






























TV Violence:
The Public Strikes Back

By Mark Perlberg

"This year, after 25 years of wall-to-wall
violence, change is apparently on
the way.... "

In Chicago in 1976, a boy in his early teens was
arrested after attempting to extort $50,000 from
each 'of two banks in the city. He sent letters to the
banks, claiming that he would blow them sky-high
if he did not receive the money. He told police he
attempted the extortion "because I saw it done on
TV and it always works."

In San Francisco in 1974, a 9-year-old girl was
sexually assaulted by a gang of older girls on the
beach. One of the assailants later said she got the
idea for the crime from watching a TV film in which
the same ghastly crime was enacted in a girls'
reformatory. (The girl's family brought suit against
the television network, but the suit was tossed
summarily out of court by the judge on First
Amendment grounds. The family is now suing in
Appellate Court for a jury trial.)

In Los Angeles in 1976, two teenage boys were
jailed after they held up a bank and kept 25 people
hostage for seven hours. They said they had
modeled their crime after one they had seen on a
TV police show.

While no one knows just how often scenes of TV
violence are acted out by disturbed youths on the
streets of our cities and suburbs-and a dtrect
connection is difficult to prove-a vast amount of
scientific evidence demonstrates that viewing
violence on television affects children-and adults

-in highly negative ways. Yet after years of
mounting evidence and Congressional hearings,
TV violence seemingly has continued to increase.

In 1976 "television violence increased sharply in
all categories, including 'family viewing' and
children's program time on all three networks,"
George Gerbner, Dean of the University of
Pennsylvania's Annenberg School of Communica­
tions, told a Senate subcommittee on TV violence.

NBC had the highest violence rating, Gerbner
reported, followed by ABC, then CBS.

But this year, after 25 years of wall-to-wall
violence, change may be on the way. "TV Runs
Scared in War on Violence," crowed a perhaps­
over-optimistic headline in the March 1, 1977,
Chicago-Sun-Ttmes.Could it be that the public has
finally had enough?

According to a Gallup Poll published last
February, 67 per cent of all parents answered "yes"
when asked if they thought a connection existed
between the rate of juvenile crime and violence on
television. Another 29 per cent answered "no."
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Only 4 per cent had "no opinion."
But if television programmers change their ways

in the coming seasons, you can bet they won't do so
merely because of an inchoate mass of public
opinion. They will do so because national
organizations with enormous clout have said,
"Enough already." The current lineup against
video violence seems too impressive to ignore.

The 6.5-million-member National Parent-Teach­
er's Association, which has been holding hearings
around the country decrying violence on TV,
announced April 15 that it was putting the
networks "on probation" until the end of the yea.r.
If the violence quotient does not decline by then, it
will consider boycotting the violent programs and
products advertised on them, petition the FCC to
deny license renewal to stations that air the most
violent shows, and file lawsuits to halt TV violence.

The National Council of Churches and the
Southern Baptist Convention joined the crusade,
too. But of all the groups to join the fight against
television violence, it appears that the American
Medical Association, which took off its surgical
gloves and entered the fray in June 1976, has
carried the most clout.

Among the AMA's first actions was to donate
$25,000 to the National Citizens Committee for
Broadcasting, a consumer watchdog organization,
so the NCCB could make a study of which programs
are the most violent. The list was published last
December, indicting 1976's "most violent" pro­
grams. (See page 24.)

The networks did not take kindly to the
campaign against violence. NBC called the NCCB's
rating a "body count" and said the survey ignored
the "qualitative information about violent incidents
-their context or significance-which is necessary
for the assessment of the psychological impact on
the viewers."

In February, Dr. Richard E. Palmer, President of
the AMA, sent a letter to 10 large U.S.
corporations asking them to stop sponsoring
television shows that contain large dosages of
violence. One of the corporations, Sears Roebuck &
Co., agreed to do so soon after.

