
MICHAEL F. ELEEY, GEORGE GERBNER, and 
NANCY TEDESCO 

Apples, Oranges, and the 
Kitchen Sink: 
An Analysis and Guide to the 
Comparison of "Violence Ratings" 

The "opposition" position in the dialogue begun on page three 
of this issue, is represented by Dr. George Gerbner, dean of the 
Annenherg School of Communications at the University of Penn
sylvania, and A1.r. Eleey and Ms. Tedesco, two research associates 
at the school. Readers are J'eminded that all four parts of this 
extended discussion are best read together, as constant reference 
is made to remarks in previous articles in the series. 

NBC RESEARCHERS Coffin and Tuchman' are attempt
ing not only to compare apples to oranges but also 

measures of mineral content to declarations of how the fruits taste. 
Studies that differ in purpose, method, rigor, and even phenomena 
observed cannot be directly compared without violating basic distinc
tions of communication research. Errqfs and ommissions further mar 
what might have been a valuable service if confined to reasonable 
parameters. And yet, despite the implausibility, when the correct 
comparative measnres are used (or reported), the results turn out 
to be surprisingly different from what Coffin and Tuchman contend. 

The Logic of Comparisons 

The concept of a "violence rating" system discussed by Coffin and 
Tuchman can mean two things. Senators Pastore and Magnuson' 
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have requested a scientific system of monitoring television violence 
so that "a report can be submitted to this Committee on the level of 
violence entering American homes." Congressman Joseph P. Ad
dabbo (D-N.Y.)S has proposed legislation to establish a system of 
ratings for network shows in order to "warn viewers of physical 
violence or obscenity contained in such programs." The Congress
man apparently'" has' in mind' a sort of consumer's gnide to specific 
television series, while the Senate Committee presumably reqnires 
trend data to gnide it in planning policy and generating relevant legis
lation. The distinction between these two is important: while they 
share the same public concern, their ultimate strategies and effects 
differ considerably. 

The consumer-gnide orientation seeks to rate individual program 
series so that viewers, especially parents, could isolate particularly 
offensive shows and regulate the family's viewing accordingly. This 
would entail some sort of series-by-series evaluation, and representa
tive sampling of each program series would be necessary. 

The pUblic-policy orientation requIres evidence of a different kind. 
It involves the evaluation of overall patterns in the entire TV 
schedule. Its particular data base would consist of samples repre
sentative not of individual programs or TV series, but of entire TV 
seasons. 

The five approachesdiscHSsed by Cofiin and Tuchman vary widely 
as to (1) analytical method, (2) documentation of procedures, (3) 
type of phenomena under direct observation, and (4) type of find
ings and appropriate applications. A convenient taxonomy is given 
in Table I. 

Comparison of the approaches logically ought to be conducted 
within the parameters of such a scheme. For example, if tested, the 
findings of Gerbner ought to be somewhat consistent with those of 
Clark and Blankenburg. To compare across classifications may be 
interesting, but to demand convergent findings from approaches that 
differ in method and purpose is unwarranted and misleading. It 
appears helpful now to review these approaches in the context of 
their original designs. 
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Content Analysis Approaches: Gerbner versus 
Clark and Blankenburg 

The perspective of Gerbner's studies views the entire range of 
evening dramatic television programming as a dynamic symbol sys
tem which has important social consequences. To study the com
position of such a mass-produced message system, the formal tech
niques of content analysis are employed to generate data concerning 
overall structural patterns generally unobservable to the casual viewer 
or critic. 

In Gerbner's research, trained coders, working in pairs, view and 
code videotaped samples of dramatic programming. Coders are 
trained and tested in the application of the explicit recording instruc
tions and definitions. All programs are coded by two such pairs 
working independently; in this way two codings of the sample are 
available for reliability analysis. The assessment of reliability is pro
vided by an item-bY-item statistical analysis of intercoder agreement. 4 

High intercoder agreement demonstrates the repJicability of the re
cording ... procedures and indicates that the data accurately reflect the 
phenomenon under investigation, and are not contaminated by coder 
error or bias. 

