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IMPACT OF }!EDIA ON FAMILIES 

• 
We have been examining how the mass media portray families. We now turn 

to a consideration of the impact media have on families. First, we will sum-

marize research on the uses and functions of television within the family. 

This closely related to the next section, which reviews research on the 

family viewing context. Then, we will look at the consequences of this family 

viewing environment on television's effects. Finally, we discuss the kinds of 

family life expectations television may cultivate. 

How Families Use Television 

Bryce (1980) provides a rich source of qualitative, ethnographic data 

about the roles television may play in the family. She describes a large set 

of activities, functions, and consequences that derive from the way families 

live w.ith television. For one thing, television can playa role in the way 

families organize their time. "It can set a schedule according to which the 

other activities of the group are planned ..... It Television can also become a 

clock", punctuating the hours with recognized and patterned programs against 

which the individual regularly schedules his use of time." In some homes it 

provides a backdrop for other activities, or it can draw attention away from 

conversation or distract family members from other activities. 

Bryce also argues that the medium has implications' for the use of the 

physical environment. "It can draw families together into a viewing setting, 

and it can isolate them as well. It interacts with the social and physical 

spaces of the home to influence who does what with whom, and even the postural 

or kinetic features of that interaction." 

She points out a number of other important processes: 

Television may also act as an agenda setter for families. 
Topics of conversation, plans for future activities (including 
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television viewing), questions, play activities, life goals and 
reading interests may be inserted into the family cont.ext through 
exposure to the medium, whether by viewing directly or through 
interaction with others who have come in contact with television 
related topics. 

Finally, Bryce notes that television can mediate the ways families talk 

to one another in the horne. "It can change the channels of information flow 

in the horne, and create situations where young children have control of 

information which their elders then request of them." 

This type of research is an excellent way to focus closely upon under-

lying processes, or to generate suggestions and hypotheses for further research. 

But the small sample size (five families) precludes confident generalizations. 

Larger, quantitative studies provide important findings which touch on many of 

the issues Bryce raises. A number of survey-type studies have examined the 

ways in which families use television, as well as the functions television may 

serve within the family. LoScituo (1972) notes that television often serves 

as a topic of conversation among family members, and Lyle and Hoffman (1972) 

suggest that this occurs more often for girls. Jeffries-Fox (1977) found that 

adolescents probably talk about media -- both reading and TV content -- far 

more with friends than with family. She also found that relatively little of 

this discussion represented critical treatment of the content; most consisted 

of referring to specific incidents in a story (e.g., the "good parts" or the 

"scarey parts") or was simply of the "Did you see Laverne and Shirley last night?" 

variety. She also argues that children and adolescents. may in some sense be 

held "responsible" for being aware of certain aspects of media, in that one's 

family and friends could expect him or her "to know what happened on the latest 

episode of a favorite TV program." 

Despite the popular myth that children are commonly punished by depriving 
\ 

them of television, Lyle and Hoffman found that mothers use television more 

often as a reward than as punishment. ;The extension of viewing" hours is often 
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the prize for some approved behavior or performance. 

We will deal below with the extent to which families argue over certain 

aspects of television, such as program choices. Before that, however, it is 

important to understand whether television in general represents a source of 

increased conflict in the family, or whether it might actually help reduce tension. 

Maccoby (1954) found a relationship between how much television kinder

garteners watch and their level of adjustment in the family. This relationship 

varied in an interesting way along social class lines. Among the upper middle 

class, at least in 1954, neither children nor parents watched a great deal of 

television -- except for poorly adjusted children who eVidently used television 

to get away from their parents. Among those of lower class, however, there was 

no such relationship, because the parents watched a good deal of television; 

consequently, viewing provided no escape from potentially disturbing and con

flict-laden interactions. 

More recently, Rosenblatt and Cunningham (1976) report that the more hours 

the television is turned on, the higher the level of family tension. This held 

in both large and small families, but was particularly pronounced in larger 

households. (Curiously, there appeared to be more arguing over television Eer 

se in smaller families.) 

