LIVING WITH_fELEVISION:
- THE DYNAMICS OF THE CULTIVATIOﬁ PROCESS
BY George_Gerbner; Larry Gross,
Michael Morgan, and Nancy Signorielli

The longer we live with teleiision, the more invisible it
becomes, 'As the number 6f beople who have never lived without -
television continues to grow, the medium is increasingly taken
for grénted as an appl;ance; a piece of fhrniture, a storyteller,.
‘a member.of the family. - Ever fewer parents and even grandparents
can expiain'to children what it.ﬁas like to grow up pefore
television -- an age culturél histbriaﬁs will surely call BT,

Television 1s the éouree of the most broadly-shared images
and mességes in history. While new feehpdlog;es transform
business and piofessional communications, the public ahd much of
the presearch community continue to Ee concerned with over-the-air
'televiﬁion, and for good reasons, Saturation #nd viewing tine,
incredibly high for decades, continue to increase, The mass
‘rituél that is television Shéws.no signs of weakening its hold
over the common symbolic environmentlintO-whieh our ehildreﬁ are
born and in which we all.live.out our.lives. For most viewers,

new types of delivery systems such as cable, satellite, and

In-Eeszgc;;xes on Medla Effects, edited by Jennings Bryant and
Dolf Zillmann., Hillsdale, N.J.:‘Lawrence'Erlbaum issociates., 1In

press,



Page 2

cassette signal even further penetration and integration of
established viewing patterhs iﬁto evefyday life,

And yet far too little is knéﬁn and even less agreed about
the dynamic role of television in our lives. The reasons for
this lack of consensus iﬁclude institutional resistance (high
economie stakes and politiecal interests might be affected), the
relative youth of the field, the inherent clumsiness of research
methods and measures, and the "hit-and.run® proélivities_and
' époradic funding of those who seek'to understand television's
overall imbaet. In contrast, we have been fortunate to obtain
research grant support from a variety of publie sources over a
long period of time, We have thus been able to follow a fairly.
consistent line of theory and research on the iﬁplicatidns of
television for over a decade and a half, Our research project,
called Cultural-Ihdieators, has-accumuléted large amounts of data
with which to de#elop and.refine our -thecretical approach1
and the research strategy we call Cultivation Analysis (see
Gerbner, et al., 1980b). In this chapter we summarize and

illustrate our theory of the dynamics of the cultivation procesas.

Teleyisjon in Socjety

Television is a centralized system of story-telling., It is

part and parcel of our daily life, 'Its drama, commercials, news
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and other programs bring a relatively coherent worid of éommon
images and mess3ages into evéry home.

Télevision cultivates from infancy the very predispositions
and preferences that used to be acquired from other "primary®
sources, Transcending historic barriers of literacy and
mobility,'television has become the-primary common SQurce of
socialization and evéryday information (mostly in the form of
entertainﬁent) of an otherwiée_heterogeneous poéulation. The
repetitive pattern of television's masa—prbduced messages and
images forms the maiﬁgtream of a common symbolic enviromment,

Many of those who now live with television have never before
been part of a shared national culture., Television profides,
perha#s for ihe firat time since preindustria;.religion, a daily
ritual of highly eompeiling and informative content that forms a
strong cultural link between elites and other publics, The heart
i of the analogy of television and religion, and the similarity of

their social functions, lie in the continual repetition of
patterﬁs (ﬁwths, ideclogies, "facts," relationships, and so on)
:which serfe to define the world and legitimize the social order,
The stories of the dramatic world need not present credible
accounts of what things are in order to perform the more eritical
'function of demonstrating how things weopk. The illumination of
the invisible relationshiﬁs of life and society has always been
the prineipai function of story telling, Television today serves 
that function, telling_ﬁost of the stories t§ most of the pedple

most of the tinme.
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This supérimposition of a relatively hqugeneous process
upon a relatively di#ersified-pr;nt and film context is a central
cultural feature of our age. Television is different from other
media in its centralized mass=production and ritualistic use of a
coherent set of images and messages produced for total
populations. Therefore, exposure to the total pattern rather
than only to specific genres or programs i1s what accounts for the
historically new and distinet consequences of living with
television == the cultivation of shared cﬁnceptions of reality
among otherwise diverée publics,

We do net deny or minimize the importance of specific
prdgrams, selective attention and perception, specifically
targeted communications, individual and group differences, and .
research on effects defined in terms of_short—run and individual
aititude and behavior change., But exclusive concentration on
those aspects and terms of_traditiohﬁl effects research risks

losing sight of what l= basically new and significént about
television as the common story-teller of our age. |

Compared to other media, television provides a relatively
reatricted set of choices for a virtually unrestricted variety of
interests and publics, Most of its programs are by commercial
necessity designed to be wétched by_nearly.everyone in a
relatively non-selective”fashion. Survéys show that amount of,
viewing follows the stylé of life of the viewer and is relatiyely
insensitive to programming, The audience is always the group

available at a certain time of the day, the'week,_and the season,
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-fegardless of the p}ograms; Most viewers watch by the clock and
either do not know what they will watch when they turn on the Qet
or follow established routines ratherfthaﬁ'cﬁqbse each program as
they would choose a book, a movie or an article. Nielsen sfudies
(reported in the trade paper presstime, October 1984, p. 11),
show that only 3.6 peréent of prime time-vieﬁers switgh channels
during progﬁamé“and 7-pereeht switch during commercials, The
number and variety of choices available to view when mdst viewers
are available to watch 1S also limited by the fact that many
programs designed for the same broad audience tend to be similar
in their basic ﬁakeup'énd appeal.

