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*
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Is television news research for real? Wé doubt it. To support our view,
we shail first challenge the basic assumptions underlying most television news
research {and this volume), and then discuss a new, realistic and mare appro-

N
priate framework for such researcﬁ.

The assumptions underlying most research in this area are that tedevision
is similar to other media; that television news is a major source of factual
and public affairs inforﬁation; and that the television news viewer receives
the majority of such information from television news. We do mot claim that
these assumptions are totally false, only that they are sufficiently wrong
to be misleading, |

Television is unlike any other medium in sevefal important respects,¥¥
For our purposes, the most salient différences are that television is viewed
non~selectively and that many (if not the majority) of the moét ardent news
viewers are alsgso heavy viewers of television drama,

By non-gselective viewing, we mean that people watch television not by

the program but by the clock., Their lifestyle rather than their specific

** The authors would like to thank Howard Fatell and Colleen Cool for their

assistance.

ke George Gerbner and iarry Gross, '"Living with Television: The Violence
Profile," Journal of Communications, Spring, 1976, 26:2, 173-199,
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interests determines when they watch., Tiwe, in turn, determines what they
watch, since program schedules are stable and similar across networks,

Televigion is a regular ritual of which news is a minor part. Therefore,
ﬁhile there is such a social type as the news reader, there is no such signi-
ficant social type as the television viewer per se. Heavy viewers of tele~
vision watch three, four or more hours per day, with the weekly series of
prime-time drama providing the main staple of their televigion fare, That
fare dominates the acquisition of images and information about the entire spec~
trum of facts and values in life and society, including that of publiec affairs.
At any rate, the non-selective viewing of ﬁelevision makeé the unit of analy-
sis “teievision fare" and,iin effect, that chunk of time which most viewers
watch, cutting across program types during that time pexriod.

The methodological approach that coneeives of and analyzes such program
types as "information" or "entertainment" is wooted in the print era. We are
now in the television age, where these types and styles are interrelated, As
a result, news is embedded as a relatively minor element in the 1érger chunk
of an image and message éystem that includes drama, commercials and other
types of programs. Therefore, news analyzed in isolation, as a discrgté,ele-
ment; leads to results that contain misleading implications, namely that the
news content was the viewer's main source of information,

We know that the EEgular television news viewer is also a heavy televisien
viewer, For example, our secondary analysis of the 1976 American_National
Election study”* shows that while 30 percent of 1ight viewers of police and
crime shows watch television news and that 73 percent are regudar (daily)

readers of newspapers, 58 percent of heavy viewers of these programs watch

#-Center for Pélitical Studies, Institute for Social Research, University of
Michigan.



television news and 66 percent are regular readers of newspapers.* We suspect
that heavy television viewers derive most of their information from the material
to which they are the most exposed; television drama. We also suspect that
the news that fits the world basically shaped by drama will find a receptive
framework and will be assimilated by most viewers. It may provide some con-
firmation of the fantasies (some true, some false, all highly selective and
synthetic) cultivated by drama. Television news is increasingly conceived
and presented in the marketing and ratings terms of drama and is increasingly
produced to fit that framework.** Television news that does not fit that
context gets lower rvatings and the viewer may not be as receptive to infor-
mation presented inrthis way. In either case, the viewéré' main source of
information is drama, with television news playing an interactive and subsi-
diary role that is different from that of news reading.,

Our own study of televiéion viewers provides some support for these sup-
positions, We have found that While news reading makes a difference intthe
regponses of both.heavy and light viewers to a series of factual questions,
television news viewing does not -- especially for the heavy viewer. This
suggests that the heavy fiewer of television watches news in relation to a
totai perspective on fact and value cultivated by viewing as a whole. All
programs regularly viewed during the habitual viewing period play inter-related
and inseparable roles,

That is our hypothesis. The investigation of that hypothesis, namely that

news must be analyzed in terms of a total viewing period (e.g., prime-time) in

whighofif $9eflR5945E respondents who rarely or never watch police and crime
shows; heavy viewers frequently watch these programs.
il Joseph R. Dominick, Alan Wurtzd and Guy Lometti, "Television Journalism wvs.
Show Business: A Content Analysis of Eyewitness News,! Journalism Quarterly,
1975, 52(2), pp. 213-218. The authors note that in Eyewitness News, '"the
emphasis on the violent, the humorous and the emotional represents a shift
toward those elements more likely to create viewer interest rather than
viewer edification; in short, they signal a shift toward the entertainment
aspect of news,"




