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Dr. Eleanor B, Sheldon

Social Science Research Couneil
605 Third Avenue '
New York, New York 10016

Dear Dr, Sheldon:

Resding through the materials you sent on
August 30, it has occured to me that nmy

cvn statement before the Pastuore subecommiitee
may also be of interest to you and perhaps

the other parbticipants T am.therefore
enclosing a copy,; in which vou might nartlm
cularly note the remarks on Page 5 regarde

ing the violence index and our own WOorg on
measuring both violence and prosocial behsvior,

//7
Sincerely,

bert ML Liebert Ph D,

ﬁrofessor or Psvcbology
ans Psychiatry

R¥L: §n
Enclosure



Testimony of Professor Robert M. Liebert

Before The

© SUBCOMMITTEE ON COMMUNICATIONS
|  OF THE
COMITTEE ON COMERCE
UNITED STATES SENATE
April 4, 1974




Thank you, Senator Pastare. Refiect1ng on the act1v1t1es taking
p1ace today, I recall your own words toward the end of the hear1ngs he]d
in March of 1972 .At that time you observed, "...what has taken p]ace _
.-[ﬁn the past few days/ 15 noth1ng Tess than a sc1ent1f1c and cultura1
_-breakthrough .Great as this ach1evement is, 1 belweve ‘these hearings have
~underscored what 1 said at the outset--1ong and arduous effort is st111
"_dbefore us." | |
| Tﬁe last two years have borde out amply botﬁ the points you made.
The bas1c findlng that viewing aggre551ve te1ev1s1on encerta1nment can
kand does 1nstlgate aggressive behavior in many ch11dren has now been shown _
again in several new studies, using fu11-1ength commercially breadcast ”
materials and measures of youngstere' interpersdna? behavior  in natural
school and play sett%nge. Likewise, recent studies'hare shown that chil-
“dren exposed to.television violence aiso become less sensitive to_real-
| Tife interpersbna? aggression by others, and less wi11{ng to act cooper-
ative1y7in dealing with'their beers; these effects appear for many chil-
_dren who are in no way predmsposed to act in an overtly aggre531ve way
'themse1ves So the conc]us1ons that other researchers and I placed before
is Committee in March of ]9?2 are now, if anything; ; more flrmTv documented
That a long and arduous effort_is stil1l before us is a1so as--or more--
.true now’ than two- years ago. [Professor Gerbner‘s data il1ustrete that/
‘a preponderance of programm1ng seen by American children TS st111 charac-
terized by repeated displays. of antwsoc1a1 values and behav1or - Qur own
-.observations.Suggest that f some improvement has been made in new network

broadcasting for children, such progress is not paralleled by changes in




the program offer1ngs of the 1ndependent stations.. Many of thefhigh1y
_v101ent cartoons that network executives themselves rec0ﬁn1ze as likely
to have an undesirable 1nf1uence on the young are shown regularly and

" repeatedly on weekday afternoons and Saturday morning by independent

'“éfﬁfiﬁﬁs’ﬁp‘ﬁfTHﬁTEticaTTy‘t%ying't@"cﬁpture—thé chi%d*aud%ence~away~frem—m%¥fe¥

' thelr network compet1tors.
The grow1ng ro]e of 1ndependent stat1ons in chx?dren s broadcast1ng,

often beaming the most detr1wenta1 and pern1c1ous type of shows to our
: youth h1gh]1ghts the rea11ty of the Amer1can television ‘industry as a

- free enterpr1se; pr1vate bus1ness Llet us be candid about the fact that
Ca significant conflict of interest hés exfﬁted between people concerned
about children and peopie concerned about profit--those who make, aﬁd sell
cormercial prdgramming. Whatever that conflict has meant for the parties
involved, tne irate éocial scfentists aﬁd defensive broadcasters who appear
here, it is clear that the price exacted by our continued fa11ure to
'_address the prob1emtof ant1soc1a1 content in te1ev1s1on has been paTd by
American children, who will be the citizens of tomorrow.