Acebrding to the 1984 Nielsen Report, in the typical home
the television set is in usé-for about seven hours 5 day, and -
actuél vigwing by persons over two yeafa.old averages over four
nours a day. With that much viewing, there can be little
selectivity. And thé more people watch the less selective th.ey'
can and tend to Be. Mdst regular and heavy viewers watch more of
everything; Researchers who attribute findings to news viewing
or preference for action prograﬁs, eté., overlook the fact that
most of those who uatch,more news or action Programs watch more
of all types of programs, and that, in any case, many different
types of programs manifest the same basic features, |

Therefore, from the point of view of the cultivation of
relétively stable'and'comhon.iméges, the pattern that counts ié
‘that of the t.otai?'patt'ern ‘of programming to which total

communities are regularly exposed over long periods of time.
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That is the pattern of settings, casting, social typing, actions,
and related outcomes that cuts across mpst program types and

" defines the world of televisiop == a world in which many viewers
live so much of their lives that they cannot aveid absorbing or
dealing with its recurrent patterns, probably many times each
day.

To repeat, the patterns central to cultivation analysis are
those central to the world of television. They pervade most if
not all programs, What matters most for the study of television
is not sc much what this or that viewer may prefer as what
virtually no regular viewer can escape, Therefore, the focus of
cultivation analysis is not on what this or that campaign may
achieve but what all campaigns are up against: a widening circle
of standardized conceptions superimposed upon é more seléotively
used print culturé and appearing to be increasingly resistant to

change,

Ihe Shift from "Effects™ to "Cultivation" Research

The vast bulk of scientific inquiry about television's
soelial impact can be seen as direétly descended from the
theoreticai models and tﬁé methodological procedures of marketing
and attitude change research.  Large amounts of time, energy, an¢
money have been spent in attempts to determine how to change

people's attitudes or behaviors, By and large, however, this
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‘conceptualization of effect as immediate change among.iﬂdividualg
‘has not produced research which helps us understand the
distinective features of television: massiie, 1ong-tefm and common
exposure of large and heterogeneous publics to centrally-
produced, mass—distributed, and repetitive systems of stories,

- Traditional effects research perspectives are based on
evaluating specific informational, educational,_political, or
_ marieting efforts in terms of selective exposure and immediately
measurable differences between those exposed and others.
Scholars steeped in those traditionms find it difficult to éceept
the emphasis of cultivation analysis upon total immersion rather
than selective viewing and upon the spread of stable similarities
of outlook rather than of remaining sources of cultural
differehtiation and change., Similarly, ﬁe are all imbued with
the perspectives of print culture and its ideals of freedom,
diversity and an active electorate producing as well as selecting
informatioa.and entertainmment from the point of view of a healthy
variety of competing and eonflicting.interests.' Therefore, many
also question the emphasi= of cultivétion analysis upon the
-"passivem viewer being "programmed"™ from birth, and the
| dissolution of authentic publics that this emphasis implies.
These schoiars and analysts argue that other circumstances do
intervene and can affectrbr even heutralize the cultivation
process, and that many, even if not most, viewerS dq watch
selectively, and that those program selections do make a

differenqe;
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We do not dispute these eonténtions. " As we shall describe
below, we account'for them in our analytical strategies. But we
believe, again, that concentrating.on.individual differences and
immediate change misses the main point of television: the

abéorption of divergent currents into a stable and common

- mainstream.,

Others have, of,course; suggeéted that mass media may
invelve functions and processes other than overt change, .
Lazarsfeld and Merton (1948) argﬁed long age that the primary
impact of exposure to mass communication is likely to be not
change. but maintenance of the status quo, Similar notions have
been expressed by Glynn (1956) and Bogart (1956). Our own
' studieé in institutional process analysis show that media content
and functions reflect institutional organization, interest, and .
control (Gerbner 1969¢, 1972). Television's goal of greatest
audience appeal at least cost demands that most of its messages
follow conventional social morality (ef. Weigel and Jessor,
1973).

Communications researchers have often bent over backwards to
avoid simplistic, unidirectional ideas about effects, but rareiy
- have conerete alternatives been propeosed., As McQuail (1976)
noted, television "is said to 'stimulate', 'invoive!, 'trigger
offT, ;generate', 'inducéi, 'suggest', 'structure', 'teach’',
'mmm«ﬂ'pﬂﬂw,mmuw,Wﬁﬂwwh'muﬁw”;mt
the variety of terms masks a vagueness in many attempts to

characterize media impact, Indeed, the wide variety of terms may
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stem from the tendency of media research to isolate and dissect -
piéces froﬁ_ﬁhe.whole.

: .Culture'cuitivates the social relétionships of a sociéty.
The mainstream definés'ifs déminant current. We focus on thé
implications ofaaecuﬁuiatéd exposure to the most general systgm
of messages,'images and values that underly and cut aeroés-the_
widest vériéty-df.programs. These are the continuities that most
effectsrstudieg overlook.

‘If, as wé argﬁe, the messages are so stable, the medium is
s0 ubiquitous, énd.it'is acoumulgﬁed total_exposuré £hat-counts,
then almost everyone should be affected. Even “1igh£“ viewers
-live in the same cultﬁralrenvironment as most othars and what
they do not get fhrough the ﬁube thqy may get rrom others who do
gef it from the tube, It is clear, then,‘that the cards #re.
stackéd'against rinding evidence of effects. Therefore, thé
discovery of a éystematic patﬁern of-even small but pervasive
differences between light and heavy vieﬁers may indicaté
far-reaching éonsequences. ' |

A slight but pervasivé (e.g., genefational) shift in the: .
éultivatipn of common perspectives méy alter.the cultural climate
and may upset thé'balance of social and'political.decision-méking
without nécessarily changing observable behavior, A single'
percentage point differeﬂée'ip ratings is werth millions of
- dollars in advertising revenue —- as the_networks;khow'only too
| well, It takes but a few degrees shift in the average

temperature to have an ice age. A range of 3 to 15 percent
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margins (typical of our "cultivation differentials") in a large
and otherwise stable field often signals a landslide, a market
takeover, or an epidemic, and it certainly tips the segle of any
closely balanced cholce or decision, Cultivation theory is based
on fhé_pérsiatent and pervasive pull of the .television mainstream
on a great variety of currénts and counter-currents,

