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- THE VIOLENCE PROFILE

~

Does TV entertainment incite or pacify (or both)? A new approa i
to research uses Cultural Indicators as a framework for a progres
report on a long-range study of trends in television’ content an
effects. The environment that sustains the most distinctive aspects
of human existence is the environment of symbols. We . pe
and act upon meanings derived from that environment, The first
and longest lasting organization of the symbolic world was w
we now call religion, Within its sacred scope, in earlier t
- the most essential processes of culture: art, science, technol
statecraft, and public storytelling. =~~~ -
~ Common rituals and mythologies are agencies of symt
cialization and control. They demonstrate how society wi
dramatizing its norms and values. They are essential parts
general system of messages that cultivates prevailing o
(which is why we-call it culture) and regulates social relation
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established social.order. . =

have become increasingly professionalized, industrialized, central-
ized, and specialized. Their principal locus shifted from handicraft
to mass production and from traditional religion and formal edu-
cation to the mass media of communications—particularly televi-
sion. New technologies on the horizon may enrich the choices of the

‘common symbolic environment that now binds diverse communi-

ties, including large groups of young and old and isolated people
who have never before joined any mass public. Television is likely
‘to remain for a long time the chief source of repetitive and ritualized
symbol systems cultivating the common consciousness of the most
far-flung and heterogenous mass publics in history.

Our long-range study of this new symbolic environment developed
“from, and still includes, the annual Violence Index and Profile of
TV content and its correlates in viewers’ conceptions of relevant
. aspects of social reality. The research began with the investigation
" of violence in network television drama in 1967-68 for the National
" Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence (4) and
continued through 1972 under the sponsorship of the .Surgeon
- General’s Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social

‘Behavior (5). The study was broadly conceived from the beginning
- and both reports showed the role and symbolic functions, as well as
- ‘the extent, of violence in the world of television drama. A confer-
~"ence of research consultants to the National Institute of Mental.
‘Health in the spring of 1972 recommended that the Violence Index
“developed for the.report to the Surgeon General be further broad-
ened to take into account social relationships and viewer concep-
‘tions. Implementing that recommendation, we issued the Violence
Profile (fifth in our series of reports), including violence-victim
" ratios and eventually viewer responses. The:then Secretary of
| Health, Education, and Welfare Caspar W. Weinberger reported to
~ - Senator John O. Pastore in the fall of 1973 that our research was
“broadened to encompass-a number of additional dimensions and
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 ‘This system of messages, with its storytelling functions, makes
people perceive as real and normal and right that which fits the -

; $0C12 S N S _ , _Gerbner in his re ssearch’” (1 :
“The institutional procesées producing these message systems _ his renewal research’’ (16). -+ ... -

choosy but cannot replace the simultaneous public experience of a.

" 1976 Psychology Today {10); "~ "
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linked with viewers’ perceptions of violence and its effects; T
ommended by NIMH . consultants. and-as incorporated by D,

" The ““renewal research’’ to which Secreta VWe‘inBév 1 referr
is our present project, Cultural ‘IndicatorgCoriducntf; urftf;;ef o
grant frpm the National Institute of Mental Health, it consists of
perpdxc»stqdy of television programming and of the conceptions of
social reality that'viewing cultivates in child and adult audiences, =
Although the study of violence is a continuing aspect of the: re- :
search;' the project is also developing indicators of other themes,
roles, and relationships significant for sacial science-and pohcy

The pattern of findings that is: beginning to emerge confirms dur =
belief that television is essentially different from other media and
that research on television requires a new approach. In this article
we .sha}l sketch the outlines of a critique of modes of research @

— derwgd from experience with other media and advance an approach
we find more appropriate to the special characteristics, features,
and fl.mct.lons of television. We shall illustrate the design and some
contributions -of ‘the approach taken in the Cultural Indicators
project Py presenting the latest Violence Profile (No: 7 in the -
series), including indicators of some conceptions television culti- 4

~ vates in its viewers.? . -

The"c_onfusing state of television research is largely due tbo‘*in‘ap‘- :
propriate conceptiohs of the problem. The automobile ‘that burst -

upon the dusty highways of the turn of the century was seenby :
most people as just a horseless carriage rather than as‘a prime.
-mover of a new way of life. Similarly, those who grew up:«béfore o

!"Several additional events fnﬂuenced,the fudher faté and development /of‘ﬂme Vis ‘, 4

olence Profile. Senator.Pastore and Chairman: Torbert. Macdonald. of the House .

Communications Subcommittee continued. to. take. an active i in i r 3
search director of the studies-for the Surgeon Generai“gl‘:eﬁzml:;eﬁn::eﬁ\ g:t:: s
ued to press for follow-up research (14). D‘ohgl,ass Cater and Sfephexi St'ﬂckh
wrote'a book (')nuthée report and argued for “ongoing research -cap’able-éfhﬁéeféiﬁ&
ing .la,rge.puhljc policy-investigations'(1,-p:'133). And; firtally, a committee of:the it
Social Science Research Council especially formed and funded by NIMH to-study .
the Voilence Profile recommended continued use and furtherdevelopment(lsi k) P

1 N

* A summary of the cultivation studies also appears.in our articlé in the April
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~~media have been applied to television, These earlier modes of study

~ behavior change. Both assumptions are largely inadequate:to the

~ " alter, threaten; or weaken conventional conceptions, beliefs, and

- THINKING ABOUT TELEVISION ~ | © LIVINGWITH TELEVISION: THE VIOLENCE PROFILE
- television tended to think of it-as just another in the long series of ‘ '
technological innovations in mass communicatiens. Consequently,.
modes of thinking and research rooted in experience with other

