THE ANNENBERG SCHOOL FOR
COMMUNICATION

UNIVERSITY of PENNSYLVANITA
3620 Walnut Street Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 191045220

April 10, 1992

Michael Traber, Editor
Media Development

WACC

357 Kennington Lane
London SEl11l 50Y, ENGLAND

Dear Michael:

I was delighted to see the interview by Ramesh Closepet
and Lai-si Tsui in the January 1992 issue of Media
Development but appalled to read the introduction. By
itself, the interview could be so useful that it may seem
ungrateful to complain about any aspect of it.

Nevertheless, I feel compelled to do so, perhaps even
because it was such a friendly and flattering piece and from
such a congenial place.

The introduction notes that our research methodology
"has been severely criticized." It cites Doob and MacDonald
(1970), Hirsch (1980) and Hughes (1980) to that effect.
n,..Therefore," it notes, "Gerbner’s findings have often
been dismissed as spurious... Yet, while Gerbner’s research
methodology may be open to question, one should not dismiss
the validity of his theory, etc." Of course, the validity of
a theory rests on the research on which it is based, which,
in turn, depends on the methodology that, according to the
interoduction, may not only be open to question (as
everything should be) but may as well be dismissed.

Now I do not think I am thin-skinned in feeling hurt
and undermined by this unfelicitous and basically ignorant
introduction. There are several reasons for these feelings.

First, in the lengthy interview, I was never asked to
comment on the methodological critiques. If I had been
asked, I could have easily put them in a more complete and
fair perspective. As it is, the extremely selective and
biased introductory note without the opportunity to comment
amounts to ambush journalism.

Secondly, the critics are cited but not the responses.
Even the references make no mention of any of the published
replies that followed the critiques and dealt with each of
them in a fair and conclusive way, rebutting each of their
points. For example, we pointed out that Hirsch did not
avail himself of an up-to-date report of our results
(already in press when his critique was published). The
results showed that different subgroups (e.g. low and high
income) were significantly cultivated but in opposite
directions, thereby cancelling each other out when lumped
together (which is what Hirsch and some others did). That
convergence of subgroups in the "mainstream" was the
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important finding that lead to the theory of "mainstreaming"
or homogenization, as noted in the interview. But the
evidence for it is not cited. The only references are to
the old flawed critiques.

Third, the critiques references date back to 1979 and
1980. Those critical articles referred to the first partial
publication of our results. But not even that publication
is cited. In fact, none of our "severely criticised" work is
cited. Therefore, the reader could not locate the work
itself, only the criticism!

Fourth, and most importantly, I was never asked to
discuss or even to provide a bibliography of our work of the
past 12 years. Most of the work on which the theories
discussed in the interview are based was done during that
time by independent investigators, as well as us, in
several countries. Dozens of studies have been published,
confirming and elaborating the initial findings. It is now
one of the best established lines of research on long-term
media effects (cultivation). To make reference only to the
old, faulty, and fully discredited critiques is what I
expect of opponents in the media. They often use an old
hatchet job to make the research "controversial" and more
easily dismissed. It hurts me to find it in Media
Development.

A book published by Sage in 1990 on Cultivation
Analysis; New Directions in Media Effects Research
summarized recent work. It would have been easy to refer the
reader to that (or any) of the many studies confirming and
further developing the knowledge base on which the theories
discussed in the interview are based. I was never asked to
provide that information. I am enclesing a bibliography and
the most recent study that brings the research up to date on
the international front.

All this is not to denigrate or seem ungrateful for the
many flattering notes in the interview. It is just to
express a sense of frustration over the baseless and
misleading comments in the introduction. They ignore one
of the largest bodies of evidence in the history of
communication research. If one’s major work is ignored and
one’s method and reasoning is termed "spurious," how can
the theories be valid? I am afraid the impression given
muddies the waters and does more harm than good, at least
among those who look for reason and evidence and not only
congenial speculation.

Now that I have gotten this off my chest, let me close
with expressions of friendship, peace, and best regards.

Sincerely yours,
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Dear George,

I received your letter and bibliography on cultural indicators
this morning. Many and sincere thanks for your criticism of the
introduction tc the interview by Ramesh Closepet and Lai-si
Tsui. I, too, was puzzled by this introduction. In fact, a
fairly large chunk was cut out by us. I wish I had cut more. But
my assumption was that the two interviewers had sent you the
text, as they did in the case of Herbert Schiller.

I would be very happy to publish your letter in the next issue
of Media Development, leaving out some of the more personal
remarks. However, that dissue ig only going to come out in
August {(we have just put to bed number 2/1992). Following your
letter, we would also be prepared to publish the bibliography
you sent us (but in smaller print).

But even if we publish your letter and biblicgraphy, depending
on your permission, the damage has already been done. For this I
sincerely apologise and take full responsibility.

Please let us know what you think about my proposal.

I am sure we'll remain friends. With all good wishes, also for
the Easter Seagon,

Yours wvery sincerely,

/\/}, wb,ca;:“

Michael Traber