Dunn, ~t al (1976) took advantage of a natural experiment by comparing 

two areas in Iceland. One had television for four years, and the other was· 

just beginning to get it; only 12% of the children in the second area had any 

exposure at all, and the maximum exposure was six months. Children from the 

two areas showed virtually no overall differences in family adjustment. Yet, 

within the community that had television,there was a clear tendency for higher 

levels of viewing to go with lower levels of family adjustment. 

The data from these three studies -- covering a wide historical and cul

tural range and utilizing different methodologies -- are consistent with the 
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notion that television may be ofteri used by family members as a way of avoid

ing or preventing conflicts and tense interactions. Of course, it is possible 

that extensive viewing makes its own contribution to the level of tension within 

the family, but there has not been much direct investigation of this hypothesis. 

The little that does exist focuses on the potential role played by 

television commercials in generating family conflict. One implication from 

these studies is that by third grade, children become less accepting of 

parents' refusals to purchase a product and more likely to respond to their 

frustration in an aggressive manner (Sheikh and Moleski, 1977). 

However, in a small experimental study of fifteen Hispanic parent-child 

dyads, Williams, et al. (1979) investigated the possibility that television 

could stimulate and facilitate parent-child interactions more than other 

methods alone. They compared three groups: one had to interact in terms of 

something seen on the experimental stimulus, another could not base conver

sations on television, and a third served as a control. In the TV group, 

parents were more likely. to initiate interaction, while children usually 

began the interaction in the non-TV group. Television content seemed to be 

easily integrated into interaction, and led to interactions that were slightly 

longer. 

Generalizing these results is problematic, due to both the artificiality 

of the situation and the sample size. Furthermore, our own- studies have 

conSistently revealed strong relationships between amount of viewing and 

levels of alienation and interpersonal mistrust, among children, adolescents, 

and adults. We have argued that television cultivates these negative outlooks 

above and beyond the influence of other important social variables. It seems 

reasonable to assume that if this is indeed the case, then some of this mis

trust and pessimism might be reflected in strained relations within the family. 
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At the same time, studies examining the uses to which families put 

television suggest that a central function of viewing may be to escape and 

avoid tense and conflict-laden family interaction. Television may thus 

appear to be both a cause and a cure of intra-family hostility and frustra

tion. However, to the extent that it isa cure of sorts, it only alleviates 

the. superficial symptoms. At best, it is only used to avoid problems, and 

not to resolve them. 

Family Viewing Context 

The social context within which families watch television has been 

treated extensively in the literature; here we will only deal with some of 

the major findings. Despite the proliferation of multi-set homes (only 10% 

of those in our adolescent samples report having only one set in the home), 

it is not the case that most children usually watch television by themselves, 

isolated from the rest of the family. Our studies indicate that only about 

a third of adolescents are "usually alone" when they watch, while well over 

half watch with their families; Several studies (e.g., Lyle and Hoffman, 

1972) have found that children spend far more time watching with their 

siblings than with their parents. 

Accordingly, most of the conflicts and arguments that arise about viewing 

such as disagreements over what programs to watch -- occur between siblings 

(Streicher and Bonney, 1974). 

Wand (1968) suggested that families watch as a group only when the pro

gram appeals to COmmon interests. Chaffee and Tims (1976) report that adoles

cents watch shows containing violence with their parents more often than they 

watch humorous shows together. Further, when children watch with parents (as 

opposed to with siblings or peers), they tend to percieve television as being 

more r.ealistic. 
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In general, it appears that a minority of parents have rules about 

their children's viewing. Mohr (1979) reports that most parents do not 

give advice to their children, of either a .positive or negative nature. 

Positive guidance implies that parents actively encourage children to watch 

specific shows, and negative guidance includes explicit prohibitions or 

discouragements about specific shows. While guidance is rare, the extent 

of its occurrence can be predicted by demographic factors. -. 

Martin and Benson (1970) found that working class fathers and lower 

class mothers are more likely to impose rules upon children's viewing. 

Jeffries-Fox and Gerbner (1977) report a .negative correlation between parents' 

media exposure and the tendency to impose rules upon viewing; the more parents 

watch, the less likely they are to have rules about their children's viewing. 

