TESTIMONY BY GEORGE GERBNER FOR THE HOUSE JUDICIARY
COMMITTEE’S SUBCOMMITTEE ON CRIME AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE
OVERSIGHT FIELD HEARING ON VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION,
DECEMBER 15, 1992, NEW YORK.

My name is George Gerbner. I am Professor of
Communication and Dean Emeritus at The Annenberg School for
Communication, University of Pennsylvania. I testify here
in my capacity as co-principal investigator (with Profs.
Larry Gross, University of Pennsylvania; Michael Morgan,
University of Massachusetts, Amherst; and Nancy Signorielli,
University of Delaware) of the Cultural Indicators research
- project which has tracked violence (and other themes) on
television since 1967. My testimony represents my own
conclusions and not those of any school, university or
organization.

My principal purpose is to call attention to behavioral
and policy issues consistent with but broader than the usual
concern with imitative violence. Constant displays of
violent power and victimization cultivate an exaggerated
sense of danger and insecurity among heavy viewer of
television. That is the most pervasive and debilitating
consequence of daily exposure to television violence. What
we call the '"mean world syndrome" contributes to a loss of
sensitivity and trust, demonstrates power for some and
vulnerability for others, and invites violence and
victimization. No regular viewer escapes the burden of this
scenario, but it falls most heavily on women and some
minorities.

My second purpose is to report some preliminary and
partial results of our latest Violence Index of network
television dramatic programs. I will note these first and
then address my primary purpose as I discuss their
implications. I will conclude with a suggestion for action.
Selected references to our most relevant studies can be
found in the Bibliography.

Cultural Indicators

The Violence Index is an ongoing effort of the Cultural
Indicators project based at:the University of Pennsylvania’s
Annenberg School for Communication, initiated by the
National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence
in 1969 and supported by the Surgeon General’s Scientific
Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior, the
National Institute of Mental Health, the White House Office
on Telecommunications Policy, the American Medical
Association, the Administration on Aging, and the National
Science Foundation and other organizations. The project has
been broadly based from the beginning to include many
aspects of the role and functions of television violence in



life and society. Reports have also included studies of
television and political orientations, aging, religion,
health, women and minorities, and science and technology.

Currently three projects are in progress and should be
completed early in 1993. A full report of the Violence
Index and Profile covering the three major broadcast
networks’ prime time and weekend daytime (children’s)
dramatic programs for the past 25 years will be forthcoming
at that time. Also to be concluded is a study of violence
in cable-originated dramatic programming, commissioned by
the National Cable Television Association (NCTA). The thirad
study is of women and minorities on television, commissioned
by the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) and the American Federation
of Radio-Television Artists (AFTRA).

The Violence Index; the last two seasons

The Violence Index is based on the observation of
clear-cut, unambiguous, and overt episodes of physical
violence -- hurting or killing or the threat of hurting
and/or killing -- in any context.

Annual week-long samples of programming have been

- recorded since 1967. The tapes are screened and coded by
trained analysts using an extensive instrument of analysis.
The instrument requires the reliable observation by
independent coders of many aspects of the programs and
characters in the sample.

The Violence Index combines three sets of observations
(also noted separately) into a single indicator. The
separate observations measure (1) the percent of programs
containing any violence (%P), (2) the rate of violent scenes
per program (R/P) and per hour (R/H), and (3) the percent of
major characters involved in violence (%V) either as
perpetrators or as victims or both. The Violence Index is
the sum of these measures with the rates of violence and of
killing weighted by a factor of two.

Prime time len

Long-time trends will be presented in the full report.
Here I will relate the two seasons to average levels for the
past 25-years. It can be seen in Table 1 that vioclence in
prime-time dramatic programs for the past two seasons
studied has been slightly below the 25-year average.
Although some of the separate measures of violence straddle

*Assisting with this update have been Amy Nyman and Nejat
Ozyegin.



TABLE 1: VIOLENCE IN PRIME TIME

Percent of programs Rate per Rate per Violence

with any violence progran hour Index

(3P) (R/P) (R/H) (VI)
1990-91 74.1 : 3.4 4.0 141.7
1991-92 62.3 4.2 5.1 141.7
25-year ave., 71.6 4. 5.3 155.9

the 25~-year average, the rates of viclent scenes and the
percent of violent characters fall below the average, making
the Violence Index 141.7 for beth seasons compared to the
25-year average of 155.9.

Children’s program violence.

As in previous years, children’s programs were much
more violent than prime time programs. Table 2 shows that
although "only" about 8 out of 10 programs were viclent

TABLE 2: VIOLENCE IN CHILDREN’S PROGRAMS

Percent of programs Rate per Rate per Violence

with any violence program hour Index

(%P) (R/P) (R/H) (VI}
1%90-91 82.5 7.8 32.0 244.2
1991-92 76.7 6.5 26.2 ‘ 214.7
25-year ave. 92.7 6.4 22.1  231.6

compared: to the 25-year average of 9 out of 10, those that
were violent were much more saturated with violence than
ever before. The rate of violence per hour of children’s
programs was 32. (an all-time high) and 26.2, compared to the
25-year average of 22.1. Consequently the Violence Index
was 244.2 and 214.7, with the 25-year average 231.6.

The victims of prime time

The burden of violence in television programs is not
randomly distributed. Table 3 shows that women and



TABLE 3: KILLERS AND KILLED; WHO ARE THE VICTIMS?

