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· ", ,",An important gO.vernment re· 
: .poc' on te1,v;s;on, 'h,ee ye", ;n 

· ',\ he making. was about to be re­
t~leased two 'weeks ago. But a funny 
r.thing h,lpprned on th£' way to, the 
·.~il'd('O~:c: HI(!. Wu~hlllgl0'11 I'tl.~t 
"~'brokc the story. in a rront-plIgc 

I, a-Hem head\!ncd Report LinllS TV 
::~'YiOICIlCe to Aggression. 
',-',' lhe'''sCQoP'' made similar head­
:. ~~lines over the country and was 
ij;prpminently featured on radio and 

·'Q;,teJevision. The report itself. when 
· ~fi,naJly distributed, was no longer 
lii-n'ewsworthy. The initial news 
·~,break structured subsequent cov-
\~'erag~ and ,public discussion or the 
·-~Jssue. _ 
· *-: ,The problem is that while The 
;~-Post story was not :false, it re-
o ~ersed the emphasis and defeated 
hhe intent of the report. The intent 
~was' _to reflect the hroad and dj­
~_verse scientific scrutiny to which 
&television had been Subjected since 
~.,the, last Surgeon General's report 
Kin l~n, and to ~istil1 from that re­
~;search PQUcy implications for our­
~~cit(zens" -mental and physical' 
fhe~lth: I concept,ual.- d,eyelopment, 
'_;:erriotiC!llal . (unc(ioniiig; imagina­
~tion, and cre(itivity, family and so-
0.cial .. relationshiPs, reading, and 
~learnirig abilities and eV,~Il, intelli­
~gence, ~s well as violence. AI! fun-
.:: damental aspects of 'life and 
f; b).lman development addressed in 
~;.o >0 0 - -: 

Our own research· .'" 
suggests that TV 
viewing cultivates a.' 
rdnt.ivc sense or 
complacency. about 
health but an. almost 
mystical belief in the 
cur(ttive powers of 
medical science, 

the report fell \'ictim to the llledi· 
a·s obsession \vith violence - an 
ironic twist in press coverage at­
tributing that obsession to televi­
sion. 

I am interested in a f,lir and full 
~ puolic consideration oCthe impur. 

tant ilisues raised in the report. Vi­
olence is'one of them out, not the 
oniy 'or_ even rte,ces~ari1y U"e main 

- issue, -1 want to note 'a few ·other 
issues emphasized' in_ tpe' report 
(and in our qw~, 'research r that l 
beli~ve are of concern to a~1 Amer-

- kans. : 0 ~ 
J3ut first a little background. 

Over 10 years ago,~the U.i;?-. Sur­
geon General's Sci~ntific l)"l'Ivisory 
Committee commissioned a series 
of.studies (inclUding our OWfJ "vio­
lence profile") and found evidence 

;{,.: of a causal relationship between 
!;~j_ 'George Gerbner is professor of screen violence and aggressive 

r
commll/1ications at and dean of tendencies. But the cautious and 

~ Tile Atmenberg School of Commu· tentative scientific language of the pass television's role as a central 
;riicaJions at tile University of original Surgeon General's report source of conceptions of life and 

.
,Permsvlvania. He was also a ineln' led The New York Times to break society in our culture. 
ber of the consultant advisory the story with a headline disclaim· The "update" volumes now 

j,.corlllllittee guiding the prepc:ration ing such connection. Then, as now, completed survey, summarize and 
;of tile NuliOlwllnstitute of Mental the initial story in _a "prestige evaluate thnt research. They are. 
Health report OJ! "Television and paper" set the tone of sub~equenl entitled "Television and Behavior: 

;Belicivior:' and a member of the coverage and neutralized the im· 10: Years of Scientific Progress 
Cultural Indicators research team pact of the-report and its findings. and hnplications for the '80s." 
'contributing to the' report, aloilg .' The most significailt effect was Of'the 10 chapters of the sum· ' 

'witlt Larry Gross, Michael- Morgan that ~he controversy that' ensued mary report, only Chapter IV deal£: 
;.and Nancy Signorielli --of Penn's stimulated more sustained and di- with violence, and eVC'n that at~ 
Allnenberg Sc/lool. He wrote tllis versified research. 'Our own re- tempts to broaden and make_more 

:' arUcle for The Herald. search bra:adened out' to' enc,?m· realistic the usual terms o~ dis~ 

~~------------~~--~--

course. The Ulost striking new 
conc!us(ons of the report, and cer­
tainly ones in which our 0\\Cn re"­
search was deeply involved-, are in 
the areas of health and learning. . 

