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Letter of Transmittal

December 31, 1971

Dr. Jesse L. Steinfeld

Surgeon General

Department of Health, Education, and Welfare
Washington, D.C. 20201

Dear Dr. Steinfeld:

We are pleased to transmit our report on the research available in our
study of television and social behavior.

We have been careful to keep in mind that this committee was estab-
lished as a scientific body. Our major concern has been to assess the
research carefully and come to conclusions justified by the data.

As the report shows, this has been a very complex issue, for which there
are no simple answers. We trust that this report will help to advance the
understanding of these complexities.

Respectfully submitted.

W Atbarta T. Sieqel
Trving L.Uankgd Ph.D. Klberta E. Slegel, PN,
Ph,D
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Foreword

This report is the result of over two years of effort by a distinguished
committee of behavioral scientists. Their task has been difficult. The
impact of televised violence on the viewer, as a reading of the report will
show, is embedded in a complicated set of related variables.

The conscientious effort by the committee to avoid an oversimplifi-
cation of the problem has produced a document which may seem, at
times, too technical. However, I believe that this report and the five vol-
umes of research reports, which serve as a basis for the committee con-
clusions, make a major contribution to an understanding of the role of
television in influencing the social behavior of children and young peo-
ple.

The conclusions reached by the committee are carefully worded and
merit the serious attention of all persons and groups concerned about
the effects of viewing television. As the committee notes, these conclu-
sions are based on substantially more knowledge than was available
when the committee began its deliberations. But the research still leaves
many questions unanswered. Without detracting from the importance of
its conclusions, the committee specifies some of these unanswered ques-
tions and urges that they be addressed in the future.

This report will undoubtedly be scrutinized carefully by people who
will be looking for support for their own prior point of view. Individuals
with strong convictions on either side of the question about the effects
of televised violence may not be satisfied. What these individuals will
fail to recognize is that this set of conclusions, for the first time in this
field of inquiry, sets a solid and extensive base of evidence in an appro-
priate perspective. In that sense, the report and the research on which it
is based represent a major contribution.



The committee is to be congratulated for the work it has done. The
successful conclusion of the task is even more significant because of the
explicit consensus among so broadly representative a group of scien-
tists. 1 wish to commend the committee, the researchers, and the staff
for a job well done.

vi




PREFACE

All the available statistics confirm the pervasive role television plays
in the United States, if not throughout the world. More people own tele-
vision sets and more people watch television than make use of any other
single mode of mass communication.

It is no wonder then that television is the subject of much attention,
both directly as it serves its purpose and indirectly as a source of con-
cern to examine how well it serves its purpose. All manner of inquiry
about the input of television on the lives of the American public has
been and is being made. The issues about public television, cable televi-
sion, and the role of television in election campaigns are all in the news
today.

The question of violence on television has been one issue that was
raised almost immediately after television became a major contender for
the leisure time and attention of the public. There have been a number of
prior public examinations of this issue, and a number of statements and
conclusions have been made.

The committee has taken into account these earlier studies in reaching
its own conclusions. We have also had the benefit of an extensive body
of new data which we have carefully examined.

A great deal of work is reflected in the pages of this report and in the
concurrently published five volumes of technical reports, which have
served as the major source of new information. We believe this work
makes a major contribution to this area of scientific inquiry, and we wish
here to acknowledge our indebtedness to the researchers and staff who
brought that research to a successful conclusion.

Our task has not been easy. We have tried to come to as carefully
objective a conclusion as the data warranted. We suspect the debate will
not end here. We are dealing with a complex and changing set of phe-
nomena. Reassessment is inevitable as new evidence becomes available
and as changes occur in what television presents and how it is presented.

Our report consists of two parts: a Summary of Findings and Conclu-
sions and a detailed report.
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summary of Findings and
Conclusions

The work of this committee was initiated by a request from Senator
John O. Pastore to Health, Education, and Welfare Secretary Robert H.
Finch in which Senator Pastore said:

1am exceedingly troubled by the lack of any definitive information which would
help resolve the question of whether there is a causal connection between tele-
vised crime and violence and antisocial behavior by individuals, especiaily chil-
dren. . . 1am respectfully requesting that you direct the Surgeon General to
appoint a committee comprised of distinguished men and women from whatever
professions and disciplines deemed appropriate to devise techniques and to
conduct a study under his supervision using those techniques which will estab-
lish scientifically insofar as possible what harmful effects, if any, these pro-
grams have on children.

