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ABSTRACT: In response to the Telecommunications Act of 1996, the
television industry devised a program-rating system designed to be
used with the V-chip, a device whose purpose is to permit parents to
block reception of harmful programs. The industry’s age-based sys-
tem, which debuted in January of 1997, was criticized by researchers
and child advocates for being inconsistent with parents’ preferences,
for failing to communicate useful information, and for making re-
stricted programs more attractive. This article reviews the research
that is relevant to these criticisms and that was used by advocacy
groups to pressure the television industry to modify its ratings. The
amended rating system, which includes content information in addi-
tion to age recommendations, began being used on 1 October 1997.

Joanne Cantor is a professor in the Department of Communication Arts at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. She has published more thon sixty scholarly articles
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HE Telecommunications Act of

1996 contained provisions de-
signed to permit parents greater con-
trol over the television content that
enters their homes, The act man-
dated that, within two years of its
passage, new televisions be manufac-
tured with a V-chip, which will per-
mit parents to block objectionable
content, and that television pro-
grams be rated or labeled to provide
information that will be readable by
this device. The usefulness of the V-
chip to parents, however, rests heav-
ily on the adequacy of the rating sys-
temn that is adopted. Shortly after
passage of the act, entertainment in-
dustry executives agreed to develop a
rating system that would be in effect
by January 1997.' The new system
was released to the public on 19 De-
cember 1996 and began being imple-
mented in January of 1997,

The new rating system, referred to
as “the TV Parental Guidelines,” was
based on the Motion Picture Associa-
tion of America (MPAA) ratings that
have been used for movies for almost
30 years. Although it involved a sepa-
rate, two-level rating for programs
that are considered to be designed for
children (“TV-Y: all children,” and
“TV-YT: directed to older children™),
other programs were designated with
one of four ratings that are very simi-
lar to the MPAA ratings: “TV-G: gen-
eral audience,” “TV-PG: parental
guidance suggested,” “T'V-14: parents
strongly cautioned,” and “TV-MA:
mature audience only.” These ratings
did not provide information about the
content of individual programs but,
rather, offered guidelines regarding
the age of the child who should be
permitted to see them,
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The new rating system was mired
in controversy even before its official
release. Headed by MPAA president
Jack Valenti, the Ratings Implemen-
tation Group engaged in a very public
process of soliciting advice from child
advocacy organizations such as the
National PTA, health organizations
such as the American Medical Asso-
ciation, and academic researchers
from a variety of universities. Con-
trary to the expectations of the imple-
mentation group, almost all the
groups consulted advocated a program-
labeling system that indicated a pro-
gram’s content rather than providing
age recommendations. Many groups
advocated modeling the TV rating
system on the system currently avail-
able on the premium cable channels
HBO, Cinemax, and Showtime. The
HBO system indicates the level of
sex, violence, and coarse language in
a program.

The controversy over the new rat-
ing system was based on the advo-
cates’ belief that the new system
would not meet the intended purpose
of the “Parental Choice” section of the
Telecommunications Act, that is, to
help parents protect their children
from programs they consider harm-
ful. This article summarizes the re-
search relevant to this view and that
ultimately was used by the guide-
lines’ critics to elicit revision of the
system.

WHAT TYPE OF RATING SYSTEM
DO PARENTS WANT?

National surveys conducted be-
tween August of 1996 and March of
1997 showed that parents over-
whelmingly preferred content-based
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over age-based ratings for television.
In August of 1996, I7.S. News and
Worid Report commissioned a survey
of 373 parents of children under age
18 (Silver and Geier 1996). Respon-
dents were asked which type of TV
rating system would be more useful:
a system naming specific age groups,
like the motion picture ratings, or a
gystem identifying the content of the
program, such as adult language or
violence. In this poll, 27 percent of the
respondents favored age-based rat-
ings, while 62 percent favored a con-
tent-based system. Succeeding polls
have indicated even stronger prefer-
ences for content-based ratings. In a
nationwide survey conducted in Sep-
tember of 1996, using a random sam-
ple of 679 parents who were local-
unit members of the National PTA
(Cantor, Stutman, and Duran 1996),
80 percent of the parents preferred a
gsystem that specifies the content of
programs, while only 20 percent fa-
vored a system indicating the age of
the child who should see it.

