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Growing Up With Television . 

. The Demonstration of Power: Violence 
Profile No. 10 

by George Gerbner, Larry Gross, Nancy Signorielli, Michael 
Morgan, and Marilyn Jackson-Beeck . 

Annual progress report sums up findings suggesting thaI 
fear and inequity may be lelevision's most pervasive· 
lessons; 1978 Index .hows violence up in children's hours. 

"Then," asked Socrates in Plato's Republic, "shall we simply allow our children 
to listen to any stories that anyone happens to make up, and so receive into their 
minds ideas often the very opposite of those we shall think they ought to have 
when they grow up?" 

Plato was probably not the first to articulate a concern over the effects of 
story-telling on young minds; he certainly was not the last. Parents have always 
been understandably wary of those who wish to entertain or educate their chil
dren. 

, . TraditiOlially, the ·only acceptaDle extra-familial storytellers were those cer
tified by religious institutions. With the growth of educational institutions, also 
.originally religious, a new group of storytellers interceded between children and 
'the world. 

The emergence of mass media fundamentally altered the picture. Children. 
were increasingly open to influences which parents, priests, and teachers could 
not monitor or control. Beginning with the widespread availability of printed 
materials f!lr the literate, enlarged by the availability of movies and radio, and· 
culminating with the omnipresence of television, the opportunities for children 
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to directly consume mass-produced stories have rivaled traditional methods of' 
instruction about the world. Plato's ancient question reverberates vividly for 
parents as they confront today's storyteller. 

The televised stories that generate the most concern seem to be those that 
contain scenes of violence. Why should this be? Even when committed in the 
name of law and order, acts of physical aggression are suspected of inciting im
pressionable viewers to commit similar acts. This is, as we shall see later, an in
variable reaction of "established c1asses"-adults in this case--when members 
of "subservient.c1asses"--children, here--are exposed to mass-mediated stories. 

Another reason for concern about TV violence is the frequency of aggressive 
acts depicted in television drama, particularly in programs aimed specifically at 
children. It has often been noted that by the time the average American child 
graduates from high school, he or she will have seen more than 13,000 ,violent 
deaths on television. Given the shecr'aniou'ilt of children's potential exposure to 
televised violence, we worry that children will become jaded, desensitized, and 
inured- to violence no't only on television but in real life as well. 
. • In the thirty years that we have lived with television, public concern with 
the medium's predilection for violence has been reflected in at least eight sepa
rate congressional heari~gs. a special report to the ,National Commission on the 
Causes and Prevention of Violence in 1969, and a massive study of television 
and social behavior con\missioned by the Surgeon Ceneral. These hearings and 
reports have focused largely on the prevalence and effects of televised violence 
and culminated in a five-volume report issued in 1972 (2). In the years since 
1972, the flow· of research and debate has continued. While scientific caution re
quires us to proceed car~fully, some conclusions can be drawn from the wealth 
of data and evidence that has been accumulated. 

First, violence is a frequent and consistent featu~e of television drama. In 
. our research violence. is defined as the overt expression of physical force, with or 
without a weapon, against self or other, compelling action against one's will on 
pain of being hurt or killed, or actually hurling or killing. Using this definition 
we have been analyzing a sample of prime-time and weekend morning network 
dramatic television programs annually since 1967-68 and have found that, on 
the average, 8 out of every IO programs and 6 out of every 10 major characters 
are involved in violence. The average rate of ep!sodes of violence has been 7Ih 
per hour, and in weekend daytime children's programs, violent episodes average 
almost 18 per hour. 

Second, there appears to be a justifiable fear that viewing televised violence 
will make people, children in particular, somewhat more likely to commit acts 
of violence themselves. At the time of the Surgeon General's report in 1972, 
about 50 experimental studies indicated that viewing violence increases the 
likelihood of children engaging in violent behavior, at least in the short-term 
context of the laboratory. Although the experimental findings are not always 
generalizable to real-life situations in which many other behavioral factors, e.g., 
reprisal, are included, the impact of these experimental studies was strength
ened by survey reSearch which found positive correlations bet:ween everyday vi-
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flOf course it makes a biS difference whether they learned that from' some heroic John Warne 
, . movie or a cheap crime program/' 

olence viewing and aggression among adolescents in real life (I). Moreover, 
these relationships were not accounted for by other factors--socioeconomic 
status, sex, school achievement-which often prove quite helpful In explaining 
adolescent behavior. Our own research (4) also has found that young viewers· 
who watch a lot of television are more likely to agree that it is "almost always 

· all right" to hit someone "if you are mad at them for a good reason." 
Yet, if the most consistent effect of viewing television violence were that it 

incited real acts of violence, we would not need elaborate research studies; the 
·.average sibling, patent, and teachet would be reeling from the blows of televi-

· sion-stimulated aggression. Clearly this is not the case. Imitative aggression 
· . among children may be frequent but it is telatively low-level. Widely pub

licized cases of serious violence which seem to be influenced by television pro
grams or movies are rare. At any rate, spectacular cases of individual violence 
threatening the social order (unlike those enforcing it) have always been 

. "blamed" on some corrupter of youth, from Socrates through pulps, comics, and 
movies, to television. Are there no other grounds for concern? 