If that theory is correct, it is the current system of
television, and not our methodﬂlogy, that challenges theories of
self-govérnment predicated on'print-based_assumptions of
ideologically diverse, distinet and selective publics conscious
of their own divergent interests, So the decision to focus on
what most viewers share in common is more than a shift of
research emphasis. It is an attempt to .develop a methodology
appropriate to the distinct and central cultural dynamics of the
age of television. That requires a set of theoretical and
methodological assumptions and techniques different from those=of
traditional media effects research, Through the Cultural
Indicators project, we have begun to develop such an alternative

approach,
Lultural Indicators

The project we call Cultural Indicators is historically
grounded, theoretically guided, and empirically supported. As so
many projects in the history of communications research, it was

launched as an independently funded: enterprise in an applied



Page 11

context, though it ﬁas based on earlier theoretical
considerations (Gerbner, 1§69a). The project, as such, began
with a systematic analysis of television violence for-the
National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Viclence
(Gerbner, 1969b). It continued with follow-up analyses for the
Surgeon Q(eneral's Scientif;e Advisory Committee on Television and
Social Behavior (Gerbner, 1972), and with yearly Violence -
Profiles funded by a variety of organizations,

Althoﬁgh these early efforts (and many bublished reports)
focused primarily on the naﬁure and fuhctions of television .
violence, fhe Cultural Indicators pfojeet was broadly.conceived
from the outset, Even violence was studied as a demonstration of
-the distfibution of powér in the world of television, with
serious implications for the confirmation and perpetuation ﬁf
minority status (Gerbner et al. 1979; Morgan 1983), and the
f pfoject continued to_také into account a wide range-of topics,
issues, and_concerﬁs (Gerbner and Gross, 1976), We have
inveatigated ﬁhe extent to which television viewing contributes
to audience conceptions aﬁd acﬁions in such realms as sex and
agé-role stereotypes, health, science, the'family, educational
| achiefement and aspirations, politiés, and religion.

The Culturai Indicatqrs approach involves a threé—pronged
research strategy. (qu\é more detailed description see Gerbner,
1973.) The first prong, éalled institutionai prbceés analysis,
is designed to investigate the formation of policies directing

the massive flow of media messages. Because of its direct policy
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orientation, this research is the most difficult to fund and,
therefore, the.least developed, (For some examples see Gerbner
1969¢, 1972.) More directly.relevant to our present focus are
the other two prongs we c¢all message'system.analysis.and
cultivation analysis, Both relate to -« and lelp develop «=- a
conception of the dynamics of the cultlivation process.

;n the second prong, we record week-long samples of network
television drama each year and subject these systems of messages
to rigorous and detailed content ;nalysis 1h order to reliably
delineate selected features of the television world.z We |
consider these‘the potential lessons television cultivates, and
use them as a source of questions for the cultivatioﬁ.analysis.

In the third prong, we examine the responses given to these
questions (phrased to refer to the real world) among those with
farying'amounts of exposure to the_world of television.
(Non-vigwers are too few and demographically too scattered for
serious research purposes.,) We want to determine whether those
who spend more of their time with television are more likely to
answer these questions in ways that reflect the potential lessoms
of the television world (give the "television answer") than are
those who watch leas television but are otherwise_éomparable-(in
terms of important demographic characteristics) to the heavy
viewers, We have used thé-concept of "cultivation" to describe
the contributiohs television viewing makes to viewer conceptions

of social reality. "Cultivation differential® is the margin of
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difference in conceptions of reality bgtﬁeen light and heavy

viewers in the'same demographic subgroups.

atio a tidirec Qcess

Our use of the tgrm “cultivation? for television's
contribution to conceptions of social reality,uhowever, is not
simply a fancier word for "effécts". Nor does it necessarily
imply a one-way, monolithic process, The ﬂefreetéﬂ of a
pervasive medium upon the composition and st;ucture of the
symbolic enviromment are éubtle, complex, and intermingled with
other influences, This perspective, therefore, assupes an
interaction between thé medium and its publiecs, |

| The elements of cultivation do not originate with television
or appear out of a void. Layers of demographic, soeiai,
perscnal, and cultural contexts also determine the shape, scope,
and degree of the contribution television is likely to make,
Yet, the "meanings"® of.those contexts aﬁd factors are in |
themselves aspects of the cultivation process, That is, while a
vieﬁer's sex, or age, or class may make 2 differehce, television .
hefps define what it means, for example;'to be an adolescent |
female member of a givenhéocial.class. The interaction is a
continuous.process (as is cultivation) taking place at every |

stage, from cradle to grave,
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Thus, televiﬁion neither simply "creates® nor "reflectst
images, opinions, and beliefs, Rather, it is an integral aspect
of a dynamic process, Institutional needs and objectives
influence the creation and distribution of mass-produced messages
which create, fit into, exploit, and sustain the needs, values
and ideologles of mass publics. These publies, in turn, acquire
. distinct identities as publies partly through exposufé to the
ongoing flow of messages,

The question of "which comes first" is misleading and
irrelevant, Peopie are born into a symbolic enviromment with
ielevision as its mainstream. Children begin viewing several
years before they begin reading, and well before they can even
talk., Television viewing is both a shaper and a stable part of
certain l1ifestyles and:outlooks, It links the individual to a
lérger if synthetic world, a world of television's own making.
Most of those with certain soecial and psychological
characteristics, dispositions, and.world views, and fewer
"alternatives as attractive and compelling as television, use it
as their major vehicle of cultural participation, The content
shapes and promotes their continued attention.' To the extent.
that television doﬁinates'the;r sources of information, continued
exposure to its messages is 1jkely to reiterate, confirm, and
nourish -- i,e,, cultivaéé -= its values and perspectives.

