo, 2016). Gems also are able fuse together to 

become a larger more powerful gem. These fusions are also explicitly nonbinary in gender identity (Rude, 2018).  

These shows were chosen because they have important similarities and differences that provide interesting points of 

comparison. These shows are similar in that they 1) feature nonbinary characters, 2) are created for children, 3) are 

animated in similar styles, and 4) air on the same network. However, these shows are also different in that in Adventure 

Time 1) nonbinary characters are computers/nonhumanoid, and 2) there are no explicit themes in the show’s content 

around gender identity or gender politics that are consistently presented, whereas in Steven Universe 1) nonbinary 

characters are humanoid gem characters, usually presenting in a feminized form and, 2) there are multiple explicit themes 

around gender identity and gender politics throughout the entire series. By comparing how these characters are portrayed 

https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorStored=G%C3%BClg%C3%B6z%2C+Selin
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and talked to or about within the shows it is possible to examine the role of presence of nonbinary-identified character 

versus presence of nonbinary-identified characters with explicit and consistent gender-theming.  

2. Method 

2.1 Selection of Television Episodes 

Thirty episodes each of Adventure Time and Steven Universe were analyzed in this study. Each episode was provided a 

number for the season and episode number. For example, episode 17 from season 5 was given the number 517. Shows 

were then chosen at random using Google’s random number generator. This resulted in at least one episode, from each 

season of each show being included in the content analysis, with a total of 60 complete episodes coded in the present 

study.  

2.2 Coding 

Each episode was coded for 1) gendered language use toward nonbinary characters, 2) the leadership and 3) special skills 

presented by nonbinary characters. Gendered language use was conceptualized in two ways. First, coders counted the 

frequency of masculine (e.g. he/him), feminine (e.g., she/her) and gender-neutral (e.g., they/them) pronouns that were 

used in reference to nonbinary characters. Second, coders counted the frequency of male-typed gendered terms (e.g., bro) 

and female-typed gendered terms (e.g., m’lady) used in reference to nonbinary characters. Leadership was conceptualized 

as any time a character was taking charge, directing others’ behavior, or engaging in agentic problem solving (e.g., 

deciding the course of action for a quest). Special skills were considered to be any abilities above and beyond what was 

typical or normative in each show (e.g., magical powers, fusion).  

Each of these variables were counted for frequency of occurrence within an episode for each individual character. 

Characters behaviors were then summed across episodes for a total frequency count of the number of instances of each 

variable for each show. These totals were then converted into proportion scores based on the number of episodes each 

character was in. This choice was made to ensure that characters’ scores for each variable were not influenced by their 

presence in more episodes than those of other characters.  

Two research assistants coded 10 randomly selected episodes of Adventure Time and 10 randomly selected episodes of 

Steven Universe that were not included in the final analyses, to establish inter-coder reliability. This process was repeated 

three times, at which point the coefficient for each variable was considered satisfactory. Inter-coder reliability was 

calculated using intra-class correlations (ICC) (Landers, 2015). Good reliability is reflected when ICC values are at least 

0.75, and excellent reliability is indicated when ICC values exceed 0.90 (Koo & Li, 2016). The ICC values for each 

variable reached a minimum value of 0.91. After each research assistant had coded 15 episodes to be included in the final 

data, a reliability check was conducted. Research assistants each coded the same 5 randomly selected episodes of 

Adventure Time and the same 5 randomly selected episodes of Steven Universe. As these 10 episodes were analyzed for 

the purpose of a reliability check, they were not included in the final analysis. During the reliability check for these 10 

episodes the ICC values for each variable reached a minimum of 0.88. After reassessing reliability, each coder completed 

coding for the last 15 episodes. Each research assistant coded 15 episodes of Adventure Time and 15 episodes of Steven 

Universe in total.  