Such an analytical approach provides reliable information about 
the overall patterns of unambignous message elements found in whole 
systems,. namely .. allnetwork .. dramatic programs. This design does 
not generate data about specific programs. Coffin and Tnchman 
notwithstanding, the Gerbner studies never classified individual pro
grams as "violent" or "nonviolent." They simply established the 
number of violent acts (if any) in every program, along with other· 
dimensions of portrayal. 

The Gerbner scheme includes a number of contextual, structural, 
and dynamic variables that measure various aspects of TV violence. 
Not only is violence measured in terms of the total number of violent 
actions found in each program, for example, but also in terms of its 
seriousness and .overall significance to the plot and to characters in 
the drama. 

Clark and Blankenburg attacked the problem of retrospectively 
constructing simple trends in violent content without having the origi-
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nal programs available. They selected TV Guide synopses of pro
gram storylines as alternative source material, aud itlStructed coders 
to record the degree of violence indicated by each synopsis. Although 
not identifical, their definition of violence and that of Gerbner are 
largely similar. 

Clark and Blankenburg considered the direct coding method of 
,Gerbner's 1967 and 1968 studies to be base-line indicators of the 
validity of the synopses codings. Comparing the results of the two 
methods, they found two possible sources of disagreement, the brevity 
of the synopses themselves, and the fact that comedies are difficult 
to code for violence. They concluded that "Violence indexed via 
synopses may be inherently loW," and " ... violence in all comedies 
may be underestimated in synopsis coding. "5 In spite of these prob
lems, Clark and Blankenburg nevertheless found a high degree of 
correspondence between the two techniques: Scott's coefficient of 
agreement pi was .74.· Inexplicably, Coffin and Tuchman fail to 
report that finding. 

Coffin and Tuchman present some dramatic differences between 
the two studies (see their Table V). The differences they note can 
only arise from an erroneous interpretation of the data. A correct 
interpretation rests on two important facts: (1) Clark and Blanken
burg coded their synopses according to Gerbner's "violence signifi
cant to the plot" variable; Coffin and Tuchman however compare the 
former's results with figures from Gerbner that refer to all programs 
containing violence, not just those with violence significant to the 

"plot. (2) As Clark and Blankenburg note, the evening time'peridds' 
covered by the two samples are overlapping, not identical (Gerbner 
7 to 10 P.M.; Clark and Blankenburg 8 to 11 P.M.). A comparison 
'honld have been restricted to those programs in the 8 to lOp .M. 

period analyzed by both studies. 

It is indeed difficult to imagine how these points could be over
looked: Clark and Blankenburg discuss them in depth. They ex"" 
pressly compare their results with Gerbner's data for 1967 and 1968 
a~d report that the differences in percentage of programs containing 
VIOlence are 7.3% in 1967 and 8.0% in 1968.7 Neither is statistically 
significant. This picture is markedly different from Coffin and Tuch
man's comparison of the two studies. 
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Viewers' Pereeptions: Greenberg. and Gordon 

Greenberg and Gordon surveyed viewers' and critics' perceptions 
of the amount of violence aired during the 1969 season in Detroit. 
There is no reason to assume that such subjective inIpressions reveal 
more than recall or perhaps sensitivity; they may be used as evidence' 
of the effect of exposure to violence, but not as accurate indicators 
of violent content. Snch perceptions certainly cannot be compared to 
the observations of trained coders subjected to reliability tests and 
made according to strictly defined criteria. . 

Indeed, Greenberg and Gordon found (but Coffin and Tuchman 
do not note) that "There was partial support for the hypothesis that 
the amount of violence perceived in television programs was nega
tively correlated with regnlarity of watching those programs; the more 
frequent viewers judged the programs less violent, and vice versa.'" 

Greenberg and Gordon further found that "Giving a definition of 
television violence led to cqnsistently larger estimates of program' 
violence by the viewers."· These observations emphasize already 
serious qnestions about the wisdom of using subjective perceptions as 
measures of violent television content. 