The question raised by this request has been this committee’s central
concern. However, the research program that was undertaken has at-
tempted to place this question within a larger context. For this reason,
the committee’s title deliberately emphasizes more than the issue of tel-
evised violence and aggressiveness and more than the question of televi-
sion’s harmful effects during childhood and youth.

At the same time the committee was explicitly enjoined from drawing
policy conclusions. Our task has been to state the present scientific
knowledge about the effects of entertainment television on children’s
behavior. in the hope that this knowledge may be of use to both citizens
and officials concerned with policy.

The findings we will summarize represent the issues and questions
treated in the body of the report. They derive primarily from the re-
search conducted under this program but take account also of past re-
search and other current research.

THE TELEVISION EXPERIENCE

It would be difficult to overstate the pervasiveness of television in the
United States. Census data indicate that 96 percent of American homes
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have one or more television sets. The average home set is on more than
six hours a day. Most adults report watching at least two hours daily.
Most children also watch at least two hours daily. For most people,
whatever their age, television viewing is a daily experience. Although
not everyone watches every day, many watch for much longer than two

hours.
Television viewing stands in sharp contrast to the theater, movies,

and other entertainment presented outside the home in that it does not
usually involve such exclusive or focused attention. Viewers of all ages
regularly engage in a wide range of activities while the set is on.

The extent to which this discontinuity of attention alters what would
be perceived and understood from television were attention undivided is
a moot question. Young children before the age of six usually cannot
successfully divide their attention. As a result, what they get from tele-
vision is probably generally restricted to what is taken in while viewing
with full attention and is perceived bereft of a larger context. As the
child grows older, he becomes more able to follow at least the rough
continuity of what is taking place on television while he is simultaneous-
ly doing other things.

The casual acceptance of viewing, however, does not equal indiffer-
ence to television. By the first grade, a majority of boys and girls exhibit
individual taste in program selection and preference for characters.
Among younger children, situation comedies and cartoons are most
popular. Sixth graders like family situation comedies and adventure
programs. Tenth graders prefer adventure programs and music and vari-
ety programs. Children and adolescents are attracted to programs fea-
turing characters their own age.

The propensity to view television changes as the individual goes
through the major stages of maturation. Frequent viewing usually begins
at about age three and remains relatively high until about age 12. Then
viewing typically begins to decline, reaching its low point during the teen
years. When young people marry and have families, the time they spend
viewing tends to increase and then remain stable through the middle
adult years. After middie age, when grown children leave home, it rises
again.

Many questions about television are presently unanswerable. Three
basic ones concern the future character of television, the influences and
dynamics involved in the choosing of programs by individual viewers,
and the underlying needs served by television that lead to its present
extensive use.

It would appear that television, like other media, is progressing
through a series of stages from intriguing novelty to accepted common-
place to possible differentiation as a servant of varied tastes. New devel-
opments—UHF, public television, cable, cassettes, portable minisets—
suggest that in the future the programming available may become in-
creasingly varied and that the mass audience may become a diversity of
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smaller segments, each with its special interests. Newspapers, maga-
zines, and radio provide examples of similar evolution.

Why people choose to view what they do, and why they view sO
much, remain open questions after 20 years of commercial broadcast-
ing. From the various rating services it is easy to determine what audi-
ences choose to view from among what if offered. The process by which

choices are made, and the basic appeal that leads to persistent viewing at
all ages, remain obscure.

VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION

Studies of media content show that violence is and has been a promi-
nent component of all mass media in the United States. Television is no
exception, and there can be no doubt that violence figures prominently
in television entertainment. People are probably exposed to violence by
television entertainment more than they are exposed by other media
because they use television so much more.