Cultivation should not be confused with "mere" reinforcement
(although, to be sure, reaffirmation and stability in the face of

pressures for change is not a trivial feat). Nor should it
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suggeSt.thét television viewing is_éimply gymptomafic oflother
dispositions aﬁd outlook systems, Finally, it should not be
taken as saying that we do not think any change is involved, We
 have certainly found change ‘with tha.first “teiefisidn
generation" (Gerbner and Gross, 19T76) and with television
spreading to various areas of a country (Morgan, 1984) and of

' 1ife (Morgan and Rothschild, 1983). When we talk about the
nindependent contribution® of television viewing, we mean quite
specifically'that the genératioﬁ {in admej and maintenance (1n'
others) of some set*of outlooks or beliefs can be traced to
steady, cumulative exposure to the:world of felevision. Our
longitudinal studies of adolescents (Gerbner,.gg,gl., 1980b;
Morgan, 198&) also show that television _v:l.ewing d_oes exert an
independent influence,on'attitudes.over'time,.but that belief
stpﬁeﬁures can_also influence subsequent viewing;

The point is that cultivation isﬂnqt‘conceivéd as a
unidirectiona]l but rather more like a gravitatiénal process, The
anglé and'direetion of the "pull" d;pends on whgre groups of
viewers and ﬁheir styles of life are with referépcé tO'thé-céntér
of gravity, the *mainsﬁream" of the world of television, Each
group may:stfain in a difterent direction, but”all groups are
affected'by the samé deﬂtral current; Cultivation is thus part
of a continual, dynaﬁic,‘;ngoing process of interéction among
. messages and.cohtexts.- This holds even though (and in.é sensé
espécially-becauae) the hallmark of.thé-pfoceSS is either -

relative stability or slow. change.
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As successive generations grow up with télevision!s'version
of the world, the former and traditional distinctions become
blurred, Cultivation thus implies the steady entrenchment of
mainstreaﬁ orientations in most cases and the systematic but
almost imperceptible modification of previous orientations in
others; in.othgr words, affirmation for the believers and
indootr;nation for deviants, That.1is the process we call
"mainstreaming.™

- The observable manifestations of the process vary as a
function of the envirommental conﬁext and other attributes of the
viewer. In order to explain these variations, however, it is
necessary to describe the central components of the symbolic
enviromment composed by television, We will return to the
concept of "mainétreaming“ after a brief consideration of the
values, 1deolbgy, demography,'and action structure of the

television mainstream itself.

e Wo [} elevision

Message system analysis is a tool for méking syﬁtematic,:_
reliable, and cumulative observations about television content.
We use message system anaiysis not,to_determine what any
.individual viewer (or group of viewers) might see, but_to assess
the most representative, stable and recurrent aggregate patterns

of messages.to which total communities are exposed over long
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periods of time. The analysis is based on the pfemise that while
findings about media content cannot be taken at face value as
evidence of "impact," representative and reliable observations of
eontenf {rather than selective and idiosyncratic impbessions).are
eritical prerequisites t6 a valid consideration of media
influence., In other words, a relativély few unambiguous,
dominant, and common contgnt patterns provide the basis for
interaction and shared assumptions, meanings, and defiﬁitions
(though not necessarily agreement) among large and heterogeneous
mass publics, Message system analysis reeordé those patterns and
establishes the bases for cﬁltivation analysis, -We have been.
conducting annual énalyses of prime time and weeckend daytime
network television dramz since 1976.2
| The world of prime time is animated by vivid and intimate
portrayals of over 300 major dramatic characters a week, mostly
stock types, and their weekly rounds of dramatic activities,
Conventional and "normal® though that world.may appear, it is in
faet far from the reality of'anything but consumer values and the
ideology.of secial power,

Men out number women ét least three to one and wdmen are
| youngér (bﬁt age faster) than the'men they meet, Young people
{under 185 comprise one-third and older pecople (over 65)
one-fifth of their true proportion in the population Figure 1

showa difference between the age distribution in the
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FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

. television world and reality. Siﬁilahly, blacks on television
represent three-fourths and Hispanics one-third of their share of
the U.S. population, and a disproportionate number are minor
rather than major characters,

The peint is not that culture should duplicate real-=life
 statistics. It is rather that the direction and thrust of
cultural amplification or neglect provides a clue to the
treatment of social types, groups, and values, and yields
suggestions for cultivation analysis, For example, the prominent
and stable overreﬁresentation'of well-of f whité men in the prime
of life dominates prime time and indicates a relatively
restrictive view of women's and ﬁinqrity oppOrtunit;es and
rights, As Figure 1 suggests, the general demography of the.
television world bears greater resemblance to the facts of
consumer income than to the U.S. Census,

The myth of the middle class as the all-American norm
pervades the world of television, Nearly seven ou£ of 10
television characters appear in the "middle-middle® of a five-way
classification system, ﬁsst of them are professionals and
managers. Blue collar and service work occupies 67 percent of -

all Americans but only 10 percent of television characters,
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In the world of prime time the state acts mostly to fendroff
threats to law and order_in a mean and dangerous world,
Enforcing the law of that world takes nearly three times as many
characters és the number of all blue Qollar and service wofkers.
The typical viewer of an average week's prime time programs
encounters_seémingly realistic¢ and iﬁtimate (but usually false)
representations of the life and work of 30 police Officers,_seven
. lawyers, and three judges, but only one engineer or scientist and
very few biue-collar workers, Again, neérly everybody appears to
be comfortably managing 6n an "average" income of the mythical
norm of "middle class,®