which it is embeddeﬁ and in relation to which it is absorbed and understood,
iz, we submit, the neceséary and realistic task of research on television ﬁéws.
In order to investigate that hypothesis, we recommend the adoption of the
conceptuadl framework and methodological tools of a research project already
underway, Cultural Indicators.¥* Cultural Indicators is a long-range, compre-
hensive and cumulative study examining trends in television content and
viewers' conceptions of social reality. The most significant featurg of
Cultural Indicators is the joining of two methodologies; that is, Cultivation
Analysis -- the study of viewers' conceptiong of social reality -~ is linked
to Message System Analysis -- the study of mass media content., Thus far,
Message System Analysis has been limited to network dramatic programming aired
during prime-time (8 to 11 p,m.) and weekend daytime programming., To understand
the symbolic world of television more completely and to evaluate its cultivating
effects more thoroughly, Message System Analysis should be expanded to include

news and commercials.

Assumptions Underlying Cultural Indicators Research

Culture is the system of messages that regulates the social redadtionships
and cultivates the prevailing outlooks of a community. The production of
that message system has become increasingly centralized and industrialized.
The process has shifted from handicraft to mass production, and from religion;
and formal education to the me&ia of communications, particularly television,

Television is the chief creafpr of such syﬁthetic cultural patterns as

entertainment and information for the most hetereogeneous mass publicsfin

— _ S R
A good description of Qultural Indicators.may be found in the folloWing_'x

sourcess George Gerbner, "Cultursl Indicators: The Third Voice," Communi=~ .

lvjcatidns,TéChnoldgy;and'SoéialﬁBeliqyg_GeprgefGefbner;TLgrry“P;jGrosss*and.- '
'William H. Melody (eds.), New-Yotrk: Wiley, 1973, pp,s 555-573, S



]-community'absorps. It does not attempt to. 1nterpret single or- selected units -

o dramatic prograns) in terms Uef what 1s, what 1s 1mportant what 1s rlgh

"what'ls related to-what."* Thls framework could be. applied to televrsion news,f

peblic message Systems. The repetitive pattern of teierision's ﬁasseprOduced
messages and images is the mainstream of the common symbolic environment that
cultivates the mést widely shared conceptions of reality.

The basic assumption of Cultural Indicators research is that we live in
terms of the stories we tell -- stories about what things are, stories about
how things work, and stories about value and worth -~ and television tells
them all through news, drama and advertising to almost everybody most of the

time,

Message System Analys1s

Message System Aealyéis is designed to investigate the aggregate and
collective premises defining 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, 1Its data

base is not what any individual would select but what an entire national

- \.._

offmaterial . nor doeSuit draw:conclusicns;abeet_the.material,saartiseic:merit :

or 1ts abillty to 1nform or: to "se11" products., ﬁatﬁer;fthe analys1s is limited

to functlons 1mp11C1t in the prevalence rate, symbollc structures and distrl-

bution of clear and common terms .in the samples.

Message System Amalysis rests upon a theoretical framework designedﬁto

deflne and describe mass produced message systems {such as telev1s1onsnews or. ?

Ir

: and

in the same way it is already applied to dramatic programm1ng -= by focusing

upon four analytic measures: attention, emphasis, tendency and structire,

George Gerbner, !Toward 'Cultural Indicators': The Analysis of Mass
Mediated Public Mesgsage Systems,' The Analysis of Communications Content,
George Gerbner et.al., (edss), New York: John Wiley, 1969, pp. 127.
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Attentlon is- cencerned w1th determlnleg the presence and frequency of R
individual ‘subjects in a message system. For example, how are the sexes
distributed in network television news programming? Are the participapts in
the news stories evenly divided inte men and women or does one of the sexes
predominate? Emphasis isclates the things that are important in the message
system. For example, what themes appear in the news stories -=- which themes
are significant and which themes are given minor or incidental treatment,
Tendency is concerned with how things are presented., That is, are certain
pe0p1e, themes or subjects presented more favorably than others? Finally,
structure is concerned with determining relationships that exist among the
previously described components of the message_systemjtﬁ

| _The principal espects of the methodology of Message System Analysis ere
the inst;ument of analysis, the samples of news programs, the training of

analysts, the coding procedures, and the assessment of the reliability of

. the: observationss,

Recording Instrument Dévelopment

An importantrpart of Culturalalndicators Message System Analysls is- the
development and testlng of an approPrlate recordlng 1nstrument.‘ Thls'lnstrue ?
;. ment . would have to con51st of 1tems that can be: used to lsolate the lliestyle “i

