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Introduction 

"I believe television is going to be the test of the modern 
world, a',d that in this new opportunity to see beyond 
the range of our vision, we shall discover either a new 
and unbearable disturbance of the general peace Or a 
saving radiance in the sky." E. B. White, 1938* 

Television was just a magic box when E. B. White first 
saw it in 1936. Yet to him and to many others its 
potential to change people's lives was stunning. Social 
observers were not long in noting the especially 
powerful attraction of television for children, and by 
the mid-fifties television and children had become the 
subject of large-scale research. Still, the momentum 
of this revolutionary invention outpaced the study of 
its impact in society. Now, almost forty years later, 
it is even harder to unravel the myriad effects of tele
vision. And television refuses to stand still so that re
search can catch up; new variations, such as cable and 

pay television, home videotape recorders, and video
discs will make it even more difficult for those who 
continue to try to assess the role of the now pervasive 
magic box. 

As a step toward thoughtful use of past research 
experience to guide future study and action, three foun
dations-the Pord Foundation, the National Science 
Foundation, and the John and Mary R. Markle Foun
dation-co-sponsored a conference at Reston, Virginia, 
in November 1975 to propose priorities for new re
search on television and children. 

*E. B. White, "One Man's Meat," Harpers Magazine 177 (1938): 
553. 

The conference had two objectives. The first was to 
assemble as broad a range of people as possible to think 
through the many directions future research might take 
and to produce from these possibilities an ordered set 
of guidelines for the benefit of researchers and sponsors 
of research. The second was to so frame the guidelines 
that those responsible for formulating television pol
icies-government agencies, the broadcbsting and ad
vertising industries, educational institutions, and 
citizen groups-might be aided by social sc:icm;c re
search. This publication is both a report on the COI1-

ference and a statement of the recommendations made 
by the eighty-five participants. 

The conference was organized by the Ford Founda
tion and retlected increasing concern among many 
public and private groups about the role of television 
in the lives of the young-a role so powerful that some 
believe television's significance in children '5 lives now 
approaches that of the traditional educational agents, 
parents and schools. The Ford Foundation had been 
interested in the potential of television since 1951. 
when it began making grants to increase the educa
tional possibilities of the medium. Like many othcrs. 
however, it concentrated early efforts on the improved 
use of television and gave little attention to understand
ing its effects. Not until the 1970s did the Foundation 
-its Communications and Public Education offices
recognize the need to bring understanding to parity 
with activity. In 1974 it began considering support for 

new research on the subject. 

Also in 1974, the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation 3 
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spol1sorcd a thorough evaluation of the CU1'l'ent stale of 
scientific knowledge about the influence of television 
on human behavior, directed by George Comstock at 
the Rand Corporation. Three volumes of that series 
appeared in June 1975. One report, Television and Hu
man Behavior: The Research Horizon, Future and Pres
ent,t" surveyed current trends and priorities in tele
vision resem'ch within the social science community. 
The effects of television on children was by far the 
most extensive area of past research and also led the 
list of priorities for future research. 

This study signaled several lessons of the past as 
guides for lh'.'! future: 

• The priOt'ities of the social scicnce community 
heretofore were closely linked to the expressed interests 
of funding agencies-e.g., Congressional alarm about 
television violence resulted in extensive research on 
that subject. 

• Several aspects of the role of television in the lives 
of young people have becn extensively studied and sig
niflcant conclusions can be drawn from this research. 
Howevcl', these conclusions may be ignored or poorly 
undel'stood by those responsible for formulating 
policies. 

• No systematic apPl'Oach has been taken to study 
television's effects on children's development over time. 
Although existing ad hoc support has been beneficial in 
allowing c\'eative people to pursue fresh ideas and 
theories, the resulting ,'esearch has not been integrated 
into a coherent theory. 

• No commLtniculion or coordination exists among 
the institutions supporting reseal'ch in this area; thus 
there is no connective mechanism to ensure that pro
jects do not duplicate similar studies going on else
where. 