In order to amwer t"is question, we 
must begin with a fuller understanding 
of the total phenomenon of television. 

. All societies have ways of explaining the world to themselves and to their 
children. Socially constructed "reality" gives II coherent picture of what exists, 

. whai is important, how things are related, and what is right. The constaht cuIti-
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vation of such "realities" is the task o£N;ihfl>~S and mythologies. They legitimize 
actions along lines which are conventid~!JY,~cceptable and functional. 

Television is the mainstream of that cultural process (see 3,4). It is an agency 
of the established order and as such serves primarily to maintain, stabilize, and 
reinforce-not subvert-conventional values, beliefs, and behaviors. The goal of 
the greatest audience appeal at the least cost demands that these messages fol
low conventional social morality. 

Two further assumptions underlie our research, called Cultural Indicators. 
One is that commercial television, unlike other media, presents an orgflnically 
c9mposed total world of interrelated stories (both drama and news) produced to 
tbe same set of market specifications. Second, television audiences (unlike those 
for other media) view largely non-selectively and by the clock rather than by 
the program. Television viewing is a ritual, almost like religion, except that it is 
attended to more regularly. 

Most regular viewers are immersed in a vivid and illuminating world of tele
vision (mostly drama) which has certain repetitive and pervasive patterns. One 
feature is that men outnumber women three to one. Thus much of the action 
revolves around que;tions of social order and of power, on the streets, in the 
profeSSIOns, and in the home. 

Violence plays a key role-in television's portrayal of the social order. It is the 
simplest and cheapest dramatic means to demonstrate who wins in the game of 
life and the rules by which the game is played. It tells us who are the aggressors . 
and who are the victims. It demonstrates who has the power and who must ac
quiesce to that power. It tells us who should be feared-and by that achieves 
the goal of realclife violence. The few incidents of real-life violence it incites 
only serve to reinforce this fear. In the portrayal of violence there is a relation
ship between the roles of the violent and the victim. Both roles are there to be 
learned by the viewers. In generating among the many a fear of the power of 
the few,. television violence may achieve its greatest e/fect. 

We have addressed this hypothesis in the Cultural Indicators project by ana
lyzing the world of television drama, including measures of violence, and by de
termining the extent to which exposure to this symbolic world cultivates con- . 
ceptions about the real world among viewers. Our Violence Profile No. 10 

,. focusing on tbe 1978-79 season continues to report what we have found 

Violence in weekend children's and late evening 
programming on all three networks rose to near' 

record levels in the fall of 1978. 

The 1978 sample was composed of one week of prime-time dramatic pro
gramming and one weekend of daytime (children's) dramatic programming (8 
a.m. to 2 p.m.) for all three networks. This yielded III programs and 298 major 
characters for analysis. The levels of violence were measured by determining 
tbe prevalence and rate of violent actions and characterizations. To compute 
the Violence Index ";e sum five measures: percent of programs containing any 
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. lent incidents per hour, the percent of61l .' cters involved in any violence, and 
the percent of characters involved in ki'irfn'g. A summary of the components of 

· the annual Violence Indexeor tbe years 1967-1978 is presented in Table 1. 
The 1978 Violence Index (see Table 2) shows an increase over tbe 1977 In" 

dex for weekend children's and late evening (9-11 p.m. EST) programming, al
though a decrease was shown in the prevalence and rate of violence in tbe 
former "family hour" (8-9 p.m. EST) programs (see Figure 1). This overall in-

300 

Weekend daytime 
(Children's) program's 

8-9 p. m. EST 

l1li1977 H",,"d 1978 

, NBC 

9-11 p.m. EST 

Figure 1: Changes in Violence Index by network and program time, 1977-1~ 

crease cQmes after declines in the level of violence registered forthe 1977-78 
season and network declarations and assurances of further reductions, especially 
during children's programming hours.' 

The overall level of weekend (children's) programming containing violence 
climbed to 97.9 percent. The rate of violent incidents in children's programs 
zoomed from 15.6 per hour in 1977 to a near record level of 25.0 per hour in 
1978 (more than five times tbe prime-time rate). The index for new children's 

'programs jumped 52 points over last ye~r's index for new children's shows, the 
largest increase in any category. Continuing children's programs became more 
violent by 31 points. By contrast, continuing prime-time programs increased in 
violence by only 3 points. 