Ppass essential elements of art, science, technology, statecraft. and
pul?lxc (as well as most family) story-telling. Thegi]nfio;mateairxggixt-;@gi o
(F};xlliﬁg gnd‘ less educated adults) are again the entertainment-
| s;ea_;thoodl? thrél} by the /myths arjud ~leg’endsﬁof':a ‘neyv«e}’kect‘m'i?ﬁc ,
. If you were born before, say, 1950, television came into )murl e
after thelformative‘.yea'rs as just another medium. Evenif you are
now an, “addict,” it will be difficult for you to comprehend the -
transformavtio,ns it has wrought. Could you,-as a twelvé=yearf6°ld~ s
have contgmplated spending an average of six hours a day. at the
local movie: house ? Not only- would most parents not have perm:td :
ted s;uc.h behavior, but most children would not havezbimagined the'
possibility. Yet, in our sample of children, nearly half the twelve-
year—qlds? watch at least six hours of television every day:is,
: Up.hke‘j print, television does not require litéracy. Unlike the
movies, television is “free”” (supported by a privately impésed tax
~onall goods), and it is always running. Unlike radio, televisioncan
show as well as tell. Unlike the theater, concerts, movies; and-even -
churches, television does not require mobility. Tt comes into-the
home and reaches individuals directly. With its virtually unlimited -
access from cradle to grave, television both precedes reading and,

“were based on selectively used media and focused on attitude or

. task of conceptualizing and investigating the effects of television.
" - Webegin with the assertion that television is' the central cultural
‘arm of American society. It is an agency of the established order

- andas such serves primarily to extend and maintain rather than to

" behaviors. Its: chief cultural function is'to spread and stabilize so-
" cial patterns, to cultivate not change but resistance to change.
. Television is 'a medium of the socialization of most people into
" standardized roles and behaviors. Its function is, in a word, en-
‘culturation. S T -
~.“The substance of the consciousness cultivated by TV.is not so
much specific attitudes and opinions as more basic assumptions
- about the “facts” of life and standards of judgment on which con-
clusions are based. The purpose of the Cultural Indicators project
. js-to identify  and- track these premises and the conclusions they
" might cultivate across TV’s diverse publics. oy
. We shall make a case for studying television as a force for en-
_culturation rather than as a selectively used medium of separate,
“entertainment’’ and information functions. First, we shall suggest
- that the essential differences between television and other media
*“are more-crucial than the similarities. Second, we will show why
traditional research designs are inadequate for the study of televi-
~ sion effects and we will suggest more appropriate methods. Third,
- we.will sketch the pattern of evidence emerging from our studies
indicating that “living” in the world of television’cultivates con-
“ceptions of its own conventionalized “'reality.” S

inglx_'elex'singly, preemptsit. : : - :
elevision is the first centralized cultural influence to rme e
 ele . o : ate :
| th the. initial and the final years of life—as well as gxi years
F)etween.» ;qut infants are exposed :to television long before read- |
ing. By the‘ time a child reaches school, television willhave oceu-
pied mote time thgn would be spent in a college clatsroom. Af the -
other end of the lifelong curriculum; television, is there to keep>:the’ Sl
,/elc}glly company.when all else fails. - R Lol enty Ei
Il societies have evolved ways of explaining the w d: m-
‘ - have evolved ways of ining the world ito them-
- selves and to their children.. Socially constructed ‘“reality” gives a

to /wll}a.t, and what is right. The constant cultivation of such ““real-
lltle'sg' is the: taskaiof,mainst:eam rituals and mythologies. They,
egitimize action along socially functional and conventionally ac.
ceptable lines. - : Core i nvemw“allyac“ L
‘The sp‘cial, political, and economic integration of modern indus-
trial society has created a system in which few communities, if any;
can maintain an independent integrity. We are parts of a Leviathan
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‘The reach, scope, ritualization, organic connectedness, and non-
' selective use of mainstream television makes it different from other .
media of mass communications. TV penetrates every home in the
“land. Its seasonal, cyclical, and perpetual patterns of organically
related fact and ficion (all woven into an entertainment fabric pro-
ducing publics of consumers for sale to advertisers) again encom-
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and its: nervous - system  is telecommunications. Publicly shared

knowledge ‘of the “‘wide world” is what this nervoussystem
- Television is the chief common’ground among the different
« groups that make up a large and heterogeneous nat.ional commu-

- nity: No national achievement, celebration, or mourning seems real

. until it is confirmed and shared on television. .~
- Never before have all classes and groups (as well as ages) shared
-~ so much of the same' culture and the same perspectives while hav-
_ ing solittle to-do with their creation. Representation in the v.vm'rld of
- television gives an idea, a cause, a group its sense of public ':1dgn-
bty importance, and relevance. No. movement ‘can get going
.~ without some visibility in that world or long withstand television’s
- power to discredit, insulate, or-undercut. Other media., used seh?c-
" tively and by special interests or cultural elites, 'culhyate ‘partial
" and parochial outlooks. Television spreads the same images and
. messages to all from' penthouse to tenement. TV.IS the new r(ar'\d
- only) culture of those who expose themselves. to information only

when it comes ‘as “‘entertainmerit.”” Entertainment- is the‘mosp

‘broadly effective educational fare in any culture.

- All major networks serving the same social system depend on the
same markets and programming formulas. That may be one réason
why, unlike other media, television is used non-selectively: it just

' doesn’t:matter that much. With the exception of natippal events
~ and some “specials,” the total viewing audience is falrly :stable
- regardless of what is on. Individual tastes and program preferences
are less important in determining viewing patterns tha_n is the:hme

a program is on. The nearly universal, non-sglemve, ;md .habnmai

. use of television fits the ritualistic pattern of its programming. You
~ watch television as you'might attend a church service, except that
. most people watch television more religiously. - R

-~ Constitutional guarantees. shield the prerogatives of ownership.

