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Televas:an Vx@lence

~ There is now hard evidence that the false
“imagery constantly beamed into millions
of American homes warps our values and

premetes needless anxieties.

by 'GE{)RGE GERBNER, PhD

 Professor-of Communications and Dean, Annenberg School
_sof CQmmunit:ations. University of Pennsylvania

Hﬂwmg the dead of the 1).S. Surgeon General and of recent research, the
TAMA has seciared television vmience an enwronmental hazard and is
" moving o aairb it :

Confusion has surronnded the issue of TV vm}ence mainly because ef the lack
of a clearsput defimition of the problem. My associates and [ have been working

“for almost a decade, seeking 1o define and measure the nature and effects of the

violence depicted onielevision. There is now sufficient scientific evidence to con-
clude that television alone {as well as in combination with other social and cultu-

' ral factors) makes a significant difference in the way viewers deal with. reahty

This evidence cewmes from ear lung-range research project cailed Culiurai Indi-
cators, conducted forthe Eisenhower Violence Commission, the Surgeon General
of the United States, and now for the National Institute of Mental Heaith Let me
describe how we frack viclence from the tube to the viewer.

The Culiurral Indicators research-consists of two steps. The first is the periodic’

“analysis of the “facts of fife™ in the composite world of television drama. What is
- that world like? VWho populates it, and who does what to whom in it? Does the pat-

tern change over $ime?
The data come from the memionng of am‘ual samples of network television
drama. Trained caders make detailed observations about themes and other char-

- agteristics of dramsiicy PTOgTAIS, about the types, personalities, and interactions of

characters appeartng in these programs, and about selected types of action.
The résearch began in 1967. By the spring of 1978, we had a computerized data

__amhlve consisting of he voded analysis of 813 programs, 2,285 characters fea-

tured in the programs. and 3668 specific episodes on which ¢ babe indicators of
trerds and averall wortent wonfigurations.
The secomd step of the re.,eerch is to determine what viewers leatn from * }N

ing” in the world of television drama. Guided by our findings about this fantasy
Jand], we Frame guestions based on social realities that we ask lelevision viewers.

. To each of thess guestions #here can be a "television answer,” which tends to
reflect the way thivgs appear in that special world, and another and different an-

‘swer which ds biased in the opposite direction, -or closer to the way things really’

are. We ask these guestions of sample groups of adults and children, and for each
respondesnt, we beeord the amount of television exposure he or she has had, the
habits of ihe a"esmmdemmih Wespec‘t to exposure to other modla and demograph-

ic-charactesistics.

We then vompars the responses of * hght and “heavy” televmon viewers, con-
trolling for sex, aze, education, and other characteristics. (Heavy viewers are de-
fined as thase whe waich television more than four hours a day; light viewers, less
thantwo howrs.} ©9m questions dealing with life as presented on television, heavy
vigwers'tend 1o refledt the television world maore closely in their answers than do

“Yight viewers. Taken as a whole, these responses indteate the conceptions of social

peality tha? television vxewmg cultivates in the minds of those who watch it
MNow let us fu(;tmen vioience. [n our resm:ch we define it as the overt expres- _
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The graphs at left show the trends for the past - tabulated by the author and his assecciates in a
10-years for diflerent hours of programming - long-range project. The zigzagging. Hnes. indi-
and separately for each network. The “vio-  cale a slight and tentative downward trend in -
lence index” is based on specific incidents  violence, perhaps due to the “farmily hour” and

and characters noted by trained observers and  most clearly.evident on CBS. - '



sion of physical foree that compels action
against one's will onspain of being hurt-or
killed, or that actually hurts or kiils. This is
a conservative and clear-cut definition that
can be feliably and unambiguously ob-
served by our coders:

In the first step of our mvestlga‘rwn of
-violence, we examine all dramatic pro-
grams in prime time and weekend daytime
(children’s} programming: televised films,
cartoons, plays, and series.