Involved in Killers Xilled For every 10
violence killers, no.
% _ % % killed
Men 60 11 5 4.5
Women 42 ' 4 3 7.5
"Mentally i1l 70 20 20 10.0

minorities tend to be underrepresented and overvictimized.
About 6 out of 10 men are involved in violence and more than
1 in 10 kill somecne. More than 4 out of 10 women
characters are involved in viclence and also 1 in 10 kill
someone. But for every 10 male killers there are nearly 5
men killed while for every 10 women written into scripts as
killers nearly 8 get killed, almost double the male killer-
killed ratio.

" Characters portrayed as mentally ill are the most
violent and the most highly victimized. No other group of
characters is shown to deserve such fate.

The highly structured lethal "pecking order" of
television drama is shown in Table 4. On top are "good"

TABLE 4: THE LETHAL PECKING ORDER

Percent
inveolved
_ in violence Killer/killed ratio

Oon top
"Good" men: 57 For every 10 killed, 33 are killers
All men 58 - - 24 -
Oon the bottom
Older women 30 No killers; only killed
Nonwhite women 35 For every 10 killers, 23 killed
"Good" women 41 -t -Ha 11 ~"-
"Mentally ill" 70 - N 10 ~-"-

(i.e. positively presented) men. They kill more than three
times as often as they are killed. Men in general ("All
men" on Table 4) kill twice as often as they are killed.

On the bottom are women and "mentally ill" characters.
Older women get involved in lethal violence (about one in 3)



only to be killed. Nonhite women are killed more than twice
as often, and "good" women as often, as they kill. Their
relative chances of ending up dead are two or three times as
high as the men’s. In a word, men kill and women get
killed. .

Characters portrayed as mentally ill (“crazy," "mad,"
"insane") are the most violent: 7 out of 10. They are twice
as likely to be shown as killers as are men in general. For
every "mad" Kkillers there is cone killed. This frightful and
false but routine presentation contrlbutes to the stigma of
mental illness.

.what does it mean?

Humankind may have had more bloodthirsty eras but none
as filled with images of violence as the present. Prime-
&ime mavhem occurs at the average of every ten minutes. -

i s programs displa choreographed brutality
heir humorous and — -
fanciful context is the sugar coating on the pill of power.
~— i

Of course, there was blood in fairy tales, gore in
mythology, murder in Shakespeare. It is a violent world.
Violence is a legitimate cultural expression, even
necessary to balance deadly compulsions against tragic
costs. But the historically limited, individually crafted,
selectively used and often tragic symbolic violence has been
swamped by "happy violence" produced on the dramatic
assembly-line and discharged intoc the mainstream of our
common culture. Happy violence shows no pain or tragic
consequences. It is a swift and easy dramatic solution to
many problems, employed by good characters as much as bad,
and always leading to a happy ending.:

-

" v ce?

The most highly rated programs are typically not
violent. But formula~driven happy violence is a commercial
ingredient that "travels well" while humor and more complex
drama do not. Violence requlres no translat1on, speaks
"action" to most people in any language, and is sold cheaply
(thus profitably) to distributors in many countries. It is
imposed on viewers because global marketing makes then
profitable.

Consequently, our children are born into a symbolic
environment of four to five violent acts per prime-time
hour, five or six times as many in presumably humorous
children’s programs, and an average of two entertaining
murders a night. The moderate viewer of prime time sees
every week an average of 21 criminals arrayed against an
army of 41 public and private law enforcers. An average of
150 acts of .violence and about 15 murders entertain us and



our children every week, and that does not count cartoons
and the news. Those who watch over 3 hours a day (more than
half the people) absorb much more.

The violence we see on television bears little or no
relationship to its actual occurrence. Neither its
frequency nor its typology are accurate representations of
violence and crime statistics. The fear of crime in a
community is unrelated to its occurrence but reflects the
amount of viewing and other forms of crime publicity.

Consequences

Our method of assessing the consequences of growing up
in the violence-laden symbolic world of television is called
Cultivation Analysis. It is a way of ascertaining if those
who spend more time watching television are more likely to
perceive the real world in ways that reflect the most common
and repetitive messages and lessons of the television world.:
(See Signorielli and Morgan, 1990, for a detailed discussion
of the theory and methodology of Cultivation Analysis.)

We have consistently found that heavy viewers are more
likely than comparable groups of light viewers to express a
feeling of living in the self-reinforcing cycle of a mean
and violent world. The sense of vulnerability and
dependence imposes its heaviest burdens on those most likely
to appear as victims rather than victors: women and
minorities. In the last analysis, television violence
produced as entertainment for global markets distorts the
role and nature of violence in the real world but
facilitates the functions of real violence as domination and
intimidation of those seen most vulnerable to victimization.

Public policy must take account of the fact that a de
facto censorship imposed by marketing strategies stifles
creative diversity as much as any government censorship
would. Only education in media literacy and a grass-roots
citizens movement can address this predicament. Such a
movement will approach the cultural environment as we now
approach the problems of the physical environment. A
Cultural Environment Movement will build a constituency for
non-governmental public participation in the increasingly
centralized cultural policy-making. 1Its objective will be
to liberate creative people in the media industries from the
formulas and other constraints imposed upon them. When
media professionals will be free to create more valid and
diversified solutions to human problems, the social
pathology of happy violence will fade from the air.
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