. Technological imperatives of electronics have ehanged modern
- governance more than Constitutional'amendments and court deci-

: sions: Television; the flagship’ of industrial mass’ culture, now
rivals ancient religions as a purveyor of ‘organic patterns of sym-

even global communities’ senses of reality and yalue,~ e
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. These considerations fed us to qﬁééﬁen many of the more common.

arguments raised in discussions of television’s effects. An impor-
tant example is the concern over the consequences of violence on
television. The invention ‘and development of technologies which
permit the production and dissemination of mass mediated fictional
images across: class lines seems invarjably to raise in the minds of -
 the established dasses the specter of subversion, corruption and
unrest being encouraged among the various lower orders—poor
people, ethnic and racial minorities, children and women. The -
specter arises when it seems that the lower orders may presume:to.
imitate—if not to replace—their betters. Whether the 'suspect and
controversial media are newspapers, novels, and theater, as in the
nineteenth.century, or movies, radio, comic books, and television
as in the twentieth, concern tends to focus on the. possibilities of
disruption that threaten the established norms of belief, behavior, -
and morality. " - - \ . R T
In our view, however, that concern has become anachronistic.
Once the industrial order has legitimized its rule, the ‘primary
function of its cultural arm becomes the reiteration of that legiti-
macy and the maintenance of established power and authority. The -
rules of the games and the morality of its goals can best be dem-
onstrated by dramatic stories of their symbolic violations. The in- .
tended lessons are generally effective and the social order i only

. rarely and peripherally threatened. The system is the message and,

as our politicians like to say, the system works. Our question is, in
fact, whether it may not work too well in cultivdting uniform ag-
sumptions, exploitable fears, acquiescence to power, and resistance
to meaningful change, ’ Vo SR e
Therefore, in contrast to the more usual statement of the prob- .

lem, we do not believe that the only critical correlate of television =~

violence is to be found in the stimulation of occasional individual
aggression. The consequences of living in a symbolic world ruled
largely by violence may be much more far-reaching. Preparation
for large-scale organized violence requires the - cultivation of fear
and acquiescence to power..TV violence is a dramatic demonstra-
tion of power which communicates much about social norms. and
relationships, about goals and means, about winriers and losers, - :
about the risks of life and the price for transgressions of society’s - -
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_rules. Violence-laden drama shows who gets away with what,
when, why, how and against whom. “Real world” victims as well

" as violents may have to learn their roles. Fear—that historic in-

strument of social control-—may be an even more critical residue of
a show of violence than aggression. Expectation of violence or

- _passivity in the face of injustice may be consequences of even

greater social concern. We shall return to this theme with data from
* our studies. = . ,

The realism of TV fiction hides its synthetic and functionally se-
Jective nature. The dominant stylistic convention of Western nar--

-rative art—novels, plays, films, TV dramas—is that of represen-

tational realism. However contrived television plots are, viewers
assume that they take place against a backdrop of the real world.
Nothing impeaches the basic “‘reality” of the world of television
drama. It is also highly informative. That is, it offers to the un-
suspecting viewer a continuous stream of “facts” and impressions
‘about the way of the world, about the constancies and vagaries of
human nature, and about the consequences of actions. The premise
of realism is a Trojan horse which carries within it a highly selec-
tive, synthetic, and purposeful image of the facts of life.

A normal adult viewer is not unaware of the fictiveness of tele-

vision drama. No one calls the police or an ambulance when a
character in a television program is shot. “War of the Worlds”-

type scares are rare, if they occur at all. Granting this basic

awareness on the part of the viewers, one may still wonder how
oftenand to what degree all viewers suspend their disbelief in the
reality of the symbolic world. - :

Surely we all know that Robert Young is not a doctor and that v
Marcus Welby is an M.D. by only poetic license. Yet according to -

the Philadelphia Bulletin (July 10, 1974), in the first five years of

_ the program “Dr. Welby” ‘received over a quarter of a million

- letters from viewers, most containing requests for medical advice.
- Doctor shows are not the only targets of such claims. A former
New York City police official has complained that jury members
have formed images and expectations of trial procedures and out-

_comes from television which often prejudice them in actual trials.

In a courtroom incident related to us by a lawyer, the counsel for

the defense leapt to his feet, objecting, “Your Honor, the Prosecu-
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tori¢ badgermg the Wiﬁtess"" The iudee . e i B o
ot adgering the w w. judge replied that he, too, had
seen tha?t objection raised on the Perry Mason show but, unfortu-
nately, it was not included in the California code. - L

Anecdotes and examples should not tnvrahze the réél Pomt, wh1 ch

- is that even the most sophisticated can find many important com-

ponents of their knowledge of the real world derived wholly or in

part from fictional representation. How often do we make a shasp

distinction between the action which we know is not “‘real” and the
ac.cu.mlulation of background information (which is; after all, “re-
allstl.c .’)? Are we keenly aware that in the total population of the
television world men outnumber women four to one? Or that, with -
_all the violence, the leading causes of real life injury and death—
industrial and traffic accidents—are hardly ever depicted?
How many of us have ever been in an operating room, a criminal
courtroom, a police station or jail, a corporate board room, or a -
movie studio? How much of what we know about such diverse
spheres of activity, about how various kinds of people work and
"Yh,?t they do—how much of our real world has been learned from
fictional worlds? To the extent that viewers see television drama—
the'foregrqundof plot or the background of the television world—"
as nalt’uralfstic,f‘they may derive a wealth of incidental “knowl-
edge.” This incidental learning may be effected byvbald""faéts" '
and by the subtle interplay of occurrence, co-occurrence, and non-
oc;urrzt:lcepf actotxi“s and actions. » Sl A
- In addition to the subtle patterns against whose influence- k
may.all be somewhat defenseless, tele\gr‘ision provides amiln\: svzf ~
ductively persuasive sort of imagery. In real life much is hidden
from our eyes. Often, motives are obscure, outcomes ambiguous,
personalities complex, people unpredictable. The truth is never ‘
pure and rarely simple. The world of television, in contrast; offers
us: cogency, clarity, and resolution. Unlike life, television is an
open book. Problems are never left hanging, rewards and punish-
ments are present and accounted for. The rules of the game are
known and' rarely change. Not only does television “show”” us: the
nqrm.ally» hidden workings of many important and fascinating in-
stitutions—medicine, law enforcement and justice, big business, .
the glamorous world of entertainment, etc.—but we “see” thé
people who fill important and exciting roles. We see who they arein
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" terms of sex, age, race, and class and we also see them as person-
- alities——dedicated and selfless, ruthless and -ambitious, good-
“hearted but ineffectual, lazy and shiftless, corrupt and corrupting.
Television provides the broadest common background of assump-
" tions notonly about what things are but also about how they work,
orshould work, and why. . . o
The world of television drama ‘is a mixture of truth- and false-
hood, of accuracy and distortion. It is not the true world, but an
extension of the standardized images which we have been taught
since ¢childhood. The audience for which the message of television
is primarily intended (recall that an audience of about 20 million
viewers is necessary for a program’s survival) is the great majority
of ‘middle-class: citizens for whom America is a democracy (our
leaders act in accordance with the desires of the people), for whom
our economy is free, and for whom God is alive, white, and male.