Thése problems, I thiﬁk, are now fami]iér to us all. If we are wise,
- the time for rehashing énd debating them has come td‘an end. The pressing_
lneed is no longer the pre]1m1nary step of 1dent1fy1ng the issues and

V;agree1ng that a ser1ous d1:f1cu1ty exists; the time has come to work out -

~and follow through.on-so]utions to these problems. It is our own efforts
~in this direction that I would like to report here today.
. One progect has 1nvo1ved a collaboration with organ1zatlons that spon-
- sor and_pay for ch11dren s programm1ng.; Funded by grants “From General .
‘;Foods‘and ngera1 Milis, Drsf.Rita'PouJos; E}i Rubinstein_and I, tpgether

| . . : _ : _
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e'w1th co11eagues at the State UniverSIty of New York at Stony Brook have
been pursu1ng a research. effort aimed at 1nvestlgat1ng the pos1t1ve influ-~ i
ence that te]ev151on can have on youngsters socaa? behav1or This work |
__has proceeded on several fronts, and time does not permit me to describe
1a1] of them to you. Let me- 1nstead provade a s1ng]e exanple aimed at

demonstrat1ng that television can and, "in certa1n 1nstances, a]ready has

_,had a‘pos1t1ve-ef‘ect He were able. to. obta1n through the generous EER
cooperation o: the Nrather Corporat]on of Ho??ywood, Ca]1forn1a, a set of .
program synopses for the gggggg; serfes. From these we seiected two shows,
comparable in as many respects as possible but differing in that only one
“conveyed, in the.course of the natural story ]ihe, positive exaﬂples of
a]tru1st1c behav1or by the princ10a1 characters In a major exper3ment vie
just COWpleted, children viewad the entirety of the pr050c1a} Lassie Pro-
gram, or the neutral nggig_program (that is, the one without the altruistic

exampie}, or a pleasant but neutra] Drogram from the series, the Brady Bunch.

Thereafter, fo]low1ng usual research procedures, we Created a special
;‘opportun1cy for each ch1ld in our study to cnoose becween actlng 1n a
selfish way or exh1b1t1ng attruistic behav1or cowparab]e‘to_that d1sp1ayed
in the prosoc1a1 Lassie program. o -i\\5 _ B
: As €an be seen from Figure 1, the effectsfof~the prosdcia] examp?e:
'embedded“in an.entertainment context were strlklng indeed. A single expoh_'--
sure to the prosocial ngélg_show produced an almost 100% increase in
_chlldren s aTtru1st1c behavqor. Thus, prosocial te}ev151on examples foster
- prosocial behav10r Just as antisocial television examp]es foster antisocial
behav or. The 51gn1f1cance of such a dewonstraclon, we. fee], can ‘hardly -

be cverstated It 1]1us;rates qu1te UPaWblgUOUS]j that a series can be




h1gh1y success;u1 wnw]e, at the same time, convey%nq soc1a1 1essons that

. most of us would Judge bene.1c1a1 to our 5001ety that 1s more the

demonstrat1on speaks to television's yet tintapped beneflts that could be
realized in the future.

The demonstrated positive effects of seme'shows from the‘ggggig
series is doubtless paralieled by similar effects of some of the new
network programs for chi]dren, aboub wh1ch I am sure their representat1ves

will tell you today and tomorrow 70 what degree do-other shows oA tele-

vision today conta1n such prosocial examp'!es'P Do they occur concurrently

S——

TIW1th.v1o1ence and aggre551on, or apoear in entirely different programs?
Can prosocial epwsodes balance out the effects ¢of antisocial example, either

&glfﬁ1n a given show or across a fu]l diet of programming? These vital ques;