In early December 1996, the Me-
dia Studies Center and the Roper Or-
ganization conducted a poll asking
1000 respondents essentially the
same question (Media Studies Cen-
ter/Roper 1996). In their analysis of

all respondents, 73 percent preferred

content labels, compared to only 15
percent preferring age-based ratings.
In their sub-analysis including only
those respondents who were parents,
the preference was even stronger,
with 79 percent favoring content and
16 percent favoring age.

In February of 1997, the New York
Times conducted a nationwide poll of
394 parents and assessed similar at-
titudes with a different question

(Mifflin 1997). The question read,
“Should television programs receive
just one rating as movies do, or
should they get two ratings—one for
how much violence they show and
one for sexual content?” The Times
reported that 69 percent favored two
gseparate ratings, while 26 percent
preferred just one age-based one.
From late February to early March,
the Family Channel conducted a sur-
vey with Yankelovich Partners that
questioned 1001 parents with chil-
dren at home (Bash 1997b). Of these,
70 percent preferred a content-based
system and 18 percent favored an
age-based system.

The only independent polls that
seemed to show parental approval for
the new system did not compare the
new system to any others. For exam-
ple, at the end of February in 1997,
USA Today reported a poll of 1036
respondents, which indicated that of
parents who had heard of the new
rating system, 52 percent agreed that
the system helped them monitor
their children’s viewing, while 44 per-
cent disagreed (Bash 1997a). Polls
such ag this may in fact have re-
flected support for the idea of TV
ratings in general rather than for the
age-based TV Parental Guidelines
specifically.

Omne comparative study, conducted
by Peter Hart Research Associates to
coincide with the release of the TV
Parental Guidelines (Hart 1996), did
report greater support for the new
age-based TV rating system (54 per-
cent) than for content ratings (41 per-
cent). This study was commissioned
by the Ratings Implementation
Group and unfairly characterized the
competing, content-based system as
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TABLE ¥ :
NATIONAL POLLS COMPARING PREFERENCES FOR
CONTENT- VERSUS AGE-BASED RATINGS

Source and/or Percentage Percentage
Researcher Dates of Polling Favoring Content Favoring Age
U.8. News and - 12-14 August 1996 62 27

World Report
National PTA, institute 5-23 September 1996 80 20

for Mental Health Initiatives,

and University of Wisconsin
Media Studies Center 2-10 December 1996 73 15

and Roper Organization
Ratings Implementaticn 16-18 December 1996 41 54

Group and Hart
New York Times 18-19 February 1997 . €9 26
Family Channel 21 February-1 March 1997 70 18

and Yankelovich

indicating the presence of sex, vio-
lence, or coarse language in a pro-
gram without indicating whether it
was mild, moderate, or graphic in
intensity.

In summary, in landslide propor-
tions, parents said they preferred a
rating system that provides informa-
tion about the level of violent, sexual,
and language content in a program,
similar to a system currently used on
HBO and Showtime, over one that
provides a recommendation as to the
age of the child who should see it, as
exemplified in the MPAA ratings and
the TV Parental Guidelines. Table 1
summarizes these results.

HOW WELL DO AGE-BASED RATINGS
COMMUNICATE CONTENT?

A second question about the TV
Parental Guidelines is how well age-
based ratings convey useful content
information for parents. Survey re-
sults suggested that the guidelines
would not provide the information
that parents need in order to limit

their children’s access to programs
they, the parents, consider harmful,
Surveys indicate that different par-
ents feel differently about the impact
of televised violence versus sex ver-
sus coarse language on their children
(for example, Cantor, Stutman, and
Duran 1996). In addition, there is
much more research evidence re-
garding the psychological harm of ex-
posure to violence (see, for example,
Center for Communication and So-
cial Policy 1997) than there is about
the effects of sexual depictions or
cearse language. For this reason, it
seems important for a rating system
to specify which programs contain
violence as distinguished from other
forms of content.

