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CHAPTER 36

Cultural Indicatbrs:
The Third Voice

GEORGE GERBNER

Private and governmental commissions, congressional committees, and founda-
tion-supported studies since the early 1930s have called for some surveillance
of media performance and effects. But none of these proposals spelled out how
that might be done or limited the scope to manageable proportions relevant to
scientific purpose and public policy. Consequently, there is probably no area
-of .significant social policy in which far-reaching-decisions are made with as
little reliable, systeniatic, cumulative, and comparative information about the
actual trends and state of affairs as in the sphere of the mass production and
distribution of the most broadly shared messages of our culture.

We are only vaguely aware of the fact that decisive policy making is going
on, and that cultural politics is as much a part of the fabric of modern life as
economic, welfare, or military politics. Abstract conceptions of “censorship”
obscure the realities of direction, constraints, and controls in any mass produc-
tion. Formal aesthetic categories derived from other times and places ignore
social functions, relationships, and power, which lie at the heart of the cultural
-policy process.

We know very little about trends in the composition and structure of the
mass-produced systems of messages that define life in urbanized societies. We
know no more about the institutional processes that compose and structure
those systems. Much of our research on how people respond and behave in
specific situations lacks insight into the dynamics of the common cultural con-
text in which and to which they respond. _

Economists, anthropologists, and other social scientists have long been
searching for measures of cultural differentiation and diversity. Citizens con-
_cerned with public issues such as health, education, delinquency, aging, gener-
ational conflict, group relations, drugs, and violence point to cultural ““trends”
to support their case. But there is no convincing evidence to support any case.

355
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" Educators increasingly wonder about the consequences inherent in the
compulsion to present life in salable packages. We harness the process of
acculturation to consumer markets of instant gratification. Is *“Enjoy now, pay
later™ the prescription for healthy impatjence with empty promises or for sel-
fishness and irresponsibility?

Claims come from every vested interest in society. They generally fall into
two categories. One is the voice of the-political'agent-or-agency ‘staking a-claim
to “issues” dear to the heart of a political clientele. The other consists of
media voices speaking for industrial and business clients. Lacking is a “third
voice” of independent research building a continuing and cumulative factual
basis for judgment and policy. That is what a scheme of cultural indicators is
designed to do. .

Culwral indicators will not resolve the issues. Policy making is the task of
citizen judgment and responsible authority. However, cultural indicators can
illuminate the aspects that relate more to institutional policy than to personal
choice or taste, more to general trends and configurations than to specific
items, works, and qualities.”In so ‘doing, ciltural indicators- can assist those
respon51bie for making and implementing policy, as well as the general pubhc
in arriving at sounder judgments concerning the role of mass communications
in the cultivation of public policy alternatives. B

Cultural indicators will help close the ¢ 1nte1hgence gaps” created by his-
toric changes in institutionalized public acculturation. These are changes in
the technologically based and collectively managed production of messages. To
go McLuhan’s half-truth one better, society is the message. Corporate, techno-
togical, and other collective processes of message production short-circuit
former networks of social communication and superimpose their own forms of
collective consciousness—their own publics—on other social rélationships.
The purpose of a scheme of cultural indicators is to monitor the aspects of our
system of generating and using bodies of broadly shared messages that are
most relevant to social issues and public policy decisions.

STOCK-TAKING IN A CHANGING WORLD

“Qur progress as a nation depends today, as it has in the past, on meeting our
national challenges with knowledge and reason,” wrote the Secretary of
Commerce in sending Americans their first census form by mail in"1970."To
do so, we must constanily take stock of ourselves.”

But the ways in which “we must constantly take stock of ourselves™ change
as society changes. Article 1, Section 2 of the U.S. Constitution directed that
“Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several
States . . . according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by
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adding to the whole Number of free persons . . . three-fifths of all other Per-
sons.”” It tock the Constitution 100 years to recognize each and every person
- as a “whole Number,” and the Census another 100 years to publish, in col-
laboration with the Social Science Research Council, the first Historical Statis-
tics of the. U.S.. In the meantime, the census went far beyond head counting. %t
became a chiel source of regular, periodic, and cumulative demographic infor-
mation essential to government, schools, business, and-industry.

Econemic accounting has also become a national responsibility. The Presi-
dent’s Council of Economic Advisers prepares an annual report on the
nation’s economic health. The social and cultural transformations of our
society have made economic and labor statistics and census information less
than adequate to ‘“‘meeting our national challenges with knowledge and
reason.” “Indeed,” comments Toward a Social Report (1969), “economic
indicators have becomé so much a part of our thinking that we have tended to
equate a rising National Income with national well-being. Many are surprised
to find unrest and discontent growing at a time when National Income is
rising-so-rapidly... . .\Why have income and disaffection increased-at-the same
time?”’