I For example, Frederick S. Pierce, President Of ABC Television, told the National Education 
. ASSOciation convention in the spring of 1978 that "we have set some speCific goals and standards for 

children's programming, A critical one has been the eljmination of interpersonaJ violence," In the 
fall. of 1978~ all measures of violence in ABC children's programming were SiPtificantly higher than 
the year before. The ABC weekend daytime rate of violent incidents per hour. for example. jumped 
from 16.0 in 1971 to 26.3 in 1978, The. ABC Violence Index for weekend daytiine prograinming in 
1978 was Its highest since our study started in 1967-68 (see Tables 2 and 3). 
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,~Table 1: Violence Index components (1967-1978) . , 

All Programs N" 

7. Prograllls v/violence 
Rate per progTam 
Rate per hour 

1. Char:u:ters involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

\i'eekend-Oaytime N" 

'%. Programs w/vio1ence. 
Rate per program 
Rate' per hour 

't Characters involved 
in "iolenee 

Violence Index 

Prime-Time N" 

i Programa w/violence 
Rate ,per program 
Rate per hoor 

'%. Characters involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

8~9 P,M, EST N 

t Programs w/violence 
Rate pel' program 
Rate per hOUr 

't Characters involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

9-11 P,M, EST. N 

't Progrsms w/violenee 
Rate per progr4111 
Rate per hour 

't Characters involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

183 

81,4 
4.8 
7.2 

232 

80,6 
4.' 
8.1 

203 

79.8 
5.0 
7.2 

" 
72.7 
5.3 
7.0 

192' 

80.7 
5.4 

6.' 

226 

77.4 
5.2 
7.7 

no 

89.1 
6.2 

'.5 

192 

75.5 
5.0 
6.7 

lt1 

84.7 
5.8 
8.3 

69.5 65.1 58,8 55,7 64.6 64.2 74.8' 60.9 64.8 

190 

62 

93,S 
5.2 

22.3 

84.3 

242 

121 

75.2 
4.5 
5.2 

178 

107 

97.2 
6.5 

25.5 

89.7 

2SJ 

125 

66.4 
3.5 
3.' 

174 

81 

88.9 
6.0 

16.0 

13.5 

208 

122 

13.8 
4.4 
4.8 

160 183 

37 

94.6 
6.7 

13.2 

77 

93.5 
5.1 

12.2 

77.2 71.7 

212 

62 

59.7 
• 4.S 

4.' 

201 

lIS 

12.2 
5.6 
q 

177 

92 

90.2 
5.1 

14.2 

81.1 

211 

134 

66.7 
5.3 
6.0 

204 166 183 

4. 

100,0 
6 •• 

22.4 

53 

90.6 
4.' 

15.6 

48 

97.9 
7.5 

25.0 

85.6 77.2. 86.0 

'47 

61 

80.3 
5.6 
6.1 

20. 

139 

69.8 
5.0 
5.5 

249 

63 

74 .. 6 
4.5 
4.5 

1548 

79.9 
5.2 
7.5 

64.0 

178 

". 
93.7 
5.' 

17.7 

80.3 

223 

.42 

71.0 
4.8 
5.1 

64.4 49,4 53.9 41.1 60.5 55.0 67.4 55.5 52.9 55.7 

176 

74 

77.0 4.' '.4 

140 

73 

60.3 
2.8 
3.' 

159 

55 

74,S 
4.' 
4.8 

132 174 

32 54 

56,3 
4.' 
5.1 

63.0 3.' 3.' 

160 

61 

52.5 
2.7 
4.1 

183 154 153 

25 65 27 

72,0 
J.8 
4.7 

66.2 
4.2 
5.3 

59.3 
3.0 
4.0 

159 

466 

65,0 
3.8 
4.7 

66.3 46.1 50.0 40.9 46.2 37.0 55.1 53.2 39.2 49.0 

186 127 

47. 52 

72.3 
4.0 
3.8 

61.5 

162 

75.0 
4.3 
3.' 

54.2 

158 

ISO 

" 
73.1 
4.5 
4.8 

126 138 

30 61 

63.3 
4.3 
4.7 

80.3 
7.4 

••• 
57.1 41.3 12.8 

167 137 205 

104 

7J 

82.2 
7.' ••• 

68.4 

203 

145 140 116 

36 74 36 

86.1 

••• '.8 
73.0 
5.8 
5.7 

86.1 
5.' 4.' 

75.7 57.1 62.5 

209 165 180 

139 

476 

76.9 
5.7 
5.4 

61.8 

178 

1 These figures are baaed upon two aamplee collected in the fall of each of these year •• 

2 These figures are based upon two sa.,l.. f th f 11 d f h - .. eme rOl'll e, a an one rom t e spring. 

3 . 
The Fall 1977 sample consht. of two weeks of prime-time. and one weekend of daytime Ilstwor.k 
challlat:lc pTogralll8, II total of·U2 progrSm. and 585 major characters were snalyzed. 