We observe the significant traits of each,

violent incident and character. We then
tabulate the percent ol prograims-contain-

ing any violence; the rate of violent epi- - -
" and 'on the "family hour.”

sodes per program znd per-hour, the per-
cent of cliaracters engaged in any violence,
. either-as perpetrators or as victims or as
both, and the -percent -of characters in-
volved.in killing (both the killers and the
killed). From this information, we deviss a
Violence Index, a single figure composed
of the sum of all these measures.*

Our Violence Index is now used by net-~

waorks, congressmnal and other govern-

‘ment agencies, and citizens' groups to track

the amount of TV violence on the air. {(In
the future we shall also include news pro-
_grams in our analysis.}). The charts on page
" Impact/1 show-the trends for the past 10

years for different heurs of programming -
and separatel’y for each network. Behind -

all the zigzagging,.we can discern a slow,

* slight, and tentative downward trend in
violence, perhaps.dus io the “family hour”

_ and most clearly gvident on CBS. .

Some Sad Siatistics

MNevertheless, after séme 10 vea;s of

hearings, investigations, and presidential
commissions, more than eight out of every
10 network programs (nine out of every 10

cartoons) still contain violence. The overall,
rate of violent episodes is still five per pro-

*A more detailad and technica! déscription of this index can
ba found in “Living with Television: The Viclenca Profile,” by
George Gerbner and Larry Gross, in the Spring; 1976 issue
of the Journal of Communication, and also in the April, 1976,
Psychology Today.

‘jgram and twice as high'in children’s car-

toons—substantially unchanged since. we

-started monitoring in 1967

About 85% of allieading characters (85%
in childreni’s programs) are still involved in

sorne violence, as they have been eagh yesr

sinice' 1967, and. ahout 10% are still em-

broiled in killing. (That figure, incidental-

ly, has ranged between a. high of 19% in

"1987-and a low of 6% in1969.)

" The stight decline which has taken plase

-recently in the overall Violence Index has -

been due to reductions ina few component
measures, such as that for on-screen killers,

especially during weekend children's hours.

{The “family

hour”' - conicept,. ingidentally, has recently

" come: under judicial -attack because it was

allegedly forced on the three major net-
works ‘by the National Association of
Breadeasters and the Federal Commusica-

tions Commmission.) Sonie of the reduction
_in TV violence, moreover, Is offset by in- -

creases in other components later in the
evening and-—strangely enough on week-
end children's programs.

For example, while involvement in ki!!»
ing during what is now known as the “fam-
ily hour” .
of all leading characters in 1567 to. 1% last

season, it rose in the 9-11 p.m. {EST) period
from 9% in 1967 to 23% last year. More-

over, the percentage: of violent 1ead§ﬁg
characters. during the weekend, “daytime

chiidren’s hours - {mostly cartoons) in-
% in 1974 to 85%-

creased from a low of 6
iast season.

-A Yiolence Pmizee
The V:esenw Index provides us wnh a-

measuremaent of the quantity of television

viclence; to learn something of its nature:

and possibie impact we coustruct a Vie-

lence Profile each year. It contains a num-

ber of factors, the most important of which
is the Risk Ratio. This shows the relaiive
chances of victimization of each age, sex,
and social group in thefictional population.
: For example, for every incident in which

(7-9 p.m.) went down from 28%

a male is violent there are 1.19 male vic-
tims, but for every incident in which a fe-
miale is violent there-are 1.32 female vic-
tims. Simildrly, children; lower-class, for-
eign, and nonwhite characters of. both
sexes; and older women are more likely o
fall victims than to be perpetraters of vio-
lence. Old, poor, black women are.cast for
violent parts only to be killed.

This indicator, with its fairly stable pat-
tern.of relative victimization, tends to.con-
firm copventional (if prejudicial). notions.

- of power and vulnerability in Ametican so-

ciety. Thus, not just aggression but fear,

prejudice, and power are linked to televi- .

sion viewing, and may hadve even more -
far-reaching consequences than-.do .
sporadic outbursts of imitative .mayhem:-
Violence is a social scenario which requires

* that victims as well as perpeirators play -

their “proper” roles. .
Violence on television is unlike that in .

movies. or books because telévision is a

very different medium. "It is accessible
from cradle {o grave; you don't have to go
anywhere to see it, and you don't even
need to know how to read. It comes home

- to all classes and groups everywhere in the

industrialized world. And it is used nonse-

. lectively; most people watch by the clock,
- not by the program, and the TV clock is on -

over six hours a day in the average US.:
household. Television is like the environ-
ment; it's everywhere and it's indivisible.
Its world view and its values are implicit
in the total programming structure, not

~only in individual isclated programs. To
-analyze TV violence, one has to examine

the distribution of vaiues and power in the
entire world of television, not merely in
violent programs—ijust as pollution is a
part of the total organization of industry

and not only of the chemistry of air and
“water,

‘Television reflects tbe violence of the
real world seleciively. The leading causes
of injury and death in the reat world, for .

