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Modern Family
Season 8, Episode 2
Component 2: Understanding forms 
and products

Focus areas:  
	• Media language 
	• Representation  
	• Media industries  
	• Audiences  
	• Media contexts  

PRODUCT CONTEXT 

	• The set product is episode 2 from season 8 
which was originally aired on 28 September 
2016. There have been 11 seasons of the sitcom, 
running from 2009 to 2020, with 250 episodes in 
total. 

	• Modern Family was co-produced by Steven 
Levitan Productions, Picador Productions and 
20th Century Fox Television and distributed by 
20th Television, a subsidiary of The Walt Disney 
company.

	• It was originally broadcast on the ABC 
television network which is the flagship 
company of the ABC Entertainment Group, also 
a division of the Walt Disney company. 

	• The programme is a mockumentary style 
situation comedy set in LA, California and 
had an ensemble cast, typical of the genre. The 
focus of the narrative is the everyday lives of 3 
different types of family, all connected by Jay 
Pritchett, the patriarch of the family. 

	• Modern Family was a huge critical success, 
especially in the first few seasons, when it won 
an Emmy Award for Outstanding Comedy Series 
5 times. It was also awarded the Golden Globe 
Award for Best TV Series in 2011. 

	• The programme has a global reach and is 
shown in several countries. Its final episode had 
7.37 million viewers on its first run and was 
preceded by the airing of a special retrospective 
documentary.

PART 1: STARTING POINTS – Media 
language
The codes and conventions of media 
language, and how they become established 
as genres

Sitcoms have a recognisable set of conventions. 
These have evolved over time and developed to 
reflect social and cultural change and the needs of 
audiences. However, they all share similarities which 
place them in the genre including:

Narrative: 

	• Sitcoms usually employ the circular narrative 
model whereby an initial equilibrium is 
established then disrupted. The episode 
focuses on this ‘problem/situation’ which 
creates the comedy and is then resolved by 
the end of the programme (Todorov). The 
reassertion of stability is marked, not by a new 
equilibrium, but invariably by a return to the 
original situation. In this sense, sitcoms offer 
reassurance, meaning that audiences can expect 
that the problem introduced will be solved by 
the end of the episode. The narrative is usually 
thematically uncomplicated and may focus on a 
different character’s situation each episode. 

	• The narrative often relates to class differences, 
identity, and the desire to improve status or to 
develop socially and professionally.  

	• There may also be narrative strands that 
continue from one episode to another, typically 
concerned with relationships between characters. 
Some of the narrative comedy may come 
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from repeated motifs including a character’s 
catchphrases, reoccurring comic situations 
and misunderstandings. An essential part of 
the narrative is visual and verbal humour, 
for example slapstick comedy, fast-moving 
dialogue, puns and jokes. 

Characters:

	• Most sitcoms include a collection of 
stereotypical characters, for example, the 
‘grumpy old man’, the ‘truculent teenager’, 
the ‘geek’/‘nerd’, the ‘joker’ and the ‘serious’ 
character. These character ‘types’ often construct 
binary opposites which advances the narrative. 
They become familiar to audiences and are 
common to more than one example of the genre.

Settings and locations: 

	• In sitcoms the narrative is usually based in the 
home or the workplace where the key characters 
interact. These locations are limited and become 
familiar to audiences, rarely changing from 
episode to episode. Some – for example, the 
office in the IT Crowd and the Central Perk 
café in Friends – become iconic and part of the 
programme’s brand identity.

Iconography: 

	• This often relates to the particular setting, for 
example, the workplace and props can function 
as part of the comic business. Iconography can 
also be closely related to character. For example, 
some characters wear the same type of clothing 
every episode or are associated with a particular 
object. 

Theoretical perspectives on genre, including 
principles of repetition and variation; the 
dynamic nature of genre; hybridity and 
intertextuality. Consider: 

	• Television sitcoms, like other popular genres, 
have a repertoire of elements that places them 
within the genre. These are recognisable to 
audiences, fulfilling their expectations, and are 
useful in the marketing of the product. However, 
although sitcoms rely on repetition of common 
conventions, they also vary and introduce 
different elements (Neale). 

	• Genres are dynamic, developing over time to 
reflect social and cultural change, for example, 

the way in which Modern Family addresses 
gender roles and cultural diversity (Neale).  

	• Another element of difference in Modern Family 
is the documentary style of filming where 
characters frequently speak to the camera in 
interview scenes. The mockumentary, a generic 
hybrid of comedy and documentary, developed 
in the 2000s with sitcoms such as Trailer Park 
Boys (2001), The Office (2001) and Parks and 
Recreation (2009) using this format. 