The implications for research are far-reaching and ‘call into ques-

tion essential -aspects of the research paradigm stemming from

historic pressures for behavior manipulation and marketing effi-_
cacy. They suggest a model based on the concept of broad encul-
turation rather than of narrow changes in opinion or behavior.

Instead of asking what communication “variables” might propa-

. gate what kinds of individual behavior changes, we want to know
what-types of common consciousness whole systems of messages
might cultivate. This is less like asking about preconceived fears
and hopes and more like asking about the “effects” of Christianity

‘on one’s view of the world or—as the Chinese had asked—of Con-
“fucianism on public morality. To answer such questions, we must

" review and revise some conventional articles of faith about research
strategy.. .~ .. o BRI A - ',

-~ First, we cannot presume consequences without the prior inves-
tigation of content, as the conventional research paradigm tends to
do. Nor can the content be limited to isolated elements (e.g., news,
commercials, specific programs); taken out of the total context, or
-to individual viewer selections. The “world”. of television is an
organic system of stories'and images. Only system-wide analysis
of messages can reveal the symbolic world which structures com-

~ mon assumptions and definitions for the generations born into it
and provides bases for interaction (though not necessarily of
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agreement) among large and heterogeneous . mmunities. . The
system as a whole plays a major role mg;r:;‘g tltegagetidahcffsnaslutse :
to agree or disagree about; it shapes the most pervasive norms and
allghya’tes‘thedominantperspectives of society. . .. ..
- Another conventional research assumption is that the experunent :
ions, likesfdislikes, etc., toward or conveyed by “variable X")is. -
the most significant outcome to measure. In the ideal ‘éxpefhriént 4
you expose a group to X and assess salient aspects of the state of
the receivers before and after exposure, comparing the changé‘ if
any, to data obtained from a control group (identical in all réley;}\t e
have not received X. No -

is the most powerful method, and that change (in attitudes, opin- :

ch;:;ﬁe’ orx no difflerence means no effect. e
/Vhen X is television, however, we must turn this paradig
around: stability may be the significant outcome of the suglart:?allﬁ
the pla.y of many variables. If nearly everyone “lives” to some -
extent in the world of television, clearly we cannot find uﬁexposed '
groups who would be-identical in ali important resp‘ects; to the
viewers. We cannot isolate television from the mainstream .of
modern culture because it is the mainstream, We cannot look for
changg as. the most significant accomplishment of the chief arm of
established culture if its main social function is to maintain, rein- =
force, apd exploit rather than to undermine or alter corivex:tidna\f ek
conceptions, beliefs, and behaviors. On the contrary, the relative |
meffechvenef,s of isolated campaigns may itself be testimony to the
Porqvef tl(:f: mainstream conununica%s. , G
/Neitner can we assume that TV cultivates ptions easily
distinguishable from those of othé; major eméc:;mot:;sr::;iy
(But we cannot emphasize too strongly the historically novel rol’e:;oi o
television in standardizing and sharing with all as the common
norm what had before been more parochial, local, and selective -
cultural P'att‘er.ns.) We assume, therefore, that TV’s. standardizing |
and legmmlzmg influence  comes largely from its ability to -
streamline, amplify, ritualize, and spread into hitherto isolated or'
probecte.d subaﬂtures,Ahomes, notks, and crannies of the land the
conventional capsules of mass produced information and enter- -

tainment.

Another popular research technique which isinappropfiaﬁe is the .
o 373 | |
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- experimental or quasi-experimental test of the consequences of ex-
- ‘posure to one particular type of television programming. Much of
- 'the research on media violence, for example, has focused on' the
‘observation and measurement of behavior which. occurs after a

- viewer has seen a particular program or even isolated scenes from

~programs. All such studies, no matter how clean the design and

~ clear the results, are of limited value because they ignore a funda-
mental fact: the world of TV drama consists of ‘a-complex and
__integrated system of characters, events, actions, and relationships
whose effects cannot be measured with regard to any single ele-
‘metit or program seen in isolation. \ ‘

. How should, then, the effects of television be conceptualized and

studied? We believe that the key to the answer rests in a search for
those assumptions about the “facts” of life and society that televi-
sion cultivates in its more faithful viewers. That search requires

5 - two different methods of research. The relationship between the

. two is one of the spedial characteristics of the Cultural Indicators
- .approach:? SRR » S ,

" The first method of research is the periodic analysis of large and =~ §

 representative aggregates of television output (rather than individ-
- ual segments) as the system of messages to which total communi-
- ties are exposed. The purpose of message system: analysis is to

_ establish the composition and structure of the. symbolic world. We

have begun' that analysis with the most ubiquitous, translucent,
and instructive part of television (or any cultural) fare, the dra-

“matic programs (series, cartoons, movies on television) that popu-

late-and animate for most viewers the heartland of the symbolic
*world. Instead of guessing or assuming the contours and dynamics
~of that world, message system analysis maps its geography, de-
“mography, thematic and action structure, time and space dimen-
- sions; personality profiles, occupations, and fates. Message sys-

- tem analysis yields the gross but clear terms of location, action,

‘and characterization discharged into the mainstream of community
consciousness. ~Aggregate viewer interpretation and : response
‘starts with-these common terms of basic exposure. v