"TV violence is a mental health problem and an
environmental issue," said Dr. Palmer. "TV has
been quick to raise questions of responsibility with
industries that pollute the air. In my opinion,
television, through its access to airwaves, may be
creating a more serious problem."

The force that moved the AMA to act was an
article published in its own Journal of the American
Medical Association in December 1975. In its quiet
way, the article was a bombshell, reviewing as it
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The "most violent"

television programs of
1976, according to the
National Citizens

Committee for
Broadcasting:

1. Quest (NBC)
2. Starsky & Hutch

(ABC)
3. Baretta (ABC)
4. BaBaBlackSheep

(NBC)
5. Hawaii Five-O

(CBS)
6. Six Million Dollar

Man (ABC)
7. KoJak (CBS)
8. Police Story (NBC)
9. Delvecchio (CBS)

10. Serpico (NBC)
11. Most Wanted

(ABC)
12. Charlie's Angels

(ABC)

did the mass of information that has been published
in scholarly journals on TV violence over the years.
Its author, Dr. Michael Rothenberg, of the
departments of psychiatry and behavioral sciences
and pediatrics at the University of Washington
School of Medicine, Seattle, scored the medical
profession for not taking a stand on a problem that
he believes affects the mental health of the nation.
Dr. Rothenberg listed these facts:

• According to Nielsen Index figures, the
average American child sees 15,000 hours of
television by the time he leaves high school,
compared with the 11,000 hours he spends in the
classroom.

• During this time, he will have witnessed "some
18,000 murders and countless highly detailed
incidents of robbery, arson, bombing, forgery,
smuggling, beating and torture-averaging ap­
proximately one per minute in the standard
television cartoon for children under 10."

• Scenes' of violence occur on children's
television six more times per hour, on the average,
than on adult TV.

At this point, two important questions arise: (1)
Since matters of taste are subjective, who decides
what constitutes a violent act on TV? (2) How do we
know that violence viewing is harmful to children?

From Dr. Gerbner comes this definition of an act

of violence-"a show of physical force that compels
a victim to act against his will on pain of injury or
death, or an act that kills or injures." Whether you
agree or disagree with violence "counts," such as
those used by the NCCB, there's not much room for
ambiguity here.

Each year for the past decade, Dr. Gerbner has
monitored a representative week of TV program­
ming in prime time and on Saturday morning, when
the kids are home from school and ensconced on
the living room couch with a bowl of sugar-coated
cereal while Daddy and Mommy are getting some
extra sleep. Dr. Gerbner's staff makes detailed
observation of the number of acts of violence in
each program and prepares a Violence Index that
graphs the violence for each type of program.

Even after 10 years of Presidential commis­
sions, more than eight of 10 network programs
portray acts of violence as defined above, and the
same goes for nine out of 10 Saturday morning
cartoons, Dr. Gerbner noted in an article,
"Measuring the Climate of Fear," published in
American Medical News last December.

But how do we know that viewing violence on
television produces harmful effects in children?
Many studies agree on this point. For example:

• Professor Albert Bandura of Stanford Univer­

sity, working with children aged 3 to 5, showed that
after even brief exposure to scenes of violence on a
simulated TV program, 88 per cent of the children
acted violently in ways that imitated what they saw
on the screen, in spite of the fact that crayons,
trucks, tea sets and other toys typical of peaceful
pursuits were available to play with.
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• Professor David J. Hicks of California State
University, Chico, California, found that after
viewing a single simulated TV program, kids
learned aggressive forms of behavior that they
could still reproduce when tested six months later.

• Pre-school children at the University of North
Carolina's Child Development Center were paired
off on the basis of the amount of television they
watched at home. One member of the pair was
shown a single aggressive program from Saturday
morning television, and the other was shown
neutral TV fare. This was repeated on 11 different
occasions. The results: in every case, the child who
had observed violent TV shows became more
aggressive than his playmate. Again, there was
clear-cut definition of what constituted a violent

act: kicking, hitting, pushing, choking, squeezing or
holding down another child, or throwing an object
at least one foot.