In regard to dramatic entertainment on television, and with violence
defined as ‘‘the overt expression of physical force against others or self,
or the compelling of action against one’s will on pain of being hurt or
killed,”” an extensive analysis of content has found that:

—The general prevalence of violence did not change markedly be-
tween 1967 and 1969. The rate of violent episodes remained constant at
about eight per hour.

—_The nature of violence did change. Fatalities declined, and the
proportion of leading characters engaged in violence of killing declined.
The former dropped from 73 to 64 percent; the latter, from 19 to five
percent. The consequence is that as many violent incidents occurred in
1969 as in 1967, but 2 smaller proportion of characters were involved,
and the violence was far less lethal.

__Violence increased from 1967 to 1969 in cartoon$ and in come-
dies. a category that included cartoons.

__Cartoons were the most violent type of program in these years.

Another study concluded that in 1971 Saturday morning program-
ming, which includes both cartoons and material prepared for adults,
approximately three out of ten dramatic segments were tgaturated”’
with violence and that 71 percent involved at least one instance of hu-
man violence with or without the use of weapons.

There is also evidence that years high in violence also tend to be years
high in overall ratings, and that the frequency of violent programs ina
year is related to the popularity of this type of program the previous
year. This suggests that televised violence fluctuates partly as a function

of the efforts of commercial broadcasters to present what will be maxi-
mally popular.
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TELEVISION’S EFFECTS

Television’s popularity raises important questions about its social
effects. There is interest and concern in regard to many segments of the
population—ethnic minorities, religious groups, the old, the unwell, the
poor. This committee has been principally concerned with one segment,
children and youth, and in particular with the effects of televised vio-
lence on their tendencies toward aggressive behavior.

People ask behavioral scientists various questions about television
and violence. In our opinion the questions are often far too narrowly
drawn. For example:

(1) It is sometimes asked if watching violent fare on television can
cause a young person to act aggressively. The answer is that, of course,
under some circumstances it can. We did not need massive research to
know that at least an occasional unstable individual might get sufficiently
worked up by some show to act in an impetuous way. The question is
faulty, for the real issue is how often it happens, what predispositional
conditions have to be there, and what different undesirable, as well as
benign, forms the aggressive reaction takes when it occurs.

(2) It is sometimes asked if the fact that children watch a steady fare
of violent material on television many hours a day from early childhood
through adolescence causes our society to be more violent. Presumably
the answer is, to some degree, ‘“yes,”’ but we consider the question mis-
leading. We know that children imitate and learn from everything they
see—parents, fellow children, schools, the media; it would be extraordi-
nary, indeed, if they did not imitate and learn from what they see on tel-
evision. We have some limited data that conform to our presumption.
We have noted in the studies at hand a modest association between
viewing of violence and aggression among at least some children, and
we have noted some data which are consonant with the interpretation
that violence viewing produces the aggression; this evidence is not con-
clusive, however, and some of the data are also consonant with other
interpretations.

Yet, as we have said, the real issue is once again quantitative: how
much contribution to the violence of our society is made by extensive
violent television viewing by our youth? The evidence (or more accu-
rately, the difficulty of finding evidence) suggests that the effect is small
compared with many other possible causes, such as parental attitudes or
knowledge of and experience with the real violence of our society.

The sheer amount of television violence may be unimportant com-
pared with such subtle matters as what the medium says about it: is it
approved or disapproved, committed by sympathetic or unsympathetic
characters, shown to be effective or not, punished or unpunished? So-
cial science today cannot say which aspects of the portrayal of violence
make a major difference or in what way. 1t is entirely possible that some
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Jiolence in society and that some types might increase it. In our present
state of knowledge, we are not able to specify what kinds of violence
portrayal will have what net result on society.

What are the alternatives? 1f broadcasters simply changed the quanti-
{ative balance between violent and other kinds of shows, it is not clear
what the net effect would be. People hunt and choose the kinds of stimu-
jus material they want. Violent material is popular. If our society
changed in no other way than changing the balance of television offer-
ings. people, to some degree, would still seek out violent material. How
much effect a modest quantitative change in television schedules would
have is now quite unanswerable. More drastic changes, such as general
censorship, would clearly have wide effects, but of many kinds, and

some of them distinctly undesirable.