Thc:;e lesson:;. combined with the fact that the report 
reflected only the inclinations and interests of the re
~et1l'1.:h community. Sl1ggc~tcd a need for broader pat·tici-

"'(Jt.!llrgt.! l\lI11$lo~k and (;t.!ol'g Lindst.!)'. Telel'isioll alld J-]UJ7WIl 

lkhal'iol': The [(eM!arcll //or!:<JIl. Futllre ami Presellt. R-1748-
CF. Slll1ta Mllnka. Calif .. TIll! Rand COI'pol'ation, 1975. 

pation in setting Hn agenda for future research. The 
appearance of the Comstock report not only affected 
the Ford Foundation's explorations along similar lines 
but also coincided with a discernible increase in interest 
in the subject at other foundations and in government. 
We therefore proposed using the report as a point of 
departure for planning a new research agenda with 
contributions from a wide spectrum of interested 
parties. 

With coopelation from the National Science Founda
tion, which also was considering a new program of 
research on television and sociai behavior, and the 
John and Mary R. Markle Foundation, which special
izes in communications issues, we designed a working 
conference to include both leading social scientists in 
the field ami others concerned about the rolc of tele
vision in children's developmcnt. 

Unlike many confercnces at which participants arc 
mere auditors, this one demanded active involvement 
by all present. It began with an evening session ad
dressed by officials of three federai agencies occupied 
with television and tbe young. After two background 
reviews, the next day was devoted to five concurrent 
workshops, each with about fifteen participants care
fully chosen to represent pertinent viewpoints. Each 
workshop had an assigned focus and delivered its 
conclusions at a plenary session on the third day. 

This report presents a summary of remarks by the 
opening night's speakers, the background statements by 
Georgc Comstock and Lloyd Morrisett, an overview 
of the workshop recommendations, and the individual 
workshop reports. A table summarizing workshop 
recommendations appears 011 page 16. Participants and 
their affiliations are shown on page 36. 

We were gratified by so much concentrated work 
by so many but we wish to acknowledge with special 
thanks the invaluable help from George Comstock and 
workshop leaders Henry Goldberg, Gerald Lesser, 
Keith Mielke, Eli Rubinstein, and Alberta Siegel. 

Kristin Al1derson 
Nancy Dl'11I1is 



Opening Sessions 
-'~---~---"--' .-----.~---.---

"Having come of age in tbc industrial countries, tele
vision (- s lost its magic power of mimicry. Now, 
television is criticizcd f1'0111 all sides .... Television is 
... made responsible for evcI'y malfunctioning of mod
ern society. In short, it has become the new scapegoat. 
... Are we not now simply blll'ning what we have 
adored too long'? "':' 

Opening (he conferenc'e, Fl'ed W. Friendly, the Ford 

Foundation's Advisor 0n Communications, used this 

quote to emphasize that the meeting had been called 
neither to bury nor to praise television, but to try to 
understand it-specifically its impact on children. "The 

statistics tell us that our children are spending more 

than half of their waking hours before a television set. 
Yet we are still seeking an understanding of the exact 

influence of so much television viewing, and indeed 
we are uncertain about how to come to grips with it." 
But more and more people want answers from soei(ll 
science about the complicated questions surrounding 
television's inllucnce. "The time seems right," he said, 
"to set new priorities fot' research 011 the medium, and 

potential users of research should have a say in setting 

those priorities; for that reason, we have called to
gether this group of experts. Is it possible for you to 
establish some degree of consensu~ about which ideas 
will work and which will make some difference?" In 
calling for general agreement about research priorities, 

"John C. Tcxicl' Review of Televisioll Authority and Money by 
]llCqllCS ThibulI.INDEX Oil Censorship 3 (1974): 84. 

he pointed to the problem funding agcncie~ face in 
dividing dollars among mtlny good ideas and projects 

in an area of such magnitude and importancc. "We in 
the foundation world have got w make a lot of deci
sions about what research we will fund .... We hope 
this meeting will start a dialogue about what re~earch 
is impol'tant, what is pertinent, whut is do-able." 