At the same time, there is no relationship between how.much children watch 

and whether or not their parents have rules. The most commonly expressed 

rules include making sure that homework is completed before viewing, prohibi-

tions of specific programs or generalized unsuitable content, and the imposi~ 

tion of time limits and curfews. Interestingly, about 15% of the families 

have rules. that might be termed trivial and irrelevant; some examples of these 

are not turning the dial too quickly, keeping the volume of the set down, and 

maintaining proper lighting conditions. 

Many families have elaborate rules for settling disputes over which pro-

gram to watch,· Dimmick (1976) found that the ways in which these conflicts 

are settled systematically reflects other aspects of the communication style 

of the specific family. So-called "pluralistic" families tend to vote or 

negotiate over program choices, while .in "protective" families, the parents 

or no one -- decides. 

While the family context of viewing is of some interest in and of itself, 

we feel that the real value of studying this context lies in the extent to 
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'which it may diminishlor enhance other media effects. It is the nature and 

extent of this mediation by the family that is ultimately more important 

for theory, practice, and policy. 

The Influence of the Family Context on Media Effects 

Liefer (1976) argues that the family socializes children through (at 

least) five distinct strategies.· First, the family provid~s examples of 

behavior, attitudes, and values. Second, 'the patterning and power of the 

examples gives them relative salience and impact. A third strategy is 

reinforcement and punishment. Fourth, the family provides opportunities; 

to practice the behaviors it encourages. Finally, the family can modify 

and adapt these strategies to the particular child and the specific moment. 

She also points out that the first three of these -- providing examples, 

patterning the examples, and (at least vicariously) the demonstration of 

reward and punishment -- can be achieved by television. Thus, the potential 

power of television as an agent of socialization derives from its unpre

cedented "intrusion" into the formerly "private" affairs of the family, 

its status as an invisible but ubiquitous "family member," and its ability 

to perform several of the socialization techniques utilized by families. 

A growing number of studies suggest that various ,media effects can be 

modulated by the family context of viewing, but others cannot. One obvious 

way this mediation can occur is by parents limiting exposure; as we saw, 

however, this is far from common practice. 

There has been some research on the interaction between media and 

families, in the areas of political socialization, advertising, learning, 

and violence and aggression. Adoni (1979) examined the roles of family 

and media in the political socialization of Israeli adolescents. She 

found that mass media contribute' to the structuring of social contexts in 
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which political value orientations are exercised, in a way that reinforces ties 

with parents and peers. Media, she argues, provide.a direct linkage to certain 

content which is essential for the development of political values. Students 

high on media consumption attributed greater utility to the media for developing 

these values; this profile is also associated with greater integration within 

the family. (See also Jennings and Niemi, 1968; Hess and Torney, 1967; Jackson-

Beeck, 1978). 

In the area of advertising and consumer learning, Reid (1979) claims that 

not only the general tone of .the viewing context, but actual behavior that occurs 

during ·viewing in a family situation, influences children's reactions to adver-

tising. Ward and Hackman (1971) assert that the presence or absence of family 

communication concerning consumer behavior determines the extent of consumer 

learning from media advertising. Prasad, Rao, and Sheikh (1978.), however, found 

that when children deem a product to be attractive and desir~b1e, then counter-

information from the mother has E£ effect, regardless of whether the mother's 

argument is of a "powe·r-assertive" nature or based on reasoning. 

In terms of learning from television, Salomon (1977) found that when 10wer-

class mothers watched Sesame Street with their kindergarten-age children it 

increased both enjoyment and comprehension. 1<1hi1e the effect did not hold for 

middle-class subjects, the findings. suggest that parental co-observation may 

increase children's attention, which in turn enhances learning. 

Families do seem to have a consistent mediating effect in studies of te1evi-

sion and violence or aggression. In two laboratory studies (Hicks, 1968; Grusec, 

1973) children were exposed to a violent stimulus in three conditions: an adult 

either praised,. or criticized, or ignored the media violence. The treatment 

condition determined whether or not the violent behavior was imitated; imitation 

occurred most when the violence was sanctioned. 

