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Television is undoubtedly the largest single COmmon contributor to young 

people's ideas on sexual behavior and relationships. Our II-year cumulative 

archives of systematic observations of network television's dramatic content, 

and our 5-year cumulative studies of viewer conceptions of social reality, 

show that much of what the public knows (andci.daesc;nQttkiU1w<ft)abbuttthe~"facts. 

of life" is learned from their daily exposure to vivid images of life --

and love in television's dramatic content. 

Trends in sexual attitudes, knowledge, and behavior patterns can no longer 

be understood in isolation from the cultural climate that sustains them. Tele-

vision is the mainstream of that common climate. What have been its contri-

butions to young people's conceptions of sexual relations? Have these con-

tributions changed in the past ten years? What have viewers learned from 

television's most vivid lessons it's dramatic fare -- about the facts of 

sex, including contraception? 

A recent study at Michigan State University*f£ourld that in a typical 

viewing week intimate sexual behavior.wi11 be presented in prime-time at the 

rate of 2.7 incidents per hour. It also found that intercourse between 

unmarried partners was seven times as frequent as between husband and wife. 

a-thor studies"':')', 

* Bradley Greenberg and Carlos F.Fernandez-Collado, "Substance Use and SeXOia· 
SeXliatih";I'n ti:maol'f,jT,oncG.emml'l'rd li>a:J.s11eiJ!<;:V'iBlioh j. tlaMi(lh;l!gam us taee' sma ;!rgetfs tt .. y, 1 J: ;: 
March, 1978. 
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Other studies* found persistent reticence among young men and especially young 

women to use specific terms for genitals and intercourse. The Rockefeller~ 

supported Harvard Project in Human Sexual Development (no which we have con-

tributed data) dhast.d'eaittly with the broader characterizations and aspects of 

the subject. Upon 8ipproval, we propose to convene andadvisory board of the 

relatively few rese8lrchers who have investigated the cultural and particularly 

media sources of sexuaT knowledge and behaviors in order to share information 

and avoid sup1ication of effort. 

An incre>\ll1img number of health-related professionals and ind:,!,!stries recog-

nize the need to become familiar with -- and active in -- the cultural arenaa 

affecting so much of their professional life and business. In order to do so, 

however, they must have the information with which to diagQose the re levant 

facts and to determine policy for the future; We propose to provide that 

information and to help apply it to policy. 

The proposed project is based on a data bank and research design called 

Cultural IndIcators. This research began with the investigation of violence 

in network television drama in 1967-68 for the National Commission on the 

Causes and Prevention of Violence. It continued under the sponsorship of the 

Surgeon Genera I' s Scientific Advisory Committee on Te levision and Socia 1 Behav-

ior, the Nati,onal Institute of Mental Health, and the American Medical Asso-

ciation. Although violence-related findings and indicators have been published 

most widely, the approach was broadly based from the beginning to collect ob-

servations on the role and symbolic functions of several specific aspects" of 

life -- including romantic and sexual relations -- presented ,in television· 

~1?S~f;~t 
Sex: 
1978, 

S. Sanders and William L. Robinson, "Talking and Not Talking About 
Male and Female Vocabularies in Four Communication Contexts," 
Unpublished Manuscript, University of Missouri - St. Louis. 
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The research consists of two interrelated parts: (1) Message System 

Analysis monitoring the world of television, and (2) Cultivation AnalYSis 

determining the conc.eptions of social reality that television tends to culti-

vate in different groups of viewers. The analyses will focus upon uncovering 

images and le:ssons related to sex and contraception in this medium. 

The research plan is in four parts: 

(1) Secondary analysis of the existing Cultural Indicators 
Message System data base. 

(2) Development and implementation of a refined analysis focusing 
upon the portrayal of sex and contraception since 1967. 

(3) Cultivation Analysis focusing upon relevant ideas and 
behaviors that television viewing tends to cultivate. 

(4) A national conference of clinical,rres.e!!rcha:!!udulmedaa 
personnel to discuss policy implications of the findings. 