,. The Fall 1978 laaaple Conaistl of one week of prillle-time and one weekend of daytime network 
drallllltic proSTa_ing. A totel 'of 111 programl and 298 .. Jar ,character. vere analyzed. 
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Table 2: Violence'lndex components for 1977 and 1978 by ne'twork 

A 11 'Programs N • 

?: Programs w/violenee 
Rate per program 
Rate per hOllr 

?: Characters involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

N • 

'4 Programs w/violence' 
Rate per program 
Rate pel' hour 

?: ChaJ:actel'8 involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

'Prime-Time 'N· 

?: Programs w'/violence 
Rate per program 
Rate ,per hour 

'1 Characters involvell 
in violence ' 

Violence Index 

8~9 P.M. EST N • 

'1 PJ:ograms w/violence 
Rate per program 

. Rate per hOllr 

'1 Chsracters involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

9-11 P.M. EST N • 

?: Progzams w/violenee 
Rste pel' program 
Rate per hour 

?: Charactera involved 
in violence 

Violence Index 

All Networks 

1977
1 

1978
2 

192 111 

75.5 
5.0 
6.7 

60.9 

166 

53 

90.6 
4'.9 

15.6 

77.2 

20' 

'" 
69.8 
5.0 
5.5 

55,S 

154 

" 
66,2 
4.2, 
5,3 

53.2 

140 

" 
73.0 
5.8 
5.7 

57,1 

165 

84.7 
5.8 
8.3 

64.8 

183 

48 

97.9 
7.5 

25.0 

86.0 

24' 

" 
74.6 
4.5 
4.5 

'" 
27 

59.3 
3.0" 
4.0 

39.2 

116 

36 

86.1 
5.' 4.' 

62.5 

180 

ABC 

1977
1 

1978
2 

59 35 

74.6 
4.3 
'.0 

55.8 

1S4 

16 

93.8 
5.4 

1.6.0 

79.2" 

216 

., 
67.4 

3.' 
4.5 

48.3 

136 

21 

66.7 
3.1 
.4.~ 

44.3 

126 

22 

68.2 
4.' 4.' 

51.1 

143 

88.6 
5.7 
8.1 

66.3 

100.0 
'.5 

26.3 

2S3 

24 

83.3 
3.' 
4,6 

60,0 

165 

83.3 
2.3 
3.4 

62,1 

167 

12 

83.3 
5.' 
5.4 

58.l 

164 

CBS 

1977
1 

1978
2 

80 48 

70.0 
5.0 
7.4 

58.0 

21 

85.7 
4.5 

15.2 

80,8 

20' 

59 

64.4 
5.2 6., 

51.2 

146 

27 

55.6 
4.0 
5.' 

:'6.2 

" 
71.9 .. , 
6.8 

55.3 

166 

85.4 
5.5 
'.8 

.63.9 

183 

26 

100.0 
'.7 

26.8 

86,0 

2S3 

22 

68.2 
4.0 
4.4 

44.' 

". 
8 

50.0 
2.0 
2.' 

33.3 

" 
14 

78.6 
5.2 
4.' 

50.0 

158 

NBC 

1977
1

, 1978
2 

53 28 

84.' 
5.7 
'.4 

70.1 

190 

16 

9l.8 
4.8 

15.7 

11.1 

'0' 
37 

81.1 
6.1 
5.3 

18.6 
'.5 ••• 

64.3 

11 

90.9 
7.2 

20.6 

91.3 

"8 

17 

70.6 
'.0 
'.' 

188 1.59 

17 

82.4 
5.8 
5.4 

76.6 

188 

20 

80.0 
'.3 
5.3 

66.7 

188 

7 

28.6 5.' 5.' 
20.7 

72 

10 

100.0 
'.3 
4.1 

84.4 

230 

1 The Fall 1977 sample consists of two weeks of prlme-tilMl a!lld one weekend of dayt1lro8 n.t~k 
dramatic progrsms, A total of 192 programl and 585 major i::hlracterl ",ere anllyzed. 

a The Fall 1978 semple coneista of one week of prillle~time Ind on. weekend of daytime aetvork 
dra1DliUe programs. A total of 111 prograllla «nd 298 1I\IIIjo," eharaetel's vere InalJ&ed. 
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Breaking down the figures by networks, both ABC and CBS boosted the vio- . 
lence saturation of children's programs to 26.3 and 26.8 incidents per hour, re
spectively-a record high for both networks. NBC's rate went up to 20.6, its 
fourth highest level. Major characters involved in violence in children's pro
grams climbed from nearly eight to almost nine out of ten. Figure 2 compares 
the components of the Violence Index for 1977 and 1978. 