Yet, more subtle and perhaps more long-lasting
effects come from viewing violence on television, to
hamper the activities of adults as well as children.

Along with his Violence Index, Dr. Gerbner has
constructed a Violence Profile that throws into bold

relief two other important conclusions about
television violence. He finds that children,
low-income people, older women, and foreigners
and blacks of both sexes are more likely to be
victims rather than perpetrators of television
violence. This, he notes, "tends to confirm
conventional notions of power and vulnerability in
U.S. society."

Gerbner also found that heavy viewers (more
than four hours a day) tend to be more fearful and
mistrustful of the outside world than are light
viewers (less than two hours daily). When asked
questions on current social issues, the heavy
viewers tend to supply answers that mirror the
violent world of television.

"The potential incitement to mayhem among a
minority of viewers is bad enough," says' Gerbner,
"but the cultivation of fear and rigidity among the
many is scarcely less damaging in its long-range
effects." And he adds: "Television generates fear of
victimization as well as the inclination by some to
take advantage of the fears of others. Children
growing up with television learn its lessons and
rehearse its roles."

How have the networks responded to this
fusillade of criticism, and what's in store for this TV
season? Spokesmen for all three networks state
that in upcoming programming there will be a shift
away from "hard-action" police shows, but officials
from ABC and CBS note that TV viewers are

getting bored with them anyway. Time and
fashions change: the sun has set on Gunsmoke and
Bonanza, and so it may be that the screech of tires,
the slamming of police car doors, the sound of cops
pounding down the street, will echo less often in
your living room.

A spokesman for ABC says it will emphasize
comedy, like Eight Is Enough, and drama, like
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West Side Medical. But the network's vice­

president in charge of broadcast standards, Rick
Gitter, argues "it is wrong to single out television
violence. This circumvents exploration of what may
be the real causes of violence in society. such as
unemployment, lack of adequate housing .... "

At CBS, an official states that his network "has
been reducing the violence quotient for the past
four years in response to public opinion," CBS will
not be dropping Kojak or Hawaii Five-O, but the
plot lines of these programs "will be a little more
imaginative," The spokesman adds that "action­
adventure shows will be sharply reduced, as will
police-type shows. Most of the new shows being
considered are the fun-and-games kind of thing,"

Meanwhile, Robert T. Howard, president of
NBC-TV, which ranked highest in the NCCB
violence rating, earnestly promised change.

"NBC, viewing television as a whole, believes
that the proliferation of program types whose plot
lines heaVily involve violence has become exces­
sive," said Howard. "It is taking positive and
practical steps to reduce the number of those
programs on the NBC television network,"

The learning process works both ways. If the
networks really mean business about reducing
violence on TV, they could have a very positive
effect on young viewers. For while we have been
focusing on the harmful effects of TV viewing, it is
just as possible for television to use its enormous
power for good.

One man who has studied the negative effects
that TV can have on young viewers, as well as the
potentially positive, is psychologist Robert E.
Liebert of the State University of New York at
Stony Brook. Dr. Liebert is the author of The Early
Window: Effects of Television on Children and
Youth, and of studies of TV violence done for the
National Institutes of Mental Health.

In an attempt to show how television can be used
for beneficial results, he had a film prepared for
children who are afraid to visit the dentist. The

film's purpose was to lessen their fears.
In the film, a 4-year-old girl gradually loses her

fear of the dentist as she watches an "old-timer" of

8 climb up into the chair and have his teeth cleaned
with no ill-effects. At the end of the visit, both kids
are presented with big red lollipops.

Dr. Liebert and his researchers showed the film

to several groups of children who were afraid of the
dentist, and he matched these with kids who had
similar fears, but who had not seen the film (or one
like it made by the American Dental Association).

It turned out that children who had seen the

film - including a group of retarded and
emotionally disturbed kids-were much more
willing to visit the dentist the second time than
were those who hadn't seen the fIlm.

Is anybody paying attention out there in
Televisionland? 0







































Note
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