Research that might shed light on such problems has been piecemeal, spo-
radic, uncoordinated, and rarely comparable over time and across cultures.
Mich of it has been conducted in response to “crises” and forgotten when
" interest (and funds) declined. Rarely have such studies made contributions to
* policy. Seldom did- they continue long enough or in a broad enough framework
to add much to the orderly accumulation of social intelligence.

The recognition of such deficiencies and waste has led social scientists and
government officials to propose various remedies. Proposals call for a Council
of Social -Advisers, an annual Social Report, a National Institute for the Social
Sciences, and other forms of “social -accounting” or “‘social indicators.”” A
- review by Land (1971) argued for going beyond the accumulation of output
data to gather intelligence about some “conceptualization of a social process.’

Presuientjohnson directed the Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare

“to search for ways to improve the Nation’s ability to chart its social pr us-
ress.”’ The Department’s response in 1969 illustrated the “‘intelligence gap”
health, mobility, public order and safety, learning, science, art, and in “'infor-
mation not only on objective conditions, but also on how different groups of _
Americans perceive the conditions in which they find themselves” (Toward a
Social Report, 1969).

_President Nixon set up a National Goals Research Staff charged with devel-
oping “indicators that can reflect the present and future quality of American
life, and the direction and rate of its change.” Although the group was dis-
‘banded without fulfilling its charge, another commission was appointed to
* review the information needs of government, and the National Science Foun-
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dation launched. its problem-oriented program of Research Applied to
National Needs (RANN). In 1972, the National Institute of Mental Health
awarded the first research grant-to Dr. Larry P. Gross and myself to conduct
a pilot study leading to a full-fledged Cultural Indicators project. This chapter
is largely a discussion of assumptions and concepts underlying that project. Tt
draws from and develops previous statements on that subject (Gerbner, 1966a,
1969a, 196%b, 1970),

AREAS AND TERMS OF ANALYSIS

The reliable observation of regularities in the production, composition, struc-
ture, and image-cultivation characteristics of large message systems is a spe-
cialized research enterprise. Selective habits of personal participation limit
even the sophisticated practitioner to risky extrapolation abiout the cultural
experience of different or heterogeneous communities. :

The areas.and terms of analysis leading to-cultural-indieators stem from-a
conception of communication and its institutionalized role in society. They
were developed through prior studies (most of which are listed under my name
in the bibliography). The studies demonstrated that the mass cultural presen-
tations of many aspects of life and types of action teach lessons that serve insti-
tutiona] purposes. People do not have to accept these lessons but cannot escape
having to deal with the social norms, the agenda of issues, and the caleulus of
life’s chances implicit in them.

I have defined communication as interaction through messages bearlng
man’s notion of existence, priorities, values, and relationships. Codes of sym-
bolic significance conveyed through modes of expression form the currency of
social relations. Institutions. package, media compose, and technologies release
message systems inte the mainstream of common consciousness.

How is this massive flow managed? How does it fit into or alter the existing-
cultural context? What perspectives on life and the world does it express and
cultivate? How does it vary across time, societies, and cultures? Finally, how
does the cultivation of collective assumptions relate to the conduct of public
affairs, and vice versa? ' '

The questions designate three areas of analysis: how mass media relate to
other institutions, make decisions, compose message systems, and perform
their functions in society are questions for mstitutional process analysis; how
large bodies of messages can be observed ds dynamic: systems with symbolic
functions that have social consequénces is the question of message system anal-
ysts; and what commeon assumptions, points of view, images, and associations
do the message systems tend to cultivate in large and heterogeneous communi-
ties, and w1th what public policy implications, are problems for cultivation
analysis, .
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-INSTITUTIONAL PROCESS ANALYSIS

How do media managers determine and perform the functions their institu-
tions, clients, and the social order require? What is the overall effect of corpo-
rate controls on the basic terms of symbolic output? What policy changes do,
in fact, alter those terms and how? _

" ...Mass media policies reflect-not only a stage in industrial development and
the general “structure of social relations but also particular types of institu-
tional and industrial powers and pressures. Mass communicators everywhere
occupy sensitive and central positions in the social network. They have sup-
pliers, distributors, and critics. Other organizations claim their attention or
protection. They have associations of their own. They have laws, codes, and
policies that channel and constrain them. And they have patrons who, as in
any industrial production, supply the capital, the facilities, and the authority
{or at least opportunity) to address mass publics. '

" Decision Making

Any enterprise may appear free to those who run it. But in a more objective
sense, all mass production, including that of messages, is managed. Only a-
‘small portion of all potential messages can be formulated and even fewer can
be selected for mass distribution. Therefore, research cannot realistically focus
on whether or not there is “suppression’; selective suppression is simply the
other side of the mass communication coin. The analysis must consider all
major powers, roles, and relationships that have a systematic and generalized
influence on how messages will be selected, formulated, and transmitted.