Speaking for the majo!' federal agency funding 
scientific research, Dr. Richard C. Atkinson, Deputy 

Director, the National Science Foundation, described 
the recent reorganization of the NSF, which Iws given 
increased prominence to the social a'ld behavioral 
sciences. This ncw cOl11mi:lment, he said, was made 
more difficult by the increasing demands on the limited 
funds available for all categories of research. Neverthe
less, as part of its commitment to the sochtl and be
havioral sciences, he announced that NSF planned" 
new program to support r,~search on television and 
behavior. "I b(:lieve that we're at a pc i n t in the develop

ment of the field where, with a propel' degrcG of fund
ing, long-term support, and both bask and applied 

work, a significant contribution could be made by the 
scientific community." 

The relationship b0tween research and federal policy 
was the theme of the two other principal speake/'s 111 

the opening dinner. Lewis A. Engman, (ben Chairman 

of the Federal Trade Commission, stated the dilemmas 
faced by the FTC in attempting to protect against ad
vertising potenti.ally harmful and deceptive to young 
persons. Regulatory a(;tion, he said, was difficult be
cause there was almost no time when there were not 5 



some children in the television audience. H~ said that 
research could assist the agency by identifying aspects 
of commercials that are "harmful" or "deceptive" and 
by determining the impact of various regulatory alter
natives. 

Richard E. Wiley, Chairman of the Federal Com
munications Commission, described his agency's role 
in the adoption by the broadcasting industry early in 
1975 of the "family viewing" period during which 
violent and sexual content is restricted. He observed 
that this c~velopment had its roots in the Surgeon 
General's study of television and violence in 1970-72, 
which supported the hypothesis that television violence 
increases young people's aggressiveness. That study led 
Congress to demand FCC action. The agency, in accord 
with statutory restrictions on its powers, asked the in
dustry to consider self-regulatory action. He empha
sized that the "family viewing" reform was adopted 

voluntarily without any threat of government j'egula
Lion. He concluded that the experience had convinced 
him that research on the social effects of television can 
influence both gove1'l1ment and the industry. 

Both Engman and Wiley argued that research should 
not focus exclusively on questions bearing directly on 
regulatory options. There are too many important 
issues, they agreed, on which greater knowledge would 
be desirable but which, for various reasons, are not 
suitable for regulatory action. 

Two keYllote addresses the nt;xt morning outlined 
background factors that the workshops ought to con
sider in recommending priorities. George Comstock 
reviewed the research history that preceded the con
ference. Lloyd Morrisett, President of the Markle 
Foundation, delineated the conf1icting interests that 
make the setting of research priorities a necessi ly. 

Setting the Stage for a Research Agenda 
George Comstock 

The Rand Corporation 

We arc here to formulate guidelines for future research 
on the role of television in the lives of young persons. 
Six relevant factors form the background to our task. 
They are: 

• First, the historical evolution of such research to 
date. 

e Second, the research priorities currently held with-
in the scientific community. 

• Third, the pattern of pl'iorsupport for such research. 
.. Fourth, the many signs oj' high interest in the topic. 
• Fifth, the conflicts between a science-oriented ap-

proach to research and one which is intended to guide 
decision-making and social innovation. 

• Sixth, new options for the organization and con
duct of such research. 

Historical Evolution Three singular events stand out 
in the deve!0pmen t of research on television and children. 

The first was the report in a leading scientific journal 
in 1963 ot two laboratory experiments: "Imitation of 

() Film-Mediated Aggressive Models," by Bandura, Ross, 

and Ross'~ and "Effects of Film Violence on Inhibitions 
Against Subsequent Aggression," by Berkowitz and 
Rawlings.t Certainly a complete history of television 
research would give a prominent place to the large
scale studies of Schramm, Lyle, and Parker in the 
United States and of Himmelweit and hel' colleagues 
in England.:{: * I single out the two smaller studies, how
ever, because when they were published the prevailing 
view in the social science community was that tele
vision had few effects on the young. These two studies 
marked a shift in thinking toward the current belief 

*A. Bandura, D. Ross, dnd S. A. Ross. "Imitation o~ Film-Med
iated Aggressive Models." Jot/mal oj Abnormal alld Social Psy
chology, 1963,66,3-11. 

tL. Berkowitz and E. R:1wIings. "EfTt'cts of Film Violence IJI1 In 
hibitions Against Subsequent Aggression." Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 1963, 66, 405-41~. 

