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Television is too much with us to be able to see it clearly. It is part of a series of
technological innovations that have changed the way we live.
Discussion about its effects is the current version of the great popular culture
debate that has raged since the spread of cheap print aroused apprehension of
passivity, immorality and violence especially on the part of children and the
lower classes. (They always seem more corruptible than their elders and
presumably betters)
With that background, it has been difficult to sort out scapegoating and self¬
serving arguments from an objective determination of TV’s independent contri¬
bution of the cultivation of values and behavior. In over ten years of concentrat¬
ed research on television content and effects, my associates and I have come
to the conclusion that the difficulties stem from widespread misconceptions
about the nature of television itself, about research appropriate to that medium,
and about the process of learning from its stories.

- WHAT IS TELEVISION? -
Television comes to us as a combination of radio, movies, the pulps, games,
circuses, comics, and a dash of journalism, but it is none of these. It is the first
mass-produced and organically composed symbolic environment into which
our children are born and in which they will live from cradle to grave. No other
medium or institution since pre-industrial religion had a comparable influence
on what people of a tribe, community or nation learned, thought, or did in
common.Noemperor orpopecouldever dreamof havingapulpit ineveryhome
with an inexhaustible supply of charismatic ministers delivering messages - and
audiences - every day.
Over 4 millionhours of programming a year isdischargedinto the mainstream of
common consciousness to fill the time and attention of about a 100 million
people of all types andages on a typical evening. TheTV set ison in theaverage
Americanhomealmost sevenhourseach day.By the timechildren reach school
age they will have spent more time with television than they would in a college
classroom.
Televisiondemandsnomobility, literacy, or concentratedattention. Its repetitive
patterns come into the home and show as well as tell about people and society.
Presidents, policemen, surgical operating rooms, courtrooms, spies and celeb¬
rities are familiar parts of a selective and synthetic world that most people know
most about. Television is a total cultural system (as was tribal religion) with
its own art. science, statecraft, legendry. geography, demography, character
types, and action structure. TV mythology encapsulates those selected features
of the larger media culture that lend themselves best to its basic sales and

215



socializing functions. Televisionnow occupies the symbolic life of theyoung, the
less educated, and the formerly isolated or deprived people who have never
before been plugged into a central cultural system that reaches from the
penthouse to the ghetto.
The television audience is not only the most heterogeneouspublic ever assem¬
bledbut also themost non-selective. Most viewers watch by theclock andnot by
the program. Viewing is a ritual governed by styles of life and time. Different
kinds of programs serve the samebasic formula designed toassemble viewers
and sell them at the least cost. The classifications of the print era with their
relatively sharp differentiation between news, drama, documentary, etc. do not
apply as much to television. Heavy viewers watch more of everything. Different
time and program segments complement and reinforce each other as they
present aspects of the same symbolic world.
Thereis littleage-grading or regionalandevenethnic separation of thesymbolic
materials that socialize members of an otherwise heterogeneous community
into the common culture. Most children control their own (if not the whole
family’s) sets and watch most adults programs and problems.
Minority groups see their own image shaped by the dominant interests of the
larger culture. Although broadcasting is the cultural arm of private business and
industry, it is an officially licensed enterprise operating in the public domain.
Television thus becomes an organ of governance as well as of acculturation,
relating to the State as only the Church did in ancient times. Its nearly universal
and ritualistic use fits well the repetitive patterns of its programming. Most
people watch television as they used to attend church except that they watch
television more religiously.

- THE WORLD OF TELEVISION-

Our annualmonitoring of network drama shows a remarkably consistent pattern
despite changes in program titles, forms, and styles. 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
dominate the social order. About three-quarters of all leading characters are
male. American, middle- and upper-class, and in the prime of life. Symbolic
independence requires freedom relatively uninhabited by real-life constraints.
Less fully representedare those lower in the domestic and global power hierar¬
chy and characters involved in familiar social contexts, human dependencies,
and other situations that impose the real-life burdens of human relationships
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 having been married, two of every three females
are married or expect to marry in the story. Female "specialties" limit the
proportion of TV's women to about one-fourth of the total population.
Nearly half of all females are concentrated in the most sexually eligible young
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adult population, to which only one-fifth of males are assigned; women are also
disproportionately represented among the very young and old. Children, ado¬
lescents, and old people together account for less than 15 percent of the total
fictional population.
Approximately five in ten characters can be unambiguously identified as gain¬
fully 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, and households, and working in unskilled, clerical,
sales, and domestic service capacities. The fifth serves to enforce 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 tencharacters are engaged indiscernible occupationalactivity and canbe
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, students, or
clients. The third makes up the forces of official or semiofficial authority and the
army of criminals, outlaws, spies, and other ennemies arrayed against them.
One in every four leading characters acts out a drama of some sort of transgres¬
sion and its suppression at home and abroad.
Violence plays a key role in such a world. It is the simplest and cheapest drama¬
tic means available to demonstrate the rules of the game of power. In real life
much violence is subtle, slow, circumstantial, invisible, even impersonal. En¬
counters with physical violence in real life are rare, more sickening than thrill¬
ing. 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 more cheaply and, of course,
entertainingly.