But threats abound. Crime in prime time is at least 10
times as rampant as in the real world, An average of five to six
"acts of overt physical Qiolence per hour menace over half of all
'majbr chéracters, However, pain, suffering, and medical help
rareiy follow this mayhem., Symbolic violence demonstrates power,
not therapy; it shows who can get away with what against whom.
The dominant white men in the prime ofrlife are nore iikely_to be
victimizers than victims, Conversely, old, young, and minority
women, and young boys, are more likely to be victims rather than
victiﬁizers in violent confl#cts. The analysis of content data
\asia message system rather than as isolated incidents of violence
or sex, for example, makes it possible to view these acts in |
context as representing social relatioﬁships and the distribution
{as well as symbolic enforcement) of the structure of power

according to television,
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‘The stability and consistency of bagic patterns over the
years 1s one of their most striking (but not surprising)
features, A central cultural arm of society could hardly avoid
reflecting (and cultivating) some of its basic structural
characteristics, as well as more specific institutional positions
and interests. While television has obviously changed on many
.levels (e.g., there have been ebbs and flows in the hopularity
and distribution of various genres, new prodﬁetidﬁ values,
visible but token minority representation, and many short-lived
trends and fads), these changes are superficial, The underlying
values, demography, ideclogy, and power relationships have
man;fested only minor fluctuations with viprtually no significant
deviations over time, despite the actual social changes which
have occured, The remarkable pattern of uniformity, durability,
and resiliency'oflthe aggregate messages of prime time network
drama explains its cultivation of both stable concepts and the

resistance to change.

Our tracking and documentation of the shape and contours of
the television world has\ied'to Several apalytical strategies
concerning the cultivation potential of television. These
linclude'analyses of the extent to which television "teaches®

various "facts" about the world, of extrapolations from those



Page 21

"facts" to more general images and orientations, and of the
ineérporation of the lessons into viewers! personél assumptions
and expectations.

Each of these involves scmewhat different pfocésses and
relies on the specific findings of messﬁge system analysis to
varying degrees, The content findinés form the conceptual basis
for the questionsrwe ask respondents, The margins of difference
("cultivation diffefentiéls") between demographically matched. :
light and heavy viewers' response patterns defines the extent of
cultivation, Where possible or apprepriate, we use large surveys
which were conducted for other purposes, with the accompanying
advantages ahq limitations of secondary analysis, In any case,
the questions do not mention television, and the respondents'
awareness or perceptions of the scurce of their information is
irrelevant for our purposes, The resulting relationship, if any,
between amount of viewing and the tendency to respond to these |
gquestions according to television's portrayals (with other thihgs
held constant) illuminates television's contribution to viewers!'
concebtions of social reality.3 |

The cases of clear-cut divergence between symbolilc reality
and "objective" reality provide convenient tests of the extent to
which television's version$ of "the facts®" are incorporated or
absorbed into what heavy‘iiewers“take_fqr granted about the
world, For example, televigion drama tends to sharply
ﬁnderrepresent older people..-while those over 65 constitute the

fastest-giowing segment of the real-world population, heavy
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viewers are more likely to feel that the elderly are a "vanishing
breed" -- that compared to 20 years ago there are fewer of them,
that fhey are in worse health, and that they don't live as long
-- all contrary to fact (Gerbmer, et al., 198a).

As another example, consider how likely television
qharactefs are to encounter vioclence compared to the rest of us.
Well over half of all major characters on television are involved
each week in some kind of violént action, While FBI statisties
have clear limitations, they indicate that in any one year less
than one percent of people in the U.S. are' victims of criminal
violence, Accordingly, we have found considerable suppert for
the proposition that heavy exposure'tb-the world of television
cultivates-exaggebated perceptions of the nuﬁbeé of people
involved in violeneg in any-given_week.(cerbner, et al., 1979,
1980b), as well as numerous other inaccurate beliefs aboﬁt crime
and laﬁ'enforcément.

In these cases, we build upon the patterns revealed through
message System analysis (say, concerning age and sex-roles,
occupations, prevalence of certain actions, etc.) and ask
viewers questions that tap what they assume to be the facts of
real life with regard to these patterns,

_ Our investigation of'the"cultivatipn process is not limited
to the lessons of television "facts" compared to real-world
atatisties,  Some of the mogt interesting and important topics

and issues for cultivation analysis involve the symbolic
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transformation ofimessage system data into hypotheses about more
general issues and assumptions.

The "factsﬁ (which are evidently leﬁrned quite well) are
Iikelj to become the basis for a broader world view; thus making
television a signifibaﬁt sdurcg'of general vﬁlues, ideologies and
,perspectives as well as specific assumptidns, beliefs, and
images, This extrapolation béyond the-spéqific "facts" derived
from message system analysis can be seen as "seéond-ordgf"
cultivation analysis., Hawking and Pingreé.(1982) call this'the
cultivation of 'vélue systems, "

One example of this is what we have called the "mean world"
syndrome,  Qur message data. say little directly about either the -
selfishness or altruism of people, and there are certainly no
real world statistics ﬁbout.the extent to which people can be
tfusted. Yet, we ﬁave fﬁund that one "lesson" viewers derive

'from‘heavy exposure to the viclence~saturated ﬁorld of television
is that in such'a mean and dangerous world, most pebple ?cannot
 be trusted,ﬁ and'that most people are "just looking out for |
themselves"-(Gerbner;gs.al.. 1980b). We have also found_that the
differential ratios of symbolic_vietimization among women and
'minobit;es on television cultivates different levels of
.insecurity among their real-life cdunferpartﬁ,'a "hierarchy of
_rearsﬂ that confirms andxﬁends'to perpetuate their depgndent
status (Morgan, 1983).
- Another example of extrapolated asSumbtiona nelatéé'torthe

image of women. The dominant majority status of men on
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television does not mean that heavy viewers ignore daily
experience and underestimate the number of women in society. But
it means that most of them absorb the implicit assumptiona that
women have more limited abilities and interests than men, Most .
groups of heavy viewers -- with other characteristics held
constant -- score higher on our "sexism scale.®