Dominick and Greenberg (1972) found a more generalizable result out in the 



32 

field. In middle class families, exposure to television violence interacts 

with family attitudes towards violence. When parents attitudes are not well 

defined, heavy violence viewers are highly likely to approve of aggression, 

to be willing to use violence, and to suggest the use of violence as a means 

of solving problems. Thus, television plays the most prominent role when 

families are less active in children's socialization. 

Some of our recent analyses have looked into this question, particularly 

in terms of the role of the family viewing context ~~ (i.e., rather than 

at the effects of the family environment in general). We have reported 

(Gross and Morgan, in press) data on the extent to which four aspects of this 

viewing context mediate the cultivation of images of violence and the "mean 

world syndrome" among adolescents. The, four dimensions are: "Protectiveness," 

indicating the extent to which parents restrict children's viewing, in terms of 

what, when and how long they watch; "Utility," reflecting the parents' tendency 

to see television as providing good information for their children and to 

encourage the viewing of specific programs; "Conflict," which is the extent 

of intra-family arguing about numerous aspects of television behavior; and 

"Independence," measuring the student's ",bility to select his or her own 

programs. Of course, all these relationships are .examined with social class 

variables held constant. 

The most striking finding (and consistent with Dominick and Greenberg's 

conclusions) is that the less parents are involved in their children's viewing 

either positively ~ negatively -- the stronger the effects. Whether parents 

are restrictive and protective; ~ whether they actively perceive television 

as teaching their children important lessons about reality and encouraging 

viewing, the relationships between viewing, fear, and mistrust are essentially 

zero. When parental involvement in viewing -- again, either positively or 

negatively -- is absent, the. effects are exacerbated. 
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In contrast, controlling for degree of conflict over v'iewing and students' 

independence of program choice makes far less difference. Television is 

strongly related to images of violence and {ear regardless of conflict over 

viewing, but the cultivation of the "mean world" syndrome only appears to hold 

for those who argue often. Finally, there is a consistent tendency for those 

who pick their own shows to manifest stronger patterns of association between 

television viewing, fear, and mistrust. 

These results support Brown and Linn~' s (1976) contention that "the family 

acts as a filter to the child's experience of television. Furthermore, this 

filtering process actually affects the type of influence television has on 

a child." At the same time, we agree with Bryce (1980): 

Television has conunonly been conceived of as a 'cause', with resultant 
'effects' on individual behavior •••• (I)t seems far more productive and 
realistic to consider television as a mediator, and" as a mediator which 
is also mediated by the contexts in which it is viewed •••• (W)hile the 
emphasis is on the many ways in which television use in the home seems 
to influence behavioral patterns in family groups, it should be kept 
firmly in mind that this is only a part of the story, while the family 
is another part,and, the interlocking web of mutual influence among the 
many individuals, institutions, and settings in any given life is the 
whole. 

Family Life Expectations 

We have begun to examine television's influence upon the development of 

adolescents' plans and expectations for the kinds of families they will have. 

Our theoretical premise for this research is that television functions 

primarily to stabilize and maintain the status quo, rather than to transform 

or disrupt. 

Television portrayals are unlikely to present radical departures from 

traditional concepts of the family. The age distributions of characters in 

the world of television makes it reasonable to assume that the messages that 

"families lire good" and "single is bad" (especially for women, who are less 

likely to be victimized on television if,they are married), and that "families 
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are 1arge"may be i incorporated by heavy viewers into their own expectations. 

The results of these analyses (Morgan and Hilrr-Mazer, 1980) indeed suggest 

that television cultivates ithese outlooks. The correlations between amount of 
! 

viewing, projected age of ~arriage and childbirth, and desired family size are 

all positive and significant, over and above the effects of social class, IQ 

and other factors. Furthermore, the intensity of these relationships tends to 

increase as students get older. There. are some interesting exceptions; for 
, 

example, these association~ are stronger for girls whose mothers did not go 

to college, and tend to decrease over time for girls of college educated mothers. 

The educational attainment! of the mother may emerge as a significant factor, 

negating television's contribution to family expectations, when the girls 

themselves begin to plan for education and career. 
! 