Although the content of programs
with different TV Parental Guide-
lines ratings has not yet been studied
systematically, research on the
MPAA ratings suggests that such
age-based ratings give very little ad-
vance notice of the type of content to
expect in programming. In a content
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FIGURE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF LANGUAGE, SEX,
AND VIOLENCE IN PG-RATED
MOVIES ON TELEVISION, 1994-95
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SOURCE: Data are from National Television
Violence Study (1996), vol. 1, using movies
shown with MPAA ratings and HBO and Show-
time content codes.

analysis of television programs that
were sampled randomly for the Na-
tional Television Violence Study
(NTVS),? we investigated television
movies that were fransmitted with
both an MPAA rating and codes from
the HBO system, which indicate a
program’s level of sex, violence, and
coarse language. Looking at the mov-
ies that were rated PG, we found a
wide diversity of content. In the
analysis of data for year 1 of the
NTVS (Cantor, Harrison, and
Krcmar forthcoming), 22 percent of
the PG-rated movies had codes for
neither sex nor violence but only
adult language. Another 22 percent
had language and sex codes, and 28
percent had codes for language and
violence. Figure 1 shows this distri-
bution of content. A similar diversity
of content was found in the year-2

NTVS report (Cantor, Harrison, and
Nathanson 1997).

A new analysis (Cantor, Nathan-
son, and Henzl 1997) involving all
movies rated by the MPAA over the
past two years reveals a similar lack
of informativeness of the PG rating.
To determine the proportion of PG-
rated movies that contained various
types of content, we analyzed all the
movies rated by the MPAA during the
years 1995 and 1996 using informa-
tion provided in the Motion Picture
Rating Directory (1997). Since Janu-
ary of 1995, the directory listings
have indicated the reasons why mov-
ies have received their ratings, for all
ratings beyond G.

Our analysis showed that over this
two-year period, 1410 feature-length
movies received ratings from the
MPAA. Two-thirds of the movies were
rated R, while 16 percent were rated
PG-13, 14 percent were rated PG,
and only 3 percent were rated G.

For all of the PG-rated movies, we
coded the content reasons listed in
the directory.® Figure 2 shows how
the various content combinations
were distributed across the movies
that were rated PG over the two-year
period. As the figure shows, 26 per-
cent of these movies were classified
PG as a function of language only, 26
percent had violence and language,
and another 18 percent had no sex,
violence, or language.

Extrapolating from these findings,
it was expected that the content of a
program rated TV-PG would be to-
tally unpredictable—parents would
not know whether it contained con-
tent they consider harmful. They
thus would not have the advance in-
formation needed to decide whether

RATINGS FOR PROGRAM CONTENT

FIGURE 2
DISTRIBUTION OF CONTENT TN PG-RATED
MOVIES RELEASED IN 1995-96

Language, sex & viclante 8% |

SOURCE: Data from Motion Picture Rating
Directory (1997).

they should shield their child from it
or not.

EFFECT OF RATINGS ON
CHILDREN'S INTEREST
IN PROGRAMS

Athird area of research relevantto
the new television ratings deals with
the effect of ratings on children’s de-
gire to see programs. While a major
issue has been whether parental ad-
vigories and ratings have their in-
tended effect, that is, to help parents
protect their children from being ex-
posed to problematic content, there
has been concern that these labels
might have a boomerang effect. That
is, the labels might make the content
seem more interesting and exciting to
children and attract a larger child
audience,

Previous research on this question
has produced mixed results. Herman
and Leyens (1977) reported that mov-
ies shown on Belgian television with
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sex or violence advisories enjoyed
larger audiences than those without
them. In contrast, Austin (1980)
showed that adding different MPAA
ratings to the same {film descriptions
did not affect high school students’
interest in seeing them. In further
contrast, Christenson (1992) con-
cluded that the label “Parental Advi-
sory: Explicit Lyrics” reduced adoles-
cents’ interest in music albums.
Moreover, Hamilton (1994) reported
Nielsen data indicating that movies
broadcast on national television with
viewer-discretion warnings showed a
reduction in the number of viewers in
the 2- to 1ll-year-cld category but
that these warnings had no effect on
audience size among adolescents or
adults.