Nevertheless, if one were to compare these perceptions with 
. Gerbner's objective measures, one wonld have to go about if dif
ferently than did Coffin and Tuchman. Greenberg and Gordon's 
responelents rated individual TV series on a five-point scale ranging 
from "no violence" to "a lot of violence." Mean ratings from both 
the public and the critics were compiled for each of the series. Coffin 
and Tuchman selected Gerbner's "number of violent acts in the pro-' 
gram" as the appropriate continuous variable to correlate with Green-. 
berg and Gordon's scaled data, after normalizing this variable by 
program length, apparently to obtain some index of violence satura
tion. A product-moment correlation was calcnlated between the rate 
of violent acts per half hour and the mean ratings of the public and 
critics. The results of .48 and .56, respectively, are offered by Coffin 
and Tuchman as evidence that the methods are in conflict. Several 
observations arise from this treatment: 

First, the number of programs rated in common by Gerbner and 
Greenberg and Gordon was 48. With 46 degrees of freedom, the 
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product-moment correlation coefficients reported by Coffin and Tuch
man are quite significant, far beyond the .01 level. 

Second, Gerbner's data are properly reflective not of the individual 
series, but of the entire set of series taken as a whole. Thus, the 
appropriate test would consist of a correlation of the rank orders of 
the common programs. 

Finally, since Greenberg and Gordon's respondents were not asked 
how much violence there was per half hour in the programs, there is 
no reason to normalize Gerbner's number-of-violent-acts data. 

Therefore, a more appropriate technique would be to rank order 
the common programs by mean scores of public and critics (as in 
fact Greenberg and Gordon did), and by total number of violent 
acts for the series episodes analyzed by Gerbner. If this is done, the 
public's ranking shows a Spearman correlation with the Gerbner 
ranking of .69, and the critics' with Gerbner of .75. Both correla

< lions are significant beyond .OOL 

If one feels that Gerbner's methodology requires validation by 
general public impressions (as Coffin and Tuchman do, but we do 
not), the significantly positive product-moment correlations, and the 
even stronger rank correlations ought to provide it. 

The Christian Science Monitor Stndies 

The Christian Science Monitor stall conducted two "surveys" of 
television in 1968. The procedures nsed appear in their second 
report: 

Thirty-one Monitor staffers helped to compile the latest data, con
centrating on what the networks call "prime-time"-7:30 P.M. to 
11:00 p.M.-as well as Saturday morning. 

At least two tabulators, and often three, kept careful notes on 
every evening show in which violence was likely to occur. They 
recorded all killings, other incidents of violence, and threats of 
violence. 

"Humorous" violence such as that found on the "Jerry Lewis 
Show" or "Get Smart" was not included among the 254 incidents 
reported in this survey.l0 

Since the Monitor's findings have been offered by Coffin and Tuch
man as scientific evidence, they should be evaluated in that context. 
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Without prejudiciug the journalistic value of the studies, it is obvious 
that they fail to satisfy basic methodological criteria. (1) Although 
3 I "tabulators" recorded the data, no reliability estimates are pre
sented. (2) It appears that some shows were excluded from the 
analysis because they were not programs "in which violence was 
likely to occur." It is impossible to determiue exactly how many, or 
which, programs were thus elimiuated. (3) Incidents of violence iu 
humorous contexts were explicitly ommitted. (4) Although it ap
pears that the violence iuformation recorded by the tabulators was 
the number of violent "iucidents" in each program, the charts that 
accompany the Monitor articles, and iudeed the information used by 
Coffin and Tuchman, consisted of a three-category variable-
Non-violent, Moderately Violent, and Violent. Precisely how the 
Monitor's continuous "number of violent incidents" variable was 
grouped iuto the three-category form is not explaiued. 

In attemptiug to compare the Monitor's results with Gerbner's 
data, Coffin and Tuchman dichotomize two contiuuous dimensions-, 
the former's three-category form and. the latter's number of violent. 
acts variable. If one could compare these two studies, certainly' 
correlational techniques such as the poiut-biserial or tetrachori~', 
correlation coefficients would have been more appropriate than' 
simple percentage disagreement, as they take iuto account the con;;' 

. tiuua underlyiug one or both of the variables. 

Particularly iuterestiug is the fact that nowhere iu their paper do: 
Coffin and Tochman make any mention of Saturday morning chil- 00 

dren's programs. Both Gerbner's data and the Monitor's reports sho,,;" 
that this time period probably constitutes the most violent block of: 
programmiug on American television. 