Overall, however, we find a fairly consistent pattern. Adolescents who 

watch more television are ~ore likely to be eager to get.married and have 

children at a relatively ~arly age, as well as to express the desire to have 
! 

more children. More importantly, longitudinal examination of these dat·a . 
I 

reveals that early television viewing has a significant independent influence 

upon later family expectations, above and beyond the effects of earlier 

family expectations. This strengthens the possibility of making a causal 

inference; amount of viewing in early adolescence significantly relates to 

that part of family expectations in later adolescence which is not explained 

by early plans, and thus influences "new information" or change in family plans. 

Television seems to cultivate attitudes about when to form a family and 

how many children to have. But we need to know more about the portrayal of 

family relationships, both in terms of the nature of interactions within the 

family and. the nature and scope of the functions served by family members. 

In addition, we need to understand the role .television may play in cultivating 

-
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images and expectations regarding continuities and disruptions in family life 

for other age groups. Beyond its influence on adolescents, the representation 

of families and family behaviors on television may contribute to adults' 

conceptions, both as they form families and as their children grow up. 
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DEPICTION OF SEXUAL ACTIVITY 

There are basically three major sources of sexual knowledge in our 

society -- peer groups, schools and the mass media. Parents, who would be 

expected to be the major source of sexual information for children, apparently 

play minimal as well as mythical roles in this process. It has been noted 

that a person's peer group is often the most important source of information, 

as well as misinformation, about sex (Gagnon and Simon, 1973). Schools, if 

local predilictions permit, provide dissemination of "accurate" biological in-

formation about sex that is generally divorced from both social and emotional 

contexts. The third, and potentially the most important, source of sexual in-

formation is the mass media. 

Bandura and Walters (1963) have noted that because our norms of privacy 

permit direct or personal viewing of only the most mild and peripheral forms 

of sexual behavior, American adolescents and children have few opportunities 

to observe adult sexual behavior. And, as a result, adolescents usually de~ 

pend upon mass media portrayals, including television, to learn about sexual 

behavior. 

Gagnon and Simon (1973) add that much of the training in how to be sexual 

comes from mass media portrayals. 

(I)t is left to the mass media, whose representation of 
sexual experience is the least trustworthy, to orovide 
the young with an imagery that is at all correlated with 
how they will experience their own sexual selves -- that 
is, in terms of fear, passion, pleasure and pain (p. 123). 

Moreoyer, in an experiment with male ~ollege undergraduates, Walters,Bruen 

and Parke* found that sex values and behaviors could be acquired by watching 

* cited .in Bandura and Walters, 1963. 
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media portrayals. 

Baran (1976) 'has argued that mass media, portrayals of sexual behavior 

that raise adolescents' expectations of what sex should be like may contribute 

to the general frustration or dissatisfaction of most adolescents with their 

own sexual pleasure and satisfaction. Finally, Saunders and Robinson (1978) 

found persistent reticence among young men, and especially young women, to use 

specific terms for genitals and intercourse. Specifically, they found that 

the female subjects were more likely to respond, when they did respond, in 

terms and contexts that were clinical and/or impersonal. The males were some

what more verbal, exhibited more variety in sexual terminology, and used more 

sexual "slang." 

There have been, however,.very few studies that have specifically and 

sytematica11y focused upon portrayal of sex, sexuality and pornography in mass' 

media worlds (cf. Smith, 1976; Amoroso and Brown, 1973). According to Smith, 

even the National Commission on Pornography and Obscenity essentially neg",:' 

1ected this area. The only content studies among the massive amount of 

research that was commissioned (and published in ten large volumes of research 

reports) were of confession magazines (Sonenschein, et aI., 1971) and the 

counter-culture underground press (Levin, 1971). 

