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reported the release of the Surgeon General’s study with the glow-
ing headline: “Violence on Air and in Life: No Clear Link,”7 car-
ried an editorial following Pastore’s hearings in order to attack the
proposal for a violence profile. Scorning this endeavor—*‘to pro-
tect the young against a contagion of hostilities”— Broadcasting
argued that a violence profile “would in the end lead only to the
enfeeblement of television.” Pastore’s suggestion, it was argued,
was based on a million dollar study that was “largely inconclu-
sive.”’8

TV Guide published a three-part series by Edith Efron entitled
“A Million Dollar Misunderstanding.” Ms. Efron argued that each
of the scientific caveats expressed in the Committee’s Report—
problems of definition, measurement techniques, and research de-
sign—was sufficient ““‘to wipe out the significance of much of the
research.”

The authors conclude, cautiously, . . . that you can produce either “an-
tisocial” or “prosocial” responses, depending on “‘the opportunities offered
in the experiment.” Which is a very courteous way of saying that researchers
can manufacture the results they want.?

Ms. Efron singled out the press for criticism:

[T]he press “corrected” its original error by overcompensating, and fell
hook, line and sinker for the “truth seeker vs. network prostitute” interpreta-
tion of the controversy. It never realized it was being used as a bull horn by
a particular intellectual faction and that powerful arguments existed on the
other side.10

Echoing Broadcasting’s editorials, Ms. Efron concluded her series:

You are now going to be presented with a ““Violence Index.” It will make
most people yawn and tune in to Mission Impossible. But it will throw others
into a panic because they’ll assume that there would be no *“Violence Index”
without proof that TV violence is dangerous to young viewers. Be advised
that the ““Violence Index’’ has only one real meaning: it is a non-solution to
a nonproved problem produced by a noninvestigation of a nonresolved
controversy over a nondefined threat to nonidentifiable people.!!

Among other journalists, Jack Anderson seized upon Dr.
Monroe Lefkowitz’ attack on the Report as a key to its weakness.
Aggrieved that the members of the Committee had found fault
with his research even as they gave it signal prominence, Lefkowitz
had written a bitter letter to Senator Pastore. Picked up and widely
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publicized in Anderson’s column, it contained damning charges
that the Report’s conclusions were not only hedged by erroneous
statements but in fact were ‘‘potentially damaging to children and
society.”’12 These protests were sufficient to cause Anderson to
conclude that a “scientific backlash” had occurred. It also
prompted the press to take a second look at the Report. Newsweek,
having begun to sense the importance of the Surgeon General’s
findings in Morgenstern’s earlier article on film violence, came out
with a follow-up a month later:

Now . . . there is emerging a dramatically different picture of what the
Surgeon General’s study actually unearthed—and how those revelations
were drawn up for public display. In tones of outrage and disgust, many of
the forty psychologists and social scientists who did the original research for
the project are claiming that their findings did, in fact, establish a clear and
direct link between TV violence and youthful, antisocial behavior. In essence,
the dissenters level a four-count indictment. They charge that: (1) the mem-
bership of the advisory committee of twelve scientists which analyzed the
violence research for the Surgeon General was rigged to favor the television
industry; (2) the 260-page report produced by the advisory committee soft-
ened the findings contained in the five volumes of original research upon
which the report was based; (3) the nineteen-page summary of the full report
which was first released to the press was made even more equivocal than the
report itself; (4) the media inadvertently misread the summary in such a way
as to largely absolve video violence of any significant effect on youngsters.!3

Others were more supportive of the Surgeon General’s Com-
mittee. In a piece for the Washington Post, Henry Mitchell wrote:

The report was issued in January. It consists of five volumes of research
papers and a 300-page summary which I have made a stab at. I cannot see
why it is controversial—or at least why there should be any great doubt what
its meaning is:

“We have evidence, admittedly not massive or conclusive or irrefutable,
that violence on television can and does cause aggressiveness in children’s
behavior. We don’t know how serious this is, but we are worried about it.

“We think a great deal more attention should be given to this whole
subject of television violence than has been done in the past, and while we
do not recommend panic or suggest blaming television for the ills of society,
still we have an uneasy feeling that a daily climate of pictured violence on
television may be hazardous to the nation’s emotional health.”

That is not what the report says. Those are my words and they express
my own estimate of what the report means.!4

A number of professionals who had not been involved in the
Surgeon General’s effort pointed to weaknesses in the Report but
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agreed that its overall value outweighed specific shortcomings. Dr.
Timothy Meyer of the University of Massachusetts believed that a
stronger, better-coordinated research strategy would have pro-
duced more coherent results. Some of the studies, he felt, were of
questionable quality, and others represented no advance in knowl-
edge. But he found Gerbner’s content analysis to be ‘“‘a compila-
tion of useful and reliable data, providing researchers, critics, and
the public with an accurate assessment of various quantitative and
qualitative dimensions of violent television content.”!5> Meyer also
pointed to the usefulness of those studies probing the perceptions
of persons involved in producing television shows and of the
laboratory experiments measuring aggressive reactions.!6

George Comstock, former senior research coordinator for
the Surgeon General’s Committee, wrote a perceptive paper for
the Rand Corporation in May 1972 entitled “Television Vio-
lence: Where the Surgeon General’s Study Leads.” Agreeing that
the Report was “‘undeniably embellished with qualifications,”
Comstock nevertheless felt that the Report offered ““a broad but
pertinent and scientifically and socially meaningful conclusion
that can command consensus.”’!” Since the Report had satisfac-
torily—if not fully—resolved the “causal hypothesis,” it was now
time to give research priority to its implications. Comstock urged
that future research use panel studies and field experiments both
to further validate the link between laboratory findings and ordi-
nary life and to further analyze the ““a) social and psychological
processes which have an influence or mediating role in televised
violence’s effect on aggressiveness; b) mitigating conditions; c)
prosocial effects of televised violence; and d) prosocial influences
of television.”’18

Future policy studies should focus on discovering how to pro-
duce more desirable television, how to release competition’s hold
on programming, and how to construct meaningful everyday ac-
tion from what social science can learn. While stressing the need
for further research, Comstock concluded:

The evidence at present—despite the attention given here to the impor-
tance of further confirmation—clearly indicates that televised violence con-
tributes to aggressiveness among the young, and therefore constitutes a
significant and serious problem for our society—and probably for other
modernized societies as well. Our society has pioneered in the study of this
issue. It now has the opportunity to pioneer in its solution.!?
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Yet even Dr. Comstock’s analysis was subjected to misinter-
pretation. Broadcasting headed its account: *“Dr. Comstock has sec-
ond thoughts on violence study.” An editorial in the same issue
concluded:

Now that Dr. Comstock’s own re-evaluation of the original report has
been circularized, it is more evident than ever that the government has no
business spending any more money to follow up a study that, despite its huge
scope and expense, is still subject to changing interpretations.20

This prompted Dr. Rubinstein to comment wryly:

I should perhaps take some comfort in the fact that Broadcasting Maga-
zine is still sufficiently apprehensive about the impact of our study to report,
distort, and editorialize on Dr. Comstock’s paper and to urge no more stud-
ies.2!

One of the more detailed reviews, written by Leo Bogart and
published in the Winter 1972-73 issue of Public Opinion Quarterly,
was entitled “Warning: The Surgeon General Has Determined
That TV Violence is Moderately Dangerous To Your Child’s Men-
tal Health.” He cautioned against being “‘too critical of the style or
internal consistency of a government report prepared by civil ser-
vants under tremendous time pressure or of technical reports writ-
ten by academic researchers for submission in fulfillment of con-
tracts rather than for publication in scholarly journals,””22 and
concluded that “the eclectic and interdisciplinary character of the
studies, the heterogeneity of methods and theoretical orientations
make the report a noteworthy exemplar of applied social re-
search.”23 Still, Bogart had reservations about substance. Common
sense and prior research had already shown that “‘communications
leave effects and that violence is bad rather than good.”?4 Only a
few of the twenty-six studies contained in the Surgeon General’s
Report added to this knowledge. Thus, Bogart queried, ‘““Was this
study really necessary?”” He answered his question:

[T]he issue should never have been made one of “proving” a case
against TV violence, or failing to prove it. The legal analogy simply does not
apply to science, where we come ever closer to an elusive truth by a constant
reexamination of the evidence, where exceptions are more interesting than
generalizations, and where the quality of almost any study is to be judged not
only by its findings but by the new questions it presents.25

Perhaps the most important single reaction to the Surgeon
General’s inquiry came from the Surgeon General himself. Jesse
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Steinfeld, who had inherited a controversial project he did not
initiate and surely must have wished at times he could forget, not
only endorsed the Report officially, but continued to call for action
long after there was any official obligation for his doing so. In-
creasingly isolated from HEW policymaking, Steinfeld resigned as
Surgeon General in January 1973. Out of office, he wrote in the
May 1973 issue of Reader’s Digest:

These studies—and scores of similar ones—make it clear to me that the
relationship between televised violence and antisocial behavior is sufficiently
proved to warrant immediate remedial action. Indeed, the time has come to
be blunt: We can no longer tolerate the present high level of televised
violence that is put before children in American homes.26

Steinfeld urged American parents to demand better television fare
for their children by directly contacting the networks, the National
Association of Broadcasters, Congress, and the FCC.