The various forms of media 
language used to create and 
communicate meanings. 

Semiotic analysis, including denotation and 
connotation can be used to analyse aspects of media 
language. Consider: 

Visual codes:

	• Codes of clothing: The connotations of 
characters’ clothing and appearance create 
comedy and construct meanings, for example:

	• Manny’s ‘Mao suit’ is used to create comedy 
by signifying his sudden shift to communist 
ideals in order to attract a girl.

	• Alex appears in her dressing gown in the set 
episode to highlight her suffering.

Gesture codes: 

	• A lot of the physical comedy in the set 
episode comes from Phil’s experience 
of being locked in a room. We see him 
counting out sweets as survival food and fall 
spectacularly to the floor in his attempt to 
escape. His stroking of Alex as if she were 
his therapy dog also provides visual comedy.

Setting: 

	• The establishing shots of homes in LA 
represent the affluent lifestyles of the 
characters.

	• The mise-en-scène in Lily’s bedroom creates 
comedy when she tells Cam and Mitchell 
she hates the mural they painted when she 
was a baby.
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Iconography:  

	• The use of sofas for the documentary style 
interview scenes have become an iconic aspect 
of the programme, for example, when Phil sits 
on the sofa and confesses to the audience that he 
is suffering PTSD symptoms after his experience 
of being locked in a room.

Technical and audio: 

	• Modern Family uses a single-camera style 
of filming, where each shot is viewed and 
recorded from the perspective of one camera 
and edited in a more cinematic way. This suits 
the mockumentary style set-up and differs from 
more traditional sitcoms, such as Friends, which 
was recorded with a multi-camera set up in front 
of a studio audience. 

	• The medium sofa shots have become a signature 
shot in the programme, where characters 
confess their thoughts to the audience. For 
example, Hayley shares with us the ‘secret’ that 
she has lost her job and Luke lets us in on the 
fact he is cheating his way through school by 
stealing Alex’s assignments. These scenes offer 
the audience a privileged spectator position, 
providing them with aspects of the narrative that 
the other characters have yet to discover. 

	• A short, upbeat signature tune is the only non-
diegetic sound in the sitcom, adding to the 
documentary feel of the narrative. 

	• As it is studio-recorded, Modern Family has no 
laughter track like more traditional sitcoms. 

	• A lot of the comedy comes from the dialogue, 
for example, Phil saying ‘good girl’ when 
stroking Alex like a therapy dog.

Narrative: 

	• The narrative of Modern Family is tightly 
structured, a common convention of sitcoms 
with only 22 minutes to develop the stories. 

	• The set episode constructs a multi-stranded 
narrative with each narrative arc introduced, 
developed and resolved by the end. 

	• The three storylines come from the three 
different families and sometimes they overlap 
when the families visit each other’s homes. In 
the set episode we see the Dunphy narrative 

of the family using Alex’s illness to their 
advantage, Jay’s narrative of his reaction to 
his new neighbours and finally the narrative of 
Lily calling her friend Tom a ‘weirdo’. Each 
strand follows a Todorovian structure with the 
introduction of a problem or disruption followed 
by complications and misunderstandings, 
leading to a new equilibrium where the 
characters learn or discover something about 
themselves or others.

	• The three strands are resolved at the end of the 
episode – Alex takes the semester off college 
after discovering her family have used her, Jay 
visits his new neighbour, and Cam and Mitchell 
face up to their own prejudices when they talk 
to Jay. There is a theme of reconciliation, when 
Cam and Mitchell find the picture of the mural 
in Lily’s bedroom, and the episode ends on a 
comedic note with Jay making discoveries about 
Gloria and Manny through the CCTV footage.

	• Essential to the sitcom though, comedy is 
created when characters are seen to fail in their 
attempts to resolve the problem. For example, 
Jay embarrasses himself in front of his new 
neighbour, failing in his attempt to prove he isn’t 
racist, and Manny is spotted on CCTV eating 
cakes from the bins after refusing to eat them 
because of his new communist beliefs.

	• Unconventionally for the sitcom genre, the 
narrative has non-linear elements in the form 
of flashback scenes when the characters are 
recalling earlier events in their interviews.