More recently, however, several sex/pornography related content studies 

have been completed. Smith (1976) examined "adults only" paperback fiction; 

that is, books eas.i1y accessible to the general Amer~can public, and not adult 

book store and/or plain wrapper literature. He found that each book is usual

ly built around a series of sex episodes that are tied together by transition 

pages of non-sexual activity. The analysis revealed that while this is a pre~ 

dominantly macho world, female characters tend to be more fully developed than 

male characters. 
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The portrayal of sex on television has been examined in two recent 

studies. Franzblau, Sprafkin and Rubinstein (1977) analyzed a sample of 61 

prime-time programs (excluding movies and specials) aired during October of 

1975. They found that kissing, embracing, aggressive and non-aggressive 

touching we.re the behaviors that appeared most often in television drama, 

while sexual intercourse, rape and homosexual behavior virtually did not ap-

pear. Moreover, rape and other sex crimes were only referred to verbally and 

usually in the context of discussing the crimes that were to be solved in a 

specific drama or crime adventure program. 

An interesting finding of this analysis is that there. were more (97.2 per 

hour) physically intimate overt behaviors* (primarily non-aggressive touching) 

during the early evening hours (8 to 9. p.m. EST) than during the late evening 

viewing hours (9 - 11 p.m. EST) (69.4 per hour). Generally the situation 

comedies contained more kissing, embracing, non-aggressive touching and innuen-

does -- usually accompanied by canned laughter.· Finally, physical intimacy 

usually appeared in situation comedies and variety programs but was not usually 

portrayed in a sensuous manner. 

The striking lack of physical intimacy on dramatic 
programs further identifies sex as a taboo topic for serious 
consideration and conveys an incomplete picture of the 1ife-

. styles of policemen, detectives and doctors. Although 
heroes and heroines are portrayed as leading exciting and 
rewarding professional lives, they appear to have austere 
private lives, lacking in physical or verbal expressions of 
tenderness (p. 170). 

Fernandez-Collado and Greenberg (1978) analyzed portrayals in 77 prime-

time and Saturday morning dramatic television series aired during the 1976-77 

television season. These authors found, however, many more intimate sexual 

* kissing, embracing and touching 
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acts* -- approximately 1.72 per hour. They also found that "intercourse between 

unmarried partners was implied or occurred seven times as often as intercourse 

between a husband and wife. 

There is, however, a problem in comparing the findings of these two con-

tent analyses of television drama. And, the apparent conflict (that is, Franz-

blau et al., found virtually no acts of intercourse or other very intimate 

behaviors while Fernandez-Collado ~ a1., found just under two such acts per 

hour) can probably be attributed to definitional/conceptual differences. Spe-

cifical1y, it appears that Fernando-Collado et al. include innuendo as an inti-

mate sexual behavior, while Franzblau et al. have a separate category for in-

nuendo. Moreover, each study defines the term "intimate sexual behavior" very 

differently and consequently in each study very different types of actions are 

categorized in what appears to be the same category. 

Our continuing study of network television drama and viewer conceptions of 

social reality has examined sexual portrayals and found the following changes 

from the 1977 to 1978 television season: 

Some depiction and discussion of sexual behavior increased its prevalence 

from 8 to 9 out of every 10 prime time programs. 

Some reference to homosexual or bisexual behavior increased from 7 percent 

to 10 percent of programs. 

Comic treatment of sex, still most prevalent three years ago, decreased 

from 57 percent to 44 percent of programs, while serious treatment increased 

correspondingly. However, the mixing of sex with violence also increased from 

zero in 1977 to 10 percent of all programs in 1978. 

Publicly acceptable sexual behavior such as kissing and embracing became 

* includes rape, homosexual acts, intercourse (married and unmarried partners), 
prostitution, and other intimate behaviors. 
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more explicit as well as more frequent. More controversial matters such as 

premarital and extramarital sex just became more frequent, with references to 

such behavior rising from 21 percent of prime-time programs in 1977 to 43 per

cent in 1978. Reference to nudity climbed from 2 to 14 percent. of programs, 

and depiction of nudity from 3 to 6 percent of programs. 

So much for simple counts. But sex is not a simple act. It is a social 

relationship structured in particular ways and for particular purposes. We 

have no evidence to suggest that the dramatic change in verbal or pictorial de

piction of sex has been accompanied by a similar change in the social structure 

of sex. Most nudity and other forms of dependency depicted on television is 

still female; most demonstration of power is still male. Although the propor

tion of female leads has increased in the past three years, men still out

number women 3 to 1 in prime-time television drama, and women are still. cast in 

more restricted and vulnerable roles. 