Other "aecond-order“ extrapolation#-rrom content patterns
have also led to fruitful discoveries of more explicitly
political import, For example, we have argued that as televison
seeks large and heterotgenous audiences, its messages are designed
to disturb as few aslpossible. Therefore they tend to "balance®
opbosing:perspectives, and to. steer a ™middle course® along the
supposedly non-ideclogical mainstream., We have found that heavy
viewers are significanﬁly-and substantially more likely to label
t:hémsélves as being "moderate® rather than either "liberal® or
"conservative" (see Gerbner, et al., 198, 1984).

Finally, we have observed a complex relationship between the
cultivation of general orientations or assumptions about "factsh"
~of life and more specific personal expectationa, For example,
television may cuitivate exaggerated notions of the prevalende of
violence and risk out in the world, but the cultivation of.
exbeetations of personal victimization depends on the
neighborhood of the viewéf. (See Gerbner et al., 1981a.).
Different groups may hold the same assumptions about the ifacts'
but relate to them in different ways, depending on their own

situations,
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'Thus'the'eultivation pf‘a Qenerallconception of sociai
reality (e.g. aboﬁﬁ'wOmen's mplace® or vioienée in the‘HSrld)‘méy
lead to taking arcertain'position on public issues or to some
marketing decision but need not result in cher behavior
consonant with that conception. The_latter (e.g. career
expectation, likelihcod of victimization) may.be‘deflected by
demographic or personal situations or other currents in the
television mainstream, bur focus has generally béen.on those
bazsic perspectiveé and conceptions that bear the strongest
- relationships to common etpeetatioﬁs and the formatijon of public

policy.

.Since the early 1970'5,'tpé range of topics we hafe-
"subjected to cultiv#tion.anaiysis has gre#tly expanded. . On issﬁe
after iSSue we found that the assumptions, beliefs and values of
heavy viewers differ systematically from those of comparable
~ groups of light viewers. The differences tend to reflect both
the dominant patterns of life in the television world and the -
charaétebistics of different groups of_light and, heavy viewers.

Sometimes we found that these differenceé hold across-the-
board, meaning that those who ﬁatch moré television are”moré

likely =~ in all or most subgroups -- to give what we call
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"television answers" to our questions, But in most cases the
patterns were more complex,

As we looked into the cultivation pﬁpcess in more and more
aspects of life and society,.from health—related*beliefstto
political orientations and occupaticnal 1mage$ ‘(and much more),'
we found that television viewing usually relates in different but
consistent'ways'to'différent groups' life situations and world
views, -

We have found that personal interaction makes a differencé.
Adolescents whose parents are more involved in their viewing show
sharply smaller relationships between amount of viewing anq
perceiving the world in terms of television's portrayals {Gross
and Morgan, in press). Children who are more.integrated into
cohesive peer groups are less receptive to cultivation
(Rothschild, 1983). In contrast, adolescents who watch cable
programming show significantly stronger cultivation patterns
(Morgan and Rothschild, 1983).  The implication is that
cultivation is both dependent on and a manifestation of the
‘extent to which mediated imagery doﬁinates-the viewers' sources
of information. Personal interaction and affiliation reduces
cultivation; cable television (presumably by providing even Mmore
of the same") increases it. |

Personal, day—to-daj; direct experience also*plays a role.
We have found that the relationship between amount of viewing an&
fear of crime is strongest among those who have good reason to be

afraid. When one's everyday enviromment is congruent. with and



Page 27

reinfbrceé telévisioﬂ's messages, the result is a phenomenon we
éall."reécnance.“ For example, the cultivation of insecurity is
.most'pronounced among those who 1ive in high crime urban areas
fGerbnef,ggg gl;,'1980b§ Ddob ahd Maédqnald,_19f9). In these
cases;'everyday-reality and television provide a "double dose" of
messages which "resonate"” and amplify .ct_alt'ivat;l.on. |
Demogréphic cbrreSpondence between viewers and television
characters-also'predicts the extent and néture of eultivation.
odr méssagé system analyses have révealed consistent differehces
in the relgtive likelihood of different deﬁographic groups to be
portrayed as victims or as perpetrators of violence (known as
"risk ratioa"), Relationships of amﬁunt of viewing.and thg
ltendency to hold exaggerated perceptioﬁs,of-violédce are much
more pronounced within the real-world demographic subgroups whose
fictional counterparts are most vietimizéd (Mofgan,_1983)- The
~ symbolie pbwerlhierarchy of.relaﬁive victimization is thus

reflected in differential cultivation patterns.

Mainstreaming

We have seen_that a wide varietf of factors produce
© systematic and theoreticéily meaningful variations in
" cultivation, We have named the most general and important of

these patterns "mainstreaming."”
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The "mainstream" can be thought of as a relative commonality
of outlooks and values that exposure to features and dynamics of
the television world tends to cultivate, By mainstreaming we
mean the expression of that commonality by heavy viewers in those
demographic groups whose light viewers hold divergent views, In

other words, differences found in the responses of different
.groups of viewers, differences that can be asscciated with other
cultural, social and political characteristics of these groups,
may be diminished or even absent from the responses of heavy
viewers in the same groups.

Mainstreaming represents the theoretical elaboration and
empirical.verification of our assertion that television
"eultivates common perspectives."  Mainstreaming means that
_tglevision viewing may absorb or override differences in
perspectives and behavior which stem from other social, cultural,
and demographic influences, It represents a homogenization of
divergent views and a convergence of disparate viewers,
Mainstreaming makes television the true 20th century melting pot
of the American people.