The NABB Evaluations 

The National Association for Better Broadcastiug publishes annual" 
evaluations of television series, compiled by an anonymous panel ole 
experts. While the orgauization discusses the criteria used iu th~:' 
evaluations, no evidence is presented that they have been uniformly'i: 
applied. In the absence of such evidence, it cannot be maiutained,,! 
that these evaluations are comparable to the methodologically rigorJ :, 
ous analysis. 'o 

'< 
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Examination of these evaluations over the past few years also 
indicates that they are published in the begiuning. of each year and 
do not completely represent the Fall network seasons analyzed by 
Gerbner and Clark and Blankenburg. Furthermore, since it appears 
that some of the evaluations for the longer-lived programs do not 
change substantially from year to year, the evaluations may not be 
reliably sensitive to yearly changes that may OCCur within series. As 
such, they are inadequate sources of trend data. Finally, the evalua
tions exclude late-night series which the NABB feels hold little in
terest for children. The NABB, it is inIportant to note, candidly 
warns that the evaluations are merely the opinions of their panel, 
and as such should be used as guides but not"" definitive findings. 

In view of this, the use of the NABB evaluations as measures of 
violent TV content cannot be justified. Nevertheless, Coffin and 
Tuchman, in having the NBC research staff code programs for violent 
content on the basis of the NABB material, tried to make objective 
data out of it. Needles~ to say, they did not report any reliability 
estimates for this codIng task. It is obvious that any comparisons 
with proper content studies are inappropriate. 

Conclusions 

The preceding review illustrates the pitfalls one may encounter 
in trying to apply the five studies as alternate or complementary ap
proaches to the "violence rating" system. Two possible functions of 
such a system are currently under discussion. From Due perspective 
it should provide a consumer's guide for the television viewer; from 
the other it must supply overall trend indicators useful in planning 
public policy. An essential component of either type of rating sys
tem is the systematic, objective, and reliable inventory of the relevant 
aspects of television content. Such information is required to evalu
ate individual patterns across all programming for the public policy 
needs. 

None of the studies discussed provides tbe suffiCiently bbjectfve 
and systematic information on specific series needed for tbe con
sumer guide fnnction. The two content analyses conducted by Clark 
and Blankenburg and Gerbner yield information on overall pattern 
and trends, and are potentially useful for the public policy purpose. 
Furthermore, on tbeir common variable they demonstrate encourag-
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ing cross-validation. The richer dimensionality of Gerbner's con
tinuing analysis renders it more useM in terms of a range of meas
ures to be included in a violence "profile" rather than a mere 
"rating." 

Everyone would agree with Coffiu and Tuchman that a vital step 
in. the development of any rating system would require "research 
designed to discriminate between 'harmM' and 'harmless' [television] 
violence."" Bnt there is a basic confusion running not only through 
their paper, but also through much of the current discussion about 
a rating system. It is the confusion between research on the effects 
of televised violence and the reliable determination of violent action 
in television programs. The latter can provide the basis for research 
about the role of symbolic functions of dramatic violence in real-life 
conceptions and behavior, but not the other way around. 

To say that the proper course of action is first to understand the 
effects of televised violence, and then to measure it in terms of the 
particular psychological or sociological effects that matter is a 
prime example of this confusion. Scientific study should begin with 
the reliable determination of common message elements and not with 
presumed social, moral or policy effects of unknown or vaguely 
specified messages. For example, the speculation that violence in a 
humorous context has no serious effect is not borue out in any re
search. To weight slapstick violence less heavily than serious dra
matic violence may seem to be conventional wisdom, but in fact it 
is scientifically unacceptable. Humor may be the best vehicle for the 
effective cultivation of certain definitions, images and attitudes. 

In the meantime, the reports of the Surgeon General's Committee 
(of which Dr. Coffin was a member) have indicated a sufficiently 
strong relationship between violent tendencies and the sheer fre
quency of exposure to any TV violence to suggest a public health 
problem. Therefore, one can no longer argue that there is no in
formation on the effects of even gross measures of violence. 