Theoretical perspective on narrative: 
Applying Propp

This is a character-driven narrative theory which 
suggests that characters influence a narrative and 
communicate meanings through cause and effect, the 
narrative progresses as a result of their actions. All 
characters have motives, these are revealed during 
the story arc and the narrative, according to Propp, 
is driven by the need to achieve their goals. Propp 
suggested there were a range of narrative roles, some 
of which can be applied to characters in Modern 
Family:

	• There are many characters in Modern Family 
with heroic properties since, as highlighted 
in Propp’s theory, characters embark upon 
a journey, and each have their own quest to 
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accomplish. Jay Pritchett could be seen as the 
father figure as he is the patriarch of the family, 
and the other characters often go to him for 
advice. Phil displays anti-hero qualities, as he 
is flawed and is not successful in his quest to get 
over his ‘PTSD’.

	• Several characters could be said to fulfil 
the role of helper/donor in the set episode. 
Jay helps Cam and Mitchell recognise their 
own prejudices and Alex helps each family 
member in their quests to avoid their own 
responsibilities. 

PART 2: STARTING POINTS – 
Representations 
The ways in which the media represent 
(rather than simply present) the world, 
and construct representations of reality. 
Consider: 

All representations are constructed and are not 
‘windows on the world’. Producers of media 
products construct representations, in the case of 
sitcoms, to create comedic opportunities, through the 
use of:

Technical codes: Camera shots, angles, 
movements and editing combine to construct 
representations.

	• The documentary style of filming, where 
characters break the fourth wall to talk to the 
invisible interviewer in a direct mode of address, 
constructs a version of reality which is highly 
relatable to audiences. 

	• Close ups and medium shots are frequently used 
to capture the characters’ reactions and two shots 
are used to show family relationships, such as 
the shot of Hayley and Luke being interviewed 
together on the sofa which signifies their 
togetherness in using their sister Alex to avoid 
working hard themselves.

Audio codes: Diegetic and non-diegetic sound 
including a soundtrack and dialogue contribute to the 
construction of representations.  

	• Word play in the dialogue introduces comedy, 
for example, when Cam says to Mitchell, 
‘You know how proud I am of my gender-
indentificadar’.

Iconography: 

	• A high degree of verisimilitude is constructed 
through the choice of costumes and props to 
reflect different character roles. For example, 
Phil and Claire’s costumes change between 
business suits in the workplace to casual clothes 
in the domestic setting, signifying their changing 
roles inside and outside the family.

The social and cultural significance of 
particular representations in terms of 
the themes and issues that they address. 
Consider:
Representations of gender:

	• Phil is a successful middle-class estate agent, 
but he is represented as the ‘good cop’ parent 
in the family, in which Claire fulfils the role of 
‘bad cop’ or ‘bummer’ as she calls it. She clearly 
holds the power in the family home, and comedy 
is created when Phil hasn’t been home and  
no-one noticed: ‘Did nobody miss me in 18 
hours?’. His clumsy, child-like behaviour 
frequently creates comedy and his failed 
attempts to gain respect from others are typical 
for sitcom characters.

	• Jay is represented as the patriarch of the family 
who holds more traditional views. However, 
he advises Mitchell and Cam at the end of the 
episode about their own prejudices by admitting 
his own.

	• Luke is represented as a stereotypically lazy 
teenage boy, who falls asleep in class and steals 
his sister’s laptop to get through college, a 
common sitcom archetype.

	• Claire appears in a business suit in the opening 
scene, representing her progressively as 
powerful and successful in the workplace. 
We see her at work, where she is the boss or 
‘bummer’, but she is also represented more 
typically as a working mother juggling work 
and home life when she receives messages from 
Luke’s school while at work.

	• Alex is represented as a stereotypical nerd or 
‘geek girl’, her sister Hayley calling her a ‘nerd’ 
and ‘smartypants’. She wears glasses and is 
concerned about missing her ‘Caltec’ class. She 
attends The California Institute of Technology, 
which specialises in science and engineering, 
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representing her as successful in STEM subjects, 
a progressive female representation. She also 
takes control of the male family members Phil 
and Luke when Claire is at work, and this 
creates comedy as they are represented as unable 
to cope on their own.

	• Comedy is created when Gloria can’t work the 
remote control, reinforcing the stereotype that 
females are unable to understand technology.

Representation of sexuality:

	• Cam and Mitchell are a gay couple who adopt 
a baby in series 1 and get married in series 5, 
offering a positive, progressive representation. 
This contrasts with Friends which often made 
jokes about homosexuality.

Representation of ethnicity:

	• Modern Family is diverse in its representation 
of ethnicity but does reinforce some stereotypes 
associated with race and ethnicity.