Some studies {e.g., Gerbner, 1961b, 1964) suggest that systems of messages
produced by any institutional source, commercial as well as overtly partisan,
have some ideological orientation implicit in selection, emphasis, treatment.
Other research, such as that by Warren Breed (1960), Pool and Shulman
(1964}, David Manhing White (1964), and Walter Geiber (1960, 1964), show
that most newsmen respond more o ihe pressures and expectations of the
newsroom than to any generalized concept of audience or public interest. A
study of newsroom decisions (Bowers, 1967} found that three out of four pub-
lishers are active in directing news decisions, with their influence greatest in
news of the immediate market area, and in subjects that affect the revenue of
‘the paper. :

_ The systematic exercise of powers resides in institutional roles and in rela-
tionships to centers of power. A scheme designed to analyze this process needs
to identify the power roles, suggest some sources of their powers, and specify
"those functions that affect what the media communicate. Power and its appli-
cation hecome relevant to this scheme as they affect what is being communi-
cated to mass media publics. Figure ! outlines nine types of power roles or
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Power Roles (Groups) Types of i.everage Typical Functions

1. AUTHORITIES. Political and mulitary . Arbitrate, regulate, legiti-
Make and enforce legally mize power relations; de-
binding decisiong “mand service .

2. PATRONS. Invest, Control over resources - Set conditions for the
subsidize supply of capital and

' operating funds
3. MANAGEMENT  ° Control over personnel ‘Set and supervise policies;
' public refations

4. AUXILIARIES. Sup- Access to specialized Provide supplies, services
plement and support  services - '
management -

5. COLLEAGUES Solidarity Set standards; protection

6. COMPETITORS Scarcity Set standards; vigilance

7. EXPERTS. Talent, 8kill, knowledge, popu- Provide personal creative,
technicians, critics, larity, prestige performing, technical
subject specialists services, advice

8. ORGANIZATIONS  Pressure through repre-  Demand favorable atten-
sentation, boycott, appeal tion, portrayal, policy

to authorities support
9, PUBLICS. Groups Individual patronage Attend to messages; buy
created or cultivated : - products

{or both) by media

anure 1 Major power roles, types of leverage, and typical functmns d;recnng the for-
mation of mass-produced message systems.

groups, and briefly notes the types of leverage and typ1ca1 functions attached to
each role. .

1. Authorities possess legal powers to enact and enforce demands or impose
sanctions on communicators. Legislative, executive, judicial bodies, regulatory
commissions, public administrators, the police, and the military may have
such authority. Authorities may assyme rvights patrons ordinarily have, and
may impose sanctions (such as for seditious or criminal acts) that patrons
cannot. Authorities may also depend on the support of communicators for
much of their authority; the “regulated” have been known to regulate the
regulators.

2. Patrons are those who directly invest in or subsidize media operations in
exchange for economic, political, or cultural benefits. Their clients are the
media that provide such benefits in exchange Tor discretionary patronage.
Media patrons may be banks, advertisers, other corporate or civic organiza-
tions, religious or military bodies, or governments. The principal types of
patrons and the major client relationships determine the role of media man-
agement in the power scheme of every society. The client relationship also
affects the institution’s approach to most issues and problems and permeates
the climate of communicator decision making.
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3. Management consists of executives and administrators who make up the
chain of command in the organization. They formulate and supervise the
implementation of policies intended to fulfill the terms of patron and other
power group support. They engage and control all personnel. Management’s
chief functions are () to cultivate client relations and () to conduct public
relations. From the management’s point of view, the messages that the institu-
tion produces must serve these two functions.

4. Auxiliaries provide supplies and services necessary to management’s
ability to perform its tasks. They are distributing organizations, networks,
agencies, and syndicates; suppliers of raw materials, talent, artistic properties,
and logistical services; wholesale and retail outlets; related manufacturing and
trade concerns, associations, unions; and the holders of patents, copyrights, or
other. property rights.

5. Colleagues are communicators whose status,.sense of direction or stand-
ards, and solidarity with one another can exert leverage on the formation and
selection of messages.

6. Competitors are other professionals or media whose. claims on scarce
resources or ability to innovate can force the institution to exercise vigilance
and either innovate or emulate in order to maintain its relationships with
patrons and publics.

7. Experts possess needed personal skills, knowledge, critical abilities, or
other gifts. They are writers, editors, creative talent, technicians, critics,
researchers, subject matter specialists, consultants, and .others who can give (or
withhold) personal services necessary for communication,

8. Organizations are other formally structured or corporate groups that may
claim attention, protection, or services. They may be business, political, reli-

. gious, civic, fraternal,- or professional associations. Inasmuch as some sort of
public visibility has become a virtual requirement for organizational viability
and support, the competition for attention is intense. Large organizational
investments in public relations through the media exert pressure on media
contént and fake media dependent on freely available (and self-serving) orga-

9. Publics, finally, are the products of media output—groups created and
cultivated through the messages. They are loose aggregations of people who
may have little in common. But the symbols they share cultivate 2 community
of meaning and perspective despite other differences. Management’s task of
. “‘public relations” is-to-develep this sense-of community inte-material-value for
the institution and its patrens.