The mainstreaming potential of television stems from the way
the institution is organized, the competition to attract
audiences from all regions and classes, and the cénaistency of
its messages (sée e.g., Seldes, 1957; Hirsch, 1979). In every
area we. have examined, mainstreaming is the strongest and most
consistent explanation for differences in the strength and

direction of television's contributions to viewer conceptions.
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For_eiample, data from the 1975, 1978, 1980 and 1983 NORC
Genéral Sociél Surveys combined to form the Mean ﬁorld Index -
providgs'evidence'for mainstreaming, These analyses hgve_
revealed that the overall amoﬁnt of télevision fiewing,is
significantly associated with the tendency.to report that most ;
people are just looking_but-fdr themselves, you can't be too
careful in dealing with them,'and they would take advantage of
yoﬁ if they had a éhanee; The relationship is strongest for
respondents who have had some college education -~ those whq are

otherwise (és 1ight.vieuers) the least likelylfo expfeés
interpersonal mistrust, (The cofrelation between education and
the Mean World Index 13'-.25, p<,001.) Interesting
specifications eherge fqr whites and non-uhiteaQ As can be seen

on Figure 2, as a group, non-whites score higher than whites on

FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

the Mean World Index (r=;21, p<.001), Yet there is a slight
negative association émong non~whites beﬁween television viewing
and this index, suggesting tha£ television may play an.
ameliorating role in their anxieties. The relationship for |
whites, hougver,-islthe.oppdsite. For thé maJority cf-(white)'
viewers, therefore, television p1ays an exagerbating ﬁole.-

Moreover, an analysis of variance_of'scgres on the Mean World
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Index by television viewing and race reveals significant main
effects and a significant-interaetion. Thus, the heavier viewers
of those groups who otherwise ake Jdeast iikely to hold
television-related views of suspicion and mistrust are gost
likely to be influenced toward the relatively suspicious and
mistrustful ™mainstream® television view. In general, those who
are most likely to hold a view already in the mainstream show no
difference, while those who hold views more extreme than the
television view may be "brought back" to the "mainstream"
position,

Reflecting its tehdency to balance divergent views and
present a broadly acceptable political ofientation, television
also blurs_tradition#l political differences, It can bé seen on
Table 1 and Figure 3 that significantly more heavy than light

viewers of all political affiliations call themseives "moderate,”

TABLE 1 AND FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE

Heavy:viewerS'are léss likely to say they are conservative or
liberal except among Republicans where, in a typical
mainstreaming pattern, tﬁére is an extremely low number 6f
liberals among light viewers while among heavy viéwers:the-leVel

_approaches that of the ™mainstream.m™
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On the surface, mainstreaming éppears to be a "centering" of
political and other tendencies, However, a look at thé actual
positions taken in response ﬁolquestions about a number of
politicﬁl issues shows that.theimainétream does not alwéys mean
*middle of the road."

When we analyzed_respoﬁges to questions in the NORC General

.Soeial Surveys about attitudes and opinions on such'topies as
racial segregation,'homosexualitﬁ, abortion, minority rights, and
other issués which have traditionally'divided liberals and
conservatives; we [ound that div;sion mostly among those who
‘watch 1little teléyigion. .Overali, self—styled.modérates are
closer to conservatives-than they are to liberals, - Among heavy
viewers, liberals aﬁd donéervatifea ﬁre:eloser'to.each other than

among light vieﬁers. ‘Figure b illustfates'these findings.

_ FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE

In regard to opposition to busing, we can see that -
heavy=viewing eonservat;ves are:more'"liberal" and heavy=-viewing
liberals more "conéervative'.than their féspeetive_light-viewins
counterparts. In the second example, opposition to open housing
laws, viéwing is ﬁot assoclated with any differences.in the
'attitudes:exprgssed by_eonservatives, but among liberals we see

that heavy viewing goes with a greater likelihood of such
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opposition, The-third'example shows that in response to a
question about laws against marriages between blacks and whites,
heavy viewefs in all groups are more likely to favor these laws
than are light viewers in the same categories, but thi= is much
more pronounced for liberals, Finally, in the case of attitudeé.
on homosexuality, abortion, and marijuana (examples 4, 5 and 6),
there is considerable spread between light-viewing liberals and
light-viewing conservatives, but, once again, the attitudes of
heavy—viewins liberals and conservatives are closer together,
This is due-primarily to the-virtuai collapse of the typical
liberal opinion among heavy-viewing liberals, We have also noted
(Gerbneé,g; al., 198&, f98h) that while. the mainétream runs
toward the right on political issues, it leans towards a populist
stance on economic issues, setting up potentially volatile
donflicts of demands and expectations,

Mainstreaming has been foun¢ to explain differences in
within-group patterns in terms of fhe-eultivation of images of
violence (Gerbmer, et al., 198b), conceptions of science and
scientists (Gerbrer, et al., 1981¢c), health-related beliefs and
practices (Gerbner, et al., 1981b), sex-role stereotypes
(Signorielli, 1979; Morgan, 19&), views of racial and sexual
minorities (Gross, 1984), as well as the ways in which,television‘
relates to academic aehie}ement {Morgan and Gross, 198), and
other issues,  Mainstreaming also explains variétions iﬁ the
intersection of patterns reflecting different "modes® of

cultivation, such as in the distinetion between general
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assumptions about the prevalence of violence and perceived
ﬁersona; riSks (Gerbner,-gﬁ,gl.,_1981a).

