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$By GEORGE GERBNER

{port on felevision, three years in
"Fhe making, was about {0 be re-

s The . Washleglon  Pest
- wisbroku the at_nrv in a front-puge
‘ g"llem headlined Report Links TV
-2 EViolence lo Aggression.

ines over the country and was

elevision. The report itself, when
i inally -distributed, was no longer
& ‘flewsworthy, - The initial news
L fbreak structured subsequent cov:

SSUe; :

-’ihe probiem is thal while The
‘Pos: story was not ‘false, it re-
ersed the emphasis and defeated

Ewas to reflect the hroad and di-
évcrse sclentific scrutiny to which
},telewsmn kad been subjected since

’. menad

otl{mal ‘funclioniig, -Timagina-
aclal refationships,
enice, as Well as violence. All' fun-

“Gamenta[ aspects of
_“hpman develcpment addressed m_

;commiuucatwns at und deant of
- The Annenberg Schaol of Comnu-
‘mications at the University of

1-ber “of - the -consultant advisory
{;cominittee guiding the preperation
 of the Nutiona insnlule of Mcntal
Health report on
:Behavior,” and a member of the
- Cultural Indicators research team

¥ with Larry Gross, Michael. Morgan
wgnd. Nancy Signorielli of Penn's

_ rt!cle for The Herald

on viewers

‘leased two weeks age. But a funny
Ejstlung happened on the way to, the -

‘The “scoop” made similar head- .

.‘ .,Jprommently featured on radic and’
erage and Jpublic discussion oOf the °

the intent.of the repeort. The intent

the-last Surgeon General's report .
“in 1972, and 1o distill from that re-:
¥ search policy 1mp]acations for our-
Het and - physical’
conceptual dpvelopment,“

“life and’

George Gerbner is professur of -
T Pennsvlvania. He wds also ¢ frem-

“Television and .
“tontributing to the report, along -

Annenberg School. He wrole thls-

Explorlng

hol

“wAn important government ye- "~ Our own research - #+-

suggests that TV
viewing cultivates a
relative sense of
complacency aboul -
health but an almost-

mystical belief in the.. =

curative powers of
medical science.

- the report feil victim to.the medi-
_ a's obsession with violence — an

ironic twisl in press coverage at-
tributing that obsessmn to ielevi-
sien.

Tam mtcre&;ted in a fair and fall

. public consideration of the impoy-
-tant issues raised in'the report. Vi- .

* olepce is'one of them byt vot ihe

: only ‘op even necessarily the main:

issiie.. 1 want 10 dote'a few:gther

issues. emphasized in the_report'-

i (and i our own’ reSearc Fthat'g

. believe are of ncern 1o aH Amer— -
ion and creativity, family and so- . i lieve a S

| ‘feading. and .
,Alearning abilities and even, intelli- |

cans.’ .
But. ﬁrst 4. hme hackground
Over 10 years age,“the 115, Sur-
geon Geaeral's Scientific ‘Agvisory

. Committee commissicned a series
- of studies (including our ewn *'vio-

lence profile”) and found evidence

of a causal relationship between

screen violence and aggressive

_tendencies. But the . cautious and

tentative scientific language of the
original Surgeon General’s report

- led The Néw York Times to break
-the story with a headline disclaim-
ing such connection. Then as now,

the initial story in a- “prestige
paper” set the tone of subsequent

coverage and neutralized the im-
pact of the.report and its findings.
The most significant effect was
that the controversy that ensued -

stimulated wmore sustained. and di-

“versified research. Our . own re-

search broadened out’to: encom-

“\N.fql,

o J
A lf'*l b

- pass television's role as a central

source of conceptions of life and
society in our culture,

: The “update” volumes now
completed survey, surmmarize and
evaluate that research. They are
entitled “Television and Behavior:

"10. Years of Scientific Progress
~and Imptications for the *80s.”
Of the 10 chapters of the sum- -

mary report, only Chapter IV deals,
with violence, and even that at-
tempts 1o broaden and make more

- realistic the usual terms of dis-

Ccourse. The most qtrlkmg newr

conclusions of the report, and cer-
tainly ones in Which our own re~
search was deeply involved, are in
the areas of health and learning-

- Television is the aew fr ontier i
health promotion and discase pre-
vention, Few people are aware of

the fact that inadequaté medical
care accounts for only 10 per ceat’

of preventable deaths in the Unit-
ed States. The majprity are due to
culturally = sustained = behaviors,
mostly;patterns of eating, drink-

) KEN}' BARTON n‘Mlaml Herald Slaff — AFTER THE LAOCOON IR THE VATICAN )

ing, smokmg. driving and othier as-
pects of safety. Television is by far

" the largest single common daily
-source -of images and mesSsages

about.all those — and most other

== famiiiar behavior patterns.