The Exercise of Power

Institutional power is exerted through the leverage built into power roles.
Authorities can apply political or policy pressure; patrons can provide or
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withdraw subsidy; managements can hire and fire; auxiliaries can work over-
time or quit servicing; colleagues can strike; competitors can raid, scoop, or
corner the market; experts can refuse to serve; organizations can support,

protest, or boycott; and publics can patronize or stop reading, viewing, buy-

ing, or voting. 7 _

. These are forms of leverage rooted in the structure of institutional roles and
relations. Power applied to-communications usually involves the demands that
such and such be {or not be} communicated or altered in certain ways.

The demand may be ad hoc, that is, pertaining to a particular message,
subject, or policy. When a system of “do’s” and “don’ts” is to be regularly
applied, it is usually codified (as in codes, regulations, and laws). The force or
weight behind the leverage is a measure of institutional power. The test is
what happens if the demand is not obeyed or the code not.observed. That test
is applied in what I call a critical incident.

If nothing happens, there has been no power, or at least no display of foree
to indicate power. (The ability and willingness to display force by applying
sanctions is taken as an indication of 4nstitutional power.} Sanctions are sub-
stantive if they pertain to the substance or content of the communication itself,
as in the order to revise or omit (or print) a story, add or delete a scene, with-
hold necessary information, or jam a broadcast. The force behind a substantive
demand or sanction is procedural. Sanctions are procedural if they pertain to
the procedure by which communication is created. Revoking a license, firing -
or blacklisting, denying equipment or raw materials, discriminatory taxation
or rates, strikes, boycotts, and imprisonmén_t are procedural sanctions.

While analytically distinct, neither power roles nor types of leverage are in
reality separate and isolated. On the contrary, they. often combine, overlap,
and telescope in different configurations. The accumulation of power roles and
possibilities of leverage give certain institutions dominant positions in the mass
communication of their societies. . '

Institutional process analysis seeks, through interviews, participant observa-
tion, and the study of records, to amplify this scheme of power roles, functions,
and leverage, and to apply it to the investigation of decision making in com-
munications. {Gerbner, 1958a, 1958b, 1959, 1969a, 1972b.) Critical incidents
(a clash of powers, when things “ge wrong™) may set the lines of pewers and
influence for more routine control of media content. The investigation contrib-
utes to cultural indicators in account of the interplay of roles and powers that
direct the formation of mass-produced message systems. These directions can
then be related to the analysis of the message systems and to their cultivation
functions. For example, how does management respond to the pressure of
authorities or organizations concerning some sensitive aspects of content, and
how does that response affect the frequency and symbolic functions of that
particular content configuration across media and over time? '
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MESSAGE SYSTEM ANALYSIS

The material for analysis is taken from the massive flow of symbols produced
by mass media for large and heterogencous (usually national) audiences.
Unlike most social science data, these are not symbols used to make inferences
about largely hidden processes. They are visible and manifest sources of public
acculturation. They provide direct access to the specific imagery, context, and
content of a relatively centralized and institutionally managed release of sym-
bolic materials into the common cultural environment.

The Systems

The most popular products of mass-produced culture provide special oppor-
tunities for the study of socially potent message systems. In these systems—
popular fiction, drama, and news—aspects of life are recreated in significant
associations with total human situations. An area-of knowledge or the opera-
tion of a social enterprise would appear only when dramatic or news values—
‘that s, social symbolic functions—demand it.
~ Dramatic and fictional entertainment especially exhibit ritualistically repeti-
tive social symbolic mechanisms that reveal conventionally cultivated
approaches toward people and life. Unlike life, the bulk of popular fictien and
drama is an “open book.” Facts do not get in the way of its reality; which is -
the reality of values. Characterizations are usually apt, motivations are trans-
parent, problems and conflicts are explicit,.and the interplay of forces that
determines the outcome, and outcome itself, are usually clear. Of all the prod-
. ucts of mass-produced culture, these appeal to the widest and most heteroge-
néous publics. Most people, espectally the young and the less educated,
. encounter most subjects and ideas in the form of “incidental” treatment in the
course of their relatively nonselective leisure time entertainment. In that way,
“entertainment” can force attention to what most people would never seck out
as “‘information.” ’ . ‘

The symbolic composition and structure of the message system of a mass
medium defines its own synthetic “world.” Only what is represented exists.
All that exists in that “world” is represented in it. “Facts’ reflect not opaque
reality but palpable design. Focus directs attention, emphasis signifies impor-

" tance, “typecasting’’ and fate accent value atid power and the thread of action
or other association ties things together into dynamic wholes. The “world”
has its own time, space, geography, demography, and ethnography, bent to
institutional purpose and rules of soclal morality. What policies populate,
actions animate, fates govern, and themes dominate this “world”? How do
things work in it, and why do they change from time to time?
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The “‘system™ in message systems is that of institutional design and pur-
pose. The systematic functions of and trends in the composite ““message” can
be made visible through the “decomposition™ of the presentations into units
and categories relevant to investigative purpose, and their “recomposition” in
the form of soctal symbolic functions.