To what appeared to be an increasing pressure from the critics
that television violence must be reduced, a plaguing question re-
mained: under what authority? Robert Lewis Shayon, writing in
Saturday Review, saw only two choices to the latter question:

[T]he findings of even a tentative causal link between TV violence and
aggression represents the crossing of a Rubicon. Further research may
strengthen the evidence of that link. The plague must be arrested, and it can
be if the networks, to avoid destructive competition for audiences, somehow
agree to deescalate violence collectively. . . . All else failing, the nation will
commit the ultimate violence upon itself by the act of censorship.27






THE GOVERNMENT’S
HESITANT RESPONSE

Senator Pastore had reason to believe that his hearings on the
Surgeon General’s Advisory Committee Report had imbued all
parties with a new sense of need and purpose. The Surgeon Gen-
eral had asserted, on the basis of the Report, that the television
industry ‘““should be put on notice.” FCC Chairman Burch pledged
to keep the networks’ ““feet to the fire” to remedy their program-
ming practices and to do better by their most impressionable con-
stituency, America’s children.!

Yet, in terms of specific next steps, only one line of action
seemed especially promising: Senator Pastore’s proposal for a vio-
lence index or profile. It was thought to have several values. It
would track overall levels and patterns of television violence ac-
cording to standardized criteria; this would permit a less random
answer to the core question: How much violence do we actually get
over our TV sets? Such an annual measurement of ““tele-violence”
would be helpful to parents and even useful to sponsors who
wished to avoid the association of their products with programs of
high violence content. Finally, an annual report from an objective
source might also, some thought, help to raise writers’ standards,
especially for children’s programs.

When asked for their reactions to the idea at the March hear-
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ings, representatives of the television networks responded cau-
tiously. His specific response, said NBC President Julian Good-
man, would depend on what the measuring device looked like and
how it was used. But he was not opposed in principle to measuring
television violence content.2 Elton Rule, president of ABC, con-
curred. In answer to Senator Baker’s questioning he explained:

[W]e certainly have no objection to the overall thought. I would like to
know more of the mechanics before I said yes. . . . But we would be quite
willing to investigate, to discuss, in whatever forum, the possibility of such
a move and would approach it with an open mind.?

Most supporters of the proposal stressed that the actual moni-
toring should be carried out by a nongovernmental agency. Two
foundation presidents, Orville G. Brim, Jr., of Russell Sage Foun-
dation, and Lloyd Morrisett of the Markle Foundation, had already
offered tentative support for this effort.# Senator Pastore had no
quarrel with involving outsiders, but he was anxious that responsi-
bility for the development and implementation of such a profile be
specifically assigned. Thus he pressed that responsibility on the
Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare in cooperation with
the FCC. At the completion of the March hearings, he wrote Elliot
Richardson:

As you know, just as critical as the answer the Report gave the question
of televised violence and its impact on children is the need for action to
implement its findings. As was stated during the hearings, failure to act is an
acquiescence in the continuation of the present level of television violence
entering American homes.

Your Department is, of course, the principal agency of Government
responsible for the physical and mental health of our citizens. We are, there-
fore, requesting that your Department proceed in consultation with the Fed-
eral Communications Commission to develop a measurement for violence on
television so that a report can be submitted annually to this Committee on
the level of violence entering American homes.5

Richardson’s reply was qualified. He reported that the NIMH
staff was “actively involved in discussing with experts in the field”
various aspects of the proposal and that a two-year research grant
on the subject had been made to Dr. George Gerbner of the An-
nenberg School of Communications. But, Richardson cautioned,
“very frankly, an assessment of the ‘state of the art’ is required
before developing a ‘violence index’ of the scope you have sug-
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gested.” He promised a report, after further consultation with
experts, providing “our best judgment on the feasibility of devel-
oping such an index.”’®

In June, NIMH convoked a “‘special consultation” to discuss
the violence measurement idea. Meeting with staff of that agency
and the FCC were government and university researchers as well
as representatives of private foundations having an interest in the
subject. The report of this conference indicated keen awareness
of the delicate nature of the problem being explored.

Participants rejected the idea that an index should be developed for
regulatory use; there was considerable concern that the mere existence of a
measure . . . might imply if not actually be a move toward regulation.”

There was further concern about the nature of the violence index:

The participants underlined hazards involved in any simple frequency
count of violent acts . . . the need was not for a single violence index or
measure, but for a multidimensional “profile” which would characterize
televised violence on as many dimensions as possible.?

There was also discussion of the need for studies of viewer percep-
tions of violence in addition to content analysis. And, with a degree
of optimism, the group reported:

[A] major conclusion of the session was that if an index is to be useful
in enlarging program choice, an adversary relationship between the industry
and those developing the index must be avoided. There was some feeling
that the time had come when the industry might welcome some general
guidelines.?

The conference was able to summarize seven recommenda-
tions. These were:

—A profile of televised violence should be developed rather than a simple
index or measure of its frequency or level. . . .

—The development of such a profile is feasible. Research is still needed to
solve problems of content and design, but the profile can, and should, evolve
as the research is carried out and not wait for its total completion.

—The profile should be seen as an instrument for public and industry educa-
tion and as providing an information base for constructive influence to widen
and improve programming. It should not be for regulation or program
restriction.

—The profile should be developed, maintained, and reported on outside of
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both the TV industry and the federal Government. . . .

—The profile should operate in a context in which alternative programming
is encouraged and illustrated and there are rewards for broadening and
improving the range of interests and behaviors portrayed, as well as negative
sanctions for exceeding certain bounds.

—The profile should draw on and incorporate ongoing research on the
behavioral effects of viewing and provide insights for researchers; it should
not be allowed to become a static measuring device.

—There are several models for an appropriate institutional arrangement for
planning and development of the profile outside of government and industry
that are available for the consideration of planners and social scientists; this
should make it possible to begin work soon so that the momentum created
by the work of the Surgeon General’s Advisory Committee and congressional
hearings on its report will not be lost.1?

Secretary Richardson was still cautious when he reported to
Senator Pastore in July, declaring:

Our staff and consultants feel strongly that an index of the incidence of
TV violence is of only limited usefulness. A more constructive profile of TV
violence could be developed, made up of indices of a number of significant
dimensions—level, frequency, characteristics of those involved, their motiva-
tions, whether the violence is explained or not, audience perception of vio-
lence, and its short and long-term effects on various kinds of viewers.!!

Richardson concluded:

Upon development of the profile it would be disseminated periodically to the
Congress, the Federal Communications Commission, this Department, and
other interested organizations, thus helping government and industry to
fulfill their responsibilities to the American people.!?

Senator Pastore wished to know who was to assume further
responsibility for the additional research and when a report on that
research could be expected. The secretary responded that HEW’s
intention was “‘to leave the planning and actual maintenance of a
television violence profile to extra-governmental institutions who
might be supported under existing grant program authority.” As
to additional research, he pointed once more to NIMH support of
Dr. George Gerbner’s continuing work, which “would contribute
one of several needed dimensions to the profile.”13

Gerbner and his colleagues cautioned that the indicators of
violence were “not statistical findings in themselves,” but were
instead “‘convenient illustrators” of the levels and kinds of televi-
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sion violence. Believing the concept of an index was being inter-
preted too narrowly, Gerbner changed the title of his regular re-
ports on his research to ‘““The Violence-Profile,”” four months after
the original report was issued, to emphasize ‘“‘the greater range of
measures and dimensions reflected in it.”’14

Ironically, as HEW placed increasing reliance on Gerbner’s
research effort, the White House Office of Telecommunications
Policy began to circulate criticisms of this effort. In June 1972,
OTP staff member Bruce Owen produced an analysis which
faulted Gerbner’s approach largely on grounds that it was mislead-
ing and subject to manipulation.