3. Results 

A 2x2 ANOVA was conducted to explore the potential differences between the representation of gender (cisgender and 

nonbinary characters) in each show (Adventure Time and Steven Universe) for each variable. Descriptive statistics for 

each variable by gender and show can be found in Table 1. Results are presented below.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for each dependent variable by gender and show 

Television show Adventure Time  Steven Universe  

 Cisgender 
Characters 

Nonbinary 
Characters 

Cisgender 
Characters 

Nonbinary 
Characters 

Male Pronouns .11(.37) .04(.10) .48(1.00) .14(.28) 
Female Pronouns .07(.31) .04(.10) .55(1.48) .40(.64) 
They/Them Pronouns .00(.00) .01(.09) .11(.04) .05(.18) 
Male Terms .22(.80) 1.19(2.45) .44(1.12) .16(.50) 
Female Terms .06(.14) .03(.08) .11(.28) .02(.05) 
Leadership .11(.31) 3.33(5.72) 1.10(2.29) .55(1.30) 
Special Skills .18(.63) .45(1.09) .92(2.02) 1.10(2.34) 

 

3.1 Gendered Language Used Toward Nonbinary Characters 

The data were first analyzed for the use of masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral pronouns toward nonbinary characters. 
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Results showed no significant main effects for gender, F(1, 1) = 2.04, p = .157, show, F(1,1) = 2.78, p = .099, or 

interactions of gender and show, F(1,1) = .91, p = .343 for the use of male pronouns toward nonbinary characters. Results 

showed a significant main effect for show, F(1,1) = 4.73, p = .032, in that characters were more apt to use female pronouns 

toward nonbinary characters in Steven Universe than in Adventure Time. This result is not surprising given that many 

characters who identify as nonbinary in Steven Universe, chose to use female pronouns (Polo, 2016). Results showed no 

significant main effect of gender, F(1,1) = .21, p = .648, or interactions of gender and show F(1,1) = .09, p = .766, for the 

use of female pronouns toward nonbinary characters. Results showed no significant main effects of gender, F(1, 1) = 2.34, 

p = .129, show, F(1,1) = 1.02, p = .314, or interactions of gender and show, F(1,1) = 1.02, p = .314 for the use of neutral 

(they/them) pronouns toward nonbinary characters. This finding, though a null result, is especially representative of equity 

and inclusion in these shows.  

The data were also analyzed for the use of male- and female-typed terms. Results showed no significant main effects for 

gender, F(1, 1) = 2.54, p = .114, show, F(1,1) = 1.80, p = .183, for the use of male-typed terms toward nonbinary characters. 

However, a statistically significant gender by show interaction was observed for male-typed terms, F(1,1) = 5.98, p = .016, 

in that cisgender characters in Steven Universe used male terms toward nonbinary characters, while nonbinary characters 

in Adventure Time used male terms toward nonbinary characters. Results showed no significant main effects for gender, 

F(1, 1) = 1.77, p = .187, show, F(1,1) = .18, p = .674, or interactions of gender and show, F(1,1) = .61, p = .437 for the 

use of female terms toward nonbinary characters.  

3.2 Leadership 

Leadership was analyzed to examine if cisgender and nonbinary characters were portrayed in different ways in either 

show. Results showed a main effect of gender, F(1,1) = 8.65, p = .004, and a main effect of show, F(1,1) = 3.93, p = .005. 

A gender by show interaction was also observed, F(1,1) = 17.22, p < .000, in that nonbinary characters were more often 

portrayed as leaders in Adventure Time and cisgender characters were more likely to be portrayed as leaders in Steven 

Universe.  

3.3 Special Skills 

Special skills were analyzed to examine if cisgender and nonbinary characters were portrayed in different ways in either 

show. Results showed no significant main effects for gender, F(1, 1) = .35, p = .556, or interactions of gender and show, 

F(1,1) = .01, p = .909 for the demonstration of special skills. There was a marginally statistically significant difference 

by show, F(1,1) = 3.29, p = .072, in that characters in Steven Universe were marginally more likely to be portrayed using 

special skills.  