These social constraints are stable and pervasive; audiences take them for 

granted. They are more aware, however, of the surface changes in the sexual 

depictions. How have they responded to them? 

Despite criticism and complaints, viewers seem to have taken the changes 

in stride. Surveys show that almost half of all viewers questioned agree that 

more openness about sex on television has some positive social value. Only 

about one-third consider the changes damaging to public morality. Still, the 

majority want close controls kept on both the timing and nature of sexual por

trayals. 

More interesting, however, is the pattern of differential responses within 

the general population. The younger, better educated, more affluent groups 

tend to favor liberalization while the older viewers and those with more limited 

means and cultural opportunities are the most apprehensive of changes in tradi

tional norms. It is in the latter groups, groups that are also the most depen-
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dent on television, that the television norms of sexual representation are 

likely to have their greatest influence. 

Our studies show this to be the case. With all the recent changes 

whether because or despite them -- television seems to be at the 'center of cur

rent mainstream sexual morality. Viewing makes little difference in the re

sponses of the, "average viewer" to questions about sex. Viewing may even 

moderate the outlook of those who have, the most liberal views on sex. On the 

other hand, television does make ,a significant difference in the responses of 

those who hold the most restricted and traditional views on sex. The role of 

television appears to be to bring these groups into the mainstream. 

These results have come from the General Social Surveys of 1975, 1977 and 

1978 conducted by the National Opinion Research Corporation that we have sub

jected to secondary analysis. 

Favoring sex education has always been an indicator of a more open and en

lightened approach to Sex. Today 8 out of all 10 people favor sex education 

(9 out of all 10 young people between 18 and 29) regardless of whether they 

view little or much television. So for them television viewing makes little 

difference. However, only 55 percent of older viewers, 57 percent of nonwhites, 

and 61 percent of those who earn less than $10,000 a year favor sex education -

provided they are light viewers of television. For these groups, viewing makes 

a significant difference. Heavy viewers in the same groups approve sex educa

tion 7 or 8 to 10, near to or the same as the general average. 

The pattern is similar for those who voice some approval of premarital sex, 

although the general average is not nearly as high. About half of all respon

dents agree that premarital sex is sometimes or always all right. Television 

viewing makes a difference among those who are the least likely to approve of 

premarital sex: the low income and less educated groups. Among the light 

viewers in these groups, only 40 percent approve premarital sex. Heavy viewers 

in the, same groups are at the general average rate of approval. 
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Extramarital sex is seldom portrayed approvingly on television. In 

general, about 3 out of 10 respondents and 4 out of 10 college educated or high 

income respondents, voice some acceptance of extramarital sex. In these groups, 

television viewing reduces the rate of acceptance. However, among low income 

and less educated groups only 2 out of 10 are likely. to approve; heavy viewing 

brings their approval rate up to the general average. 

The pattern is similar for other presentations of sex. Television culti

vates broad mainstream norms and tends to bring both more advanced and more 

traditional groups into the mainstream. Recent changes in sexual depiction may 

have detected and then standardized a change in the mainstream itself. 

Not so for the social structure of sex. As we have suggested before, des

pite changes in society and the greater visibility of women in prime-time drama, 

there has been no systematic evidence of change in their ·overall percentHge, 

occupations, victimization, and power. Resistance to change in the social re

lationship of the sexes is what viewers seem to learn from the world of tele

vision. Our research shows that the more television most people watch, the 

more sexist their views are, even after we account for other differences 

between light and heavy viewers. It is also true, however, that, as before, 

some groups of viewers are so far behind the times that even television's male 

dominated dramatic world is relatively enlightening to them. But these are in 

a minority compared to those who learn the lesson of sexism from their viewing. 

So, to conclude: television is becoming more sexy but not less sexist. 

It sets a norm that is or becomes acceptable to most, and it brings other 

viewers up or down to that level. Openness and enjoyment of sex are all to 

the good; equity and justice would be even better. 
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