In order to produce a single, numerical measure of TV vio-
lence, Owen felt that Gerbner had settled on a faulty formula
whose factors were not only ‘“‘dimensionless,” but arbitrarily
chosen and weighted. Moreover, “‘useful information on the ex-
tent of violence on television must take into account the nature of
the violence in terms of its effects on people. Mere counting is
interesting, but the aggregation of counts into a ‘violence index’
is extremely misleading.”1% Such an exercise, he stated, “involves
adding apples and oranges.”’16

Owen acknowledged that a ““measurable phenomenon” called
“violence on television” might well exist, but, he concluded, *“‘the
proper course of action 1s first to understand its effects, and then
to measure [violence] in methodologically acceptable ways in
terms of the psychological or sociological effects which matter.”17

Dr. Gerbner replied: “All indexes are by definition composed
of ‘apples and oranges;’ that is why they are useful to those who
are primarily interested in ‘fruit.” ”’18 He continued: “Itis of course
true that all acts of violence are not the same. But that does not
eliminate the need for crime statistics or casualty reports.”’19

In Gerbner’s judgment:

There is basic confusion running through the [Owen] report. It is confu-
sion between research on the effects of violence and the reliable determina-
tion of aspects of the clear and unambiguous incidence of violent action in
dramatic presentations. The latter can provide the basis for research on the
role of the 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 its effects,
and then to measure it in methodologically acceptable ways in terms of the
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psychological or sociological effects which matter” is a prime example of this
confusion. It is like saying that we must first understand why people feel the
way they do before we can study the elements that compose the environment
in which they live. In fact, a scientific study starts with the determination of
these elements and not with presumed social, moral or policy effects of
unknown or vaguely specified messages.20

In response to Senator Pastore’s request for a time schedule,
Secretary Richardson suggested that depending upon the outcome
of additional necessary research, including the Gerbner studies,
“the development of a meaningful television violence profile will
take from two to four years.” Richardson promised to keep the
Senate “apprised of developments in this field as we become aware
of them.”’2!

Thus, many months after Pastore had put the ball in HEW’s
court, it became clear that the Department had passed it to the
researchers. And, as always, the social scientists and communica-
tions researchers who were asked what to do about a policy pro-
posal suggested the need for more research. Yet there was a signal
difference this time. The consensus among the experts who had
reviewed the matter at the HEW meeting was that the violence
profile “can and should evolve as the research is carried out and
not wait for its total completion.”

Throughout 1972, NIMH officials reported ‘““a high level of
interest in this subject in the scientific community.”?2 In fact, few
research proposals were submitted to the agency the results of
which were likely to be building blocks for a violence profile. Why
had not the social scientists manifested their interest by submitting
proposals? One answer might be that the evidence of interest on
the other side—the government side—seemed largely verbal.
Aside from convoking the “special consultancy,” and subsequent
informal conversations with the Social Science Research Council,
there was no public notice issued that the Department was devot-
ing high priority to research on television and social behavior.

By early 1973, both Assistant Secretary DuVal and Surgeon
General Steinfeld had left their government posts. Secretary Rich-
ardson was soon shifted to the Defense Department and later
Justice, before his celebrated resignation over the Watergate
investigation. At NIMH, Dr. Eli Rubinstein had gone to the State
University of New York at Stony Brook; most of his associates,
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recruited for the television research project, had also left. More
important than this exodus was the fact that HEW was signalling
its declining interest in the matter by reductions in the research
budget. The NIMH budget for all behavioral science research
dropped from $20 million in fiscal year 1969 to $16 million for
fiscal year 1973 and again for fiscal year 1974. Dr. David Pearl,
Chief of the Behavioral Sciences Research Branch, indicated that
neither the television profile nor research on television generally
had been designated as a high priority area.

While FCC Chairman Dean Burch did not meet his an-
nounced schedule of convening a panel of experts to talk about
children and television in May of 1972, the Commission did hold
a three-day public panel in October devoted to specific children’s
programming issues. It was, in the dour opinion of the Washington
Post, “‘an endless bull session that, like all endless bull sessions,
came to no conclusions.”’23 Network spokesmen maintained that
children’s television was better than ever; citizens’ action groups
argued that it was getting worse.

FCC staff studies, not released to the public, tended to sup-
port the contention that official action was needed. An analysis of
trends in diversity of content over a twenty-year period concluded
that the periodic swings in children’s television fare were directly
related to publicly stated protests from policymakers. Matching up
and down trends of violence with activities of the FCC or congres-
sional committees over the years, the staff document concluded:

It is possible to hypothesize that without pressure, or encouragement,
and without “holding their feet to the fire” the broadcast industry tends to
take the well worn path while writing off the child audience as captive view-
ers.24

In an April 1973 interview published in TV Guide, the FCC
chairman who had earlier evidenced such concern about televised

violence also expressed puzzlement as to what the FCC should do
about it. He said:

I have very mixed feelings on this whole question of sex, violence and
profanity on television. Violence has come to the fore because of the Surgeon
General’s report and all the controversy surrounding the findings. The re-
port said in effect, ““We have some tentative conclusions, but we particularly
urge a great deal more research, more definitions.” For example, the report
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argues that violence in an appropriate setting is not necessarily disturbing.
A case in point which the Surgeon General gave me in a conversation was
of a cowboy show in which you see somebody fire a gun, somebody falls dead,
and the next happy scene is of the hero riding off into the sunset. Apparently
he [the Surgeon General] would feel differently if you instead showed a
funeral for the man who was killed, the widow and her crying children, and
all that. This would be different. It would show the consequences of violence.
And perhaps he’s right. For myself, I don’t know. Is Mickey Mouse running
over an opponent with a steam engine and the opponent afterward puffing
up to normality and running off—is that *‘violence”? I don’t know. Do chil-
dren relate that to “violence”’? I don’t know.25

Senator Pastore and his Subcommittee held hearings in Feb-
ruary 1973 on a range of communications policy matters. Chil-
dren’s television was only briefly mentioned. Chairman Burch
again stated the need for ‘“‘greater diversity in children’s program-
ming,” including special afternoon programs directed to school-
age children. He also stressed the need for correcting present
commercial practices in children’s television. While he felt that
“the three industries involved, broadcasting, advertising, and pro-
gramming, are making some good faith efforts to respond to pub-
lic criticism,”” he agreed that this ‘“does not get the commission off
the hook. . . . We are considering rule making or policy statements
or a combination of both in all the areas I have mentioned. The
staff is working up option papers, and decisions should be forth-
coming by late spring.”’26

In fact, by year’s end, the Federal Comrmunications Commis-
sion had still taken no action. Yet the issue of television’s poten-
tially adverse effects on children would not die. At the FCC as in
other arenas, the Surgeon General’s Report seemed to have rein-
forced convictions that something should be done. But the ques-
tion of what to do remained tricky. Even for those Commissioners
who thought the new research clearly showed TV violence to have
potentially harmful effects, that research clearly did not show the
way to specific rules about program content—even if the First
Amendment was thought to permit such rules.

In December 1973, Chairman Burch stated that the Commis-
sion would probably take action in early 1974. That action, he
suggested, would be in two parts: a new FCC rule limiting the
number of commercial minutes, and perhaps the kind of commer-
cials, to be permitted during the presentation of children’s pro-
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grams; and second, a policy statement aimed at encouraging net-
works and individual stations to provide more and better programs
for children in the pre- and post-school hours, and the early eve-
ning.

This two-pronged approach, Burch suggested, would be evo-
lutionary but the most sensible course the FCC could presently
follow. It would get at what he—along with ACT—obviously be-
lieves to be the most serious problems regarding television’s role
in the lives of children: over-commercialization and lack of quality
programming.2?

Meanwhile, with Senator Pastore’s image constantly hovering
in the background, NIMH in the late summer of 1973 awarded a
three-year, $150,000 grant to the Social Science Research Council
to carry out two mandates: first, to specify what new research was
needed to hone the results of earlier research to finer conclusions;
and second, to explore the promise and problems of developing
a violence profile. Chaired by Professor Stephen Withey of the
University of Michigan Institute for Social Research, the SSRC
committee delegated these mandates to a number of prominent
researchers in the area of television and children. The new com-
mittee met for the first time in October 1973 to address specifically
the issue of the development of a violence profile. But Dr. Withey
cautioned there was no certainty that the Committee would en-
dorse the idea or come up with an action plan for carrying it out.