In our first year of research for the
NTVS (Cantor and Harrison 1996),
we explored the effects of those rat-
ings and advisories that seemed most
prevalent on television. We tested
four advisories: “parental discretion
advised,” “contains some violent con-
tent; parental discretion advised,”
“viewer discretion advised,” and “con-
tains some violent content; viewer
discretion advised.” We also included
the four major MPAA ratings that are
associated with movies shown on
television: “G: general audiences,”
“PG: parental guidance suggested,”
“PG-13: parents strongly cautioned,”
and “R: restricted.”

The participants were 297 school-
children in Madison, Wisconsin, be-
tween the ages of 5 and 14 years.
They were given a TV-programming
guide booklet and were instructed to
choose one program to view from the
three described on each page. They
were told that their viewing choices



60 ) THE ANNALS OF THE AMERICAN ACADEMY

FIGURE 3
EFFECT OF “PARENTAL DISCRETION
ADVISED” ON CHILDREN’S
INTEREST IN PROGRAMS

FIGURE 4
EFFECT OF “VIEWER DISCRETION
ADVISED” ON CHILDREN'S
INTEREST IN PROGRAMS
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SQURCE: Data are from National Television
Violence Study (1996), vol. 1.

NOTE: if advisory had no effect, 33.3 percent
of ¢hildren would have chosen program with ad-
visory (chance outcome). Boys 10-14 signifi-
cantly different from chance at p < .01.

would help us decide which video clip
to show them and that their “votes”
were anonymeus. All booklets con-
tained the same programs with the
same descriptions. However, in dif-
ferent booklets, different programs
had the advisories. In addition, the
same movie was given different
MPAA ratings in different booklets.
What we found in year 1 was that
the ratings and advisories had strong
effects on children’s viewing prefer-
ences and that the nature of these
effects varied with the type of rating
and the age and sex of the child. The
advisory “parental discretion ad-
vised” did not significantly affect
girls’ interest in programs, but it
made boys want to see a program
significantly more. This effect was
particularly pronounced among boys

SOURCE: Data are from National Television
Violence Study (1996), vol. 1.

NOTE: if advisory had no effect, 33.3 percent
of children would have chosen program with ad-
visory (chance outcome). Girls 5-9 significantly
different from chance at p < .05.

in the older group (aged 10 to 14).
Figure 8 shows these results.

In contrast to the parental advi-
sory, “viewer discretion advised” did
not make programs more appealing
to any group. In fact, as can be seen
from Figure 4, this advisory led girls
to be significantly less interested in a
program, and the effect was espe-
cially strong for girls in the younger
group (aged 5 to 9). The findings also
indicated that the addition of “con-
tains some violent content” did not
increase children’s interest in shows
with either the parental or the viewer
advisory.

Finally, we found that the MPAA
ratings exerted significant effects on
children’s interest in movies and that
the effects again varied with the age
and sex of the child. Older children as

RATINGS FOR PROGRAM CONTENT

61

FIGURE 5
PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN CHOOSING TARGET MOVIE
AS AFUNCTION OF MPAA RATING
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SOURCE: Data are from National Television Violence Study (1986), vol. 1.

a group, and boys as a group, were
more interested in the same movie
when it had the more restrictive rat-
ings of PG-13 and R. Figure 5 shows
these results for the four age-by-sex
groupings. What is remarkable is the
choices of the boys in the older group.
In this group, not one of the boys who
were told the movie was rated G se-
lected it, but 53 percent of those who
were told the same movie was rated
PG-13, and 50 percent of those who
were told it was rated R, wanted to
see it.