'and world view. communlcated by network news programs. For example, At must

“1nclude 1tems to note the presence of such themes, ect1ons and aspects of

\

life-as government, bu31ness, sports, violence, family, sex, frlendshlp, love, [

health, illness, nature and science, Another important part of the 1%stru- »

ment must include items focusing on the demography, roles and relationships, i'

gy pp. 129-13Le T T T T e e



tFaits,“anid “fatés-of-the “pedpleihiorpopulate ‘ the-worldof the' e lev isfon

~Hews,

An important aspect of the recording instrument used to analyze news must
be ity comparabidity with ihserumentsialreadysdsed’ ih-thegohgoing étudy ofsthe
world of television drama. Thus we will be able to détermine if the "lessoni!,’

Y“"rulas of life" and "lifestyle" portrayedlin news programs are similar to

" those found in dramatic programming.

Coding and Training Procedures

In Message System Analysis coders are trainedzin:azspgeddlizeddkinddofs
observation., They must mekéathe reldable discriminations required by the
recording instrument and recordcthem in a specified form. Coders focus on
what 1Is presented in the material and not how it might be jﬁdged by arcritical_

viewer. Their task is to gemerate datadthat:permits interpretation of the =~

" common message elements and structures available to a public of diverse = E

mviewerslrmm

‘To apply'this,type'offénalysis fo television ﬁéws, a staff of bétween | E
ten and twelve coders would be feéruited.' The training period would require
two to-thrée weeks of instructioniand testing, witﬂ aty intrbductofy session
. devoted to itemnby-item‘discussioﬁ of the recording-iﬁétrument. The.t:ainee
group-would then. be split into raﬂdoﬁly agsigned coding. teams of th.éach, ' ;
and -all pairs;wéuld view and codettwo selected news programs_thatlhad been

previously'viewéd.and‘coded.by th% staff, Each @oding4pair'would work inde-

pendently of alﬂ{other pairs, and MOuld return a joint coding for both news

oo | . .
programs, In'thé next general meeting, the entire staff would discuss the

difficulties encountered in the two-program‘exercise; When these problems

had been resolved, the coder-pairs woitld code an.additional six news prograns,



Towin e ooy,
The data generated by the coder-pairs on the eight training news programs
would be keypunched and subjected to computerized analtysis, On the basis of

these results, instructions and variables could be further discussed and if

sidiosynoratietéoder<paipsivoubdube identd=ii- -

ﬁéﬁééﬁ&ﬁy@égéﬁiéé&sé&ﬁ&fgﬁééf;
fied, The coder-pairs'who survived this testing process would proceed to
andlyze the sample of news programs,

‘During both the training and data-collection phases, coder-pairs would
be able to monitor assigned videotaped news programs as bften as necegsary.
All of the programs would be coded independently by two separate coder-pairs

- to provide d0ub1e-éoded data for reliability comparisons,

1The final set of data would be compiled frbm the double-doded data base
by random selection of one of the two codings for each news program, As a
last check against biased coding, and béfore the final data sé&ection,‘relia-
bility measures would be computed for each coder-pair. This procedure would
help identify problem codér—pairs who may not have been screened out in the
training and pre-test phase.- In such am instance, the data recorded by the

questionable pair would be excluded from the selection,

Asséssment of Reliability

Reliability measures are designed to ascertain the degree to which the

rgcordéd.data truly reflect the properties of the material being studied ma%her

than observer bias or instrument ambiguity heoretically, both types of con~

tamination are cofrectable&byithﬁiniggrtﬁ ingtrﬁmEﬁt$tiHMensiﬁyiﬁgte@ééfying

ST .

o S S e . - ST o -
trdtningadrjnas aslastarasorsgrby elimiftatinginhetimsalvageabbebiariableble
or &ﬁsmissimg the incorrigible coder. Measures of reliability thus serve two

functions:s aga diagnostic tool in the confirmation of the recording. process,

and as final evaluators of the accuracy of the phenomena's representation in
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and s¢ fipal dvaiuators of the aceuracy of the phenomena’s representation
the actual recorded data.