3 For a more detailed descriptionof the conceptual framework for this research see
“#Cultural Indicators: The Third Voice” (8): . . ey : R
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_ analysis, as we call’that method, inquire slinto»the«;assmxﬂ\‘;pﬁoﬁéa

- each of these questions there is a “television answer,” whichiis like

We shali now skétch some generarfeafufes of the 'wbrid ‘Vof netwm ;

~and social utility. Its people are not born but are created to depict

- eral adherence to.common notions of justice and fair play;:clear-cut
- characterizations, tested plot lines, and proven formulas for re-

~ LIVING WITH TELEVISION: THE VIOLENCE PROFILE
The second step of the research is to.determine Wha't;-'if‘ anythmg,
viewers. absorb from living in'the world of television." Cultivation
television cultivates about the facts, norms, and values of society. :

Here we turn the findings of message system analysis about the -
fantasy land of television into questions about ‘social reality. To

the way things appear in the world of television, and another and
different answer which is biased in the opposite direction, clo: =
the way things are in the observable world. We ask these questions =
of samples of adults and children. All responses are related to
television exposure, other media habits, and demographic charac-
teristics. We then compare the response of light and heavy viewers .
controlling for sex, age, education, and other characteristics The
margin of heavy viewers over light viewers giving the “television
answers” within and across groups is the “cultivation differential”
indicating conceptions about social reality that viewing tends'to -
cultivate. SR L i e T e

- Our analysis looks at the contribution of TV drama to viewer
conceptions in conjunction with such other sources of knowledge as =
education and news. The analysis is intended to illuminate’ the
complementary-as ‘well as the divergent roles of these sources of
facts, images, beliefs, and values in the cultivation of assumptions
about reality, i : B s ; PR s e

television drama, and then report the latest findings about violence
in that world. As any mythical world; television presents a selec- =
tive and functional system of messages. Its time, space, and mo-
tion—even its “accidents”—follow laws of dramatic convention .

sodial types, causes, powers, and fates. The economics of the as-’
sembly line and the requirement of wide acceptability assure -gen-

i~

solving all issues. - : IR SN

Representation in the fictional world signifies social existence;
absence means symbolic annihilation. Being buffeted by-events.and .-
victimized by people ‘denotes social - impotence; ability to wrest |
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~ events about, to. act freely, boldly, and effectively is a mark of
' dramatic importance and social power. Values and forces come into
play through characterizations; good is a eertain type of attrac-
tiveness, evil is a personality defect, and right is the might that
wins. Plots weave a thread of causality into the fabric of dramatic
ritual, as stock characters act out familiar parts and confirm pre-
. ferred notions of what’s what, who’s who, and who: counts. for
‘what. The issue is rarely in doubt; the action is typically a game of
‘sodial typing, group identification, skill, and power.
. Many times a day, seven days a week, the dramatic pattern
defines situations and cultivates premises about society, people,
- .and issues, Casting the symbolic world thus has a meaning. of its
own; the lion’s share of representation goes to the types that dom-
inate the social order. About three-quarters of all leading charac-
ters are male, American, middle- and upper-class, and in the prime
‘of life. Symbolic independence requires freedom relatively unin-
hibited by real-life constraints. Less fully represented are those
lower in the domestic and global power hierarchy and characters
.involved in familiar social contexts, human dependencies, and

tionships and obligations upon freewheeling activity.

. Women typically represent romantic or family-interest, close
‘human contact, love. Males can act in nearly any role, but rare is
- the female part that does not involve at least the suggestion of sex.
- While only one in three male leads is shown as intending to or ever

-expect to marry in the story. Female “specialties” limit the pro-

~+ Nearly half of all females are concentrated in the most sexually
- eligible young adult population, to which only one-fifth of males
-are  assigned; women are also disproportionately represented

. people together account for less than 15 percent of the total fictional
population. - : : o ‘
..~ Approximately five in ten characters can be unambiguously
- identified as gainfully employed. Of these, three are proprietors,
“managers, and professionals. The fourth comes from the ranks of
-+ labor—including. all those employed in factories, farms, offices,
shops;: stores, mining, transportation, service stations, restau-
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other situations that impose the real-life burdens of human rela- -

~ having been married, two of every three females are married or

portion of TV’s women to about one-fourth of the total population. -

among the very young and old. Children, adolescents, and old -
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rants, and households, and working in unskilled, skilled, clerical,
sales, and domestic service capacities. The fifth serves to erforce -
the law or preserve the peace on behalf of public or private clients. -
Types of activity—paid and unpaid—also reflect dramatic and
social purposes. Six in ten characters are engaged in discernible
occupational activity and can be roughly divided-into three groups -
of two each. The first group represents the world. of legitimate
private business, industry, agriculture, finance, etc. The second
group is engaged in activity related to art, science, religion, health,
education, and welfare, as professionals, amateurs, patients, stu- .-
dents, or dients. The third makes up the forces of official or'semir
official authority and the army of criminals, outlaws, spies, and
other enemies arrayed against them, One ‘in every four leading
characters acts out a drama of some sort of transgression and its
suppression at home and abroad. , CE e
Violence plays a key role in such a world. It is the simplest and
cheapest dramatic means available to demonstrate the rules of the
game of power. In real life much violence is subtle, slow, circum-
stantial, invisible, even impersonal . Encounters with physical vio-
lence in real life are rare, more sickening than thrilling. But in the
symbolic world, overt physical motion makes ‘dramatically visible *
that which in the real world is usually hidden. Symbolic violence,
as any show of force, typically does the job of real violence miore
cheaply and, of course, entertainingly. - - : g
Geared for independént action in loosely-knit and often remote

social contexts, half of all characters are free to engage in violence.