Senator Pastore, still convinced of the value of prodding,
wrote another letter on October 8, 1973—to the new HEW Secre-
tary, Caspar Weinberger. Noting his abundant correspondence
with HEW over the past year and a half, he once again patiently
repeated:

The [Senate] Committee is, of course, vitally concerned with all aspects
of children’s programming, including the progress of the violence profile. I
would, therefore, appreciate a report on the current status of efforts to
develop the profile, and an estimate of when the Committee may expect it
to be completed.28

As the year drew to an end, Weinberger sent Pastore his reply.
Detailing the eleven research projects initiated or continued dur-
ing the past fiscal year as well as the grant to the Social Science
Research Council, Weinberger also stressed NIMH’s continued
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support of Dr. Gerbner’s content analyses. In Weinberger’s opin-
ion:

This content analysis approach, broadened to encompass a number of
additional dimensions and linked with viewers’ perceptions of violence and
its effects . . . could provide a substantial advance in the development of a
violence profile.2?

However, it appeared that the secretary was not yet willing to face
the violence-profile issue head on. His letter concluded:

NIMH staff and consultants continue to judge that the development of
an adequate multidimensional violence profile will require a minimum of two
to three additional years.30

To keep up the pressure, Senator Pastore let it be known that
he intended to hold another round of hearings. They would, ac-
cording to his deputy Nicholas Zapple, probably be held sometime
in the spring—on the fifth anniversary of the senator’s original
request for the Surgeon General’s inquiry.



THE INDUSTRY’S RESPONSE

Although the government could drag out its deliberations, the
broadcast industry could not leave the airwaves empty while debat-
ing the amount and character of televised violence. Here, where
program ratings are a daily reality and violence an unchallenged
drawing card, the Surgeon General’s Report would face its sever-
est test.

Broadcasters greeted the announcement of the findings with
conspicuous silence. But at the Senate hearings two months later,
their testimony was vaguely supportive. Under Pastore’s prodding,
the three network heads found themselves on the spot. Julian
Goodman, president of the National Broadcasting Company, de-
clared that his network accepted the responsibility which the cen-
tral conclusion of the Advisory Committee Report had placed
upon him and his colleagues. He noted that NBC was seeking “to
learn more about the subject and, at the same time, avoid pro-
grams that could have undesirable effects on children.” But when
Goodman felt obliged to add that “an accurate definition of the
problem is essential to our search for a solution,”! Pastore bridled.
He thought Goodman’s stress on the need for further study was
“too heavy” and pointed out that all seven members of the Advi-
sory Committee who testified had agreed with Surgeon General
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Steinfeld that “‘the data are sufficient to justify action.”’?

John Schneider, president of the CBS Broadcast Group, tes-
tified that the Report ““. . . tells me that anyone seeking easy
answers to questions about the effects on society of the portrayal
of violence on television will be disappointed.”® Pastore re-
sponded that network officials were relying on loopholes to avoid
the central thrust of the Report. He had been much impressed, the
senator said pointedly, “when I asked your Dr. Klapper and Dr.
Coffin, who represents NBC, how they felt about this, and both of
them agreed with the Surgeon General. . . . They took a position
that something needs to be done and it ought to be done soon.”’

Elton Rule, president of the American Broadcasting Com-
pany, was the most forthright of the three network heads about the
need for action. Like Goodman and Schneider, he pointed out that
“many questions remain to be answered,” but he agreed that the
Report’s finding of a relationship between televised violence and
increased aggressive behavior in some children “represents a sub-
stantial advance in our knowledge, and the industry and we at ABC
will have to weigh its implications very seriously.”> Enumerating
the reforms ABC planned to initiate during the coming season,
Rule stressed that the Surgeon General’s Report had reinforced
the network’s “early determinations” and had made it clear to
broadcasters that they ““must be even more responsive’”” in manag-
ing their program planning. Pastore graciously accepted the state-
ment as it stood, offering congratulations for Rule’s willingness to
incorporate the Report’s findings into ABC’s fall scheduling.

One disquieting cloud over this apparent amity was the scant
coverage given by network news to the hearings. When Dr. Eli
Rubinstein asked a network reporter why the opening day’s testi-
mony—which had drawn a large crowd and received modest cover-
age in the print media—was practically ignored on the television
evening news, he was told that word had come from New York not
to put much emphasis on the hearings.¢ Pastore, evidently accus-
tomed to this silent treatment, wryly commented to the television
camera crews present in the committee room that they were wast-
ing their time. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, on the
other hand, produced a one-hour documentary, ‘“The Question of
Television Violence,” based on the Pastore hearings. It has been
shown to groups of interested persons but not on the airwaves in
this country.
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The Surgeon General’s Report appeared to have little influ-
ence on the industry’s decisions for the 1972-73 season. Despite
the assurances of the network heads, critics noted that previous
programs with a high incidence of violence remained on the new
fall schedules.” According to one critic, a few initial episodes of the
new season’s offerings began to show “‘the real face of violence,
ugly and frightening,” but those aspects quickly receded and
“TV’s standard portrayal of brutality as glamorous, exciting,
sometimes ‘artistic’”’ took over once again.8 By June, the conclu-
sions of the critics were reinforced by a detailed content analysis
produced by George Gerbner and Larry Gross, The Violence Profile
No. 5. This latest report was an extension of their earlier work but
also represented a new effort to develop a set of cultural indicators
that would trace trends in media content and their effects upon
viewers.

Defining violence as ‘“‘the overt expression of physical force
compelling action against one’s will on pain of being hurt or killed,
or actually hurting or killing,”’? Drs. Gerbner and Gross found that
while the 1972 composite index of dramatic violence on prime-
time network television remained below the 1967-68 levels, still
eight out of ten programs and nine out of every ten cartoons
contained some violence.

The actual prevalence of violence . . . did not change since these studies
began in 1967. The rate of violence episodes also remained about 5 per
program and 8 per hour (17 per cartoon hour).10

What had declined was the percentage of leading characters in-
volved in violence—a drop from 73 percent to 58 percent—and the
proportion involved in killing—from 19 percent to 10 percent.!!

However, the ratio of victimization (the margin of victims over perpetra-
tors of violence) rose to a new high, and struck particularly hard at women
and non-whites. 2

The fact that increasingly more television characters suffer
than inflict violence, the two researchers argued, “cultivates a mar-
gin of fear and demonstrates a structure of power that television
viewers may project upon reality.”!3

Gerbner and Gross found that those programs which had
been continued from 1971 were more violent, but those programs
started in 1972 were less violent than previous seasons.!* NBC’s
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programs were the most violent of the three networks. ABC, de-
spite President Rule’s assurances to Pastore, also showed an in-
crease. CBS was down from the previous year and least violent of
the three.15

As a beginning effort in measuring effects, the researchers
found ““the first clear evidence of a relationship between television
viewing and conceptions of social reality that conform to the world
of television but contrast with real life.”’16 In response to question-
ing, significantly more heavy (four plus hours a day) than light (two
or less hours a day) viewers overestimated the percentage of real-
life violent crimes as well as the danger of their personal involve-
ment. Gerbner and Gross suggested that heavy television viewing
had strongly influenced this exaggerated picture of reality among
heavy viewers.

Industry officials were skeptical of Gerbner’s effort to develop
aviolence profile. In a lengthy article in the winter 1972-73 issue of
the Journal of Broadcasting entitled ‘‘Rating Television Programming
for Violence: A Comparison of Five Surveys,” NBC vice-president
of research planning, Thomas Coffin, who had been a member of
the Surgeon General’s Advisory Committee, and NBC’s director of
research projects, Sam Tuchman, compared Gerbner’s analyses to
other violence rating systems. They concluded that there were
substantial discrepancies. First, a sizable number of network pro-
grams—especially those which tended to be nonviolent—were ex-
cluded from measurement in the Gerbner studies. Second, Gerb-
ner’s results indicated a higher incidence of violence because his
definitions went beyond ‘““commonsense notions’’ to include acci-
dents, humorous violence, and acts of nature.!?

Drs. Coffin and Tuchman objected that:

The root of the problem would seem to be not with the Gerbner studies
per se, but with the way his figures have been put to use and cited by readers
who ignore the stated limitations.!8

Rating a program for violent content serves as an implicit warning
to parents that the program might be harmful to their children.
Gerbner’s data, designed to provide a series of sociological indica-
tors, were being used as “‘violence ratings.”

Coffin and Tuchman concluded:
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. . . [Wlithout a valid understanding of the kinds of television vio-
lence that cause or contribute to particular kinds of undesirable behavior,
the construction of a television index may be both “fruitless and mislead-
ing” because it is the effects of television violence rather than the arith-
metic of episodes that should be measured. . . . Thus a vital step in de-
veloping such systems is research designed to discriminate between
“harmful” and “harmless” violence. This would ensure that such systems
will focus on the real area of social concern: harmful depictions of vio-
lence.1?