The Analysis -

The analysis i§ designed to investigate aggregate and collective premises pre-
sented in samples of material. It deals with the “facts of life”” and dynamic
qualities represented in the systems. Its purpose is to describe the symbolic
“world,” sense its climate, trace its currents, and identify its functions.

The results make no reference to single communications. They do not inter-
pret selected units of symbolic material or draw conclusions about artistic style
or merit. The findings represent what large and heterogeneous communities
absorb; they do not necessarily resemble what specific individuals or groups
select. _ _

The premises defining life in the symbolic world provide common imagery
and a basis for interaction among separate and disparate groups. That
common basis forms the agenda of public discourse and a starting point for
individual conclusions and interpretations. The analysis of message systems
pivets on the determination of those commeon terms and is limited to clearly
perceived and reliably coded items.

The reliability of the analysis is achieved by multiple codmgs and the meas-
ured agreement of trained analysts. If one were to substitute the perceptions
and impressions of casual observers, no matter how sophisticated, the value of
the investigation would be reduced, and its purpose.confounded. Only an
- analysis of unambiguous message elements and their separation from personal
impressions left by unidentified clues can provide a baseline for comparison
with the intentions of policy makers and the perceptions or conceptions of
audiences. No such relationships can be establishéd as long as the actual
unexamined assumptmns, or are inferred from SubJeCtIVC verbalizations of
uncertain and ambiguous origin.

Dimensions and Measures

The study of a system as system notes processes and relationships expressed in
the whole, not in its parts. Unlike literary or dramatic criticism, or, in fact,
most personal cultural participation and judgment, message system’ analysis
observes the record of institutional behavior in message mass-production for
large and heterogeneous communities. The reliable observation of that record
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of institutional behavior reveals collective and common instead of individual
and unique features of public image formation and cultivation. The scheme
and methods of analysis are designed to inquire into selected d1mens1ons of the
process composing and structuring message systems.
These dimensions stem from aspects of communication that we have pre-
viously identified as the cultivation of assumptions about existence, priorities,
~valyes,-and relationships - Figure-2 summarizes -the-questions, terms, and
measures of analysis relevant to each dimension.
The dimension of assumptions about existence deals with the question
“What i{s?”, that is, what is available (referred o) in public message systems,
how frequently, and in what proportions. The availability of shared messages
defines the scope of public attention. The measure of attention, therefore, indi-
cates the presence, frequency, rate;, complexity, and varying distributions’ of
items, topics, themes, and so on represented in message systems.
The dimension of priorities raises the question, ‘“What is important?’ We
use measures of emphasis to study the context of relative prominence and the
“order or degrees of“intensity, centrality, or importance. Measures-of attention
and emphasis may be combined to indicate not enly the allocation but also the
focusing of attention in a system.
- The dimension of values inquires into the point of view from which things
are presented. It rates certain evaluative and other qualitative characteristics,

traits, or connotations attached to different items, actions, persons, groups,

" Dimensions: EXISTENCE PRIORITIES VALUES RELATION-
: - ' SHIPS
Assumptions about: WHAT IS?  WHAT IS WHAT IS WHAT I8 RE-
: - IMPOR- RIGHT OR  LATED TO - -
TANT? WRONG, WHAT, AND
‘ ' GOOD CR HOW?
: BAD, ETC.?
Questions: What is, avail- In whatcon- Inwhatlight, In what overall
: able for public text of order” . from what proximal, logi-
attention? of importance? point of view, ‘cal or casual
How much and with what as- - structure?
how frequently? sociated judg-
ments?
. ATTENTION .EMPHASIS TENDENCY STRUCTURE
Terms and meas-  Prevalence, Ordering, Measures of Correlations,
ures of analysis: rate, complex- ranking, scal- critical and clustering;
ity, variations ing for promi- differential structure of
nence, central- tendency; action

ity,-or intensity

qualities, traits

Figure 2 Dimensions, questions, terms, and measures of message system analysis.
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and so on. Measures of tendency are used to assess the direction of value
judgments observed in messages. _

The dimension of relationships focuses on the more complex associations
within and among all measures. When we deal with patterns instead of only
simple . distributions, or when we relate the clustering of measures to one .
another, we illuminate the underlying structure of assumptions about exist-
ence, priorities, and values.represented in.message systems.