What is needed for a more precise definition of the nature of these 
effects is the systematic and cumulative indexing of unambiguous 
message configurations which can then be related to (but not equated 
with) viewer perceptions and coguitions. This is what our studies 
attempt to provide. 
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THOMAS E. COFFIN and SAM TUCHMAN 

A Question of Validity: 
Some Comments on "Apples, 
Oranges, and the Kitchen Sink" 

W RILE Eleey, Gerbner, and Tedesco raise a nnmber of tech
nical issues about our paper (e.g., shonid we have employed 

rank-order correlations rather than product-moment correlations?), 
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these tend to be rather minor and peripheral points which do not gei!' 
to the really essential differences between ns. Accordingly, ratherf 
than try to respond to these varions points individnally in the limited 
space available, we feel that it is more useful to bring into sharpet 
focus some of the more basic issues. 

The central-thrust "Of,their comments seems to be that it was not 
appropriate for us to compare the Gerbner studies with other pub"' 
lished research on violence content in television programs, since these. 
latter studies lack the scientific objectivity, the measures of reliability, 
and the procedural documentation found in the Gerbner stndies. We 
agree that the other studies lack the aura of scientism surrounding' 
the Gerbner studies. However, We would snggest that the collective 
common-sense judgments of television programs obtained from 
parents, teachers, journalists, television critics, etc., should not be 
lightly dismissed merely because they are based on subjective evalna; 
tions rather than rigorons measurement procedures, or because their 
reports do not contain reliability coefficients or fuJI procedural 
documentation. 

This raises what is perhaps the most fundamental difference be, 
. tween us. Eleey, Gerbner, and Tedesco place particular emphasis on 

the high degree of reliability of the Gerbner study measures; the fact 
. that there is good inter-rater correlation in rating programs. As, 
suredly, reliability is important. But even more important, in oui 
estimation, is validity. Are the specific actions that Gerbner's analysts 
categorize as "violent" actually violent in a socially meaningful sense?' 
Do these actions represent the kinds of violence on television which 
have prompted gennine social concern--1lhootings, knifings fist,' 
fights, etc.? It is in this critical area of validity that real questions 
mnst be raised about the Gerbner studies. 

We first became aware of these problems when we delved behin" 
the summary statistics in the earlier Gerbner studies to determine 
exactly which programs were classified as violent. Curionsly, in therr. 
article EJeey, Gerbner, and Tedesco claim that their design "does 
not generate data about specific programs [po 24]." In point of fact, 
however, data on "number of violent acts" are contained for specific' 
programs in their 1967-1969 studies. Interestingly, though, after 
1969 their published reports have omitted program-by-program re7 
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suIts, so that it is not now possible for the researcher to go behind 
the averages. 

Where we did have this opportunity, we found to our surprise that 
, a substantial number of programs classified as violent (i.e., contain
ing at least one "violent act") were actually situation comedies. For 
example, 13 of the 45 prime-time programs (29% that Gerbner 
classified as violent in 1969 turned out to be comedy shows. As we 
noted, one of the most violent shows that season, according to the 
Gerbner study, was the fantasy comedy, "I Dream of Jeannie," which 
is about the playful antics of a genie. Even "My World and Welcome 
to It," focusing on a gentle James Thurber character, was scored as 
containing two "violent acts" in a single episode. 

Not only did such classifications seem anomalous from a common
sense point of view, they did not even square with Gerbner's own 
rather stringent definition of violence as "the overt expression of 
physical force against others or self, or the compelling of action 
against one's will on pain of being hurt or killed." All the coefficients 
of reliability in the world could not convince somebody really fa
niiliar, say, with the Thurberesque "My World and Welcome to It" 
that this is properly classified as a violent television show. 

These initial doubts about the validity of the Gerbner violence 
index led us therefore to compare Gerbner with other published 
studies in this area. As our article indicates, the other studies are 
substantially out of joint with the Gerbner studies, while agreeing 
quite closely with one another. While these studies of course have 
various methodologiCal limitations, we feel that the substantial dis
crepancies between them and the Gerbner studies confirm the initial 
common-sense doubts regarding the basic validity of Gerbner's data. 