(1) Secondary Analysis of the Cultural Indicators Message System Data Archives 

Message System .Analysis is designed to investigate the aggregate and 

collective premises Mefining life and its issues in representative samples 

of mass-produced symbolic material. Such analysis rests on the reliable deter-

mination of unambiguously perceived elements of communications. Its data base 

is not what any individual would select but wh!!t an entire n!!tion!!l community 

!!bsorbs. It does not !!ttempt to interpret single or selected units of ~!!terial, 

or dr!!w conclusions !!bout !!rtistic merit or !!bility to "sell" products. The 

!!n!!lysis is limited to functions implicit in the prev!!lence, r!!te, symbolic 

structures and distribution of cle!!r !!nd COmmon terms inthlless!!1tlples. 1' 

* A desc'i~tion of the !!nalytic!!l fr!!mework can be found in "Toward Cultural 
Indicators: The Analysis of Mass Mediated Public Message Systems" by 
George Gerbner, in the Analysis of Communication Content: Developments in 
Scientific Theories and Computer Techniques, edited by George Gerbner, 
et.a!., Jljew york: JohnWiiLey and Sons, 1969; and George Gerbner, "Cultural 
Indicators: The Third Voice" in Communication Technology and Social Theory, 
edited by George Gerbner, Larry Gross and William H. Melody, New York: 
JSflfi W~l@~ and Sons, 1973. 

,. 
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The init.ial analysis ",ill sketch gheegeiieral contours of sexual activity 

in prime-time and weekend daytime network dramatic television programming. 

!lince 1967. It will present a more detailed desc;ription of the portrayal of 

sex in dramatic programs broadcast in the 1977'-78 season. 
.-:-:,----~~ 

This analysis will 

focus upon several aspects of sexual interactions in these programs, i.hc1uding 

the nature (verbal, innuendo, physical), type (heterosexual, homosexual), and 

degree (minor, major) of· sexual interaction. In addition, information is 

avai<lable about the appearance of a number of sex-related activities such 

as kissing, sedU'e.tiven~ss, sexual inadequacy and contraception" 

(2X Development andl implementation of Jamor", specific recording instrument 
focusing upon the portrayal of sexual activity and contraception 

The second step calls for an in-depth analysis of a 11 programs in the 

Cultural Indicators Project videotape archive that deal with sexual activity. 

The analysis will be conducted according to the procedures used in the basic 

Cultural Indicators Message System Analysis Research.* It will establish 

indicators oj' portrayal since 1967. 

(3) Development and Implementation of a Cultmvaiion Analysis Instrument 
focusing upon medicine and health 

The third phase of the proposed study will involve Cultivation Analysis 

to determine the notions about sex and contraception that television may cu1-

tivate in adolescent viewers. 

cultivation Analysis begins with the patterns found in a Mwor1d" of 

dramatic progl;'amming. It then goes on to investigate how this image is 

* These proce,dures are fully discussed in George Gerbner, Larry Gross, Marilyn 
Jackson-Bee.ck, Suzanne Jeffries-Fox, and Nancy Signorielli, Violence Profile 
No.9: Trends in Network Television Drama and Viewer Conceptions of Social 
Reality, Annenberg School of Communications, University of Pennsyicvania, 1978. 



reflected nllt:he exp'ectations,definitions, interpretations and values held 

by its viewers. Do people see the world as it is ,,-"or as it is presented 

in television? 

Findings about the portrayal of sexual activity will be turned into 

questions about the facts of sex, intercourse and contraception. Each of 

these questions will have a ,l!t~ilievision answer" (the way it is in' the world 

of telev:i.sion) and 13,ilother-,-differellt answer (usua lly the way it ~~~11y is). ' 

The developed Cultivation Analysis instrument will be given to adolescents 

inaa specially commissioned survey. Reppnl'fses to these questions will be 

related to television viewing as well as a number of demographic character-

istics of the: respondents. The responses of light, medium and heavy televi-

sion viewers -- with other characteitstd:es held constant -- will indicate 

what concepti,ons of social reality the viewing of television tends to culti-

vate in what groups and to what extent. 

(4) The organization and conducting of a national conference to discuss the 
implications of the findings aliid to recommend corrective social and 
media policy 

This will be a practical policy-oriented study. Therefore, its final 

phase should be a forum developing and focusing attention upon the policy 

implications of the findings. The conference participants will include 

experts and policy-makers in research, the health professions, social ser-

vices, and television executives. 

Bu!l;get 

At this point, we are submitting a budget for the first step only. The 

results of the initial analysis can be available in three months after appro-

val. They will be indicative mill some aspects of the scppe and directions 

of the rest of the project. 
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