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V,,'-ashington View

I MEASURING VIOLENCE:
, CBS's New

Rating Game

CBS, which claims credit for invent­
ing the family viewing period as a way
to curb excessive violence on televi­
sion, has now found it necessary to
become involved in a new kind of

ratings game in order to assure the
family hour's success. Though the
network has always competed -and
done very well-in the traditional
audience ratings, it now is competing
in violence ratings as well.

It was then-president of CBS Arthur
Taylor who suggested in late 1974 that
the broadcasting industry set aside
two hours each weekday evening for
shows fit for "family viewing." His
move came at a time when the net­
works were under intense pressure
from the Federal Communications
Commission and the Congress to
reduce the amount of "excessive and
gratuitous violence" on television.
FCC Chairman Richard Wiley had
initiated a series of "jawboning"
sessions with network executives to

encour"age them to take self-regula­
tory action rather than force the
federal government to take action
that might threaten their First
Amendment freedoms.

CBS then had a major stake in
showing that the family viewing con­
cept, which debuted in September,
1975, actually reduced the amount of
televised violence and was not a mere
public relations gimmick, as some
critics charged.

The measure of the level of vio­
lence on tv traditionally has been the
"violence profile" prepared by Drs.
George Gerbner and Larry Gross of
the University of Pennsylvania An­
nenberg School of Communications.
Compiled annually since 1967, the
profile gained official recognition
from the federal government in 1972
when HEW began underwriting it at
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the request of Senator John Pastore
(D-R.I.), powerful chairman of the
Senate Communications Subcommit­
tee. Pastore asked HEW to "develop a
measurement of violence so that a

report can be submitted annually to
this Committee on the level of

violence entering American homes."
At the same time that the Annen­

berg School began preparing its
yearly profiles for Pastore, CBS began
its own monitoring activities, though
its findings were kept strictly confi­
dential. However, when CBS execu­
tives learned in advance that the An­

nenberg profile would report no re­
duction in the levels of tv violence
for the family viewing hour's
premiere season, they decided to go
public with an internal CBS report
showing violence levels down for all
three networks both during and after
the family hour.

When the Annenberg profile sub­
sequently became public two
months later, the CBS study was
found to be in substantial agreement
with it. The profile further reported,
however, that a substantial upswing
in violence during children's prime
time-weekend mornings-had can­
celed out the decrease in other time

periods. The CBS study, which later
was released in full as a press release,
had ignored this time-period in
reporting its findings. Therefore,
while the CBS study found that the
level of televised violence "has
substantially declined," the Annen­
berg study found that overall, "there
has been no significant reduction."

The Annenberg findings im­
mediately became the focus of a bit­
ter public-relations offensive by the
network. CBS vice president-chief
economist David Blank called the An­

nenberg profile "fallacious ... It is a
measure in which I have no confi­

dence. It is an arbitrary measure." He
said CBS didn't include weekend
mornings in its study because prime
time "is the area in which· public

. concern has been the greatest." He
also attacked the profile for measur-

Videography

ing only one week of programming,
while CBS had measured 13 weeks.

How accurate were Blank's com­

plaints? In short, they were almost
entirely self-serving statements. In
fact, parents and public-interest
groups have been just as concerned
about the quality of weekend morn­
ing programming as about early
evening programming, if not more
so. In denying this, Blank also directly
contradicted the National Institute of
Health's Advisory Committee on TV
and Social Behavior. The Committee,
made up of many of the nation's most
prominent behavioral scientists,
recommended to HEW in July, 1975,
that "primary attention should be
given to measuring violence in pro­
grams with large child audiences and
to reporting the violence profile in a
manner relevant to this concern." Of
course, the Saturday and Sunday
morning programs traditionally have
the largest child audiences. The Com­
mitteealso generally endorsed the
Annenberg study's methodology,
though -in fairness to Blank -it also
recommended that the measuring
period be increased from one week
to two. Last Spring, Dr. Gerbner im­
plemented this recommendation.