Five computationai formulae are currently available for calculating the
coefficiggts 6f agreement, “The Variatioﬁs are distinguished by a difference
fﬁﬁction, the form of which depends upon the scalé?type of the particular
variable being analyzed., Except for theif respeétive séale-appropriate sen-

sitivity to deviations from perfect agreement, the coefficients make the

ke -
o
et T

same basic assumptions as the prototype.for nbminai scales.devised-ﬁy Scott.-
Thus, in the ease of the ﬁinary variable, ail.formulae yiéld-idéﬁtiCal results?ﬁ?
The reliability of the analysis is thus‘ascertainéﬁg by multiple codings
and the measured agreement of trained amalysts on each usable item, If one
wefe to substitute the perceptions and imbressions of"caéual bbsefvérs, no
matter how sophisticated, the value of the iﬁvéstigation wouid be reduced,
and its purpose confounded, Only an objective an&ﬁjsis of ugambiguousiméssage-
elements, and théfir sepavation from personal impressions left by unidentified
clues, can provide the basis for comparisoﬁ with audience perceptions, con-

ceptions and behavior, That becomeé the tah&-of Cultivation Analysis,

Cultivation Analjsis

The final phase of this research paradigm involves the developmént and
- _ _ .

iimplementation of Cultibation Analysis instruments to determine what notions

t -
|of social reality are learned by viewers from watching network television news,
| '«‘_ . PR :"’ SLLIIIIRI T UL DITTUTEARL. ommtmte——anm s B RERVCRP. A e S .

| .
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*William A..Scott, "Reliability of Content Analysis: The Case of Nominal
| Scale Coding," Public Opinion Quarterly, 17:3, 321~325, 1955,

For the derivation of trhe formulae and -discussion of their properties, see
Klaus Krippendorff, "A Computer Program for Anmalyzing Multivariate Agree-
ments, Version 4,' Mimeo, Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania, the
Annenberg School of Commumications, July 1973, Tor a more extended dis-
cussion by the same author of part of this family of coefficients, see
"Bivariate Agreement Coefficients for the Reliability of Data,¥ in E.F.
Borgatta, eds., Sociological Methodology, 1970, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.
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" and values held by its audéénces?

wl(Q=

Cultivation Analysis begins with the patterns found in a "world" of tele-
vision programming (news, drama, or commericiéis). The common message system
composing that world- presents:a coherent image of life and society, How is

this image reflected in the images, expectations, definitions, interpretations

This part of the researchvwould:deteynine what:viewers. learn: about-the real
world from the world of television news; that is, findings about the world of
news:gould: be-gurned-dnto :‘aqfuegtfi@nssz sﬁbou;que.xgcﬁpﬁiensf ofi: social:xeaddry »; Each
of these questions has a "television answer" (the way a:isistbjéctiis presénted
"iniz.t'héétboxidaoﬁ television) findeanothergr different ahswer ?(ﬂs‘&%&l“yahléféer to
-thgﬁﬁgyiéﬁalsubjectrexists in reality).

| Some examples of the types of questions.that can be developed are given

below:

-- Which people (men or women) are more likely to be involved
in politics in our society?

-- Which people (men, women, whites, blacks) are more likely
to be involved in violence?

This phase of the research would Turhifindings Fromithe MessageSystehy Ana~

_ﬂysi@w@fimﬁwsqﬁmibi@n@sﬁibnSbbﬂitabLégibrmcuinigatibpgAnalyﬁisge dheseiguestions

along with the important cultivation questions {violence, fear, "mean worid"),

agked in previoué implementations of the ?esearch design, @ouﬁﬂahémiﬁqsmpomated
into a Cultivation Analysié instrument. Finally, the instrument sﬁ&ﬁldannntéin
questions about viewing habité that caii be used to differentiate pews~ﬂiewers
from nonviewers.

Full implementation>of the CGultivation Aﬁélysis instrument requires
asking adults &he questions includéd in the instrument in specially commis-
sioned surveys (national probabilify or quota) and_asking_children in group
(classroom) tests and interviews, Responses to these questions;woukdwthén;be.l

related to television exp05ure5and1h¢theﬁgme§iaihabﬁts,wasiwellﬁasﬁ@emggtaphic
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characteristics, The responses of light, medium and heavy television viewers --
with- other characteristics_heid constant -- can be used to indicate what con-
ceptions of social reality the viewing of television news programs teridsito:.
cultivate in what groups and to what extent. An Ilmportant part of this
analysis would be the comparison of responses givenr by light news viewers and
nonviewers, The results of cultivation analysgis questions can also be compared
with notions of the world the viewing of television drama cultivates in viewers,
The end product of this research would be a comprehensive description of
the world of network television news programs, how this world relates to the
world of prime-time network dramatic programming,and a comprehensive descrip-
tion of the world formed by combining these two types of programhing, The
reéearch would also-uncﬁver the lessons about life children and adults learn

from these worlds of television programming,