	• Gloria is Colombian and often represented as a 
Latina stereotype with a fiery temper. Jay often 
can’t understand her accent, and this is used as 
material for jokes.  

	• Minor characters, such as Jay’s black American 
friend Miles, add to the programme’s diverse 
range of characters, although the way he is used 
as a token black friend to prove Jay isn’t racist is 
more problematic. 

	• Lily is Vietnamese and her adoption by gay 
couple Cam and Mitchell is central to the 
narrative in series 1. 

	• Jay assumes his new black neighbours will 
think he’s a ‘racist old man’ who is getting 
security cameras installed because of them, 
reinforcing stereotypes of race, highlighting the 
misrepresentation of black people as criminals. 

	• Jay refers to the way people label him an ‘old, 
straight, white bigot’ when suggesting that Cam 
and Mitchell are also showing prejudice towards 
Lily’s transgender friend Tom. At one point, he 
complains to Gloria, ‘You’ll never understand 
the stereotypes old white men face’, creating 
comedy for an audience who recognise Jay’s 
own prejudices.

PART 3: STARTING POINTS – Media 
industries
The nature of media production, including by 
large organisations, who own the products 
they produce and by individuals and groups: 

There have been significant changes to the television 
industry in recent years due to the impact of digital 
technology on the way in which programmes 
are produced and distributed and how audiences 
consume them. Audiences have become more 
fragmented and traditional broadcasters are evolving 
in the ways in which they produce, distribute and 
market their products.

	• Modern Family was created by Christopher 
Lloyd and Steven Levitan for the ABC TV 
network in the US.

	• Lloyd and Levitan pitched the series to CBS, 
NBC and ABC. ABC accepted the pitch after 
NBC rejected it since they had already been very 
successful with mockumentary style sitcoms  
The Office and Parks and Recreation and 
decided not to take on a third show in this style. 

	• There was a successful pilot episode resulting in 
ABC ordering the first season of 13 episodes. 

	• The headquarters of ABC is located in 
California, opposite Walt Disney Studios. 
ABC’s ownership by Disney ensures high 
production values through vertical integration 
and conglomerate ownership. 

	• The primary shooting location for Modern 
Family is 20th Century Fox Studios in LA but 
some scenes are filmed at locations in California, 
including the 3 houses used for the family homes 
which are all located near the studios.

The impact of the increasingly convergent 
nature of media industries across different 
platforms: 

	• Whilst Modern Family was originally aired 
on ABC in the USA, it has since been made 
available to a global audience on streaming 
platforms. Series 1–9 came to Netflix in 2020 
making the show accessible to viewers in over 
30 countries. However, Modern Family was 
removed from Netflix in January 2022 so it 
could become exclusive to Disney, its parent 
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company. The programme is available on 
Hulu in the USA and can be purchased and 
downloaded on Amazon Prime.

	• Digital technology allows audiences to binge-
watch the series and fans can also interact via 
social media by following Modern Family’s 
official Twitter account (1.3M followers), where 
the show’s availability on Disney+ is promoted.

The importance of different funding models, 
including government funded, not-for-profit 
and commercial models: Television companies 
operate either a public service or commercial 
broadcasting model. 

	• Modern Family was produced and distributed 
by companies owned by the Disney media 
conglomerate and was aired on the American 
Broadcasting Network, also owned by a division 
of The Walt Disney Company. 

	• ABC is a commercial broadcast network which 
is funded through advertisers. It began in 1943 
as a radio network and the television network 
was launched in 1948. ABC owns and operates 8 
television channels across the USA and also has 
over 230 affiliated stations which are owned by 
local companies but broadcast ABC programmes 
for some or all of their content. 

	• Modern Family has been a huge commercial 
success, a 30 second commercial slot during the 
original scheduling of the programme costing up 
to $250,000.

	• Product placement has also made the show very 
profitable. Many brands bid to get their products 
used in the programme, but only 10% of brands 
who bid were successful as the producers would 
only work with companies whose products could 
feature convincingly in the narrative.

	• One of the biggest product placement deals was 
with Apple and an entire episode in season 6 was 
filmed and produced on Apple devices, where 
Claire is communicating with her family through 
her laptop and other characters are using tablets 
and iPhones. In the set episode, Alex’s laptop 
frequently features in the narrative.

PART 4: STARTING POINTS – 
Audiences

	• Modern Family has a broad appeal partly 
because the ensemble cast is diverse in terms 
of age, gender, ethnicity and sexuality but also 
because it challenges traditional representations 
of families, leading to greater personal identity 
for contemporary audiences.