Gerbner also commented at the
time that CBS "uses a different stan­
dard which is more favorable to
them. They eliminate all humorous
violence and cartoons." He said that
the CBS study thus "presupposes the
result" by discounting such pro­
grams, while available research sug­
gests that "humorous violence" and
cartoons have about the same effect
on very young children as do more
seriously and realistically portrayed
violent acts. CBS's fellow network,
ABC, confirmed this finding in a five­
year study that concluded that, up to
a certain age, children perceive no
difference between violent acts com­
mitted by cartoon characters-

. though they can differentiate
between, for example, "good guys"
and "bad guys," or animal figures and
human figures.

Despite the facts, however, in the
flurry of cross-charges, the CBS find­
ings somehow emerged on top. The
National Association of Broadcasters
wrote in its May 6, 1976, newsletter to
member tv stations, "the next time
some of your viewers complain about
violence on tv, cite them a recent
CBS study which indicates that prime
time dramatic violence on all three
networks combined is down ... "

The FCC, perhaps with its own
stake in family viewing in mind, also
chose to stick with CBS. In a hearing
before the House Commerce
Oversight and Investigations Sub­
committee, when.".Chairman John
Moss (D-Cat.) accllsE:d the networks
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number of family viewing opponents
testifying, he'd feel "as lonely as a live
moose at a taxidermist's convention."

In the absence of congressional ac­
tion, the success of family viewing
seems assured -at least for the cur­

rent viewing season. Despite pleas by
two House subcommittees to un­
dertake an independent evaluation
of the two studies, the FCC has
refused. And the man who started the
who!e measurement business -Sena­

tor Pastore -finds his thoughts far
from televised violence on the eve of
his retirement from the Senate. When

asked to respond to the CBS charge
that the profile he spawned was
"fallacious," he replied: "Well, you
have to put yourself in their position,
but I'm not getting into that."

Ironically, it has been widely stated
in broadcasting circles here that a
major reason for CBS Chairman
William Paley's dismissal of Arthur
Taylor last October was Taylor's drive
to get the family viewing policy
adopted by the networks. According
to these sources, Paley would just as
soon have ignored the issue of
excessive violence altogether. As
long as Congress wasn't going to pass
a law, Paley figured, why should a $2
billion-a-year company like CBS even
bother?

Unfortunately for Paley and
Taylor's successor, John Backe, the
controversy over family viewing isn't
yet over. Despite CBS's success in
selling its own violence ratings, the
concern over the behavioral effects
of tv on children just won't go away.
"I'll betcha that 80 percent of the first
100 bills [in the next Congress] will be
on violence on tv," Senator Ernest
Hollings, (D-S.C.) predicted at an
NAB conference recently. With that
kind of conviction, it is certain that
the controversy over family viewing is
here to stay.

[toward the family viewing concept]
because they are wedded to that
policy," charged Congressman Henry
Waxman (D-Cal). "There are others
who want to be heard on whether in
fact it is successful." However, when
the House Communications Subcom­
mittee-of which Waxman also is a
member-held heari;1gs in Los
Angeles on family viewing last fall, it
became clear that talk -and not ac­

tion -was what the congressmen had
in mind. No legislation was forthcom­
ing, despite a CBS boycott of the
hearing -CBS Washington vice
president Bill Leonard telling the
Subcommittee that because of the
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- of "reducing [violence] in one period
of time and increasing it in another
period of time," Chairman Wiley
took strong exception. "That is not
the case," he said. Ignoring children's
prime time, he cited the CBS findings
that "while it was dramatically
reduced during the family viewing
hour, it has also fallen off after the
family viewing hour." "You can in­
terpret the upturn on Saturday morn­
ing in various ways, I suppose," ad­
ded then-Commissioner Glen
Robinson. "What it means is more

violent Bugs Bunny Shows, I suggest."
"I tend to think that the members

of this Commission have a bias
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