100 
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o 
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50 

o 

100 

50 

o 

Vio/tlne, measures for w(J(lkend daylimtl (chilr/rtJn's) programs 

Percent of pr"groms 
with ony violence 

CBS NBC 

Role per hour 

8-9 p.m. EST 

9-11 p.m. EST 

ABC CBS NBC 

1!!iZ11977 t'",'"",'d 1978 

Percent of characters 
involved in vjolence 

ABC CBS NBC 

Figure 2: Changes in Viole~ce Index components 'by network and program time, 19".1978 
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A summary of long-term trends can be seen in Table 3. The late evening in
crease in violence was due primarily to NBC's increase in violent programming, 

. followed by ABC, but not CBS. However, NBC also led in reducing early eve
ning prime-time violence to' its lowest level on record. Unlike the other net
works, ABC increased its violent programming in. the former "family hour," as 
well as the late evening and weekend daytime hours. Figures 3 and. 4 present 
long-term trends for children's and prime-time programming overall and by 
network. 

300 VIOLENCE IN 

__ ..... weekend daytimi1 (children's) ,pro9roms 
J . 

"----.-.-::<: ............ . " .- ...... • '\. .0. • •• ,,0 
.. ~ •••• -............. ..,,0 9-llp.m. EST .00 •• -, ,. ....... .::,....... -, ,---..... 

"'..... ...._............. tI', ............ 

. ' .... 1 
8-9 p.m. EST 

200 

100 

1967_ 1969- 1971- 1973 1974- 1975- 1975 1971 1918 
1968 1910 1912 1915 1916 

Figure 3: Violence index in 'children's ilnd prime-time progrJmming, 1961 .. 1918 

The portrayal of violence on television drama also continues to demonstrate 
a pattern of unequal relative risks among characters of different age, sex, and so
cial groups. Over the past ten years our research has shown that certain groups 
of dramatic characters consistently were victimized more often than they com
mitted a violent act. As can be seen in Table 4, these include women of all ages, 
but especially young adult and elderly women, as well as young boys, non
whites, foreigners, and both members of the lower and upper (but not middle) 
classes. In 1978, the relative risks of female victimization further increased. In 
1977 there were 1.05 male and 1.13 female victims for every male or female viC' 
lent. IIi 1978, the male ratio of risk roseto 1.21 but the female ratio rose to 2.14. 
Female victimization increased the most for weekend children's programming, 
rising from 1.09 in 1977 to 2.80 in 1978. 

Having established thaI violence has continued to be an integral part of dra
matic programming, what can we say about the viewers' perceptions of social 
reality? Our findings continue to S):lOW stable associations between patterns of 
TV content and conceptions of social reality held by heavy viewers. The current 
analyses are hased on data collected from two samples of adolescents, one from 
a public school in suburban/rural New Jersey (N = 447) and one from a New 
York City s,!hool (N = 140). Students filled out questionnaires which offered two 

185 



Tobie 3: Summory 01 Violence Inde. (1967-1978) 

111 22 34Change 
~ 69-70 71-72 !!U. 74-75 ~ ~ illl 1978 1977 to 1978 

A 11 Pro gr31D1I 
Prime-Time 
Weekend-Morning 

190 178 174 
116 140 159 
242 253 208 

8-9 P.M. EST Progralll8 
9-11 P,M. EST Progralll8 

186 127 150 
162 158 167 

Cartoona 
TV Phys 
Movies 

246 254 224 
173 137 140 
211 198 226 

Comic Tone program. 144 183 144 
Prime-Time 
Weekend -Dayt ble 

108 72 76 
222 265 202 

Serious Tone Programs 
Prime-Tillie 
Weekend -Da)'t1lDe 

Continued program. 182 
Pl;'ime-Time 171 
Weekend-Daytime 231 

,!:~ Programs 201 
Prime-Tillltl 184 
W'eekend-DaytilDe 253 

Action Program. 236 
P.rime-Tlme 237 
Weekend-Daytime 256 

ABC J>rogrtllU 210 
CBS ProgralllS 159 
NBC ProgralDlll 204 

Prilne-Time Programs 
ABC 203 
eRS 128 
}'"BC 201 

8-9 P.M. EST Programs 
ABC 200 
ClIS 157 
NIlC 201 

9-11 P.M. EST Programs 
ABC 209 
CBS 92 
NBC 201 

Action Programs 
ABC 241 
CBS 234 
NBC 235 

weekend -Daytime Prograllll 
ABC 242 
ClIS 257 
NBC 229 

Cartoon programs 
ABC 242 
CBS 157 
NBC 237 

187 
187 
20' 

173 
149 
251 

188 
119 
256 

162 
173 
204 

11' 
129 
176 

lOS 
123 
In 

14' 
137 
196 

223 
238 
221 

239 
250 
218 

239 
252 
280 

208 
210 16, 
175 
lSS 
217 

172 
166 
192 

220 
223 
225 

159 
170 
195 

146 
150 
187 

140 
132 
175 

lSO 
161 
200 

22S 
230 
209 

192 
210 
220 

22' 
219 2" 

160 183 177 
132· 174 160 
212 202 21~ 

126 138 104 
137 205 203 

218 207 228 
122 157 149 
186 258 252 

149 171 162 
43 54 70 

225 226 229 

197 211 
200 217 
178 168 

•••. ~.>-" ." 