Dr. Gerbner and two colleagues, replying in the same issue of
Journal of Broadcasting, claimed there was confusion in the Coffin-
Tuchman analysis. They argued that an essential component of
any rating system had to be the systematic, objective, and reliable
inventory of the relevant aspects of television content.

To weight slapstick violence less heavily than serious dramatic violence
may seem to be conventional wisdom, but in fact it is scientifically unaccepta-
ble. Humor may be the best vehicle for the effective cultivation of certain
definitions, images and attitudes.20

As a parting shot, Gerbner and his colleagues maintained that
no one could argue that there is no information on the effects of
violence.

... [T]he reports of the Surgeon General’s Committee (of which Dr.
Coftin was a member) have indicated a sufficiently strong relationship be-
tween violent tendencies and the sheer frequency of exposure to any TV
violence to suggest a public health problem.2!

As the 1973 season got underway, critics found little evidence
of change except for a few family situation programs which, inter-
estingly, reached the top ten ratings. Washington Star critic Bernie
Harrison summed up his discontent:

Commercial TV has really been asking for it this new season. There are
at least a score of police and private eye dramas and in all of these violence
is one of the essentials. In the competition, shocking detail is an inevitable
trend.22

Arithony La Camera, of the Boston Herald American, commented:

There is a growing stench about prime-time programming that may well
lead to civic outcries for a congressional or FCC deodorant. Too much of the
programming is dehumanizing, desensitizing, cynical and depressing.23
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And Claire Berman wrote in New York magazine:

I have just spent several weekday mornings and two very long weekends
watching this season’s schedule of shows for the young, and let me tell you,
I'd settle for funny. Or tasteful. Or original. I'd prefer educational but I'd
settle for entertaining. Because what children are being offered this season
is largely a rehash of the reprehensible TV fare that’s been given them in the
past. Inane cartoon versions of adult situation comedies and adventure sto-
ries predominate. . . .24

There were signs that network officials were sensitive to the
issue. Herminio Traviesas, NBC vice-president for broadcast
standards, claimed his network was ruthlessly eliminating *“‘gratui-
tous” violence: ““At every stage of a show—from script to rough cut
to final editing—the producers have to prove that a violent act is
vital to the story.”?25

Paradoxically, the network that according to Gerbner had
moved the farthest struck the most adamant posture in resisting
outside pressures for change. CBS Television’s President Robert
D. Wood defended controversial programming as in keeping with
his network’s commitment “‘to participate in the present.” ‘“‘Part of
being fully responsive to our public,” he argued, ““is to make sure
that we do not allow a small, vocal, and, at times, highly organized
minority to determine what can be seen on your television set.”’26

Still, certain changes appeared to be the order of the day. All
three networks created a special Vice-President in Charge of Chil-
dren’s Programming. They also called on child experts, television
experts, and advertising executives to join together in discussions
concerning programming.2’ CBS announced in June 1973 the ap-
pointment of two specialists in educational planning for children
“to act as advisors in the development, planning and concepts of
quality programming for children, not only for scheduled Saturday
shows, but also for specials, mini-series and all other children’s
programs.”28 When specific problems arose, these educators
would be requested to assemble an interdisciplinary group to
guide programmers “in insuring children a learning experience
combined with entertainment, one that will be helpful in their
mental growth and development of judgment and moral values.’’2°

An interesting liason between educators and broadcasters
took place under the auspices of the Kaiser Broadcasting Com-
pany. This company, with stations in six major cities, hired Profes-
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sors George Gerbner, Ithiel de Sola Pool, and Eleanor Maccoby to
act as consultants for youth programming. Beyond reviewing the
existing cartoons, they designed and helped initiate *““Snippets”—
one-minute educational commercials inserted between the car-
toons—which contain material stressing “How To’s” and other
prosocial messages.30

One caustic dissenter, Edith Efron, writing for TV Guide, ‘““The
Children’s Crusade That Failed,” maintained that changes in-
tended to make a “Saturday morning Golden Age” had ‘“boomer-
anged.”

In capitulating to the pressures of the antiviolence campaigners, the
networks gutted the basic nucleus of storytelling, lost all purpose and coher-
ence and filled the conceptual void with canned yoks. The result: program-
ming that was nonviolent but still nauseated many adults who saw it.3!

Ms. Efron emphasized that only 9 percent of total child view-
ing is confined to the Saturday morning hours on which the net-
works were concentrating their reforms. Others also pointed out
that during 1972, 85 percent of children’s afternoon viewing in the
top fifty markets was not directed to network shows but to adult
programming broadcast by independent stations. Getting at the
sources of violence programming was not to be a simple mission.
The most directly measurable results so far have been accom-
plished by citizen action. A spokesman for the parent group, Ac-
tion for Children’s Television (ACT), has claimed:

We are beginning to find that parents, teachers, pediatricians, and psy-
chiatrists are much more aware than they were before of the impact of TV
on the lives of children and are beginning to think of ways of dealing with

it.32

The potential for this sort of enterprise was demonstrated in the
fall of 1973 when four citizen groups in Los Angeles joined to
bring pressure against the independent station KTTV to remove
certain heavily violent programs and to issue cautionary warnings
when broadcasting others. The threat to challenge its license
renewal brought a promise of compliance from the station. In San
Francisco, a parents’ group has similarly pushed for a “children’s
bill of rights” from local stations, urging a special survey of needs
for an age group which comprises one-fourth of the Bay Area
audience.
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One irate citizen with more than usual clout is Leo Singer,
president of the Miracle White detergent company. After watching
a spate of gunplay on four commercial channels in Chicago, Singer
withdrew $2 million of his firm’s commercials from violent shows.
Singer has declared war on “mind pollution” in dramatic terms:

If one TV show featuring a bizarre crime has a one in 10,000,000 chance
of giving some lunatic a new murderous idea, think what twenty shows do
to the odds. Radio has made it successfully without violence; why can’t TV?
Do we value life so little in this country today that we put the entertainment
of many above the life of one?33

At least one of the researchers for the Surgeon General’s
Report believes that citizen action is the best way to accomplish
change without inviting government control. Dr. Robert Liebert
has declared:

The most potent, the smoothest way to change television is through
even a small minority of citizens who give the impression that they are going
to react negatively to content.34

Urging parents to write not to the networks but to the sponsors,
Liebert concluded that:

It doesn’t take very many of those kinds of letters for the sponsors—
whose money underlies all this—to tell the network: “I'm not so sure that I
want to buy time with those cartoons.”3%

Liebert’s proposal represents a somewhat different approach
from those who urge that the best way of reducing violence and
other pernicious influences on children’s programming is to
reduce or eliminate the commercials. This has become the focus
of ACT’s campaign. In 1970, ACT requested the FCC to require
stations to air at least fourteen hours of children’s programming
a week and to bar all advertising on them. Four years later—after
holding two sets of hearings, compiling seventy-two volumes of
testimony from broadcasters, advertisers, and ordinary citizens,
and receiving well over 100,000 letters—the FCC finally re-
sponded. On October 31, 1974, it issued its long-awaited report
and policy statement. It declined to issue rules as ACT and others
had urged, but instead suggested goals to be achieved through
industry self-regulation regarding appropriate kinds and amounts
of children’s programs and appropriate kinds and amounts of com-
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mercials. Once more the Commission postponed any treatment of
television violence, promising to report on its plans by the end of
the year.

While protesting strongly about damage to program quality
and profits, the networks have voluntarily cut commercials on the
Saturday morning children’s programs from sixteen to twelve min-
utes per hour—the ratio already applied to prime-time program-
ming. Three major drug companies have switched hard-sell vita-
min ads from the “‘children’s hours” to programs later in the day.

Citizen power, many thoughtful observers agree, poses dan-
gers. Militant minorities bringing pressure on timid broadcasters
and advertisers could impose a culture control that would be crip-
pling to creativity. Already there have been instances when classic
movies were edited out of all reason to avoid stirring up ethnic
protests. CBS-Television President Wood has a point in warning
that this could bring a new kind of “wasteland.”

