TV RATING'S DEADLY CHOICE: VIOLENCE OR ALCOHOL
By George Gerbner

The much-ballyhooed television program rating game is on. Signs like TV-G,
TV-PG, TV-K and TV-M have been flickering on the upper left corner of your
screen since January 1, 1997. If you haven't noticed, or have been puzzled
about what these little icons mean, or slack about providing PG (parental
guidance), don't feel bad. That is how the system is supposed to work. Even
if you have been observing the ratings, you may have traded violence for
alcohol. '

The movie-style rating system is an uninformative scheme that deceives the
public and protects industries from parents rather than the other way
around.

The Chicago Tribune reported on March 18, 1998:

"Yes, the hodgepodge of letters and numbers, instituted by the television
industry under pressure from Congress and parent-advocacy groups, has been
both ignored and derided since its debut in January 1997 and refinement

last fall.

"One recent study, conducted by the Associated Press, found that 7 of 10
adults were paying it lttle or no mind. Many major newspapers, including.
this one, have not been publishing the ratings in their television
programming guides.

"Parents at a congressional hearing in Peoria last spring ripped into the
original ratings, which only labeled shows movie-style, based on
recommended ages for viewers. When the rest of the industry agreed after
Peoria to add content indicators to the age-based ratings, the most popular
network, NBC, refused to do so.

"But all of that has a chance to change with the news last week that the
FCC has given the ratings ... official seal of approval..."

Well, fat chance. Most parents don't know about the ratings, or don't use
them, or, if they did, don't know what they're getting instead. In any case,
they assume that broadcasters, rather than the public, own the airways and
that they air whatever is most popular. '

Wrong again.

- Mindless TV violence is not an expression of artistic freedom or of any
measure of reality or popularity. On the contrary, it is the product of a de
facto censorship: a global marketing formula and rating system imposed on
program creators and foisted on the children of the world.

The political process that rammed through the business-as-usual rating
system was orchestrated by Mr. Jack Valenti, President of the Motion Picture
Association of America, Inc., one of the top Washington, D.C. lobbyists, and
creator of the motion picture ratings that he cloned onto television.



The process included a series of "consultations” with parents’ and children's
advocacy groups. I attended one of these meetings as President of the
Cultural Environment Movement, a coalition for equity and fairness in
media.

Al organizations present urged Valenti to design a system that provides
reasons for the ratings so that parents can make informed decisions. Mr.
Valenti first stonewalled; months later he gave in under pressure. But then
syndicators rebelled and refused to label cartoons, where of course most of
the violence is.

The system that has now thus been patched up and fammed down the public's
throats has four fatal flaws.

First, it confuses the choices made in movie-going with the very different
decisions of television viewing. You select a movie and go out to see it, or
pick a video to bring home. By contrast, television comes into the home an
average of seven hours a day. It is watched more by the clock than by the
program. To monitor your child's viewing you have to be a full-time
television watchdog. Opening credits (when the ratings flash on) are not the
decisive choice points in television viewing.

Second, it results in inconsistencies in rating. With the number of programs
on television, producers will rate their own programs. Therefore,
inconsistencies are inevitable. "Tonight Show with Jay Leno" was given a
TV-14 but "Late Show With David Letterman” a TV-PG. Without a common
standard, "none of it will mean anything,"” says Warner Brothers network
head Jamie Kellner. "A WB 'PG' will be different than a Fox 'PG,' and that will
be a disservice to everybody.”

Third, ratings designed by the industry and programmed into the V-Chip is
like letting the fox (no pun intended) guard the chicken coop. Perhaps the
best feature of the V-Chip is that no one knows how it works, and some of
those who know think that it doesn't work well at all. One of these is Barry
Diller, former ABC Vice-President, Fox CEO, and Home-Shopping QVC
Chairman. "The whole idea of the V-Chip," he says, "is an absurd concept. It's
simply unworkable. But it's nice to talk about, it's good to get a bunch of
people to Washington and have their photo taken. It's good to stand there and
say we're doing something for America. In fact it won't work. But other than
that, it's a lovely idea."

Fourth, even if the "family” (G) rating cuts down one one deadliy substance,
it open the door to another: happy, risk-free alcohol.

As shown in Figure (1) and Table (1), G-rated shows still expose viewers to an
hourly average of 2.4 acts of violence and 2.5 scenes of alcohol.



Figure 1. AVERAGE NUMBER OF ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE SCENES
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However, TV-PG rating increases the frequency of alcohol scenes to 3.4 per
hour, and TV-14 rating increases the frequency of alcohol scenes to 4.4 per
hour, There is more alcohol than viclence in the most violent shows.

Table 1. AVERAGE NUMBER OF ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE SCENES

Rating label TV-G TV-PG TV-14

% of sample with rating 18% 64% 18%
Alcohol scenes per hour 2.5 3.4 4.4
Violence scenes per hour 24 4.1 3.6

If age-grading is a mixed bag, content labeling has its problems as well.