20. 
m 
183 

159 183 181 
135 170 168, 
222 209 207 

163 . 181 168 
124 188 145 
202 169 221 

212 '224 213 
21] 237 220 
218 201 206 

138 188 186 
174 173 153 
172 189 194 

101 196 '180 
152 152 122 
147 178 182 

120 181 129 
127 112 46 
136 119.. 133. 

79 210 222 
174 187 171 
161 224 "222 

196 232 211 
238 235 224 
211 209 207 

208 178 200 
238 213 , 210 
202 213 227 

208 178 202 
238 219 240 
215 233 258 

204 166 183 
183 154· 153 
247 209 249 

145 140 116 
209 165 '180 

273 228 252 
185 137 137 
220 '265 248 

227 151 203 
131 99 119 
270 241 274 

216 203 192 
214 209 183 
228 181 230 

197 174 190 
180 166 169 
244 215 246 

216 154 165 
192 134 112 
250 203 255 

231 214 20Y' 
234 219 185 
230 209 239 

207 154 186 
182 159 183 
224 190 179 

196 136 165 
150 146 136-
212 188 159 

197 126 167 
102 123 93 
139 188 72 

196 143 164 
175 166 158 
282 188 230 

251 208 230 
206 231 192 
234 204 202 

237 216 253 
239 206 253 
264 206 238 

239 217 253 
263 243 260 
13) 219 238 

+17 
-1 
->40 

-24 
+15 

+24 
o 

-17 

+52 
+20 
+33 

-ll 
-26 

"" 
H' 
+ 3 
+3l 

HI 
_22 
+52 

- , 
-34 
+30 

+32 
+24 
-ll 

+29 
-10 
-29 

->41 
-30 

-116 

+21 
- 8 
->4' 

+22 
-39 _ 2 

+37 
->4, 
+32 

+36 
+17 
+19 

1 These figures are' based upoa ,two samples collected in the fall of each of these years. 

2 These figutes are based Uplm t1l'0 samples -- one from the fall and oae from· the apring. 

3' The, Fall 1977 sample condsts of two weeks of prime-time and one weekend-morning of netwoJ:'k 
dramatiC programs, 

4 The Fall 1978 sample consiste of one 1I'eek of prble-tlme and one _eJtend of daytime' network 
dr_tic programming. A, total of 111 programs and 298 IlI8jor characters were analyzed. 
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Figure 4: Violence Index by ne,awork and program time, 1967~1978 

3 

3 

answers to each question, one answei based on facts or statistics (or some other 
view of reality): and one "television ahswer," which expresses the "facts" as de
picted on TV. Information on viewing habits and demographic variables was 
also requested and is summarized in Figure 5. 

Tables 5-8 summarize the results' in four areas ~f investigation-chances of 
involvement in violence, fear of walking alone at night, perceived activities of 

.. .2 The full analysis. inc1uding all tables summarized in this article, is presented in (5). 
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Date 

Location 

Sampling 

Number of 
res~ondents 

Collecting 
organization 

Method of 
collection 

Demographic 
characteristics 

Sex 

Grade in 
school 

Age 

Perceived 
ethnicity 

Parents' 
education 

TVyiewing 
light 

heavy 

Newspaper 
reading 

light 
medium 
heavy 

New Jersey school children " New York school children 

Oec. 76; May 77 June" 

Rural/suburban New York City 
New Jersey 

Student population Population of 10 to 17 
of a public middle year aids at a.New York 
school private 'school 

447 140 

Cultural Indicators Cullurallndicators 

Self-administered Self-administered 
. questionnaire questionnaire 

:I. :I. 

boys 45.9 '. boys 51.4 
girls 54.1 girls 48.6 

seventh 47.7 5-8 51.4 
eighth .52.3 ' 9-12 49.6 

X= 13.09 X= 14.1 

American 76.4 American 69.1 
Hal ian 7.2 Italian 0.7 
Black, Afro 0.8 Black. Afro 8.8 
jewish 4.1 . Jewish 6.6 
German 1.3 German 1.5 
Irish 1.5 Irish 0.7 
Other 8.7 Other 12.6 

Neither went Neither went 
to coll~ge 42.0 to college 10.8 
father or both father or both 
went to college 58.0 went to college 89.2 

up to 2 hrs/day 
4 hrs/day 43.6 or less' 51.5 
4 hrs & up/day 56.4 Over 2 hrs/day 49.5 

almost never 15.0 alm~st never 14.3 
once in a while 46.1 once in a while 46.4 
almost daily 38.9 . almost daily 39.3 

figure 5: Adolescent data bases used in cultivation analysis 

the police, and mistrust. Three measures are provided for each question-the 
percent of light viewers who give the answer that reflects the television world 
(the "television answer"), the Cultivation Differential or CD (percent of heavy 
viewers minus the percent of light viewers giving the "television answer" 
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within a comparison group), and the gamma coefficient (with the statistical sig
nificance indicated by asterisks).3 

The percent of heavy viewers who responded in terms of the television 
world can be determined by adding the Cultivation Differential to the percent 
of light viewers. For example, in Table 5 we see that 62 percent of the light 
viewers in the New Jersey school sample overestimated the proportion of 
people involved in violence. Since the CD is + 11, the percent' of heavy viewers 
responding in this way would be 73 percent. Finally, two numbers of respond
ents (Ns) are reported-the overalJ number of children responding to the ques
tion and the total number of light viewers who gave the "television answer." 