In summary, the first year of re-
search for the NTVS showed that the
phrase “parental discretion advised”
and the more restrictive MPAA rat-
ings attracted many children to the

objects of its warnings. However, the
phrase “contains some violent con-
tent” did not increase the allure of
programs with advisories.

For the second year of the NTVS
research (Cantor, Harrison, and
Nathanson 1997}, we continued the
exploration of the effects of TV rat-
ings and advisories on children’s
viewing choices. This time, we ran
our experiments in Milwaukee in or-
der to include a more ethnically di-
verse population of children. In year
2, we decided to subject eight rating
systems to the same test, to deter-
mine whether most systems produce
similar forbidden-fruit effects, or
whether ratings can give parents
needed information without enticing
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youngsters to view problematic con-
tent. We again tested the MPAA rat-
ings and two advisories, “parental
discretion advised” and “viewer dis-
cretion advised” (with and without
the phrase “contains some violent
content”). The phrase “contains some
violent content” was tested alone as
well. We also included tests of the
effects of three content-based sys-
tems: the violence codes used by the
premium cable channels HBO, Show-
time, and Cinemax (for example,
“MV: mild violence”), the Recrea-
tional Software Advisory Council
(RSAC) ratings used for video games
(for example, “violence: creatures
killed), and the violence ratings used
in Canada in conjunction with early
implementation of the V-chip (for ex-
ample, “brief violence”). In addition,
we evaluated two types of ratings
that have been discussed publicly but
are not currently in use: age indica-
tors, which simply indicate the age-
appropriateness of a program (for ex-
ample, “not for kids under 87}, and
another label that indicates that a
program has won various types of
awards (for example, “Teens’ Choice
Award”). Table 2 shows the ratings
and advisory systems that were
tested.

We also explored how background
variables such as aggressiveness,
television-viewing habits, and paren-
tal involvement influence the effect of
advisories and ratings. Finally, to ex-
plore whether ratings affect chil-
dren’s interest in programs via the
so-called forbidden-fruit effect or
simply by providing information
about content, we also asked children
to indicate the age they thought each

program was appropriate for and
how violent they expected each pro-
gram to be.

The experiment involved 374 chil-
dren between the ages of 5 and 15.
The children were given booklets de-
seribing eight different television
programs and movies and were asked
to indicate how much they wanted to
gsee each one. Every booklet con-
tained the same programs and mov-
ies with the same brief descriptions.
What was varied at random, from
booklet to booklet, was the rating or

. advisory that was assigned to a par-

ticalar program. The programs ap-
peared in the booklets in two different
orders.

The findings revealed that most of
the rating systems did not signifi-
cantly affect children’s interest. How-
ever, as we observed in year 1, “pa-
rental discretion advised” affected
boys and girls differently. For
younger children (aged 5 to 9), this
admonition tended to increase the in-
terest of boys but decrease that of
girls. Figure 6 shows these findings.
Neither the advisory “viewer discre-
tion advised” nor the phrase “con-
tains some violent content” affected
children’s interest.

None of the other rating systems
increased the appeal of programs for
younger children. For the older chil-
dren (aged 10 to 15), there was only
one system that significantly affected
interest in programs: the MPAA rat-
ings. The more restrictive ratings of
PG-13 and R increased a program’s
attractiveness, and the lowest rating,
G, decreased it (see Figure 7). This
result is very similar to what we
found in year 1. The preference for
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TABLE 2

ADVISORY AND RATING SYSTEMS TESTED
IN THE NATIONAL TELEVISION VIOLENCE STUDY, YEAR 2

Parental advisories: Nene
Parental discretion advised
Contains some violent content
Contains some violent content; parental discretion advised