But the answer is not a return to citizen apathy. The evidence
is too strong that apathy breeds broadcaster indifference to the
social effects of this powerful medium. The better course lies in
establishing a more effective dialogue between the concerned citi-
zen and the broadcast industry. It is too easy to ridicule efforts at
improvement as ‘“The Children’s Crusade That Failed.” Two facts
remain constant amid all the claims and counterclaims: How to
measure television’s impact on society is a problem that will not
go away; and how our children’s minds are shaped continues to stir
society’s fundamental concern.
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POSTSCRIPT , 1974

During the first week in April 1974, the Senate Subcommittee
on Communications convened a second round of hearings on the
subject of televised violence “‘to make sure,” according to a sub-
committee spokesman, ‘“‘the issue doesn’t die . . . for lack of inter-
est or money. . . .”’! Both the format and the witnesses closely
resembled those of the 1972 hearings. In response to Senator
Pastore’s repeated question, “‘Is the situation improving, or are we
wasting a lot of time and money?”’, government officials, television
network executives, social scientists and concerned citizens offered
testimony in support of frequently conflicting points of view. What
was significantly different from the earlier hearings, however, was
that the atmosphere of urgency now seemed diffused.

Committee members appeared to have lost interest in the
subject. Both Chairman Pastore and Senator Baker were present
for the opening day, but Baker soon left to inspect tornado damage
in his home state of Tennessee. Although a few other members
dropped by, Pastore was the only one to sit through all three days
of testimony.

For the government, the FCC still had not adopted a policy
statement on children’s television programming and the two FCC
members most concerned with the issue had left the commission.

123
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Commissioner Nicholas Johnson’s term had expired; Chairman
Dean Burch had resigned to go into the White House as special
counsel to the president. Although the new chairman, Richard
Wiley, had assured Senator Pastore in March that he had “‘every
intention of finishing this matter,”? he did not discuss what courses
of action the Commission was considering. He refused to make
public a six-month old “internal staff document” from the Com-
mission’s recently departed children’s specialist, Elizabeth Rob-
erts, but reluctantly allowed members of the committee staff to
have a look at it.

Wiley had reported in response to an earlier House of Repre-
sentatives query that 2.5 man years and about $45,000 had been
spent on activities related to children’s television during 1973.3
Evidently, the results had not provoked any actions by the FCC.

Dr. Bertram Brown, Director of NIMH, reported to Pastore
that the Social Science Research Council was making progress in
its research to develop a violence profile. He assured the senator,
“. .. we will have a working index within a year or two. I will see
to that.”’4 But he cautioned the committee that the use of such a
profile could create a host of problems and posed the questions:
“Would it be used by parents to determine acceptability of individ-
ual programs? Would producers use it to plan programs? Would
it lead to lowering the number of violent events but perhaps in-
crease the intensity and inhumanity of those that were left?”’5

Dr. Brown cited other studies being supported by NIMH in-
cluding: Dr. George Gerbner’s continuing development of his pro-
file of television programming; a project to develop an index of the
medium’s positive effects on mental health; a study of the causes
and consequences of credibility in television news; and a study on
the long-term effects of prosocial television programs. The direc-
tor stressed that these studies represented an investment of
$478,000 in 1973.6 Further interrogation by Senator Pastore re-
vealed that while the proposed HEW budget for the coming year
would permit the continuation of projects already underway, no
new studies could be supported.

Meanwhile, there were signs that the industry had made new
reckonings. The release of the fall 1974 schedules showed, accord-
ing to Les Brown of The New York Times: ‘“The television networks
next fall will cut back in programs that deal with violence and stress
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series concerned with family life and personal relationships. . . .
According to industry sources, programs are being discarded for
both rating inadequacy and in response to the recent hearings on
television violence by the Senate Communications Committee.”’?
Broadcasting reported that ““the children’s programming chiefs of
all three networks forecast a virtual renaissance in that program
category. A fair paraphrase of their declarations: Come this fall,
the ‘junk’—their own characterization of much that has come
before—will be gone.”8 Each of the three networks would cancel
some of the animated cartoons and substitute “live-action” shows
using a greater variety of subject material. Each promised more
sophisticated production techniques, prime-time script writers,
“In-service training instructors” for film editors, and consultations
with social scientists and communications scholars.? All three net-
works indicated that they would use prime-time early evening slots
for quality children’s specials.* According to Allen Ducovny, CBS-
TV director of children’s programming, such shows would ‘“‘ad-
vance important prosocial messages, such as good behavior, good
health habits, adhering to rules in the interest of safety, and show-
ing respect.”’10

Network leaders conceded that all those steps amounted to a
gamble and emphasized that they would not sacrifice entertain-
ment to achieve education. George Heineman, NBC vice-presi-
dent for children’s programs, explained, “We’re in the entertain-
ment business, and no matter how we place our philosophical
efforts, there will still be judgments on how well we entertain.”!!
Still he predicted optimistically: “when all three networks get into
balanced programming, meaning entertainment balanced with in-
structional and educational ideas, you’ll find continued growth.
It’s another form of competition.”12

The network heads arrived at the Senate hearings armed with
evidence of their new zeal. John Schneider, president of CBS,
assured Senator Pastore that “between the 1971-72 season and
the current broadcast season, the number of acts of violence has
declined by about 25 percent, based on an analysis by the CBS
Office of Social Research.”13 Alfred R. Schneider, vice-president

*As of June 1974, court litigation had put the network claim to prime-time access in
dispute and caused the cancellation of many of those program plans.
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of ABC-TV told the subcommittee, “We have eliminated from
cartoons the use of guns and knives as well as other highly imitable
weapons.”’14 He added that his network was continuing to carry
out the pledge made before the subcommittee in 1972 that cartoon
series depending on “‘action” without humor would be dropped
from the network’s schedule. Julian Goodman, chairman of the
board of NBC, agreed that the relationship between television
violence and aggressive behavior as reported by the Surgeon
General’s Committee “‘is now generally recognized.”!% But he ex-
pressed reservations about the usefulness of a violence profile. His
network’s system of program review, he explained, was to judge on
a case-by-case basis whether a violent scene was an ‘“‘acceptable
part of the dramatic action that is not likely to be a model for
violence.”’16

During their testimony, the network heads drew on reports
from studies their research divisions had been conducting into the
effects of televised violence on children. They included:

From NBC: “Exposure to TV ‘Violence’ and Aggressive Behavior in Boys”
by J. Ronald Milavsky and Berton Pekowsky, scheduled to be
completed late 1975.

From ABC: “Children’s Reactions to Violent Material on Television” by
Lieberman Research, Inc., a three-year study completed early
1974. “Studies of Children and Television” by Melvin Heller
and Samuel Polsky, an ongoing study begun July 1970.

From CBS: Violence and Anti-Social Behavior, by Stanley Milgram, published
1974.

These studies, costing up to $1 million each, employed tech-
niques similar to those used by the researchers involved in the
Surgeon General’s inquiry: NBC’s longitudinal study paralleled
the correlational work done by Lefkowitz; ABC’s studies, using
written and oral psychological tests and direct observation, corre-
sponded to some of Bandura’s research. Their findings ranged
from Stanley Milgram’s statement that “if television is on trial, the
judgment of this investigation must be the Scottish verdict: Not
proven,”!7 to Heller and Polsky’s conclusion that “violent crime is
the result of multiple factors, and cannot be attributable to watch-
ing violent television programs.”!8 The Lieberman study il-
luminated additional factors—such as the inclusion of humor, the
extent to which a child identifies with a situation or character, or
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the type of violent act portrayed—which might produce changes
in the stimulus to aggression.

Reviewing all this industry activity, Pastore was less caustic in
his criticisms than he had been in previous years. “I hope there is
as much improvement in the 1974-75 season as there has been this
season,”” he told the network heads. Other non-industry witnesses
were not persuaded. Dr. Eli Rubinstein, now appearing as a private
citizen and professor at the State University of New York at Stony
Brook, spoke pessimistically of responses to the effort he had
shepherded. “So far as I know,” he said, *“‘there is no scientific
evidence that the prevalence of violence on network dramatic pro-
gramming has been significantly reduced in the past two years.”’19
Rubinstein chided CBS for claiming “‘a significance beyond what
was really warranted” by its Milgram study. Criticizing NIMH for
research budget cutbacks that “will have a direct negative impact
on extending knowledge in this area,”’2? he called instead for 1) a
continuing research program to study ways of enhancing the value
of television for children; 2) a distribution center for progress
reports; and 3) a public advocate role to provide testimony on
matters relating to children and violence.2!