In our judgment, the key question that we should be asked is thus a
complicated one concerning alternatives. The proper question is, ““What
kinds of changes, if any, in television content and practices could have a
significant net effect in reducing the propensity to undesirable aggres-
sion among the audience, and what other effects, desirable and undesira-
ble. would each such change have?”

The state of our knowledge, unfortunately, is not such as to permit
confident conclusions in answer to such a question. The readers of this
report will find in it evidence relevant to answering such questions, but
far short of an answer. The state of present knowledge does not permit

an agreed answer.

ypes of extensive portrayals of violence could reduce the propensity to

EFFECTS ON AGGRESSIVENESS

Television is only one of the many factors which in time may precede
aggressive behavior. It is exceedingly difficult to disentangle from other
elements of an individual’s life history.

Violence and aggressiveness are also not concepts on which there is
unvarying consensus. This applies equally to events observed in real life
or through the media and to behavior in which an individual may engage.
Violence is a vague term. What seems violent to one may not seem so to
another. Aggressiveness is similarly ambiguous, and its designation as
antisocial depends not only on the act but also on the circumstances and
the participants.

For scientific investigation, terms must be defined precisely and un-
ambiguously. Although various investigators have used somewhat dif-
ferent definitions, generally both televised violence and individual ag-
gressiveness have been defined as involving the inflicting of harm, inju-
ry, or discomfort on persons, or of damage to property. The translation
of such a conception into measurement procedures has varied very



6 TELEVISION AND GROWING up

widely. and whether antisocial activity is involved or implied is a matter
for judgment in the specific instance.

Effects on aggressiveness: evidence from
experiments

Experiments have the advantage of allowing causal inference because
various influences can be controlled so that the effects. if any. of one or
more variables can be assessed. To varying degrees. depending on de-
sign and procedures. they have the disadvantages of artificiality and
constricted time span. The generalizability of results to everyday lifeisa
question often not easily resolvable.

Experiments concerned with the effects of violence or aggressiveness
portrayed on film or television have focused principally on two different
kinds of effects: imitation and instigation. Imitation occurs when what
is seen is mimicked or copied. Instigation occurs when what is seen is
followed by increased aggressiveness.

Imitation. One way in which a child may learn a new behavior is
through observation and imitation. Some 20 published experiments doc-
ument that children are capable of imitating filmed aggression shown on
a movie or television screen. Capacity to imitate, however, does not
imply performance. Whether or not what is observed actually will be
imitated depends on a variety of situational and personal factors.

No research in this program was concerned with imitation, because
the fact that aggressive or violent behavior presented on film or televi-
sion can be imitated by children is already thoroughly documented.

Instigation. Some 30 published experiments have been widely inter-
preted as indicating that the viewing of violence on film or television by
children or adults increases the likelihood of aggressive behavior. This
interpretation has also been widely challenged. principally on the ground
that results cannot be generalized beyond the experimental situation.
Critics hold that in the experimental situation socially inhibiting factors.
such as the influence of social norms and the risk of disapproval or retal-
jation, are absent, and that the behavior after viewing. though labeled
““aggressive,’’ is so unlike what is generally understood by the term as to
raise serious questions about the applicability of these laboratory find-
ings to real-life behavior.

The research conducted in this program attempted to provide more
precise and extensive evidence on the capacity of televised violence to
instigate aggressive behavior in children. The studies variously involve
whole television programs, rather than brief excerpts: the possibility of
making constructive or helping. as well as aggressive. responses after
viewing: and the measurement of effects in the real-life environment ofa
nursery school. Taken as a group, they represent an effort to take into
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account more of the circumstances that pertain in real life. and for that
reason they have considerable cogency.