One-fifth ““specialize” in violence as law breakers or law enforcers.
Violence on television; unlike in real-life, rarely stems from élose
personal relationships. Most of it is between strangers, set-up to
drive home lessons of social typing. Violence is often just a.spe- .
cialty—a skill, a craft, an efficient means to test the norms of and .-

settle any challenge to the existing structure of power. -

* The Violence Profilé is a set of indicators tracing aspects;(;,ftthé,

television world and of conceptions of sodial reality they tend to -
cultivate in the minds of viewers: Four specific types of indicators -

~ have been developed. Three come from message system analysis:
(1) the context of programming trends against which any aspectof

the world of televisipn can be seen; (2) several specific measures of
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 violence given separately and also combined in the Violence }n‘dgx ;
“.and (3) structural characteristics of the dramatic world indtca‘hpg
social relationships ‘depicted in it (in the present report, “risk
~ratios”). The fourth type of indicator comes from culti'vatio'n anal-
ysis and will be shown in this report as the “cultivation differen-
. tial.” Although the Violence Profile is the most developed, the
Cultural Indicators project is constructing similar profiles of other
aspects and relationships of the media world. ‘ -
- Before we present the indicators, let us briefly note the defini-
~ tions, terms, and some procedures employed in generating the TV
violence measures.” at ,
" Message system analysis has been performed on annqal sam-
. ple-weeks of prime time and weekend daytime network dramatic
- programming since 1967 by trained analysts who observe and cog?e
many aspects of TV content. The definition of violence emp!oyedm
 this analysis is “the overt expression of physical force against self
ot other, compelling action against one’s will on pain of being hurt
~ or killed, or actually hurting or killing.” The résearch focuses on a
 cléar-cut and commonly understood definition of viclence, a‘n'd
“yields indicators of trends in the programming context in wh{ch
- violence occurs; in the prevalence, rate, and characterizations in-
"volved in violence; and in'the power relationships expressed by the
differential risks found in the world of television drama. -~
~ All observations are recorded in three types of units: the pro-
gram (play) as a whole, each specific violent action (if any) in the
- program, and each dramatic character appearing in the program.
' Program means a single fictional story prese’nted in dramghc
form. This may be a play produced for television, a feature fllm
- telecast during the period of the study; or a cartoon story (of which
- there may be one or more in a single program). - o -
" Violent ‘action means ‘a’scene of some violence confined to the
same parties. If a scene is interrupted (by flashback or shift to
~ another scene) but continues in “‘real time,” it is still the same act.
~‘However, if a new agent of violence enters the scene, that begins
‘another act. These units are also called violent episodes. -
- Characters analyzed in all programs (whether violent or not) are

the story. Minor characters (subjected to a less detailed analysis)
“are all other speaking roles. (The findings summarized in this re-
- port include the analysis of major characters only.)
S 378
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Samples of programming. Network dramatic programs trans-
mitted in evening prime time (8 to 11 .M. each day), and network
children’s -dramatic programs transmitted weekend mornings
(Saturday and Sunday between 8 a.M. and 2 p.M.) comprise the -

_ analytical source material.* With respect to four basic sample di--
mensions (network, program format, type and tone), the solid
week sample is at least as generalizable to a year’s programming as
larger randomly drawn samples (2). T

Coder training and reliability. For the analysis of each program
sample, a staff of 12 to 18 coders is recruited. After about three -
weeks of training and testing, coders analyze the season’s video-
taped program sample. o

During both the training and data-collection phases, coders’

- work in independent pairs and monitor their assigned videotaped

programs as often as necessary. All programs in the sample are
coded by two separate coder-pairs to provide double-coded data for
reliability comparisons. Final measures, computed on the study’s
entire corpus of double-coded data, determine the acceptability of
information for analysis and provide guidelines to its interpretation
(11, 12). : ’ .
Three sets of violence measures have been computed from the
direct observational data of the message system analysis. They
show the percent of programs with any violence at all, the fre-
quency and rate of violent episodes, and the number of roles calling
for characterizations as violents, victims, or both. These measures
are called prevalence, rate, and role, respectively. Each is given
separately in all the tabulations that follow. - T
For ease of illustration and comparison, the three types of mea-
sures are also combined to form the Violence Index. The Index
itself is not a statistical finding but serves as a convenient illustra-
tor of trends and facilitates gross comparisons. The Index is ob-
tained by adding measures of prevalence, rates (doubled ro raise

*In 1967 and 1968, the hours included were 7:30 to 10 p.M. Monday t{1mugh
Saturday, 7 to 10 p.m. Sunday, and children’s programs 8 a.m. to noon Saturday:,
Beginning in 1969, these hours were expanded until 11 p.m. each evening and from 7
A.M. to 2:30 p.M. Saturday and Sunday. As of 1971 however, network evening .

- programming has been reduced by the FCC’s prime-time access rule. The effective
evening parameters since 1971 are therefore 8.to 11 p.m. Monday through Saturday
~and 7:30 to 10:30 ».m. Sunday. . )
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Figure 1: “’Action’’ (crime, western, adventure) programs as percent of
' - cartoon and of other (general) programs analyzed

seen on Tables 1 through 4 (found at the end of this article).

ssed, let us glance at the first indicator, that of program mix.
“Action” programs contribute most violence to the world of televi-
- sion drama. Figure 1 shows that such programs comprise more
than half of all prime-time and weekend daytime programming,
| their proportion of the total has not changed much in recent
ears. In fact, while general (non-cartoon) crime and adventure
plays dropped from their 1974 high of 62 percent to 54 percent in
1975, cartoon crime and adventure rose in the same period from 47
‘percent to 66 percent of all cartoons. :

- These programming trends foreshadow the violence findings
that follow. We can summarize them by noting that there has been
no significant reduction.in the overall Violence Index despite some
- fluctuations in the specific measures and a definite drop in “family
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their relatively low numerical value) and roles. The formula can be ‘

Before presenting the trends indicated by the measures just dis-

‘hour”” violence, especially on CBS, in the current sedson. The
“family hour” decline has been matched by a sharp increase in -