. It should be emphasized that we would not be raising these' ques
hons about the validity of the Gerbner violence index if ,the index 
Were being used as originally intended, as a sociological indicator of 
the role of television drama in refiecting power relationships in our 
SOciety. However, the fact is that the Gerbner violence index has 
been utilized not merely as a sociological indicator, but aiso as a tool 
for social policy on television programming. For such purposes, we 
feel, it is essential that the data to be employed have validity, not 
merely reliability. 
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MICHAEL F. ELEEY, GEORGE GERBNER, and 
NANCY TEDESCO 

Validity Indeed! 

A UTHORS Coffin and Tuchman bring their discussion to rest;;'. ;~l 
fi the consideration of validity, as they see it. Their argumelll,~ 
however, is not with the validity of our data, but really with tJ1lijJ 
validity of the definition of violence we have employed. Their choice) 
of validation criteria reveals once again a basic confusion betwee#; 
studies of content and investigations of effects, a confusion in whiq~ 
the logical order of this research is reversed. The task of conten(l 
studies is to provide reliable assessments of images, which can the~i, 
be related to studies of effects. To predicate analyses of content QP"i: 
the basis of presumed effects is. an uncritical approach. "1,':1 

This confnsion leads Coffin and Tuchman to maintain, for exampf~:i 
that violence in humorous' contexts is of no concern, for its inCl~;il 
sion runs contrary to the popular wisdom of parents, teacher#: 
journalists, critics, and the like. To be valid, they say, a definiti"Ai 
of violence must correspon<Lwith· those effects that "have promptell! 
genuine social concern-shootings, knifings, fistfights, etc. [po 321'ti 
Why not relate symbolic violence to fear? To learning how to !Xl" 
a victim? To feelings of panic or power? Or to the peaceful aceep!;'! 
ance of violence? These are equally plausible behavioral outcome~ 
or effects. i',;: 

I::) 

Why not assume that by demonstrating power and differenti~ 
risks in life, violent symbolic portrayals accomplish the tasks of relllf 
life violence in a cheaper and more entertaining way? Why n~: 
assume that situationcomedies'and'''gentle'' Thurberesque Charact~: 
(the repressed frustrations and violent fantasies of Walter MittY: 
come to mind) are especially effective devices for accomplishing tli~1 
social functions of symboliC violence? These are equally plausi1?!¥ 
assumptions, but if one adopts Coffin and Tuchman's "commoD.~1 
sense" restrictions a priori, one could never determine which we:~ 

)fi1! 
ic'i! 
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the most "likely" or important effects. We are all children of our 
culture, and only to the exteut that we can critically examine its 
axioms will our research elucidate its dynamics and structure. 

It is obvious that validity in communications research cannot be 
assumed to rest in a naive semantic correspondence between a sym
bol and a certain arbitrarily selected type of behavior. To do so is 
to beg the very question that communications researchers shonld try 
to answer. That question is: What types and ranges of conceptions 
and behavior (other than naive semantic equivalents) do symbolic 
representations in fact cuitivate? 

Coffin and Tuchman's "validity" is like that of the alchemist, so 
hypnotized by the elusive prospect of creating gold that he over
looks the more profound and varied results of his experiments. 
Symbolic violence may have a variety of functions, of which some 
may have no more to do with violent action than dreaming of falling 
has to do with gravity. If the researcher makes up his mind about 
this vit31 'connection before he begins, he cannot possibly come to a 
sound-let alone valid--conclusion. We have attempted to avoid 
such unvalidated preconceptions in our studies, and thus have delib
erately included symbolic violence in all its contexts. This is not 
to say that we ignore contextual aspects; in all our reports detailed 
breakdowns are provided separately for comedies and serious dramas, 
for cartoous and noncartoons, and for several other contextual cate
,gories. 

To the extent that we avoid simplistic preconceptions and employ 
a stringent definition of violence, our studies Should differ from 
others selected by Coffin and Tuchman to lit their presumptions. But 
here we leave it to the reader to decide whether the techuical issues 
we raised earlier are really so minor as Coffin and Tuchman would 
have us believe. We only reiterate that closer attention to the meth
odolOgical aspects iuvolved leads to a comparative picture quite dif-
ferent from the one they have advanced. ' 
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