In sum. The experimental studies bearing on the effects of aggressive
television entertainment content on children support certain conclu-
sions. First, violence depicted on television can immediately or shortly
thereafter induce mimicking or copying by children. Second. under cer-
tain circumstances television violence can instigate an increase in ag-
gressive acts. The accumulated evidence, however, does not warrant
the conclusion that televised violence has a uniformly adverse effect nor
the conclusion that it has an adverse effect on the majority of children. it
cannot even be said that the majority of the children in the various stud-
jes we have reviewed showed an increase in aggressive behavior in re-
sponse to the violent fare to which they were exposed. The evidence
does indicate that televised violence may Jead to increased aggressive
behavior in certain subgroups of children, who might constitute a small
portion or 2 substantial proportion of the total population of young tele-
vision viewers. We cannot estimate the size of the fraction, however,
since the available evidence does not come from cross-section samples
of the entire American population of children.

The experimental studies we have reviewed tell us something about
the characteristics of those children who are most likely to display an
increase in aggressive behavior after exposure to televised violence.
There is evidence that among young children (ages four to six) those
most responsive to television violence are those who are highly aggres-
sive to start with—who are prone to engage in spontaneous aggressive
actions against their playmates and, in the case of boys. who display
pleasure in viewing violence being inflicted upon others. The very young
have difficuity comprehending the contextual setting in which violent
acts are depicted and do not grasp the meaning of cues or labels con-
cerning the make-believe character of violence episodes in fictional pro-
grams. For older children, one study has found that labeling violence on
a television program as make-believe rather than as real reduces the in-
cidence of induced aggressive behavior. Contextual cues to the motiva-
tion of the aggressor and to the consequences of acts of violence might
also modify the impact of televised violence, but evidence on this topic
is inconclusive.

Since a considerable number of experimental studies on the effects of
televised violence have now been carried out, it seems improbable that
the next generation of studies will bring many great surprises, particular-
ly with regard to broad generalizations not supported by the evidence
currently at hand. It does not seem worthwhile to continue to carry out
studies designed primarily to test the broad generalization that most or
all children react to televised violence in a uniform way. The lack of uni-
formity in the extensive data now at hand is much too impressive to war-
rant the expectation that better measures of aggression or other metho-
dological refinements will suddenly allow us to see a uniform effect.
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Effects on aggressiveness: survey evidence

A number of surveys have inquired into the violence viewing of young
people and their tendencies toward aggressive behavior. Measures of
exposure to television violence included time spent viewing, preference
for violent programming, and amount of viewing of violent programs.
Measures of aggressive tendencies variously involved self and others’
reports of actual behavior, projected behavior, and attitudes. The be-
havior involved varied from acts generally regarded as heinous (€.8..
arson) to acts which many would applaud (e.g., hitting a man who i1s at-
tacking a woman).

All of the studies inquired into the relationship between exposure to
television violence and aggressive tendencies. Most of the relationships
observed were positive, but most were also of low magnitude, ranging
from null relationships to correlation coefficients of about .20. A few of
the observed correlation coefficients, however, reached .30 or just
above.

On the basis of these findings, and taking into account their variety
and their inconsistencies, we can tentatively conclude that there is a
modest relationship between exposure to television violence and aggres-
sive behavior or tendencies, as the latter are defined in the studies at
hand. Two questions which follow are: (1) what is indicated by a corre-
lation coefficient of about .30, and (2) since correlation is not in itself a
demonstration of causation, what can be deduced from the data regard-
ing causation?

Correlation coefficients of ‘‘middle range,” like 130, may result from
various sorts of relationships, which in turn may or may not be manifest-
ed among the majority of the individuals studied. While the magnitude
of such a correlation is not particularly high, it betokens a relationship
which merits further inquiry.

Correlation indicates that two variables—in this case violence viewing
and aggressive tendencies—are related to each other. It does not indi-
cate which of the two, if either, is the cause and which the effect. In this
instance the correlation could manifest any of three causal sequences:

_ that violence viewing leads to aggression;

—that aggression leads to violence viewing;

—that both violence viewing and aggression are products of a third
condition or set of conditions.

The data from these studies are in various ways consonant with both
the first and the third of these interpretations, but do not conclusively
support either of the two.

Findings consonant with the interpretation that violence viewing leads
to aggression include the fact that two of the correlation coefficients at
the .30 level are between earlier viewing and later measured aggression.
However, certain technical questions exist regarding the measures em-
ployed, and the findings can be regarded as equally consonant with the























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