These analyses reveal that adolescent heavy viewers see the world as more 
violent and express more fear than do light viewers in a variety of ways, ranging 
from estimates of the number of people involved in violence, to perceived dan
ger, to assumptions about the use of violence by the police. 

Heavy viewers in both the New York and New Jersey schools are more likely 
than light viewers to overestimate the number of people involved in violence 
and the proportion of people who commit serious crimes (see Table 5). In the 
New York sample, the finding is especiaIJy strong for boys, those of lower so
~ioeconomic status, those who have not had a personal or family experience as a 
victim, and those with middle or low achievement scores. In the New Jersey 
sample, the relationship is stronger among girls, frequent newspaper readers, 
and heavy TV news viewers, as well as among those whose fathers (Jidnot at
tend college. Despite these variations, the association remains consistently posi
tive for each comparison group: heavy viewers in every case are more likely 
than are light viewers to believe that a greater number of people are regularly 
involved in violence. Similarly, heavy viewers in the New Jersey sample are 
generaIJy more likely to overestimate how many people commit serious crimes. 
The relationship is the strongest among females and occasional newspaper read
ers. 

Most of the New Jersey students (about 80 percent) feel that it is dangerous 
to walk alone in a city at night (see Table 6). Yet within every comparison 
group, heavy viewers are mOTe likely than light viewers to express this opinion. 
This pattern is most evident among girls, occasional newspaper readers, a,nd in
frequent viewers of network news. Although most consider it dangerous, there is 
a fair degree of variation in who is afraid to walk alone in a city at night. The 
New Jersey shldents are more afraid than the New York students; in both sam
ples and again, especially in New Jersey, the females are considerably more 
afraid. Within every group, however, heavy viewers are more likely than are 
light viewers to express this fear. This pattern is not as consistent in the New 
York sample, although it persists notably for females, those of lower SES, low 
achievers, and those who have not been victims of crime. 

3 ]n the" New Jersey sample light viewers are those who watch less than four hours of television 
a day; in the New York sample light viewers watch leSs than two bours of television a day. The lev-' 
els of viewing are determined by a median split of the samp1es. 

190 

j 
.2 
> 
c 
.~ 

""'\:: NO 
++ ++ 

~M 

++ 
Nl' 
++ 

~ .. 
++ ~""':::l: ~ ... + + + + 

I -!,. 
>Z 

w 

.: '0 

191 



192 

0' f'" 

U + 

.. 
+ 

.~ 

+ + 

::>:<) 
1+ 

o~ 

+ + 

N" ., 

~N 

++ 
~N 

++ 

~""!::; 
+++ 

'-0"'1 ... ...., 

+++ ++ 

M~ 
1 + 

Responses to a question about one's willingness to walk alone .at night in 
<me's own neighborhood show a strong and consistent relationship between the 
amount of viewing and being afraid. Females and young students are more 
afraid overall; these two groups also show the strongest relationship between 
amount of television viewing and expressing the fear of walking alone at night 
in one's own neighborhood. 

Television viewing also seems to contribute to adolescents' images and as~ 
sumptions about law enforcement procedures and activities. Among the New 
Jersey students, more heavy than light viewers in every subgroup believe that 
police must often use force and violence at a scene of violence (see Table 7). 
Among the New York students, there is a consistent.positive relationship be
"tween amount of viewing and the perception of how many times a day a police
man pulls out his gun. Adolescents in New Jersey show a positive relationship 
across the board between amount of viewing and the tendency to believe that 
policemen who shoot at running persons actually hit them. 

Finally, adolescent heavy viewers also tend to express mistrust in people and 
to express the belief that people are selfish (see Table 8). Although the differ
ences are not as pronounced as they are for violence- and fear-related questions, 
the patterns are stable across most groups. Those who watch more television re
main more likely to say that people "are mostly just looking oul for themselves" 
(rather than trying to be helpful) and that one "can't be too careful in dealing 
with people" (rather than that they can be trusted). 

These findings provide considerable support for the conclusion that heavy 
television viewers percei,ve social reality differently from iight television'view
ers, even when other factors are held constant. There is considerable variation 
between groups in the scope and magnitude of these patterns: the extent of tele
vision's contribution is mediated, enhanced, or diminished by powerful per-. 
sonal, social, and cultural variables, as well as by other information sources. Yet 
the relationships remain positive in almost every case. The amount of viewing 
makes a consistent difference in the responses of these adolescents, even the 
"more sophisticated," "less impressionable" New Yorkers. 

