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Dr., Gerbner:

I am a graduate student in the sociology department here at Princeton.
I have been interested in your work for some time now and thus read with
great interest J.M. Wober's Public Opinion Quarterly article reporting his
effort to replicate your work in Great Britain. I have also read the
exchange of replies that followed in that same journal. 1In general I would
agree with many of-the reservations you expressed about the Wober research,
though there is an important criticism of the article that I fear you may
have overlécked. If you are not aware of it, please allow me to call it to
your attention.

The clearest indication that Wober is probably tapping an entirely
different dimension from yours is the fact that according to his "security
scale" (See Table 2 of his article) lower class respondents on the whole
feel more secure than their upper class counterparts. This is contrary
to what - your data show, and is also substantlally at variance with a wide
range of stratification findings{especially in the social class and mental

health literature.) It would also come as guite a surprise to those who
have closely studied and reported on how members of the British working class
perceive the world(e.g. Richard Hoggart). If Wober's guestions measure what

he says they do, his results would probably qualify as an important finding
in stratification research. It is more 1ikely, however, that they reflect
a fundamental flaw in his measurement instrument, On this ground alone, I
believe Wober's work must be considered serlously suspect.

Let me add here that my own analysis of the 1976 election data has lead
me to the conclusion that the cultivation effects of television are, espe-

cially with regard to mistrust, even stronger than your published work

suggests. Yet while this ana1y51s convinces me that the effects you discuss

are real, it{along with Doob and MacDonald's recent findings) also lead me

to the conclusion that exposure to:television violence:per:se’ is probably not

the most important factor underlying it. As one part of a dissertation now

in progress, I am working on a somewhat different explanation for why heavy

experience with television drama might be linked to the cultivation of

such effects. Much of my approach grows out of E. Goffman's work on the

origins of interpersonal suspiciousness, and also involves a close look at

certain structural features common to most television dramas. I think you

might find what I am working on quite interesting, and more importantly

that it nicely complements your efforts to identify the coherrent images of

social life disseminated by television drama. If all goes well I will be

finished sometime this Fall, and if you would like will forward you a copy.
Finally let me take this opportunity to express my admiration for the

work of you and your colleagues. It is clear to me that the effects you

are uncovering are both real and extremely important.
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Paranoid Perception: The View from Great Britain,'

On Wober's "Televised Violence and Paranoid

Perception: The View from Great Britain”

We welcome J.M. Wober's interest inm and contrxibution to what he calls -
our "major new perspective' in television research. Wober's study, published .

in the Fall 1978 issue of POQ under the title "Televised Violence and

' claims to summarize

and replicate our research on television effects, and fails to confirm our

findings-—or, we feel, to.disconfirm them.

~ We are éﬁrprised by the murky reésoning and dubious comparability of

“his study. We are even more struck by the haste with which this article was

rushed into priant without bothering to cobtain the methodological details

—iise

' that Wober claims were missing, or additional data that might have answered

some of his'qﬁestions. A simple inquify could have elicited our Technical
Report which was listed in the publications Wober has used. We could'alsb

have sent him the manuscript of our most recent major report which was

published in the Summer 1978 issue ofnthe,Journal;gg.Communication under the

title "Cultural Indicators: Violence Profile No, 9."

As Wober seems to be less than adequately informed of many_aspe;tsrof
the'rééearch_ﬁe claimed to have replicated, we shall limit this review to a

few of the most obvious errors.

‘Our research deals with responées to questions about social reality by
heavy and light viewers (controlling for demographickchéractefistics) of

American network dramatic programs in which about 8 out of 10 contain some. .

violénce. Wbber's replication involved British programming Whéfé:-ééégfﬁiﬁgmm



2
to his article, only some 15 pércent of screen time is occupied by American
programming-~the kind of material that is responsible for our findings, and

only 10 percent of shows are "violent,"

fhe violence counts he.reports in Britain are based_on "Gerbnei's violence
definition, the descriptioﬁ of each item in the program journals, and the advice
ofrexpérienced program admiﬁistfators.“ This is hardly_comparablé to our method,
inasmuéh as bﬁf &efinition is applied by.pairs of'tfained coders (not administra-
tors) to videotapes of actually broadcast materials (not‘listingé),. The lack
of an apﬁropriate_content study-~his or anothér'researther'sQHCIearly reduceé
the strength of his assertions. His;miséoncéptions~aré aiso revealed by his
claim that our hypotheses rest on '"the absolute levels of violence viewéd."_
This . is simply wrong; we have ngver-said'this_nor done this type of analysis.
'Moreqﬁer, even if only 15 percent of British screen time ié'fiiled by
_V"Améfiéan programming"; Whaﬁ.of tﬁe.dther 85 percent? If the vast.majority
of.British-TV is indeed "non-violent", then it is certainly not likely that
v wouid have a "paranoid éffect on viewefs", and his findings may actually

support our hypotheses.

In any case, Wober's'fuﬁdamental misunderstanding of our theoretical

. perspective is evidenp_in.hié implications that we say watching felevision
makes §e0p1e ”paran0ié éboﬁt violence." Althdﬁgh most ﬁf-our published wofk
has been'related to vioience, it is é smali part of our overall approach.

We see teievision'é meSSagés as a systém, containing and cultivating coherert
images of life and éociety. Qur message data archives haﬁe enabled us to
conduct a large number of studies of viewe:s' cbnceptions of mény'aspects.of

social reality, such as beliefs about___ég__ing,__ images of occupations, political



socialization, and the roles of women, children, and minorities.

His replication of the cultivation phase of our analysis has its own

puzzles. What is the ¥ of the diary sample? The data used for Table 2 are

of'prbblematic.origin. The national sample seems to have been divided; one

group was asked an "unsafe" and a "trustworthy" question, the other a "safe"
and an "untrustworthy" item. He reports that distributions were similar for

the first subsample, but not the second, so only the first was used. Why?

' This would reduce the N from 1113 to about 550. Yet the N in Table 2 seems

to be énly 257 (he tells us that df=256). He also never tells us hoﬁ many
heavy and light viéweré there ére or defines light viewing. Further, if our
questi&ns.are réwo¥ded (to make them "comprehensible to British subjectsﬁ),'
they should be reported, vérbatim. Hié question which focuses on robbery
may téﬁ an entirely different dimension from ouré, which concerns violence

in general,

Finally, we agree that our correlations are'small;'but'they are statis-—
ticallyﬁsignificant and consistent across samples.of children, adolescents,
and adults. That other variables may account for more variance than TV does

not deny television's independentVcontributidn.' While we would.not ask

"journalists in Britain"--or anyone else--to accept our conclusions "uncritically",

Wober's'piece of wishful thinking is not a straightforward replication on
either methodological or theoretical grounds; it neither supports his

allegations of flaws in our work nor negates our findings,.
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