The reporl integrates research

.on the health promotion and dis-
“ease prevention potentials of tele-

vision. Tt also describes the risks to
good- nutrition and safety habits

viewers encounter in iiving count- .
- 1ess hours in the dramatic worldof
television. Our own résearch sug--

gests that v1ewmg cultl_vates a rel-
ative sens¢ of complacency about.
health (look at those slim and
beautiful people grabbing snacks
on the run and gulping drinks to
cope with tension several timés
each program hout!) but an almost
mystical belief in the . curative’
powers of medical science (those
magnificent TV doctors!). Can it

“be that TV sets viewers up for un-;
‘realistic expectanons and subse-r

Please tum to TV! 4E
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- quent frustration and even lltigalmn?

‘yate article in the Oct. 8. 1981, issue of

‘ eriment in the more sensible portrayal of
*eatmg drinking. seatbelt use, etc. on TV
- programs, achieved at ao cost 10 dramatic
-values and ratings, can save more lives in
- the_long run than any reduction in vio-
clence. {(Which is not 10 say That such re.
sduction, often promised but rarety — if
Cever — redjly delwered mla,ht not also be
h(!tl(.fi(.hﬁ )

etter learning. It is the universal curricu-
wm of children, parents and grandparents
 glike: The report intérprets research on its

“{That is.the concluc‘.mn ‘we reach in a sepa--

The New England Journaj of Medicine) |
<Al any ruie. [ believe that a little enlight- -

~Television is the new frontier not only
‘ju the battle for better health but also for -

gy Pt . T

eyond television violence

significance mr readmg, school achieve-
ment, educational anlrauons and even in-

- telligence. Briefly, viewing tends to be us-
“sociated with generally lower scores, es-

pecially for those from the more affluent
and better edutated homes. However, for
some groups of kids from poorer homes,
more viewing poes with higher scores.

This is an. n\mnplc al Lhe (eory of “maip-
~ streaniing” dL\’elppvd in our own re-.
search and noted in the report: Television
T seems 10 cultivate its own retatively ho--_
mogeneous and ‘comimon  “mainstream’

--that: absorbs otherwise divergeni group

characteristics. {For a detaiied develop- :

menl and appiication to political orienta-
tions, see the current issue of the Journal
of Communication.) Again, these implica-
tions for fearning and education are many
tintes more pérswesive (if nog as dramatic)
as the implications for inciting violence,
The report does deal with the vielence
issue, but ajtempls to broaden and evea
transform the usual lerms of that issue.

- As the press coverage emphasized, the ev-
“idence of & cuusal link etween televised
‘violence . and aggression ‘seems Over-
~whelming.. But the report goes on 10 note

the other and much more pervasive side =

of the viplence coin: fear of victimization.
The repart conciudes its summary of the
research on violencé and aggression:
“Thus . .. people who view a great deal of
e lcvnmn — and who consequently sec a

. greal deal of violence — aye more likely

to view the world as a medn and scary
place. These heavy viewers also exhibit
more fear, mistrust and . apprehension
than do light viewers .., .. This finding

may ultimately be of. more significance

than the direct relationship between tele-
vised violence and aggressmn .

_ There is much food for thought here l’or.-]

- that did not exist before, All readers can;
use the report to overcome the rigid; sim-":
. plistic. one-dimensional Teactions typical .

the television industry” and- the public
alike. The industry can learn what i is

. doing right and how 1o respond to unjusti-*§

fiéd criticism meore effactively .than. its
self-serving PR is doing now. Memibiers of
the public and citizens groups can find in”™’
this report a basis for judgment and agtion

3

of the coverage of reports on telev.mon. =
* A *

(As government Teports are often har‘dg
1o get and quickly go out of prinl, any .
reader interested in obtaining a copy can-;
write to me at the University of Pe:msy]"
vania, Philadelphia, Pa. 18104, and. I will,
send mformatlon on how to obtam it) .