'~*W. Schramm, J. Lyle, and E. B. Parker. Tc!/el'ision in the Lives oj 
Our Children. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1961; 
and I-I. T. Himmelweit, A. N. Oppenheim, and P. Vince. Tp1e
vision and the Child. London: Oxford University Press, 1958. 



-----,---
that there is a wide range of possibly important reia
tionships between television viewing and the young. 

The second singular event was the "Surgeon Gen
eral's study" of televised violence. It began in 1969, 
included about 25 individual research projects, and 
cost some $1 million. The research findings, along 
with evidence from earHer research, were reviewed by 
a special twelve-member scientific advisory committee. 
The final output consisted of five volumes containing 
sixty separate papers and reports by social scientists, 
plus a 169-page committee report:~ 

The most important conclusion of the committee, 
whose membership included several broadca~ ~ing in
dustry representatives. was that there was eviJr.,nce 
of a causal relationship between eXp0i:;dre to television 
violence ~nd aggressiveness. However, the Surgeon 
General's study also had several other, equally impor
tant. outcomes. 

First, it directed the attention of the scientific com
munity to new issues, because it probed the cause-and
effect question as thoroughly as methodology would 
permit. Furthermore, the positive inference drawn by 
the committee dramatized the possibility that there 
might be other relationships between television and 
children worthy of investigation. As a result scientific 
attention was redirected to: 

-New topics, such as television's actual and poten
tial contribution to other kinds of behavior, e.g., coop
eration, help, and leadership. 

-Psychological !lnd social processes behind effects. 

*G, A. Comstock and E. A. Rubinstein (Eds.). Television awi 
Social Behavior. Vol. 1. JVJedia Content and Control; J. P. Mur
ray, E. A. Rubinstein, and G. A. Comstock (Eds.). Television 
and Social Behavior. Vol. 2. Television and Social Learning; 
G. A. Comstock and E. A. Rubinstein (Eds.). Television and 
Social Behm·ior. Vol. 3. Television and Adolescent Aggressive
ness; E. A. Rubinstein, G. A. Comstock, and J. P. Murray (Eds.). 
Television alld Social Behavior. Vol. 4. Television in Day-lo-Day 
Life: Patterns oj Use; O. A. Comstock, E. A. Rubinstein, and 
J. P. Murray (Eds.). Television and Social Behavior. V,lL 5. 
Television's Effects: Further Explorations. Washington. D.C.: 
Government Printing Office, 1972. 

Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory Committee on Television 
and Social Behavior. Television and Growing Up; The Impact of 
Televised Violence. Report to the Surgeon General, United States 
Public Health Service. Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government 
Printing Office, 1972. 

-Circumstances and conditions that might mitigate 
undesired effects or enhance desired effects. 

Second, prior to the Surgeon Gcn\:!ral's study, about 
fifty experiments had demonstrated--within the con
fines of the laboratory-that young persons who viewed 
something the investigators labeled "violent" 011 film 
or television were mure likely to respond immediately 
thereafter in a manner the investigators called "u~gl'es
sive." About twenty :Jf these experiments showed that 
young children would imitate such observed violence. 
About thirty showed that non-imitative aggressive
ness of children and adolescents increased a CtCI' obscn
jng such violence. The results of the studies, all of 
which employed the laboratory experiment, the most 
rigol'ous and most recommended method availnblc for 
causal inference, were published in scientific journals 
and were well received by social scientists. 

Others, however, doubted that in this area the lab
oratory experiment could pl'oduce results generalizable 
to real life. The credibility of the method was not pcr-
5uasive beyond the ~ocial science community. What 
the Surgeon General's study undertook to provide, and 
what the po&it;ve inference of the committee turned 
upon, was the corroboraUng evidence from experi
ments in real-life settings and from surveys that mea
s:tred real-life vie\\ing tl11d real-life aggressiveness. 

Thus, a maior legacy of the Surgeon General's pro
gram is the striking demonstration that under some 
circumstances a single method, however powerful in 
c!!rtain respects, is inadequate. 1 n this case, the in
Hdequacy is not attdbutable to any flaw of the labora
tory experiment but rather to the fact that no single 
methodological genre is free from plausible criticism 
when it comes to drawing infel'ences about real-lile 
cause and effect. The legacy might be put in the fOl'm 
of a proposition: the greater the degree of vested in
terest or controversy, the less credible the findings 
produced by a single method and the greater the need 
to employ a multiplicity of different methods. 