Viewer adviscries: None
Viewer discretion advised
Contains some violent content
Contains some viclent content; viewer discretion advised

MPAA ratings: None
G: general audiences
PG: parental guidance suggested
PG-13: parents strongly cautioned
R: restricted

Premium codes: None
MV: mild violence
V: violence
. GV graphic viclence

RSAC ratings: None
Violence: creatures killed
Violence: humans killed
Violence: humans injured or killed; blood and gore
Viclence: wanton and gratuitous viclence

No viclence
Comedic violence
Mild violence
Brief violence
Violence

Graphic violence

Canadian ratings:

Age indicators: None
Forage 8 and up
For age 13 and up
For age 17 and up

For all ages

Not for kids under 8
Not for kids under 13
Not for kids under 17

Awards: Nong
Parents’ Choice Award
Teens’ Choice Award
Kids' Choice Award

movies with more restrictive ratings
was observed among both boys and
girls in the older group.

The only other significant effect of
ratings on children’s interest in pro-

grams was that of the premiam chan-
nel viclence codes on younger children.
However, rather than increasing in-
terest in the movie, the content codes
of “MV: mild violence” and “GV:
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FIGURE &
EFFECT OF “PARENTAL DISCRETION
ADVISED” ON YOUNGER CHILDREN'S
INTEREST IN A PROGRAM
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FIGURE7
EFFECT OF MPAA RATINGS
ON OLDER CHILDREN'S
INTEREST IN A MOVIE
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SQOURCE: Data are from Center for Commu-
nication and Social Policy (1997).

graphic violence” reduced children’s
interest in it.

We also observed that certain
background factors exacerbated the
effect of restrictive MPAA ratings. Al-
though MPAA ratings did not affect
younger children overall, those who
said they get into fights more often
and those who said they liked to
watch televigion the most were the
most attracted by the more restric-
tive MPAA ratings. Among older chil-
dren, beyond the overall magnetic
impact of restrictive MPAA ratings,
the more children said they liked
watching violent TV, the more they
were interested in seeing a movie
rated PG-13. These relationships
were observed even after controlling
for the child’s sex.

On a more encouraging note,
among younger children (aged 5t0 9),
those who said their parents watched
and discussed TV with them more
often were less interested in a pro-
gram labeled “contains some violent
content.” This suggests that parental

SOQURCE: Data are from Center for Commu-
nication and Socilal Policy (1997).

involvement may encourage children
to internalize their parents’ viewing
standards.

The ratings and advisories had
very few significant effects on
younger children’s expectations of
what would be in a program. The
higher-level RSAC ratings and some
of the Canadian ratings led to expec-
tations of greater violence in the pro-
grams. However, these expectations
did not translate into greater interest
in seeing the programs.

Older children’s expectations
about content were affected by many
of the rating systems, however. Spe-
cifically, older children generally ex-
pected more violence as the MPAA
ratings became more restrictive.
They also expected more violence in
the higher-level ratings of the pre-
mium channel codes and the Cana-
dian system. Only the MPAA ratings
and the age indicators affected older
children’s expectations of the age for
which a show was appropriate, with
higher levels leading to the expecta-
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TABLE 3
COMPARISON OF MPAA RATINGS AND TV PARENTAL GUIDELINES

MPAA Ratings

TV Parental Guidelines

G: general audiences

PG: parental guidance suggested
PG-13: parents strongly cautioned
R: restricted

TV-Y: all children

TV-Y7: directed to older children
TV-G: general audience

TV-PG: parental guidance suggested
TV-14: parents strongly cautioned
TV-MA: mature audience only

tion of appropriateness for older
groups.

These findings suggest that rat-
ings or advisories that urge parental
control based on the implication that
the children are too young to see a
program seem the most likely to pro-
duce the forbidden-fruit effect. Both
the “parental discretion advised” ef-
fect on younger boys and the effect of
PG-13 and R on older children fit
these criteria. The age indicators,
which simply stated the expected age
of viewers without calling for paren-
tal guidance, did not produce the
same effect. None of the ratings that
influenced expectations of violence
without suggesting who should see
the program increased children’s in-
terest. The television industry’s new
rating system, like the MPAA sys-
tem, provides guidance on the appro-
priate age for viewing while exhort-
ing parental control over children’s
access to programs.