	• It was ranked as the USA TV’s top scripted 
series for several years in the 18–49 audience 
category and by season 3 it was ABC’s top-rated 
season premiere. It has been argued that the 
programme appeals more to white, middle-class 
audiences as the majority of the characters are 
white, affluent Americans.

The ways in which media organisations 
target audiences:

	• The programme is promoted on the ABC 
website, where the Modern Family page has 
links to the show’s official Facebook, Twitter 
and Instagram accounts. 

	• The programme is frequently discussed on social 
media, gaining free promotion for the show.

	• Official trailers for each season were shown on 
the ABC TV network and are globally available 
across many platforms, including YouTube.

	• Banner adverts for Modern Family have been 
used widely on social media sites such as 
Facebook and streaming platforms such as 
Disney+ to attract global audiences.

The role of media technologies in reaching 
and identifying audiences, and in audience 
consumption and usage:

	• Changes and developments in technology have 
had an impact upon the way in which audiences 
access, consume and respond to media products. 
Audiences now have a range of content to 
choose from on a range of different platforms to 
suit their needs and lifestyle. 

	• Modern Family can be streamed on Disney+, 
which has now overtaken Netflix as the 
streaming service with most subscribers  
(221 million, August 2022).
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	• The programme can also reach audiences 
through social media sites including Twitter 
and Facebook. Fans of the show used Twitter 
to share their reactions to Cam and Mitchell’s 
wedding and to praise the innovative episodes of 
the show, such as season 6 episode 16 which was 
shot entirely through Claire’s MacBook.

Theoretical perspectives on audience: 
Blumler and Katz’s Uses and Gratifications 
theory: 

There are several theories that have been written 
to explore the relationship between audiences and 
media products. The Uses and Gratifications theory 
was one of the first to suggest that audiences can be 
active consumers of the media and seek out and use 
different media products in order to satisfy a need 
and to experience different pleasures, including:

	• Entertainment/diversion: Audiences watch 
some media products, including sitcoms, to 
escape from everyday life into a fictional world 
that absorbs their interest. Modern Family 
contains slapstick comedy as well as a lot of 
comedy through dialogue. 

	• Information/education: Modern Family is a 
comedy but also seeks to educate audiences 
with social issues. The programme educates 
people about how typical family structures 
have changed over the years and challenges 
audiences to think about their attitudes towards 
homosexual relationships, transgender people 
and ethnic diversity.

	• Social interaction: This pleasure has been 
enhanced by developments in technology. 
Audiences watch episodes of Modern Family 
and at the same time interact with friends and 
family on social media using #ModernFamily. 
‘And the Modern Family wedding made me 
cry, in the best way possible! Congrats Cam and 
Mitchell!! So perfect’ (Twitter). 

	• Personal identity: The programme may appeal 
to the audience because they relate to a character 
or a particular situation. The diverse range of 
characters and situations in Modern Family 
makes for a highly relatable sitcom.

PART 5: STARTING POINTS – Media 
contexts

The specification requires learners to develop their 
understanding of relevant contexts of media and 
their influence on the product.

Social, cultural and political contexts

How Modern Family reflects the society and 
culture of the time in which it was made through its 
representations, themes, values, and messages.

Consider:

	• How the programme addresses the under-
representation and misrepresentation of ethnic 
diversity in television sitcoms and how the 
more progressive representations contrast with 
the under-representation of ethnic diversity in 
Friends. 

	• How the representations of gender in the set 
episode challenge typical representations in 
sitcoms illustrating how the genre has developed 
over time and been informed by cultural 
influences. For example, how the set episode 
features the first openly transgender child actor 
through Jackson Millarker’s role as Lily’s friend 
Tom, a casting decision influenced by a society 
which has become more progressive in its 
attitudes towards transgender people. 

	• How the progressive representations of 
homosexuality through the characters of Cam 
and Mitchell have been influenced by shifting 
attitudes in society and how they contrast with 
representations in Friends, which made jokes 
about LGBTQ+ characters and issues. 

	• How the characters’ narratives often feature the 
use of technology, reflecting cultural trends in 
the digital age.

Recommended reading/viewing

Modern Family Retrospective – aired before the final 
episode: https://bit.ly/3BBvXYD

Useful articles/webpages 

https://bit.ly/3BARZKO

https://bit.ly/3xlj8ip

https://bit.ly/3BBvXYD
https://bit.ly/3BARZKO
https://bit.ly/3xlj8ip