The third singular event in recent television research 
history was the appearance of Children's Televisioi1 
Workshop in 1968. From the perspective of this con
ference, CTW's major relevance is not its demonstra
tion that high-quality children's entp.rtainment i~ pos
sih!,e, r'l.lr that research can playa role in developing 
such programming. Like the Surgeon General's study, 

J 



CTW has wid~ned the runge of television-related in
terests among socitllscicntists, turning attention toward: 

-Research ijl de •• n 'better programs for young per
sons. 

-Research to identify haw television may contribute 
positively to young people's lives. 

Priorities Within the Social Science Community The 
research priorities currently held by social scientists 
reflect these three events. In Television and Human 
Behavior: The Research Horizon, Future and Present, 
I report that the highest priority, among all possible 
topics for the study of television and human behavior, 
is the study of television in the socialization of young 
persons. Within this broad rubric, there is strong in
terest in television's role in contributing to: 

-Socially desirable, or "prosocial," behavior 
-Role socialization, or the learning of expectations 

about the behavior of others and appropriate responses 
-Political socialization 
-Antisocial behavior 

Before the Surgeon General's study, the last would 
have been first by a wide margin. 

Despite the concern expressed by many outside the 
social science community about television advertising, 
only limited interest was found in scientific research 
on the effects of such advertising on young persons. 
There has been very little support for such research, 
and social sdentists arc not accustomed to thinking of 
it as a possible area for study. Many disdain research 
involving advcrtising, thinking it useful only for com
mercial pllt'poses and therefore unworthy of science. 
There h[ls also been skepticism about whether such 
research would have [lny practical influence. The re
port concludes. however, that this topic could rise 
sharply in prominence if there were signs of new sup
port; if attention were focused on such important issues 
as effects on health practices or basic values; and if 
there were evidence of genuine interest in using re
search to correct possible abuses. 

The teport suggests that the highest methodological 
priorities arc given to: 

-Naturalistic experimentation, where the design is 
the same as for a laboratory experiment but the circum
stances are everyday and as nonartificial as possible. 

8 -Multiple IUethodf:i, where different methodological 

genres wilh compcnsalillg slrcllgliJli LIre eiliployed l(l 
study a single questiun. 

-Improvement of techniques for panel studies, 
where measurements are made of the same group at 
various points in time, so that effects and their fluctua
tions as they actually occur can be understood. 

-Continuing adaptation of the laboratory experi
ment, to take advantage of its strengths in making 
causal inferences and of its flexibility for studying 
questions difficult to study in other ways. 

Pattern of Support The pattern of support for tele
vision research is of special significance for this 
meeting. Excluding research related to instructional 
programming, the total of research support for all 
topics is currently less than $2 million a year.t" This is 
about 2/100th of one percent of the total spent on te]c
vision by consumers und advertisers annually in the 
early 1970s. The amount devoted to research on tele
vision and young persons is somewhat less. 

More important, support for research on television 
and young persons is highly fragmcnted. rnstitutions 
involved include the tclevision networks, several pri
vate foundations, the Office of Child Development, the 
National Institute of Education, the National Institute 
of Mental Health, and the National Science Founda
tion. There is little, if any, coordination. Furthermore, 
much of the research occurs within programs whose 
emphases are other than television and in isolation 
from other relevant research. 

Equally important, the support is laissez-faire. The 
typical approach is to solicit proposals on a vaguely 
defined topic, seek outside counsel on their quality, and 
fund on tbe basis of some combination of scientific 
merit and institutional interest. Sponsors r[lrely require 
clear specification of issues to be addressed, methods 
to be employed, or possible applications. Even 1110re 
rarely do sponsors insist upon whatever spccifications 
they initially may define. Almost never is .mpport man
aged so that studies develop around a theme to which 
television is central. 