Research by Brad Bushman and
his associates at Iowa State Univer-
sity confirms that restrictive warn-
ings make a program more enticing
than labels that simply describe vio-
lent content (Bushman and Stack
1996). In three experiments, Bush-
man found that warning labels con-
sistently increased the selection of

violent programs and maovies by chil-
dren and adults, but violence labels
did not. In addition, a program la-
beled as containing “extreme vio-
lence” was neither more nor less at-
tractive than one described as
containing “some viclence.”

This research should not be inter-
preted as indicating that children, or
people in general, will never be at-
tracted to a program by a violence
label. What it does indicate is that
the enticement power of restrictive
ratings (for example, “PG-13: parents
strongly cautioned”) is apparently
much more universal and much
stronger than that of a descriptive label
(for example, “GV: graphic violence”).

RELATIONSHIP OF MPAA RATINGS TO
TV PARENTAL GUIDELINES

Although no systematic research
had been conducted on the effects of
the TV Parental Guidelines on chil-
dren’s viewing interest, the TV Pa-
rental Guidelines were similar con-
ceptually to the well-tested MPAA
ratings in two crucial ways: they both
indicate the appropriate age for view-
ing a program without specifying the
program’s content; and they both
urge parental guidance of children’s
viewing. We found the combination of
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these two characteristics to be the
most likely to make restricted pro-
grams more attractive.

Moreover, the two rating systems
were nearly identical in wording, Al-
though the MPAA ratings do not have
levels for specifically child-oriented
movies, the four main levels of the
two systems were o similar that one
wonders about the reasons for the
trivial changes beyond the addition of
the letters “I'V.” Table 3 compares the
two systems.

CONCLUSION: WHAT THE
RESEARCH SAYS

The research findings included in
this article are uniformly critical of
the TV Parental Guidelines’ ability to
serve the needs of parents. First, in
five out of six national surveys that
compared content-based to age-based
guidelines, overwhelming majorities
of parents voiced a preference for con-
tent-based ratings. Second, analyses
of the content of movies with MPAA
ratings showed that a rating such as
PG encompasses a wide diversity of
content and leaves the content of a
particular program cor movie un-
known in advance of viewing. Finally,
research on a variety of rating sys-
tems showed that restrictive ratings
and advisories such as the MPAArat-
ings of PG-13 and R made programs
much more fantalizing to children
than straightforward information
about violent content, such as the
HBO ratings of “MV: mild violence”
or “GV: graphie violence.”

In short, the original guidelines
the television industry provided were
unpopular with parents; they failed
to provide adequate information for

parental decision making; and they
risked making parental control of
television viewing harder by increas-
ing children’s interest in the very pro-
grams parents wanted to shield them
from. The intense criticism these
guidelines received from child advo-
cates and parents was justified by the
research.

The compromise system

Because the criticism of the TV
Parental Guidelines was grounded in
research and widespread among par-
ents, because the major child advo-
cacy groups led by the National PTA
were unrelenting, and because influ-
ential members of the House and
Senate, particularly Congressman
Ed Markey of Massachusetts and
Senator John MecCain of Arizona,
kept the pressure on, the television
industry finally agreed to a compro-
mise system on 10 July 1997, which
added content indicators to the age-
based guidelines. All the major net-
works with the exception of NBC
agreed to the compromise and began
using the amended system on 1 Octo-
ber 1997.

In the compromise system, the rat-
ings of TV-PG, TV-14, and TV-MA are
now supplemented by any or all of the
following content indicators: V, for
viclent content; L, for crude lan-
guage; S, for sexual content; and D,
for sexual dialogue or innuendo. In
addition, programs aimed at older
children, designated with a TV-Y7,
may be supplemented with an FV, for
fantasy violence.