4. Discussion 

This study sought to examine and identify ways in which nonbinary characters are treated and portrayed in two cartoon 

shows created for children. These shows differed in the types of gender-diverse messaging presented to audiences. 

Adventure Time presented viewers with nonhuman nonbinary characters without explicit messaging about gender. On the 

other hand, Steven Universe presented viewers with humanoid nonbinary characters and consistent messaging about 

gender-diverse themes (Rude, 2018). The question of representation was addressed by conducting a content analysis of 

the gendered language used toward nonbinary characters, representation of leadership, and of special skills presented in 

30 randomly selected episodes of each show. The results and their implications are discussed below.  

4.1 Gendered Language Used Toward Nonbinary Characters  

No significant differences were observed for how characters in Adventure Time or Steven Universe used masculine 

pronouns toward nonbinary characters. A difference was observed for feminine pronouns, in that characters were more 

likely to use the terms she/her in reference to nonbinary characters in Steven Universe than in Adventure Time. This 

difference, however, is not surprising. The gem characters in Steven Universe explicitly identify outside of the gender 

binary, but many of them use feminine pronouns on Earth. Rebecca Sugar, the creator of Steven Universe, points to her 

own experience as a nonbinary person who uses feminine pronouns as the rationale for this choice (Clark, 2017; Polo, 

2016; Rude, 2018). The use of feminine pronouns for nonbinary characters offers viewers nuance in understanding the 

identities and pronoun preferences of members of the nonbinary community.  

There were also no differences observed in the use of gender-neutral (e.g., they/them) pronouns for nonbinary characters. 

It is important to note that the means for gender-neutral language use were low; it is likely that these characters were 

addressed in other ways. For example, it has been noted that these characters are often referred to by proper name and by 

multiple pronouns, sometimes being referred to as “he” and sometimes being referred to as “she” (Clark, 2017). It is also 

essential to recognize the importance of a null result in this context. In this case, both cisgender and nonbinary characters 

used gender-neutral pronouns toward nonbinary characters, regardless of the show. These characters consistently used 

appropriate pronouns toward nonbinary and gender diverse characters. Given that television is a powerful socializing 
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agent for young children (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Gerbner, 1998), children who view these television shows may learn 

to use gender-neutral pronouns appropriately and colloquially. This practice has strong implications for making gender-

diverse and nonbinary children feel included and supported in their gender identities (Markman, 2011; Olson, et al., 2016).  

4.2 Leadership 

Results showed a main effect of gender, show, and an interaction between both dimensions. It is important to note that 

there are more nonbinary characters in Steven Universe than in Adventure Time. It is possible that despite being presented 

less frequently, nonbinary characters in Adventure Time are often depicted as leaders when they are portrayed. Nonbinary 

characters also play a central role in the story more often in Steven Universe than in Adventure Time. It is improbable that 

all the characters could be depicted as leaders in each episode. Future research should examine the prominence of 

character roles in parsing out some of these possibilities.  

The representation of nonbinary characters with leadership skills, especially in Adventure Time, is particularly promising 

because marginalized groups (e.g., female characters) have not always been portrayed with these kinds of leadership skills 

(Baker & Raney, 2007; Götz et al., 2008; Leaper et al., 2002). This reflects well on how nonbinary characters, with 

similarly marginalized identities are, and can continue to be, represented in children’s television. When marginalized 

groups are portrayed as strong characters, their presence and representation can ameliorate some negative stereotyped 

media effects. For example, when strong female characters are present in television and film, people are less likely to 

endorse negative attitudes about women (Ferguson, 2012). By depicting nonbinary and gender diverse characters as 

leaders, content creators position them to be validated as strong and capable characters. This may lead audiences to think 

more positively about members of these groups in real life.  

4.3 Special Skills 

Results showed no main effect of gender and no interaction effects between dimensions. However, results showed a 

marginally significant difference in that characters in Steven Universe were more likely to be depicted with special skills 

than were characters in Adventure Time. Though not significant, this marginal difference sheds light on the role of theming 

around gender politics and gender identities. It is likely there are qualitative storytelling factors about Steven Universe 

that allow for more showcasing of special skills than in Adventure Time. Previous research has attributed genre of show 

to observed gender differences (e.g., Leaper et al., 2002). However, as both shows are fantasy-genre shows, where 

characters have special, magical, fantastical skills, genre of show is unlikely to explain the observed difference.  