In conducting the hearings, Senator Pastore especially wanted
to obtain a progress report on Dr. George Gerbner’s violence
profile, now in its second year of development. Analyzing data
collected between 1967 and 1972 (involving 618 programs, 5,790
characters and 3,022 violent episodes), Dr. Gerbner was able to
report: “We can see . . . a decline in violent characterizations and
in killings, but not in the percent of programs containing violence
or in the rates of violent episodes. . . .”’22 Although the frequency
of violence in children’s cartoons had also declined, it was still
“very high . . . the crudest, most brutal kind of indoctrination that
one can imagine.”’23

Dr. Gerbner added to the data concerning the ““risk ratios” he
had first presented to the subcommittee two years earlier. He now
reported:

... [T]he decline in violent characterizations that we have observed in
the Index comes mostly from a reduction among women, and especially
violent women. Killing among men even increased. Equally significant is the
fact that while male killers always outnumber males killed, female victims of
lethal violence are usually more numerous than women killers.
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So while the level of male involvement remained constant and the level
of female involvement declined, women involved in violence bore a higher
and increasing burden of victimization.24

Gerbner’s report reveals a handicap in linking social science
research with policy review. His elaborate analyses of television
programs necessarily lag behind the present schedule and future
schedules to which the network leaders now point with pride.

One development underscored by the 1974 hearings was that
new sponsors for research on television and social behavior were
coming forward—among them General Mills, General Foods, and
the Eli Lilly Endowment. Dr. Robert Liebert reported to Pastore’s
committee that the United Methodist Church, with support from
the National Council of Churches, the Markle Foundation and
NIMH, was initiating an independent Media Action Research Cen-
ter.25 This organization, he hoped, would conduct the monitoring
and research support to serve as a continuation of the Surgeon
General’s inquiry. Leo Singer, the aroused president of the Miracle
White Company, reported to the senator that his company’s
refusal to purchase advertising time on violence-prone shows had
brought 35,000 letters of support. For Singer, the lesson was clear.

There have been other signs of increasing self-consciousness
among advertising sponsors. The Kellogg Company has drastically
shifted its television commercials from the “hard sell” toward
“consumer-education’’ messages. A number of vitamin companies
have felt obliged to drop advertisements urging children to think
of their products as candy. NBC has carried counter-commercials
warning children about eating sweets and even suggesting that
they should not spend all their time watching television.2¢ To a
degree, such steps are the result of pressure by the National Adver-
tising Review Board—which announced a “‘high priority program”
to scrutinize children’s advertising—and citizen action groups
such as ACT and the Council on Children, Media, and Merchan-
dising. The latter group, led by Robert Choate, has produced
public service announcements on snacking, sugar, and cavities
which a number of stations have now agreed to carry. Clearly, the
matter of what a child learns from his television set has become of
concern to a wider constituency than ever before.

The Senate hearings ended with Pastore, although more con-
ciliatory, still convinced that “‘this is a matter that has to be con-
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stantly watched.” He spoke in a fatherly way to CBS President
Schneider: “Our young people are addicted to television. It sells
an idea and the question 1s, is the idea a good one or a bad one?
... I hope the industry has reached the point where it can be its
own watchdog. . . . This Committee has no intention or inclination
to censor. . . . But if in the future we have to call you to account,
we will.”’27






14

CONCLUSION

Given the way the system worked in the Surgeon General’s
quest, we find it difficult to put all the blame for shortcomings on
particular villains. Each participant operated according to his own
definition of his role. Each behaved logically according to his own
terms of reference. Broadcasters and program producers, as Chap-
ter 5 makes clear, work to feed the insatiate consumptive needs of
the videotube for attention-getting scripts under conditions driv-
ing them to use violence almost as an exclamation point before the
commercial breaks. In seeking a quick, definitive answer about the
impact of violence on children, Senator Pastore expressed an im-
patience resulting from too many years of dilatory debate on this
topic. The Surgeon General and his colleagues felt a bureaucratic
caution in trying to build constituent support for this sensitive
inquiry. The social scientists, having long been accustomed to
famine in this field of research, were not prepared to take advan-
tage of sudden funding. The Surgeon General’s Advisory Commit-
tee found itself confronted with constraints that seemed to justify
the compromises needed to achieve unanimous support for the
Report. And this also made indispensable the great conciliatory
skills of the Committee’s operating director, Dr. Eli Rubinstein.

Once public, the Report was subject to other exigencies. The
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press, fearful of government intrusions, regularly treats communi-
cation problems as not deserving serious news and editorial atten-
tion. Broadcasters have become inured to the nagging warfare of
charge and countercharge in which the more important objective
1s to make points rather than achieve understanding. In such an
adversary climate, the congressional hearing becomes a struggle
for advantage—an ordeal to be endured or, if possible, ignored.

One can explain why everyone behaved as he did. To review
the Surgeon General’s quest and its aftermath leads us to speculate
on how it might have gone better. We have our own ideal for the
process by which research might be linked to policy conclusions
and policy in turn to action for an area as sensitive as television
programming. In the beginning, there would be a planning confer-
ence at which government policymakers, media leaders, and social
scientists met together to explore thoroughly the problem at issue,
review the existing state of knowledge, and carefully chart the
mandate for the proposed inquiry. Then, a committee would be
appointed, pooling the wisdom not only of leading social scientists
but others from government and the media who have expert advice
to offer. While specific research might be commissioned to fill gaps
or to test hypotheses, the principal effort would be to formulate as
clearly as possible the committee’s own best judgment. The goal
would be to arrive at a statement, true to scientific disciplines, but
understandable and persuasive to the general public. Without
drawing an artificial line between scientific findings and policy
conclusions, the members would express their combined wisdom
about the nature of the problem; what should be done; and,
equally important, how it should be done.

Once formulated, such a document could serve as a powerful
guide to public policy. But it should be subject to the most search-
ing and critical review, both by congressional committee hearings
and also by deliberative groups outside government. Our ideal
process would involve an important role for press comment but
not of the sporadic headline-seeking variety. Once a policy conclu-
sion had been arrived at—for a problem not susceptible to direct
government regulation—we would envisage the creation of non-
governmental councils at national and community levels to pro-
vide continuing review and follow-up.

What should be the role of social science in this linkage of
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knowledge, policy, and action? We presuppose ongoing research
capable of undergirding large public policy investigations. But we
are dubious of the practice of recruiting social scientists into
posses searching for quick solutions. This does a disservice both
to social science and to public policy. Ideally, the social science
community would maintain institutions capable of anticipating the
urgent needs of society. The present system whereby social science
entrepreneurs are obliged to contract their services on a random
basis hardly provides the best use of their time and talents.

Such would be our ideal. We find ourselves critical of the way
the system worked in practice. There was the assumption of broad-
casters that television does not seriously affect social behavior, and
that outsiders should not meddle in their business. This attitude
goes squarely against their arguments to advertisers that television
is the most powerful medium in the history of mankind for shaping
consumer habits. One might expect them to examine the hidden
messages of programming, especially for children, with the same
assiduous attention to cause and effect that they devote to the
delivery of commercials.

Admittedly, probing television’s effects raises First Amend-
ment concerns, especially when government officials have shown
a cynical desire to intimidate the media. In the climate of the White
House war with the networks, this was not an opportune time for
the Surgeon General to be involved in so delicate a mission. But
the issue remains. For television programming goes to one of
society’s most urgent problems—how it educates its youth. From
the earliest days of the Republic, education has been the subject
of social management. The solution is not to declare a no-man’s
land in exploring television’s effects on the young, but to develop
more enlightened ways of exploration.

At the same time, we are not comfortable with the present
efforts of social science to determine cause and effect. The labora-
tory and field experiments we have cited reveal all too many limita-
tions. The child has been measured for aggressive behavior after
only brief exposures to selected television fare. While it is signifi-
cant that there should have been discernible differences in behav-
ior—more especially when one weighs the cumulative results of so
many experiments—it is more important to know what happens to
the child whose television viewing norm is six hours a day, year in
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and year out. That is the significant phenomenon which makes
television distinctly different from books, movies, and every other
form of communication. Television has become an enveloping
environment through which values and life-styles are transmitted.
Somehow social science has got to develop better environmental
measures if its findings are to be persuasive.

Over forty years ago, Harold J. Laski voiced misgivings that
expertise “‘too often fails to see round its subject. . . . Too often,
also, it lacks humility; and this breeds in its possessors a failure in
proportion which make them fail to see the obvious which is before
their very noses.”’! Advances in the expertise of social science since
that time do not invalidate Laski’s criticism. Yet, we refuse to join
the critics who claim that social science has nothing to say to the
policymaker. Better definitions of role and relationship are
needed. We applaud the definitions offered by the Social Science
Research Council:

The contribution of the social sciences is not to replace public debate
and legitimate political processes but to supplement them by additional
information and rational evaluation. . . .