The four dimensions, then, yield measures of attention, emphasis, tendency,
and strycture. One or more of these measures can be applied to any unit of
analysis. We have studied trends in the distribution of attention devoted to the
subject of mental illness, of education, and of viclence (Gerbner, 1961a,
1966b, 1972a). Emphasis was measured in.the investigation of cemparative
press perspectives in world communication (Gerbner, 1961a). Research on
political tendencies in news reporting and on the characterizations of violents
and victims in television drama focused on measures of differential tendency.
The study of the “film- hero” utilized all dimensions of analysis (Gerbner,
1969¢). S _ 7 :

The analysis-may record topics, themes, persons, and types of action repre-
sented in the material. It may touch on the history, geography, demography,
and éthnography of the symbolic “world.” The symbolic population and its
interpersenal and group relationships may be observed. Themes of nature,
science, politics, law, crime, business, education, art, illness and health, peace
and war, sex, love, friendship, and violence may be coded. The roles, values,
and goals of the characters who populate the symbolic “world” may be related
to the issues with which they grapple and to the fates to which they are des-
tined. o '

The scheme provides a conceptual framework and practical instrumentation
for the systematic gathering and periodic reporting of comprehensive, cumula-
tive, and comparative information about mass-mediated message systems.
Content indicators can include measures specific to given issues, policies, or
symbolic functions, such as the television “violence index” (Gerbner, 1972a).
Or they can deal with general features of the symbolic worid—census figures
ranging over time, space, personality types, and social roles. Indicators can
also trace thé presentation of herces and villains, victors and victims, fair
means or foul, or the configuration of certain themes, actions, and values over
time and across cultures.

Content indicators tell usniot so-much what individuals think or do-as"what
most people think or do something about in common. They will tell us about
the shared representations of life, the issues, and the prevailing points of view
that capture public attention, occupy people’s time, and animate their imagi-
nation. They will help us understand the impact of communication media
development and social change on the symbolic climate that affects all we
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think and do. We can then inquire into the institutional aspects and the cul-
_tural consequences in sharper awareness of the currents that tug and pull us
all. '

CULTIVATION ANALYSIS

The most distinctive characteristics of large groups of people are acquired in
the process of growing up, learning, and living in one culture rather than in
another. Individuals make their own selection of materials through which to
cultivate personal images, tastes, views, and preferences, and they seek to
influence those available to and chosen by their children. But they cannot cul-
tivate that which is not available. They will rarely select what is scarcely
available, seldom emphasized, or infrequently presented. A culture cultivates
not only patterns of conformity but also patterns of alienation or rebellion
after its own image. Its affirmations pose the issues most likely to be the tar-
gets of symbolic provocation or protest. _

The message systems of a culture not only inform but form commeon images.
They not only entertain but create publics.They not only satisfy but shape a
range of attitudes, tastes, and preferences. They provide the boundary condi-
tions and overall patterns. within which the précesses of personal and group-
mediated selection, interpretation, and image-formation go on.
~ Cultivation analysis begins with the insights of the study of institutions and
the message systems they produce, and goes on to investigate the contributions
that these systems and their symbolic functions make to the cultivation of
assumptions about life and the world. Style of expreéssion, quality of represen-
tation, artistic excéllence, or the quality of individual experienee -associated
with selective exposure to and participation in mass-cultural activity are not
considered critical variables for this purpose. What is informative, ente'ftaining
{or both), good, bad, or indifferent by any standard of quality are selective
judgments applied to messages quite independently from-the social functions
they actuaily perform in the context of large message systems touching the
collective life of a whole community. Conventional and formal judgments
applied to specific communications may be irrelevant to general questions

~ about the cultivation of assumptions about what is, what is important, what is
right, and what'is related to what. N
Message systems cultivate the terms. on which they present “subjects ‘and
- aspects of life. There is no reason for assuming that the cultivation of these
terms depends in any significant way on agreement or disagreement with or
belief or disbelief in the presentations, or on whether these presentations are
presumably factual or imaginary. This does hot mean, of course, that we do
not normally attach greater credibility to a news story, a presumably factual
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report, a trusted source, a familiar account, than to a fairy tale or to what we
regard as false or inimical. It does mean that in the general process of image
formation and cultivation both “fact” and ““fable” play significant and interre- .
-lated roles.

The Problem of Effects

The bulk of experimental and survey research on communications “effects™
has contributed little to our understanding of the mass cultural process. The
reason is that most of it stemmed from disciplinary and theoretical perspectives
that did not consider that process the principal eriterion of relevance.