-gxample, are highway and industrial acci- -

dents, but we rarely see those on television.



T, l;ke all sturyteilmg, pre‘;ents forms of -

wiolence fhat best serve its dramatic and so-

-ial funetions. It demonsirates how power

warks in society, and who can get away
weith what, :

Fear and insecumy

“Thesecend step of our research, yielding’

#he final parts-of the Violence Profile, pro-
vides convincing evidence that television
viewing does make a significant contribu-
“tion to the way people deal with reality In
presenting victims as well as perpetuators
of wiclence, ‘and- usually in greater num-
s, television generates fear as well as ag-
gression. Furthermore, in stereotyping peo-

pie and their fates, it sets up a hierarchy of

advantage of the fears of others. Children
growing up with television learn its lessons
and rehearse its roles.

We are now studying the extent, if any,

 to which stereotyped, prejudicial, social

patterns that are a part of most TV violence
inject. into” heavy viewers a s;gmflcantly
larger dose of those prejudices.

14 should be clear by now that the com-

plex problem of television violence calls

for careful diagnosis and broadly con-
ceived measures. These measures must be
adequate -to deal with a whole range of
consequences that are much more far-
reaching than might originally have been

.surmized:
Violence plays a key part on prime-titne:

'Eﬁpasdre to TV violence not only incites
ihe few, but also shapes distorted conceplions
of social reahty among the many.

ﬁears thas heips some groups of people
exercise-moere power than others. Our com-

parisons of the responses of heavy and

Higist viewers within the same sex, age, and
oier demographic categories show that
heawy viewers are more fearful, anxious,
and pistrustful than hghl viewers in the
saran circumstances,

“Television viclence, then, generate_s fear
of sichmivation and a sense of insecurity,
s awedl as the inglination by some to izke

; r.epfinted 'ﬁ'rom"imp“at:t“"S‘et-'t*ﬁsﬁ-;'*‘*ﬁﬁnﬁ-‘-&’:ﬁaﬁ* Medical News, Dec.

television - (even though the most popular
shows are usually nonviolent) and expo-
sure to-these programs not onty inciies the
few, but also shapes distorted conceptions

of social reality among the many. Potential.

inciiement to mayhem among a minerity of
viewers is bad enough but the cultivation of
fear and rigidity among many is scarcely
less damaging in ifs fong-range effscts.

When this is coupied with prejudice and |
cther forms of misanthropy built into the-

ple’s curricalum,”

structure of dramatic television, we ate
clearly confrontéd with a most serious

- problem. In short, the incitement of some.

and the terrorization of others creates a ¢li- |
mate in which organized social violence
becomes acceptable. That dreadful

scenario sets in’ motion forees that attack
not only individual health and welfare, but

also the fair and equitable conduct of social .
pohcy :

Chief Socialization Instrument
Fighting violence on the air—and in soci-

ety—requires more than a new rating game

in which the lowest score wins. Television
has suddenly grown to be our chief instru-
ment of socialization and encuituraiion. It
is. the new national curricwlum for all—
financed from advertising budgets,
awarded on the basis of how cheaply the
medium can collect audiences and deliver
them to sponsers—and this underiaking is
run -essentially from’ three national net-
work offices by men (0o women!) largely
unknown and Unaccountable to the Amezi-
can public. -

Violence is an mtegral part of thdt struc-
ture, resistant to change because it has al-
ways been tackled on a narrow front.
Along with spetific attacks on the amount”
and nature of violent portrayals. we need a
broad-gauged . inquiry into  the financial
base and policy-making machinery of tele-
vision programming. '

Only in that context can we hope io.
make all the critical parts of the new “peo-
including the presenta-
tion of violence, refiect the true- variety,
creativity, and humdne purposes of Amer:-
can society: &

13,

1876, (& ulﬂfﬁ American W{edlcal Assn.