[TThe social scientist cannot be given full responsibility with respect to
the policy judgments into which his findings enter. The policy-makers re-
sponsible for making such judgments would do well, however, to make as
much use as possible of the knowledge that the behavioral and social sciences
provide. Greater danger lies, not in science, but in the pitting of one man’s
subjective judgments against another’s. . . .2

The debate over television’s effects on children is now twenty
years old. Yet the obvious need for concentrated, long-range at-
tention to the issue has been met in only a limited, spasmodic way.
Relatively few behavioral scientists have recognized the impor-
tance of the issue or tried to gain a better understanding of its
implications. Violence on television—even on programs aimed at
children—continues apace. The industry has taken little direct
action and has not invested significant funds in supporting re-
search into television’s effects for good or ill.

In other areas identified as requiring scientific evidence—
from cancer control to space exploration—the government has
invested large sums in the training of persons who can help shape
the hard evidence on which to base intelligent public policy deci-
sions. Investment in training and research programs in mass com-
munications studies has been extremely small.
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Television’s impact on society demands a significant and long-
term investment by government, foundations, and the media. The
social sciences must participate in seeking answers to difficult
problems and must share in the public policy decisions to be made
in this field. There is a need for sustained support for a field of
study which the scientists themselves must define, and for the
development of mechanisms capable of focusing on long-range
and short-range needs.

Certain specific research needs must be addressed. There is
much work to be done in determining the *‘third variables” at work
which permit some children to view large amounts of television
violence with no apparent harmful effects and incline other chil-
dren towards aggressive tendencies. What are the factors “predis-
posing” certain children toward aggression? Professor Albert Ban-
dura of Stanford, who has done pioneering work on television and
children, questions the assumption that the predisposition to ag-
gression is simply an inherent “‘child quality.” The size of the
“predisposed to aggression” group of children has not been ex-
plored. Little is known about the effect of television on the very
young—two- and three-year-olds—whose “predispositions” are
still being shaped.

Even less is known about the ways violence can be portrayed
for positive effect and what, in Wilbur Schramm’s words, could be
“television’s moral equivalent of violence.” There is scanty but
concrete evidence that entertainment television can be construc-
tive. The Surgeon General’s Advisory Committee pointed to ‘“‘the
most striking finding” that young viewers of ‘“Mister Rogers’
Neighborhood” from families of low socioeconomic status tended
to become more cooperative, helpful, and sharing in their daily
relations with others. High socioeconomic children showed differ-
ent responses in the particular studies.? Why the difference and
what does it mean for future programming?

What is the potential of television? It not only offers but im-
poses on children vicarious experience in no way comparable to
that of earlier generations. As Dr. Ralph Tyler, formerly of the
Social Science Research Council, commented:

In recent years we have become alert to the importance of studying our
environment in terms of its functions and the balance among them. Televi-
sion is an environment. How are its services being prepared? What range of
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opportunities are there for children? Any environment that represents for
them so many hours a day deserves a research program with a broad perspec-
tive—not only in terms of ill effects but of the total need for vicarious experi-
ence in growing up. We must begin to think about television as though we
were thinking about food or air or water.4

Former FCC Chairman Dean Burch, who has proved to be a
thoughtful critic of the industry, has commented:

Although I am troubled about the effects of televised violence on chil-
dren, I am just as troubled by the fact that television programming at present
does very little in a positive way for children. So I am as concerned about the
lack of positive effects as I am about negative effects.’

Thinking about television as an environment must engage
others besides the behavioral scientists. For too long the humanist,
disdaining television, has chosen to ignore it. This bespeaks a
blindness about our new universe no less baffling than that of
post-Columbian scholars who clung to the theory the world was
flat. We must make more meaningful comparisons between the
video culture and the print culture. We need to assess television’s
potential for communicating awareness of man’s history, of his
great ideas, of human relationships, and of techniques of problem-
solving.

Merely listing television’s positive potentials raises fear of
manipulating this medium as an instrument of social control.
Clearly, there are Orwellian dangers implicit in any effort to deter-
mine television’s social effects. But we cannot avoid *“1984” by
merely condemning it. Rather our ambition should be to invent an
alternative vision of 1984. The first necessity is to expose our
communications system to the bright glare of examination and
debate.

The search for better understanding of television’s effects will
have many twists and turns. Covert messages of violence may
prove more destructive than blatant ones. Even efforts at positive
programming may raise dilemmas, as suggested by one recent
criticism that “Sesame Street”” may produce ““sensory overkill”” for
some youngsters who are ‘“‘organically or environmentally not
equipped to handle the flood of electronic stimulation.”6 Amid
conflicting evidence, it would be easy to become cynically con-
vinced that this powerful medium cannot be governed other than
by competitive forces of the marketplace.
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Throughout the long inquiry, many felt misgivings about the
policy implications of the Surgeon General’s quest. Few could wish
the federal government to become the director of television pro-
gramming, nor are many attracted by the notion that behavioral
scientists should make a grand design for the nation’s communica-
tions system. Pluralism is a matter of faith with most social scien-
tists as with others.

But one clear policy implication of the Surgeon General’s
Report is that Congress now has more than adequate scientific
Jjustification for periodic review of what the television industry is
doing in both children’s programming and the larger area of vio-
lent content viewed by children. There is no requirement that a law
be passed; indeed, it would be impossible to formulate a clear and
sensible statute on the basis of present evidence. Moreover, the
First Amendment to the Constitution should operate as a strong
restraint in this area of lawmaking. But the lawmakers are not
going to ignore the fact that television is a licensed industry oper-
ating in the public interest. As Pastore recently warned a group of
broadcasters:

To the extent [that] children’s television programming is vulnerable to
criticism, I assure you, ladies and gentlemen, the [license] renewal process
will always have a climate of uncertainty about it. I hasten to add, this is not
a threat on my part. It is merely a recognition that a voice more powerful than
the FCC—your audience—will demand an accounting for your stewardship.?

The time may be fast approaching, however, when Pastore’s
“Dutch uncle” pronouncements and even the threat of license
forfeiture may be of little avail. Technology—by cable, satellite,
cassette, and perhaps ultimately by fiber optics—promises a
fissioning of our communication channels. Increased competition
could open the way for greater diversity and choice in television
viewing. But it could also push program producers to extend ever
further the outer limits of audience arousal.

The question is whether the television industry can be made
more sensitive and self-conscious about its responsibility. Given
the evidence available, there is cause for concern, and good reason
for demanding changes. At this stage of our experience with televi-
sion, warns Dr. Percy Tannenbaum, ‘“‘to do nothing is to do some-
thing.”’8
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According to surveys cited earlier, many of those who pro-
duce, program, and sponsor television programs—including pro-
grams specifically designed for young audiences—are utterly un-
aware of the social implications of those programs. Those who
write programs for the television industry are ignorant of the evi-
dence already available about the effects on children. The com-
munication gap between most television experts and child devel-
opment specialists is great. The burden should be on the industry
to close that gap.

We do not agree with the criticisms of the effort to devise a
violence profile by which to measure programming. It will not be
easy to perfect such a measure but even the systematic pursuit of
better indicators will help create a continuing awareness in parent,
producer, and advertiser which could have beneficial results.

The problem demands shared responsibility. Since television
for American society is an environment, its beneficial use is not an
activity to be left exclusively to government, industry, or citizens’
action groups. To realize the potential benefits and avoid the clear
hazards, children need the help of parents. The television industry
needs the advice of social scientists. And social science needs the
support of government and the foundations.

Above all, we need to develop new social institutions for es-
tablishing the vital linkages between research and public policy,
between policy and action. In no area more than communications
is the urgency of this need so apparent.

Almost three years have passed since the Surgeon General
issued the Report of his Scientific Advisory Committee on Televi-
sion and Social Behavior. Perhaps the most succinct conclusion for
that enterprise was voiced by Meredith Wilson, director of the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford,
at a conference sponsored by the Aspen Program on Communica-
tions and Society. Figuratively placing himself in the Surgeon
General’s shoes as a witness before Senator Pastore, Dr. Wilson
declared:

The Report is couched in cautious language because these are scientists
who must be responsible to their discipline. It may appear to say less to you
than it does to me. I believe the Report confirms the folk wisdom that there
is a causal relation between violence on TV and the behavior of children in
an anti-social way. I see this confirmation as being about as clear as a scientific
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group, given the time allowed them, could have given us. Not only does
television incite violence in some who are predisposed to violence, but it is
clear to me that violence on TV is a factor in determining this “predisposi-
tion.” Under these circumstances, I am coming to you as a public agent,
required to give my advice. In my judgment, violence is clearly dangerous
enough to be called to the attention of Congress, the industry and the public.
It merits attention and it requires constructive action.?
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