An.increaaiﬁs number of studies cdndﬁcted by‘independent'
investigators in.the United States and abroad contribute to the
development ahd réfinement of cultivation theory (e.g., Tan,
| 1979, 1983 Volgy and Schwarz, 1980; Brjaﬁt, Carveth and Brbwn,_

1981; Pingree and Hawkins, 198i; Hawkins and Pingree, _
198} Singer and Singer, 1983; Williams, 1983; Bonfadelli,
1984; Weimann, 1984), We ha#e mbved from'oﬁr early focua upon
aéross-the—board consequences of television viewing (which still
holds some of the most‘compelling evidence of television's
contributions to conceptions'of social reality) to further
exanmination of the systematic processes of mainstreaming and
resonance, |

Our research_has_revealed a number of patterns of
méinstreaming. The emerging quels have two characteristica in |
ebmﬁpn. First, heavy viewers in one or more.subgroqps'afe ﬁoré
likély to reflect in their responses what they have seen on
television than are light viewers in the same sﬁbgroups.
' Secondly, the difference between light and-ﬁeﬁvy viewer
conceptions is greatest in those groups in which the light
viéwers' conceptions are the farthest away'froﬁ what might:be-
seen as the television méinstreﬁm. 'As we can see on the
illustfation of:différent medels of the cultivation-proeess in

Figure,sr(graphs a through e) the light-heavy viewer differences
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FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE

need not point in the same diréétion or involve all subgroups.
But they all (except graph f) reflect the cultivation process and
relate to its "center of gravity," the television mainstreanm.

.In summary, our theory of the cultivation process is an
attempt to understand aﬁd explain the dynamics of television as a
distinetive feature of our age. It is not a’-substitute for but a
complement to traditional approaches to media effects research
concerned with processes more applicable to other media,
Desigried primarily for television, and focusing on its pervasive
and recurrent pétterns.of representation and viewing, cuitivation
aﬁalysis concentrates on the enduring and common consequences of
growing up and living with television: the cultivation 6f stable,
resistant, and widely shared assumptions, images, and conceptions
reflegting-the institutional characteristics and interests of the
medium itself, Our explorations of this process in many ways and
contexts havé.been enriched and confirmed by studies of a growing
number of independent investigators in the United States and
abroad, and have led to the development of some theoretical -
models for further testiﬂé and elaboration,

We believe that television has become the common symbolic
enviromment that interacts with most of the things we think and

do, Therefofe, ﬁnderstanding-its dynamics can help develop and
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maintain a sense_of.alternatives-and_ihdependence essential for

self-direction and sélf—govefnment in the televisiocn age,
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FOOTNCTES .

Culturai Indioators'began in 1967-1968 with a study for the
National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, It
continued under the sponsorships'bf the U.S, Surgeon General's
Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior,
the National Institute of Mental Health, The White.House Office of
Telecommunications Policy, the American Medical Association, the

U.S. Administration on Aging, and the National Science Foundation.

By 198%, 2105 programs (1204 prime-time and 901 weekend-daytime),
6055 major characters and 19,116 minor characters have been

analyzed,

In all analyses we use a.number of demographic variables as
eontrol;. These are applied both separately and simultaneously.
Included are sex (men, women), age (typically 18-29, 30-54, and
over 55), race (white, nonwhite), education (no college, some
college), income (under ¢1o,ooo,_$1o,ooo-$2u.999, and over
$25,000), and political self-designation {liberal, moderate,
conservative). Where applicable other controls, such as
urban-rural areas, newspaper reading, and party affiliation are

alse used,
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Relationship Betuwsen Amount of Television
Viewing and Political Self-Designation

_Percent Who Say Theu Are

Liberal Hoderate : Conservative
XL cD Gamma XL CD Camma x. cD - Gamma
Overall 29 -2 - on _ 34«11 . 104ses A7 - 9 - 120wk
Contrnlllng for:
Sen : B
Male . 30 0 . 0014 3l + 9 11Fuss v - 7 - 121nas
Female 29 -4 -.030 37 +11 S 132nnn 35 -8 - 107sas
Age o : . )
Under 30 - 3% -3 -.043 2 - +i12 . 130nas 28 - 8 - 13&6%a%
J0 - 54 29 - & = 074s 2 +12 - . 160%ns 9 -8 — 103aas
Over 33 19 + 3 - 063 40 + b - 080w 41 - 7 - 126uns
- Education - - L
No College a3 + 2 . 040 41 + & . . 06468s» 36 -8 = 117ans
SBome College 36 -2 - 034 26 + 8 . 110%% 38 - & - 067
- Income . - : o
Low 34 - 95 - 0% 36 « 7 . 094nn 30 -2 -~ 03¢
Medium 29 - 4 - 062 32 +13 C1A2uae s - 9 -~ 1R7nan
High ) 28 -1 - 043 32 | +«12 . 134nun 40 =10 -—. 1200een
Race : ) . )
White . 29 = 3 = Dbdas B L ] +12 . 148988 37 -7 - 103sas
Nonwhite 37 + 4 . D76 _ 32 L - ..087 oo =11 = 194ss
Region - _ :
Urban ) a3 -3 -.028 . a2 + 9 . 113new o - & = 093%»
MNon-urban 235 -1 - 035 ’ 33 +12 . 147nun 40 -11 -~ 140%as
Party : ) ' ' .
Damocrat ’ 34 = 3 ~. 043« 36 + 8 . 09Dus 26 -3 ~-.048
Independent a3 - & - 093%» . - & +il 144680 a - & - 078%
Republiican _ 14 + & 1260 29 +12  _183wws 37 -18 - 2148ss
- p<C. 03
an p< . OF
san pC 001

Data Source: NORC General Social Surveys (19793, 1977. 1978. 1980, 1982. 1983)

‘Note: XL (percent light viewers) refers to the parcent of light viewers giving the “television answer. "
€D or Cultivation Differential refers to the percent of hesvy viewsrs ainus the percent of light
viswers glving tho “"television answer. * .
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