Televis.ion is thE' new frontier in 
health promution and disease pre­
vention. Few people are aware of 
the fact that inadequate medical 
care accounts for only 10 per cent 
of preventable deaths in the Unit­
ed States. The maiPrity are due to 
cultunilly sustai-iled behaviors, 
mostly:patterns of eatin8. drink-
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ing, smoking, driving and other as· 
pects of safety_ Television is by far 
the largest single common daily 
source of images and messages 
about all those":'" and most other 

,..-:. famiiiar behavior patterns. 
The report integmtes research 

on the health promotion and dis~ 
, ease prevention potentials of tele­
vision. It also describes the risks to 
good nutrition and safety habits 
viewers encounter in living count~_ 
less hours in the dramatic world of 

gests that viewing cultivates a rel· 
ative sense" of complacency about 
health (look at thos:e slim and 
beautiful people grabbing snacks 
on the run and gulping drinks to 
cope with tension several times 
each program hour!) 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- expectations and 'sl1b~e-

television. Our own research sug... Please tum' to TV /4E , 
-.--_. --~. ""'-.~, ~-"---~-------"" 

" 



i ., 

I 
I 

I 
) 

/2K 
/3E 

ooks /7E 

i, 

.,,<' '0 

<~ ·'1:C~7:7~~~'-,o";-r~-:Co~7m-I-,o-n--'-n-d-'-v-,-n-'-It-,-g,-,-,o-n-'···'· 0 00 Bey 0 n d 
. (That is, the conclusion we reach in a sepa-' _ 

television violence 
rate article In the Oct. 8. \981. isslle of 
The New England Journal of Medicine.) 
At any filte, I belicve that a little enlight. 

, coment in, the more sensible portrayal of 
'eating, drinking. scatbelt use. etc. on TV 
, programs, achieved at no cost to dr~mat!c 

values and ratings, can save more lives In 
the long run than any reduction in vio­

,u.n(c. (Which is nol to suy Ihut such fr­
>'duction, often promised but rarely - ir 

ever _ rMlly delivered, might not also be 
" beneficiaL) 
, -, ,Television is .the new frontier not only 

In' the battle for better health but also for 
:, .better learning. It- is the universal currieu­
., him of children, parents and grandparents 
", alike; Th~ report interprets research- on its 

significance for reuding, school achieve­
ment, educational aspirations and even in­
telligence. Briefly, viewing tends to be as­
sociated with generally lower scores, es­
pecially for those from the more affluent 
llnd oeUrr rdlll-alrd hnnws. IlOW('V(,f, for. 
some groups of kids froln poorer homes, 
more viewing goes Wilh higher scores. 
This is nn rxmnple of Ihl' t1;\~()ry of "muin· . 
streaming" developed in our own rt'­
search and noted in the report: Television 
seems tei cultivate its own relatively ho­
mogeneous and common "mainstream"· 
that'. absorbs otherwise divergent group 

characteristics. (For a detaiied- develop· 
ment and application to political orienta­
tions, see the currt!nt iSsue of the Journal 
of Communication.) Again. these implica­
tions for learning (ind edUcation are many 
lilH(',~ mOrt' pl'rSI1:lsiw (if l\lll us druma!ic) 
as the implications (or inciting vio!cnc;c. 

The report does deal with the violence 
isstll'. hut aJIt:mph to hroadl'n ;Iud ('veil 
transform the usual terms of lhat issue. 
As the press coverage emphasized, the ev­
idence of a causal link between televised 
violence and aggression seems over­
whelming .. But the report goes on to note 

the other and much more pervasive side 
of the violence coin: fear of victimization. 
The report concludes its summary of the 
research on violence and aggression: 
"Thus ... people who view a great deal Of 
11~\cvisinn - and wll(! CO!lSN\u('nlly M'l' 1\ 

. great deal of violence - arc mure likely 
to view the world as a mean and scary 
pl,ace, Tll('Sl' hl':IVY vitwrrs ul:lo rxhibH 
more fl::ar. mistrUst and apprehension 
than do light viewers ..•. This finding 
may ultimately be of· more signific;wce 
than the direct relationship between tele­
vised violence and ,aggression." . 
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There is much food for thought here for I 
the television industry and the public 
alike. The industry Can learn what j( is 1 
dOing right and how to respond to. unjusti-·j 
ned criticism more effectively.than its: 
self-serving PR is doing now. j\-temb,<'fs ,0(: 
the public and citilen~ group:-; can lind in : 
this report a basis (or judgment and 'H.:tion i 
that did not exist before. All readers can 

, use the report to overcurn'e the rigid; sim;" 
plistic, one·dimensional reactions typical' 
Qf the r.overage of reports on television. 

• • • 
(As go\'('rnm('llt n'porls ;lrt' often hard.: 

to get und quickly go oul of print, any 
reader'interested jn obtaining a coPY cati,· 
\~rit(' to ffit' at the Uni\,(>rsity of Pennsyl.'· 
vania. Philadelphia. Pa. 19104. and. I will: 
send i.nformation on how to obtain.it.) 
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