T 140p
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violence during children’s (weekend daytime) programming in the
current season and by aneven larger two-year rise in violence after
9r.m EST. . . i e
 Figure 2 shows these trends in greater detail. Figure 3 provides ~
similar, information for each network separately, showing thatlate
evening violence shot up on all ¢ networks in the past two or

three years: (with minor dips on CBS and ABC in 1975), and that -
children’s (weekend ‘daytime). programs became more violent on'

ABC and NBC in the past season. Figure 4 is a direct comparisonof
the Violence Index for each network, showing remarkable long-
term stability and similarity among them. Figure 5 is a direct =
comparison of the “family hour” Violence Index for each network,

. showing little change over a two-year period for ABC and NBC,

substantial reduction for the second year in a row for CBS.
Figure 2: Violence Index for different hours of dramatic programming i

SEEREIES A6l hours 1 sample
S St . asmm Family hour” (before 9 p.m. £ST)
——— | 3t evening (3-11 p.m. EST)

260
| cmm——\cekend daytime (children's) hours - o

220F

180

N
N

: 1 T 5 7 T
1967 1968 1969 1970 197V 1972 1973 1974 978
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"Figure 3. ;
_ Vidlence Indexfor '
. different hours
" by network

- the heat was on. After nine years of investigations, hearings, and
. commissjons (or since we have been tracking  violence on televi-

100
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] I ] ok [} (5 ) X R l 5
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~

Figure 4: Violence Index for each network, all programs in sample . :

. Tables 1 through 4 (at the end of the essay) present all measures. -
for the different hours of programming. They show how the spe-
cific measures of prevalence, rate, and role fluctuate and combine
each year to make up the composite Violence Index. More complete
tabulations, including network and format breakdownis; can be
found in the Technical Report (3). . s

The indicators reflected in the Violence Ir‘ldex'é,re.déir,er‘la"ﬁf s

-

tations of what network programmers actually do as compared ' to
what they say or intend to do. Network executives and their cen:

sorship (“Standards and Practices”) offices maintain close control
over the assembly line production process that results in the par-
ticular program mix of a season (6). While our data permit many
specific qualifications to any generalization that might be made, it
is safe to say that network policy seems to have responded in
narrow terms, when at all, to very specific pressure, and only while

sion), eight out of every ten programs (nine out of every ten week- .
end children’s hour programs)- still contain some “violence. The L
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overall rate of violent episodes, eight per hour, is, if anything,

gher than at any time since 1969. (The violence saturyahpn‘jof
weekend children’s programs declined from the 1969 high but in-

eased from its 1974 low to sixteen per hour, double that of overall
programming, as can be seen on Table 4.) Between six ‘a_nd seven
" out'of every ten leading characters (eight and nine for children) are
. still involved in some violence. Between one and two out of every
" ten are still involved in killing. Reductions have been ,ad}ieved:'in
. the portrayal of on-screen killers (especially during weekend chil-
dren’s hours) and'in “family hour” violence (especially by CBS),
but, as we have noted, a sharp rise in late evening and general
children’s - violence has canceled out any overall gains from the
latter. -

: Fxgure 5: Violence Index for each network, family hour only

‘one woman was killed. - -

4 .. 4 ] R ¥ ' [} v
1968 1969 1970 : 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
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It is dear, at least tqus',;tha,t.,deeply rooted sociocultural forces,

- rather than just obstinacy or profit-seeking, are at work. We have - -
suggested earlier in this article, and have also developed elsewhere

(9, 10), that symbolic violence is a demonstration of power and an
instrument of social control serving, on the whole, to reinforce and
preserve the existing social order, even if at an ever increasing price
in terms of pervasive fear and mistrust and of selective aggres-
siveness. That. maintenance mechanism seems to work through -
cultivating a sense of danger, a differential calculus of the risks of

- life in different groups in the population. The Violence Profile is -

beginning to yield indicators of such a'mechanism, and thereby
also of basic structural and cultivation characteristics of television
programming. o R p
The structural characteristics of television drama are not easily -
controlled. They reflect basic cultural assumptions that make a
show “entertaining”—i.e., smoothly and pleasingly fitting domi-
nant notions (and prejudices) about social relations and thus dem-

onstrating conventional notions of morality and power. .

The most elementary—and telling—relationship involved in vio-
lent action is that of violent and victim. The pattern of those who
inflict and those who suffer violence (or both) provides a-differen-
tial calculus of hazards and opportunities for different groups of

- people in the “world” of television drama. Table 5 presents'a

summaryof the scores of jnvolvement and what we call risk ratios,
The character score is t}n): roles component (CS) of the Violence
Index; it is the percent of all characters involved in any violence
plus the percent involved in any killing. The violent-victim and

killer-killed (risk) ratio are obtained by dividing violents and vic--
tims, or killers and killed within each group. The plus sign means
more violents or killers in the group; the minus sign means more
victims (hurt) or killed. - v ( s

We see that the 1967——75 totals show 1.19 male and 1.32 female
victims for every violent male and female. Even more striking are
the differential risks or fatal victimization. There were nearly two
male killers for every male killed; however, for every female killer
Table 5 also shows the differential risks of involvement and vic- -
timization attributed to other groups, projecting assumptions about
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social and power relations. Old men, married men, lower class,
foreign, and nonwhite males were most likely to get killed rather
than to inflict lethal injury. ““Good guys” were of course most likely
to be the killers. : '

Among females, more vulnerable than men in most categories, -

both young and old women as well as unmarried, lower class,
foreign, and nonwhite women bore especially heavy burdens of
relative victimization. Old, poor, and black women were shown
_only as killed and never as killers. Interestingly, “good” women,
unlike “good” men, had no lethal power, but “bad” women were

" even more lethal than “bad”” men. The victimization of the “good”

woman is often the curtain-raiser that provokes the hero to righ-
teous “‘action.” R

~ The pattern of relative victimization is remarkably stable from
 year to year. It demonstrates an invidious (but socially functional)
sense of risk and power. We do not yet know whether it also

cultivates a corresponding hierarchy of fear and aggression. But we

do have evidence to suggest that television viewing cultivates a
~_general sense of danger and mistrust. That evidence comes from
- the fourth and final element of the Violence Profile, the component
‘we call the cultivation differential. ‘