' tions will not be answered-~and may even be obscured~—by the use of a violence
-_‘_"—ﬁ-—._,h_%‘ s

b ———

1ndex aTone to determ1ne the quality of television our children are v1ew ng.
The frequency wzth which prosoc1a7 examp?es appear on television must also
. be deferm1ned if we are to pa1nt a comp?ete and accurate plcture of the
Tmedium. LMy co]ieagues and I have developed such a system, for more complet~
ely proféling the content of television, and: are presently seeking prlvate
funds to employ it over the next three years, preI}mIQery Work a]ready
. suggests though, that violence serves quite a dfffetent purpose in program-
ming, depend{ng upon the presence or-absence of other, more positive themes, B
We also fee1 strong!y that coding and prof111ng is not enough, The
effects of the content must be ‘understood, and good use must be made of
that knowledge. . | N

Our own .basic research has shed cons1derab}e 1lght on how both yiolent

‘and prosoc1a1 te]ev1sed examp]es exer+ their 1nf1uence on-the’ young‘ Indeed B

the underiying natural process of obserth10HWT Tearning is zdent1ca] in both



_ cases. With our understanding of this pﬁocess, we_afe ebw moving on
another front, by seekihg oeportunitfes-te make;more direct ese of_our

'7 accumulated knowledge to foster the development of new prqgrammfng for
children. The shows that we envision will and musf entertaiﬁ children,
but their'péycho1ogica1 and social by-products would be designed‘to be

B poswt1ve rather than negative ones. | | ' |

~ Our first opportunity came through United Methodist Communacat1ons,.
_;whepsMr, Ben T. Logan broached te us the p}an of using our knowledge and
- research skil1s to devefop 30-second public service-spots for chiiereﬁ.
These comwerc1a1 Tength messages were to have a highly-focused aim: to
convey to ch11dren that in many daily conflict situations a naked disnlay
of force and aggression serves neither-party, while cooperative solutions
that benef]t both parties often can be found . -
To be effectlve, such messages ‘must be presented to the ch?ld at his
own }e»e? of underst nﬂingi they must be’ aeee“de te carefully in a_na*&ra?
enteetainﬁent viewing context; and children must be willing to act upen

. them later. ~ The ingredients mose likely to produce such an outcome are:

: quite_wei].understood ffom the basic research we heve conducted. Armed
with this knowledge, aed supported by_a'grant for research from‘Li11y _
Endowment, Inc., of Indianapolis, our work has proceeéed. As a model for.
the future, two central ideas 1ie at its heart. Ffret, we believe.thet
successful proeﬁction will require a close collaboration between creative -
people_(writers, nroducers, end directors) and researchers; Here we are-
fortunate to werk with Gene and Ron Weed; of The Film Factory; whose’

creative talents were-eséentia] to our enterpfise; Our second-mafn con-

viction is that direct testing of programming should be conducted during
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~the fovmat!ve stages nf deve?opmen Ly when problems can still be detected /-
and 1mprovem°nt is still possﬂﬂes and aga1n after the prodﬁct is completed

but before it goes on_the air.

To illustrate the process brief1y, Tet me descr{be the work thaf went.
into one of our spOts;'Iﬁ§;5w16§§, which has now been'completed and will be
released Jater this month. The opnnxng scene shows a boy and a girl running

to reach the one vacant swing on 2 p]ayground each c1a1m1ng first rights.

"After a moment during which battle seems 1nev1tab1e, 1t occurs to one of

m7the”youﬁ§stérs_thét'they'should take turns-~and he .backs up the good will

of this solution by adding that the other child should go first. Each of
the children is-then seen swinging Joyfully through the air with the help
of fhe other. |

Does The Swings work? The final ﬁound of research conducted to answer
this question involved three separate probosf -FirSt' a samp]e of chiidren
ranging.in_age from 4 to 7 years was shown’ Tn ’ w1no>; an a?ternau1ve spot
that we héd made earjier, and a commefcfa]_message wiﬁh a generally similar

story line. Highly'trained child psychologists interviewed the children

“individually after the showing of each of these progfams,'and determined how

well each was underéibbd The'fesuits; shown 1in F{gure 2,'aré very clear.