-RESEARCH ON TELEVISION-
What do viewers learn from the world of television? The question of the
influence of broad enculturation on values and behavior patterns is different
from the usual applied research question about individual messages, cam¬
paigns, programs, genres. Traditional procedures of media effects research
must be re-conceptualized andmodified for television. That is what we do in our
long-range research project calledCultural Indicators and supported by grants
from theNational Institute of Mental Health, the American Medical Association,
the White House Office of Telecommunications Policy, HEW's Administration
on Aging, and other foundations.
First, we cannot presume consequences, as the conventional research para¬
digm tends to do. without the prior investigation of content. 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 aggregate system of stories and images. Only system-wide
analysis of messages can reveal the symbolic world which structures common
assumptions and definitions for the generations born into it and provides bases
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for interaction (though not necessarily of agreement) among large and hetero¬
geneous communities. The system as a whole plays a major role in setting the
agenda of issues to agree or disagree about; it shapes the most pervasive
norms and cultivates the dominant perspectives of society.
Another conventional research assumption is that the experiment is the most
powerful method, and that change (in attitudes, opinions, likes-dislikes, etc.,
towardor conveyedby "variable X’’) is the most significant outcometomeasure.
In the ideal experiment, you expose a group to X and assess salient aspects of
the state of the receivers before and after exposure, comparing the change, if
any, to data obtained from a control group (identical in all relevant ways to the
experimental group) who have not received X. No change or nog difference
means no effect.
When X is television, however, we must turn this paradigm around: stability (or
even resistance to change) may be a significant outcome of the sum total of the
play of many variables. If nearly everyone "lives" to some extent in the world of
television, clearly we cannot findunexposed groups who couldbe identical in all
important respects to the viewers. We cannot isolate television from the main¬
stream of modern culture because it /s the mainstream. We cannot look for
change as the most significant accomplishment of the chief arm of established
culture if its main social function is to maintain, reinforce, and exploit rather than
to undermine or subvert prevalent conceptions, beliefs, and behaviors. On the
contrary, the relative ineffectiveness of isolated campaigns may itself be testi¬
mony to the power of mainstreamcommunications. Neither can we assume that
TV cultivates conceptions easily distinguishable from those of other major
entertainment media. (But we cannot emphasize too strongly the historically
novel role of television instandardizingand sharing with all as thecommonnorm
what had beforebeenmoreparochial, local, andselectiveculturalpatterns). We
assume, therefore, that TV’s standardizing and legitimizing influence comes
largely from its ability to streamline, amplify, ritualize, and spread into hitherto
isolated or protected subcultures, homes, nooks, and crannies of the land the
conventional capsules of mass produced information and entertainment.
Much of the research on media violence, for example, has focused on the
observation andmeasurement of behavior which occurs after aviewer 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 fundamental fact: the world of TV drama consists of a
complex andintegratedsystem of characters, events, actions, andrelationships
whose effects cannot be measured with regard to any single element or pro¬
gram seen in isolation.
The final difficulty with applying conventional media research techniques to the
study of television is that most traditional methods relate to bits of information
rather than to total symbol systems composed largely of stories. Story-telling
shows how things work. Once the invisible dynamics of life is grasped through
fiction and drama, the lessons can be applied to various circumstances and
perspectives of real life.
Therefore, in contrast to the more usual statement of the problem, we do not
believe that the only critical correlate of television violence is to be found in the
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stimulation of occasional individual aggression. The consequences of living in a
symbolic world ruled largely by violence may be much more farreaching. TV
violence is a dramatic demonstration of power which communicates much
about social norms and relationships, about goals and means, about winners
and losers, about the risks of life and the price for transgressions of society's
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 instrument of social control - may beanevenmore
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.