Mass communications research should be concerned with mass communica-
tions and not with assorted tactics of manipulating behavior. The preoccupa-
tion with such tactics is itself a reflection of manipulative pressures in a culture
in which the “behavior” that ultimately counts (and pays most of the research
costs) is that at the cash register, box office, or ballot box. But the concern
with tactics at the expense of strategy.has been self-defeating. It has neglected
the steady cultivation of issues, conceptions, and perspectives that gives
meaning to all ideas and actions. All animals “behave” but only humans aet
in a symbolic context. The tactical preoccupation has generally ignored that
context and obscured the basic functions of communications—to cultivate,
conserve, support, and maintain. The “‘effects” of communications are not
primarily what they make us “do” but what théy contribute to the meaning of
all that is done—a more fundamental and ultimately more decisive process.
The consequences of mass communications should be sought in the relation-
‘ships between mass-produced and technologically mediated message systems
and the broad common terms of image cultivation in a culture. If the citizens
of a self-governing community do not like those terms, they cannot satisfy
themselves by injecting a few messages of a different sort. They must attend to
the structures and policies that produce most messages in ways functional to
their institutional purposes. '

The Question of Changé

The principal “effect” of mass communications is to be found in coming to
terms with the fundamental assumptions and premises they contain, and not
necessarily in agreeing: or disagreeing: with-their-conclusions-or-in-acting on
their specific propositions at any one time. Communijcation is the nutrient
culture and not just the occasional medicine (or poison) of mental life. The
most critical public consequences of mass communications are in defining and
ordering issues, and not just in influencing who will buy what in the short
run,
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Change ean be evaluated and even noticed best in light of the massive con-
tinuities that systems of communications typically cultivate. ““No change’”” may
be a startlingly effective result -of communications sustaining a belief against
the cultural current. One cannot really compare a person swimming upstream
with another drifting downstream and yet others straining in other directions.
To compare and measure their “progress,’” all speeds and directions must be
related-io-the-current-itself. If that were-to change, all directions and even the
meaning of “progress” would change without any change in “behavior’” on
the part of the swimmers, Similarly, the meaning and measure of communica-
tion “effects” are relative to the general flow, composition, and direction of the
message-production and image-cultivation processes. It means little to know
that “John believes in Santa Claus” until we also know in what culture, at
what time; and in the context of what message $ystems cultlvatmg or inhib-
iting such beliefs.

A culture cultivates the images of a soc1ety The dominant communication
agencies produce the message systems that cultivate the dominant image pat-
terns:-They-structure the public agenda of existence, priorities; values, and
relationships.- People -use this agénda—some more selectively than others—to
support their ideas, actions, or both, in ways that, on the whole, tend to match
the general composition and structure of message systems (provided, of course,
that there is also other environmental support for these choices and interpreta-
tions). There is significant change in the nature and functions of that process
when there is change in the technology, ownership, clientele, and other institu-
tional characteristics of dominant communication agencies. Decisive cultural
change does not occur in the symbolic sphere alone. When it occurs, it stems
from a change in social relations that makes the old patterns dysfunctional to
the new order. Such a change changes the relative meanings and functions of
the existing images and practices even before these are actually altered. When
altered, the new cultural patterns restore to public communications their basic
functions: the support and maintenance of the new order.

The strategic approach to mass communications research considers an
understanding of the mass cultural process, insicad of other aspects of human
behavior, the principal criterion of relevance. Institutional process and mes-
sage system analyses generate the framework of terms and functions for culti-
vation analysis. Short-terms or campaign-type “effects’” studies, responses to
messages elicited . in unknown or uncertain symbolic contexts, or research
concernedl with “‘success’” or “failure” of preconceived communication ghjec:’
tives are not adequate to the task. The dynamics of continuities, rather than
only of chinge, need to be considered in the examination of mass-produced
message systems and their symbelic functions. Such examination is necessarily
longitudinal and comparative in its analysis of the processes and consequences
of institutionalized public acculturation.
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In a general sense there are no communication failures,- only failures of
intentions and campaigns. All systems of communications may cultivate terms
and assumptions implicit in them whether or not those were intended or con-
sciously recognized. We usually communicate rore than we intend or knew
about, and often not what we wish. Many “communication failures” can be
interpreted as the success of the receivers to understand the messages better
than those who demgncd them, but.in.ways.they.did. not intend. Message sys-
tems perform symboli¢ functions that may be apparent to none of the parties
engaged in the communication. Cemmunications research attempts to recon-
struct these functions. Cultivation analysis seeks to discover their contributions
to knowledge and meaning,