The' message and settlng of’ ThQ Swings was un1form1y understood’ by ch11dren

after a :133]& exposure; the alternative spot we hau created was not, and
neither was an expensive and widely shown commercial spot which we:had
videotaped off the air. Such an outcome dewonstrates we'fee]' that a

great deal of ch11dren s programmlng is not dellvernng the kind of message |

intended, because the onportunlty for determining in advance 1ts potent1a1

~ effects are simply not cap1talzzed upon” by broadcasters.
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Comprehens1on of Lelev1sed materwgi 15 not enouch, though. A

. determlnat1on must also be made as to whe;her or not the program contains
those 1ngred1ents wh1ch w111 attract ch17dren when seen in a natural
entertainment ‘context. Toward this end, we invited ch11dren to watch
.telev151on in a natural viewing 51tuatxon and, as they did, a videotape
.*camera recorded the child's fac1ai react1ons (This has turned out to

‘be. a very powerfu! way to measure 1nterest, wh1le Tetting children view

) ”{n'a'den T1ke setting, without 1ntmrrupt1on, as they wou?d at home ) We '

tooklzgg_swings and several_commerc1a1 messpges and imbadded them in {wo

- different enterﬁainment programs just where the originai commercials had

appeared. We videotaped each child's reaction to these composite programs

“and then,-using careful measures of attention from the child's face, trained

raters were able to determ1ne how much attention was-paid to each bit of

programming. Some of our resulis are shown in F1gure 3, from which it can
£

be seen that The Sw1ng§} the product of careful formative research, fared

much better in the practica1 matter of hb?ding”aud1ence attention than did

'.,elther of the commercial’ spots against which we compared it. What is more,

we can 1ocate_exact1y where each of the other spots fa11ed Noticé on the
graph, for exawple, that commercwa? #2 he]d the attention of the girls but,
in comparison, was strakwngTy ineffective for boys. ﬁe presunv, of course,
that the producers of this message did indeed want to reach a male audience,
but lacked understanding of how to effectively do so. | |
The third and final quest1ow VhTCh vie had to ask about The §§1gg§
';15 whether or not ch11dren vou?d accent the underlying example as a guide
for thelr own behav1or To test this, we had youngsters observe either

The Swings: or commercial-spols- for a comoarab1e period of t1me, and then |

- put them in an actual 1nterpﬂrsona1 situation wzth other youngsters. where
' ! _

g



"the aTternativeé wefe either'te éempete unproductively or te cooperate

- to optimmze one's oun and one's p1aymate s opportun1u1es. This situation,

- then, recreated the kind of dilemma seen in “The hhlﬂgé: we could now ask
-.-whetherjthis brief television experience cop1d actually influence children's
-interactions with others. The resuits speak for themselves. As.seen in
Figure 4, children who had view ed’ The ;ﬁiﬁgs engaced in successtul positive
social interaction 2 o0 3 times as much as the youngsters who were not
exposed to the pos1t1ve message AN

The work I have described today i1lustrates that some ‘existing pro-
~grams may foster pos1t1ve social development in the young, and also that new
programming can be made that uses the same basic techniques. Signxficant1y,
such pfogramming need not be inconsistent with the broadcaster's goal of
enterta1n1ng and compet1ng successfu11y in the commercial arena, this is

illustrated c]ear!y in our stud;es of audience interest. The interplay of

research and creative broadcas t1 g can be a model for future programs, and

T

without great expense {our research budget for The Swings was only about

10% of the total produci1on COSbS) Broadcasters michf even benefit finan—
cially, 1nasmuch as audience-tested programs are more 11ke1y to be commer~
| C1a11y successful than tnose created on guessing alone Most 1mnorLant
though, our children and our society can benef1t froe the wide implementas
tion of a model for children's television programming that relieves the
problem of antisocial lessons bn_te1evision.and goes a step beyond to .
foster positive human interacfion as well. This path has now been shown

ﬁ_ to be a viab]e possﬁbi?ityi'whether it becomes an actuality will depend on.

all. of us.
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