- THE LESSONS OF TELEVISION-
To find out what viewers in fact learn from television we search for those
assumptions about "facts” of life and society that TV tends tocultivate among its
more faithful viewers. That search requires two different but related methods of
research.
The first is the periodic analysis of large and representative aggregates of
television output (rather than individual segments) as the system of messages
to which total communities are exposed. The purpose of message system
analysis is to establish the composition and structure of the symbolic world. The
second step is to determine what, if anything, viewers absorb from living in that
world. Here we turn the findings of message system analysis about the fantasy
land of television into questions about social reality. To each of these questions
there is a "television answer", which is like the way things appear in the world of
television, and another and different answer which is biased in the opposite
direction, closer to 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 characteristics. 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.
The findings themselves add up to a complex and dynamic picture. Viewers
tend to learn about "facts” outside their own experience and about values and
standards with which to interpret their experience. We are accumumulating
results and studying patterns in such areas as sex and age role socialization,
family life, law and politics, occupational choices, health and medicine. The
independent contribution of television to the cultivation of assumptions can best
be seen in those aspects in which TV presents a pattern different from or more
extreme than other sources. One such area is of course violence.
The ten-year average of network dramatic violence (defined as the overt ex¬
pression of physical force to hurt or kill) has been almost 8 incidents per hour
involving more than half of all characters - but not equally. Compared to their
ability to inflict violence within each group, white males had the lowest ratio of
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victimization. The burden of higher risks of victimization fell on male children,
young, unmarried, lower class, old women, and nonwhites.
Although we do not yet know TV’s contribution to the unequal structures of
power and risk reflected in its dramatic world, the results of our adult and child
surveys show consistent learning and children's particular vulnerability to tele¬
vision. These results also confirm that violence-laden televisionnot only cultiva¬
tes aggressive tendencies in a minority but. perhaps more importantly, genera¬
tes a pervasive and exaggerated sense of danger and mistrust. Heavy viewers
revealedasignificantly higher sense of personal risk and suspicion than did light
viewers in the same demographic groups, exposed to the samereal risks of life.
For example, we asked the question "What are your chances of being involved
in some kind of violence during any given week? About one in 10? Or about one
in 100? Heavy viewers (watching 4 or more hours a day) on every sample we
have used gave the higher figure in significantly greater numbers than did light
viewers (watching 2 hours or less a day).
The analysis showsasignificant tendency for heavy viewers to overestimate the
prevalence of violence, compared to that exhibited by light viewers. The analy¬
sis also demonstrates that television effects cannotbe accounted for in terms of
the major demographic variables of age. sex. education or even, in the case of
our children's sample, I.Q. The effects are consistent and robust for both
children and adults across a range of undoubtedly powerful control compari¬
sons.
The figure below illustrates the patterns of responses what we have called
"mean world" questions. The percentages of "television answers” given by
light, medium, and heavy viewers (in the case of children viewing levels did not
permit us to identify heavy viewers in our usual terms) clearly indicate patterns
of association between viewing and conceptions of social reality.
PreviousViolence Profiles have reported that heavy viewers tend to respond to
many of these questions more in terms of the world of television than do light
viewers in the same demographic groups. Wehave found that television seems
to cultivate an exaggerated sense of danger and mistrust in heavy viewers
compared to similar groups of light viewers. When asked about chances of en¬
countering violence, about the percentage of menemployed in law enforcement
significantly more heavy viewers than light viewers respond in terms more
characteristic of the television world than of the real world.
Mistrust is also reflected in responses suggesting that heavy viewers believe
that most people just look out for themselves, take advantage of others, and
cannot be trusted.
The current results extend these findings in important new directions. When
samples of junior high school students were asked: "How often is it all right tohit
someone if you are mad at them?", a significantly higher proportion of heavy
than of light viewers answered: "almost always". Both child and adult heavy
viewers also report being more afraid to walk alone in the city at night than light
viewers in the same groups.
Adult heavy viewers revealed pessimism and alienation when they endorsed in
significantly greater proportions than light viewers the following statements: "In
spite of what some people say. the lot of the average man is getting worse"; "It’s
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Percents of adults and children giving 'television answers’ to three 'mean world’
questions. (Television answer Italicized)

ADULTS CHILDREN

light medium heavy light medium

Do you think most people would try to
take advantage of you if they got a
chance or would they try to be fair?

26 31 38 46 71

Generally speaking, would you say that
most people can be trusted or that you
can't be too careful in dealing with
people?

48 61 65 46 76

Would you say that most of the time
people try to be helpful, or that they are
mostly just looking out for themselves?

32 37 44 68 75

hardly fair to bring a child into the world the way things look for the future”; and
"Most public officials are not really interested in the problems of the average
man". Television viewing seemed to be associated with these feelings most
among middle class, white or female respondents.
Danger, mistrust, and alienation were also reflected in responses to the ques¬
tion ”Do you expect the United States to fight another war within the next ten
years?" Heavy viewers answer "Yes” in significantly greater proportions than
light viewers, especially when respondents wereunder 30 or college educated.
It is therefore, not surprising that more heavy viewers in national samples also
tend to agree that it would be best for the United States to stay out of world
affairs.
Television viewing appears to be associated not only with heightened concep¬
tions of danger but also the tendency to act upon them. Far more heavy than
light viewers of police and crime programs report that they "bought a dog for
purposes of protection", "put new locks on windows or doors for purposes of
protection”, and "kept a gun for purposes of protection".
The findings of theViolence Profile, set forth in greater detail in the full technical
report, indicate strong and stable associations between patterns of network
dramatic content, viewer conceptions of danger, mistrust and alienation and the
tendency to act upon these conceptions.
These findings of the Cultural Indicators project indicate strong and stable
associations betweenpatterns of network dramatic content, viewer conceptions
of danger, mistrust, andalienation from what appears to them arelatively "mean
world” and the tendency to act on these conceptions.

Note:
The research discussed in this paper is a cooperative effort of theCultural Indicators Research Team
whose names are noted in the publications after 1975 noted in the bibliography
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