In response to lobbying by citizen action groups throughout 1996 and 1997,
content labels are used in the ratings of most network programs . Shows are
marked for violence (V), language (L), sex (§), and adult themes (D),

Prime time dramatic programming with a "V" label present scenes of
violence every 11 minutes, compared to every 38 minutes for shows without
any content label.

In Figure (2) and Table (2), shows are grouped into those with no content
label, those with D or S or L (but no V), and those with the V (violence) label.
(NBC, which initially opted out of content labelling. is not represented.



Figure 2 ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE SCENES BY CONTENT LABELS
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It can be seen that depictions of alcohol on prime time appear to be coupled
~ with aduit themes, adult language, and sex. _

Table 2. ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE SCENES BY CONTENT LABELS

Content labels (none _' v

_ )
% of sample with label| 41% 30% 30%
Alcohol scenes per hour 3.3 5.0 29
Violence scenes per hour 1.6 . 24 5.3,

What shall we make of all that?

Our children are growing up in homes where television tells most of the
stories. Before they go to school, which used to be the first time they
encountered the larger culture, they are integrated into a television view of
the world. That is not the view of parents, schools, communities or even
countries. Neither is it the view of creative people with something to tell. It
is the view of a handful of conglomerates with something to sell.

That radical change has altered the socialization of children, transformed
the mainstream of the cultural environment, and surrendered the public
airways to a marketing operation. Paying for all that is a markup for aill
advertised goods and services, a form of taxation without representation.

Our Cultural Indicators (CI) research project has monitored and analyzed the
world of prime time and Saturday morning television since 1967. This report
about some features that ratings are supposed to reflect is taken from that
database of more than 3000 programs and 34,000 characters.



" Humankind may have had more bloodthirsty eras, but none as filled with
images of violence as the present. We are awash in a tide of violent
representations the world has never seen. There is no escape from the
massive invasion of colorful mayhem into the homes and cultural life of ever
larger areas of the world.

We found prime time television saturated by an average of five scenes of
violence per hour, Over twenty scenes of violence per hour fill Saturday
morning cartoon programs.

Violence, whether serious or humorous, is essentially a demonstration of
power. It shows who can get away with what against whom.

The ratio of violence to victimization defines the price to be paid for
committing violence. When one group can commit violence with relative
impunity, the price it pays for violence is relatively low. When a group
suffers more violence than it commits, the price is high. In general, women,
children, young people, lower income, disabled and Asian Americans are at
the bottom of the television violence "pecking order."

We have also found that those who watch more television in every group
express a greater sense of apprehension, mistrust, and insecurity than do
light viewers in the same groups. We call this the "mean world syndrome."
Whatever real dangers lurk outside people's homes, viewing violent
television cultivates fears and dependencies that make some groups more
vulnerable than others to exploitation and victimization. Ultimately,
therefore, marketing mayhem contributes to domination and repression.

Ratings cannot alleviate the human, social, and political fallout of the "mean
world syndrome." Can they at least keep viewers from ﬂocking to violent
programs? Wrong once again. Another well kept secret is that violence on
television is not popular. Many studies have found that even though
audiences are desensitized to violence, they don't like it. Our CI project has
documented the fact that viclence depresses the Nielsen ratings.

Why, then, all that violence? Here is the final secret, and challenge to
conventional wisdom. What drives violence on the airways is not popularity
but global marketing. This is how it works.

What you see on TV is not what the people want. What you see is what the
advertisers think will attract an audience at the least cost. "Cost per

. -thousand" is the unit of measurement, where 'the size of the audience 1s

. divided by the dollar cost of the time the advertiser pays to insert t11e
:;-s.commeraal message V1ewers are the flSh programs the balt s

:Producuon costs are clunbmg above what domestm advermmg markets can.
.:-support Producers and syndlcators reach for the global market .y

What 1s the dramaUC mgrechent best sutted to the: global market? It is.one -
that needs no translation, that is image-driven, that speaks "action" in any
language and that fltS mto any culture That mgredlent is violence.

-What global programmers may lose domesﬂcally by: saturating programs
with violence, they more than make up by selling it cheap to many



countries. When you can dump a Power Rangers on 300 million children in
80 countries, shutting out domestic artists and cultural products, you don't
have to care who wants it and who gets hurt in the process.

What shall we do?

Media watch groups, children's and parents' advocates, and other public
interest organizations should make their voices heard on the real issues.
They are issues of gender equity and general diversity in media ownership,
empioyment, and representations. They are issues of marketing-driven
media monopolization, homogenization and globalization. In the last analysis,
let us not get bogged down in rating system trivialities. Citizens own the
airways. We should demand that it be healthy, free, and fair, and not just
"rated.”

George Gerbner is Bell Atlant¢ Professor of Telecommunication at Temple
University and Dean Emeritus of The Annenberg School for Communication,
University of Pennsylvama
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