The compromise is a great step
forward because it does answer par-
ents’ demands for content informa-
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tion about specific programs. Al-
though the advocacy groups did not
receive the more concrete definitions
of the various levels of content that
they had pushed for, the compromise
at least provides some indication of
the type of content to be found in
programs.

The compromise system does not,
however, answer all of the criticisms.
First, the age guidelines ensure that
the forbidden-fruit effect will con-
tinue and thereby make parents’jobs
harder by adding to the allure of re-
stricted programs. Second, the age-
based structure makes the rating
confusing when different contents ex-
ist at different age levels within the
same program. Under the compro-
misge plan, for example, if a program
is rated TV-14-L because it has
“strong coarse language,” but it also
has “moderate violence,” which
would otherwise give it a PG-V rat-
ing, the program will be designated
simply as TV-14-L. No mention will
be made of the violent content. To do
otherwise, it is argued, would be too
complicated. But if the industry had
been willing to give up the age-based
structure and had agreed to adopt a
simple content-based system, a pro-
gram could easily be designated as
having different levels of different
contents, thereby allowing full disclo-
sure of its controversial aspects.

Finally, the industry’s insistence
on using euphemisms, rather than
describing content clearly and accu-
rately, was a major complicating fac-
tor. Refusing to accept the three lev-
els of sex, violence, and coarse
language that most advocacy groups
had recommended, the industry in-
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sisted upon adding D for situations in
which sex is talked about but not
shown. In addition, they balked at
using the word “violence” to refer to
the mayhem that goes on in many
children’s shows, such as Power
Rangers or The X-Men. Instead, they
use the letters “FV” to refer to fantasy
violence—whether the violence is in-
deed of the impossible variety or
whether it is quite realisfic but sim-
ply performed by animated charac-
ters. In the case of both D and FV, the
change was insisted upon by the in-
dustry to reduce the possible loss of
advertising revenue that they ex-
pected the word “sex” on the one
hand, or “violence” on the other,
would cause.

The complication of the new sys-
tem represents a challenge to the ad-
vocacy community, which will need to
work to raise parental awareness and
understanding of the new labels. But
in spite of the complication and the
educational challenge that the new
system represents, the revisions rep-
resent a major breakthrough for par-
ents and children. With the backing
of research findings, parents’ voices
were heard, and parents will begin to
reap the benefits of better informa-
tion and greater control over some of
the content that enters their homes.

Notes

1. The television industry’s creation of a
rating system wasg voluntary. However, the act
specified that if the television industry did not
create its own rating system within one year
of passage of the act, or if the Federal Commu-
nications Commission did not find the indus-
try’s rating system “acceptable,” the comunis-
sion should appoint an advisory committee to
study the issue and make recommendations
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for such a rating system (Telecommunications
Act of 1996 §§ 551(b), (e)(1)).

2. The NTVS is a three-year program of
research funded by the National Cable Televi-
sion Association. The purpose of the study is to
provide independent “viclence monitors,” who
provide a yearly report card to Congress, to the
television industry, and to the public on the
state of television violence. Although the fund-
ing comes from the television industry, the
research remains independent of industry con-
trol. An advisory council representing 18 or-
ganizations reflecting national leadership in
public health, education, law, and child advo-
cacy as well as the creative community over-
sees the project and ensures the independence
and integrity of the study.

3. The reasons stated for each movie’s rat-
ing were categorized by one coder, and a second
coder independently categorized the reasons
for 20 percent of the movies, selected randomly.
The categories were as follows (with reliabili-
ties caleulated as Cohen’s kappa): violence,
including action (kappa = .98), sexual behavior.
or situations (.99), language (1.00), or none of
the above. The “none” category was subdivided
into “thematic elements” (1,00}, drugs (1.00),
crude or sexual humor (.94}, and “other.”
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