Symbolic Functions

Symbolic functions are intimately involved in and govern most human activity.
The human meaning of an act stems from the symbolic context in which it is
embedded. The significance of-a-person’s life or.death rests in some conception
of role, personality, goals, and fate. When the symbolic context changes, the
significance of acts changes. A structure may shift to accommodate the change
and to preserve—or even enhance—the symbolic functions of the act. For
example, in the TV viclence study we found that as the proportion of violent
characterizations was cut, the imbalance in the risks of victimization between
groups of unequal social power increased, thereby strengthening the symbolic
function of violence as a demonstration of relative social powers (Gerbrer,
1972a). Such observations enable us to ask questions about what that message
might cultivate in public conceptions and behavior. Thus we would relate the
viewing of television violence to the cultivation-of certain conceptions of goals,
values, people, and power, instead of only to notions about “violent behavior.”
In another study (Nunnaly, 1960), the opinions of experts on 10 informa-
tion questions concerning the mentally ill were compared with mass media
(mostly fictional and dramatic) representations of mentally ill characters. The
mass media image was found to_diverge widely from the expert image. The
“public image,” as determined by an attitude survey along the same dimen-
sions, fell between the expert and the media profiles. Thus, instead of “medi- .
ating” expert views, the media tended to cultivate conceptions far different
from and in many ways opposed to those of the experts. What may be scen in
isolation as “‘ineffective” communication was, on-the-contrary, powerful media
cultivation “pulling” popular notions away from expert views. The reason is
not necessarily ignorance or intentional obscurantism, but instead the differ-
ence between semantic labels for a certain type of behavior (such as “mental
illness”} and the symbelic functions of the dramatic representations of that
behavior. The symbolic functions of mental iilness in popular drama may be
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primarily those of indicating a dramatically convenient resolution of certain
problems or of designating a morally appropriate “‘punishment” for certain
sins. The dramatic associations with the personality traits that define mental
illness in the piays should provide a basis for the further investigation of what
that implicit message might cultivate in viewer conceptions.

The study of specific message struetures and symbolic functions reveals how
these communications help define, characterize, and decide the course of life,
the fate of people, and the nature of society in a symbolic world. The symbolic
world is often very different from the “real” world. Symbolic behavior usually
bears little resemblance to everyday actions. The power and significance of
symbolic functions rests in the differences. Fiction, drama, and news depict
situations and present action in those realistic, fantastic, tragic, or comic ways
that provide the most appropriate symbolic context for the emergence of some
human, moral, and social significance that could not be presented or would
not be accepted (let alone enjoyed) in other ways. (For a further discussion of
symbolic functions, see Chapter 17.

The Cultivation Process and Its Analysis

Symbolic structures may cultivate certain premises about the ‘world and ‘its
people and about the rules of the game of life. These premises are not neces-
sarily embodied in overt preseriptions (which may, in fact, be quite different),
but are implicit in the way things are presented, and in the way they function
in the symbolic context. The same premises may lend themselves to a range of
conclusions, depending on who draws them, why, when, and how. But the
range of conclusions is held together by the definitions implicit in the premises.
Should the premises change, the range and complexion of conclusions might
also shift. ' )

The cultivating- effects of common communications patterns are typically
those of selective maintenance on a certain level, General cultural patterns do
not “‘cduse’” but support or weight or skew tendencies also functional to other
(but not necessarily alt) aspects of the social and institutional order.

Cultivation analysis starts with the patterns found in the “world” of publie
message systems. The common structures composing that world present
images of life and society. How are these reflected in the expectations, defini-
tions, interpretations, and values held by their “consumers”? How are the
“lessons” of symbolic behavior derived from other times and places, and pre-
sented in synthetic contexts, applied to assumptions about life? In order to
investigate the relationship between message systems and the views and expec-
tations of audiences it is necessary to evolve and adapt a set of measures and
investigative techniques.
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The principal approaches employed in the cultivation analysis are projective
‘techniques, depth interviews, and periodic questions on sample surveys. Adult
and child panels provide subjects for projective and interview work. Projective
techniques can structure situations in which respondents tend to reveal views,
expectations and values of which they may not be consclously aware, or which
they would not verbalize if asked directly. Technigues of depth interviewing
can isolate and highl,ight views, expectations, and values, and relate these to
media exposure patterns and to demographic-and other characteristics. Ques-
tions selected from the projective tests and interviews and others designed
especially for survey use are to be submitted periodically to a national adult
probability sample of respondents.

The impact of television and of its further development by cable and other
technologies is of special concern, as is the cultivation of social concepts among
children. For most peeple television is popular culture. Social symbolic pat-
terns established in childhood are the most easily cultivated throughout life.
Longitudinal and cross-cultural research is needed to follow the lead of mes-
sage analysis into the living laboratory. of popular.cultures.

We need to know general trends in the cultivation of assumptions about
problems of existence, priorities, values, and relationships before we can val-
idly interpret specific relevant facts of individual and social response. The
interpretation of public opinion (i.e., published responses to qguestions elicited
in specific cultural contexts), and of many media and other cultural policy
matters, require cultural indicators similar to the accounts compiled to guide
economic decisions and to other indicators proposed to inform social policy
making. ' . '

Technological developments in communications hold out the possibility of
greatly enhancing culture-power on behalf of existing social patterns—or of
their transformation. A modern Socrates might say, “know thy communica-
tions to know thyself.” He would probably add that under conditions of sym-
bolic mass production, the unexamined culture may not be fit to live in.
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