It is more likely that the theming around gender and the representation of nonbinary characters as humanoid play a role 

in these different portrayals. Steven Universe centers queer and nonbinary characters - it does not use them merely as side 

characters. In fact, nonbinary characters were present in every episode of Steven Universe that was included in this study. 

This was not the case for nonbinary characters in Adventure Time. Perhaps by centering characters with these gender-

diverse and marginalized identities it is easier to tell stories through and about these characters. By shifting the storytelling 

focus to these characters and their identities it may be easier to showcase their talents and skills. This may signal to 

children that nonbinary characters and stories about them are important and valid (Smith et al., 2016).  

This difference may be due to perceptions of humanoid, and in this instance, feminine-typed bodies. Perhaps Steven 

Universe was more likely to represent characters with special skills because these characters were more likely to be 

represented as humanoid. It is possible that content creators may think more expansively on what people, rather than 

robots, may be capable of doing in a fantasy television show. If this is the case, it is worth noting the importance of 

representing female-typed nonbinary characters in this way. Historically, female and feminine-typed characters are 

marginalized as side characters who are more likely to appear than to engage in action (Aubrey & Harrison, 2004; 

Signorielli, 2012; Ward & Aubrey, 2017). Providing feminine-typed nonbinary characters with special skills may allow 

both nonbinary and female-typed children to identity with the positive traits of these characters (Hoffner, 1996; Hoffner 

& Buchanan, 2009). The present analysis did not investigate gender-typed appearance. This decision was intentional, 

based on the differences in physical representation of nonbinary characters in each show. Since nonbinary characters in 

Adventure Time are not humanoid it would be difficult to draw sound comparisons between shows for this type of 

investigation. However, future research could examine physical and gender-typed appearance as human and humanoid 

nonbinary characters become more widely depicted in children’s television programming.  

5. Conclusions and Future Directions  

This content analysis sought to explore the language used toward nonbinary characters, and the representation of those 

characters as leaders, and characters with special skills. The findings provide some exciting and promising results. This 

study provides evidence that in the first mainstream and highly popular (Clark, 2017; Kohn, 2013) shows for children 

that depict nonbinary characters, that these characters are portrayed similarly to cisgender characters. The results of the 

current study largely demonstrate that Steven Universe and Adventure Time rarely differ in how they portray nonbinary 
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characters. Characters were also observed using appropriate language and gender pronouns toward gender-diverse 

characters. Additionally, these characters were portrayed in positive ways, as strong leaders, with special skills. This is a 

departure from traditional depictions of queer characters in children’s media. Previously, gender diversity and queerness 

has been portrayed at best as a joke (e.g., Bugs Bunny cross-dressing) (Myers, 2012) and at worst as evil or repulsive 

(e.g., Urusla in The Little Mermaid) (Martinez, 2015) in children’s media. This new generation of television may be 

paving the way for positive representations of members of these groups.  

This content analysis is the first step to understanding how exposure to nonbinary characters in children’s television may 

impact children. Before we can study the impacts of these shows on their viewers, it is essential to examine how these 

characters are represented. Knowing that these characters are represented in similar, positive, and equitable ways can lay 

the theoretical foundation for future experimental and empirical work. Future work should focus on these media effects. 

Researchers should examine how exposure to Adventure Time and Steven Universe may affect people’s attitudes and 

behavior toward nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people. This future work may help identify the potential benefits 

of watching positive and equitable representations of nonbinary characters. Special attention should be paid to the role 

these representations have in the lives and attitude formation of children who consume these television shows. Evidence 

of these potential beneficial media portrayals can inform policymakers and content creators, which may just lead to more 

diverse representations of gender in children’s television.  
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