The cultivation differential comes, of course, from the cultivation
analysis part of the Cultural Indicators research approach. It
highlights differences in conception of relevant aspects of social
reality that television viewing tends to cultivate in heavy viewers
compared to light viewers. The strategy is obviously most appro-
priate to those propositions in which television might cultivate
conceptions that measurably deviate from those coming from other
sources. Furthermore, the independent contributions of television
are likely to be most powerful in cultivating assumptions about
_which there is little opportunity to learn first-hand, and which are
not strongly anchored in other established beliefs and ideologies.
The obvious objection arises that light and heavy viewers are
different prior to—and aside from—television. Factors other than
television may account for the difference. ’
The point is well taken. We have found, as have others, that
heavy viewing is part and parcel of a complex syndrome which also
includes lower education, lower mobility, lower aspirations, higher
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anxieties, and other dass, age, and sex related characteristics. We
assume, indeed, that viewing helps to hold together and cultivate
elements of that syndrome. But it does more than that. Television
viewing also makes a separate and independent contribution to the
“biasing” of conceptions of social reality within most age, sex, -
educational, and other groupings, including those presumably
most “immune” to its effects. : ‘ T
Our study of TV’s contribution to notions of social reality pro-

~ ceeds by various methods, each comparing responses of heavy and -

light viewers, with other characteristics held constant. Of the dif-
ferent methods used in cultivation analysis, only adult survey re-
sults are included in this report; the others are still in the process of
development and summarization. These surveys were executed by
commercial survey research organizations. For details of sampling,
etc., the reader is referred to the Technical Report (3). '

To probe in the direction of the pattern suggested by our mes-
sage analysis, we obtained responses to questions about facts of
life that relate to law enforcement, trust, and a sense of danger.
Figure 6 presents the results of the first question asking what pro-
portion of people are employed in law enforcement. The “television
answer” (slanted in the direction of the world of television) was five

percent. The alternative answer (tnore in the direction of reality)

was one percent. ; ,

As Figure 6 shows, the heavy viewers (those viewing an average
of four hours a day or more) were always more likely to give the
television answer than the light viewers (those viewing an average
of two hours a day or less). Figure 7shows similar results for the
question “Can most people be trusted?”” and Figure 8 for the
question “During any given week, what are your chances of being
involved in some type of violence?” One in ten (the “television
answer”) or one in a hundred?”’

Let us take education as probably the best index of a complex of
social circumstances that provide alternative informational and
cultural opportunities. Those of our respondents who have had
some college education are less likely to choose the “television
answer” than those who have had none. But within each group,

television .viewing “’biases” conceptions. in the direction of the

“facts” it presents. When we compared light and heavy viewers
within the “college” and the “no college” groups, we got a typical
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tantly exaggerated demand for their services. The world of tele

characters are involved i in.some vnolence, at least one-tenth in some -
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" tain some violence. As we have suggested, the cultivation of fear
and a sense of danger may well be a prime residue of the show of
- _violence. . S -

Questions about feelings of trust and safety may be used to test
that suggestion. The National ‘Opinion Research Corporation’s
1975 General Social Survey asked “Can most people be trusted?”
Living in the world of television seems to strengthen the conclusion
that they cannot. Heavy viewers chose the answer “Can’t be too
careful” in significantly greater proportions than did light viewers
in the same groups, as shownin Figure 7. Those who do not read
newspapers regularly have a high level of mistrust regardless of TV

viewing. But, not surprisingly, women are the most likely to ab-

sorb the message of distrust. :

. Focusing directly on violence, we asked a national sample of

adults about people’s chances of being involved in violence in any
given week. Figure 8 shows the patterns of overestimations in line
with television’s view of the world. It may explain why in recent
surveys, such as the Detroit study conducted by the Institute of

Social Research (13), respondents’ estimates of danger in their -

neighborhoods had little to do with crime statistics or even with
their own personal experience. The pattern of our findings suggests
that television and other media exposure may be as important as

- demographic and other experiential factors in explaining why peo-

ple view the world as they do. : ‘

- Television certainly appears to condition the view of the genera-
tion that knew no world without it. All the figures show that the
“‘under 30” respondents exhibit consistently higher levels of “tele-
vision responses,” despite the fact that they tend to be better edu-
" cated: than the “over 30" respondents. We may all live in a dan-
gerous world, but young people (including children tested but not
reported on here), the less educated, women, and heavy viewers
~within all these groups sense greater danger than light viewers in
-the same groups. College education (and its social correlates) may
counter the television view, but heavy exposure to TV will coun-
‘teract thattoo.” ‘ :

Fear is a universal emotion and easy to exploit. Symbolic violence
may be the cheapest way to cultivate it effectively. Raw violence is,
in comparison, risky and costly, resorted to when symbolic means
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Figure 8: Percent giving the “television answer” '(exaggerating) their own
chances of being involved in violence ’

“fail. Ritualized displays of any violence (such as in crime and di—‘ ;

saster news, as well as in mass-produced drama) may cultivate
exaggerated assumptions about the extent of threat-and-danger in

- the world and lead to demands for protection.

What s the net result? A heightened sense of risk and insecurity -
(different for groups of varying power) is more likely to increase
acquiescence to and dependence upon established authority, and to
legitimize its use of force, than it is to threaten the social order
through occasional non-legitimized imitations. Risky for their per-
petrators and costly for their victims, media-incited criminal vio-
lence may be a price industrial cultures extract from some citizens
for the general pacification of most others. s
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:As with vwlence so with other aspects of sodial reality we are
mi?éshgatmg, TV appears to cultivate assumptions that fit its so-
cially functional myths. Our chief instrument of enculturation and -
~sodial ¢control, television mdy function as the established religion of
. the industrial order, relating to governance as the church dld to the

state in earher hmes
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