Parallel results were also found for a slightly younger age group. In a survey 
of 2200 seven- to eleven-year-old children and their parents conducted by the 
Foundation for Child Development, a significant relationship was found be

. tween amount of television viewing and violence-related fears even with con
·trols for age, sex, ethnic background, vooabulary, and the child's own reports of 
victimization (7). We may conclude, then, that heavy viewers' expressions of 
fear and interpersonal mistrust, assumptions about the chances of encountering 
violence, and images of police activities can be traced in part to television por
hayals. 

Given these findings that heavy TV viewing cultivate~ fear of violence, why 
is the most vocal concern about TV-incited violence? The privileges of power 
'most jealously guarded are those of violence and sex. In the public realm it is 
government that claims the legal prerogative to commit violence (in defense of 
law, order, and national security), and to regulate the commission and depiction 
of sexual actS (in defense of "decency"). In the private realm parents assert the 
same . prerogatives over their children-the power to determine the range of 
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TableS: Summary of cultivation analyses focusing upon mistrust and alienatIon 

Percent saying that you Percent saying that 
must be careful in people are selfish 

dealing with peopleoll tather.than helpfulb 

New 'ersey (N - 420)' New Jersey (N - 413)e 

% lighl % light 
viewersc CDd gamma viewersc CDd gamma 
IN = 97) (N -101) 

Overall 52 +10 .21* 56 +8 .17* 
controlling for: :-
Sex 
Male 56 +10 .21 62 +2 .OS 

Female 48 +12 .22* 50 +13 .27' 
Grade in school 

7th 49 +16 .32"u 56 +3 .06 
8th 54 + 5 .10 56 +13 .26· 

Ethnic groue: 
Ethnic 62 2 -.03 60 +7 .16 
Non~ethnjc 48 +14 ·,28** 53 +9 .19 

News~aeer reading 
Every day 49 +16 .31· 59 +4 .10 
Sometimes 55 +6 .12 54 +10 .20 

Network news 
watching 

Almost daily 53 . +13 .26 57 0 -.00 
Once in a while 53 +8 .16 57 + 5 .12 
Hardly ever 48 +13 .26 52 +18 .36' 

Father's "education 
No college 56 +12 .23 60 + 5 .10 
Some college 48 + 8 .17 54 +3 .06 

• P'" .05 (Iau) 
** p '5 .01 (tau) 
a flCan most people be trusted, or do you think ~hat you can't be too careful'in dealing 

with people?" 
b "Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful, or that they are mostly 

just looking out for themselves?" 
C Percent of light viewers giving the television answer 
d CD (Cultivation Differential) is the percent of heavy viewers minus the ~rcent of light 

viewers giving the "television answer." 
C Total number of respondents 

permissible and forbidden behavior. It would stand to reason, therefore, that the 
representatives of established order would be more worried about television vio
lence as a threat to their monopoly over physical coercion, however limited that 
threat might be, than about insecurities that drive people to seek protection and 
to accept control. 

In 1776 John Adams wrote tbat fear is the foundation of most governments. 
By demonstrating the workings of a social power hierarchy, television .drarna 
may contribute to the cultivation of assumptions tbat tend to maintain this hier
archy. The durable message of unequal power and victimization in tfllevision vi-. 
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olence is clear. Any real-life violence that television incites may serve to rein
force the fear created py symbolic violence.' 

Tne meaning of violence is in the kinds of social relationships it presents and 
the lessons of power-and fear of power-that may be derived from them. Con
ventional wisdom and fearful people, themselves victimized by images of vio
lence around them, might stress the one or two in a thousand who imitate vio
lence and threaten society. But it is just as important to . look at the large 
majority of people who become more fearful, insecure, and dependent on au
thority, and who may grow up demanding protection and eVen welcoming re
pression in the name of security. The most significant and recurring conclusion 
of our long-range study is that one correlate of television viewing is a height-· 
ened and unequal sense of danger and risk in a mean and selfish world. 
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.. A striking example of what we mean can be found in Tale$ of a Fourth--Grade Nothing, a story 
book in its fourteenth printing by Den Publishing Company, sold coast-ta-coast. Chapter 4 begins 
this way: 

We live near Centr.al Park. ... Jimmy Fargo has been mugged three times-twtce for his bicycle 
and once /or, his money . ... I've never been mugged. But sooner or later 1 probably wUl be. Mil 
father fuM me what fu do. Give the muggers WMtever 'hey want and ''lI no. w gel hi. on 'M 
~ Sometim.e.s after you're mugged. you get to go to polke headquarters. You look at a bunch 

196 ofpictul'8$ ofcrooks fu see if you can recognize lheguy. thaI mugged yo •. 