Signs of High Interest Nevertheloss, there presently 
are many signs of widespread interest in the role of 

*Estimated from the datu collected fa': Television and Human Be
havior: The Research Horizon, Futllre (lnd Present. 



television in the lives of young persons and in research 
on the topic. To cite a few: 

-Activity of the Social Science Research Council's 
Committee on Television and Sociul Behavior, which 
recently issued a report on the femdbilily and the de
sirability of a "violence profilc.">~ 

-The continuing concern in Congress about the in
fluence of television violence and the more recent con
cern about the influence of television advertising. 
Numerous hearings have been held over the past 25 
years, most recently in 1972, 1974, and 1975, and more 
are promised for 1976. 

-The adoption of "family viewing" hours by the 
broadcasting industry in 1975 following concern ex
pressed by Congreilil and the Federal Communications 
Commission. 

-The publicly announced concern at the Federal 
Trade Commission over the effects on young persons 
of television advertising. 

-The 1975 Aspen Foundation Forum on Communi
cations, which reviewed options for foundation action 
relative to the mass media and recommended support 
for research. 

-Active pressure from various public interest or
ganizations. such as Action for Children's Television 
and the Council on Children, Media, and Merchandis
ing. 

-The current effort by the Writers Guild of America 
to obtain Congressional hearings and. eventually, a 
.. blue ribbon" commission to eXdmine television's 
performance. 

- The announcement by the National Science Foun
dation that ,t is considering greatly expanded support 
of research on television and social behavior, with em
phasis on television and the young and on the effects 
of television advertising. 

Conflicts Between Research Approaches Television 
and Human Behavior: The Research Horizon, Future 
and Present found widespread interest within the social 
science community in conducting research more rele
vant to the decisions made by broadcasters, producers, 
and writers; by parents, teachers, and community 

"Social Science Research Council, Committee on Television and 
Social Behavior. "A Profile on Televised Violence." Report to 
the National Institute of Mental Health, July 1975. 

leaders; by schools and other institutions; and by such 
regulatory bodies as the Federal Trade Commission 
and the Federal Communications Commission. 

However, it also found that there were ~()me not
always-dearly-perceived conflicl~ bet ween ,>ueh (: .:tiun
oriented research and the science-oriented re:,earch 
customarily pursued by most social scientists. The two 
major conflicts between action-oriented and science
oriented research derive from their differing criteria, 
first, for deciding what to study and second, for eval
uating the significance of their results: 

-Action-oriented research arises from the desire to 
cope with problems in the real world. Some questions, 
however intrinsically intriguing, can be ignored if there 
seems little chance of doing anything about them. 
Action-oriented research is directed to assessing the 
benefit or harm of specific circumstances. By contrast, 
science-oriented research explores 4uestions because 
they are theoretically relevant. It tests hypotheses to 
revise and refine the theories [rom which they are 
derived, without regard to any implications the 
hypotheses may have for actions in the real worJd. 

-Science-oriented research tries to establish general 
laws. I t therefore uses very rigorous standa eds for ac
cepting a specific reseal'ch outcome as significant. The 
result is that some outcomes are dismissed, although 
they may be of great practical importance. Action
oriented research, on the other hand, ~s interested in 
exploring the consequences of specific circumstances 
and innovations designed to improve the human con
dition, rather than in establishing general1aws. It must 
evaluate its results by criteria that recognize the signif
icance and meaningfulness of outcomes that may not 
meet strict scientific standards. The pure social scien
tist's inclination to infer" no effect" unless it is demon
strated at a very high level of certainty must be modified 
by the applied researcher exploring the ambiguities of 
real-life situations for guidelines to help solve problems 
and make decisions. 

Research thus should be seen as serving not one but 
two functions, each based on somewhat different rules. 
There is the knowledge expansion function, where the 
rules are those of science-oriented research, and there 
is the innovation assessment function, where the rules 
must guard against ignoring what is helpful or harmful 9 



solely because it is not validated by strict scientific 
criteria. 

New Ways to Organize and Conduct Research The 
sixth factor-another legacy of the Surgeon General's 
study-consists of new options for the conduct of re
search on television and the young. 

Leo Bogart's evaluation of the Surgeon General's. 
study in the Palllie Opinion Quarterly concluded that 
it was unique as a focused program of federally sup
ported research on the mass media. * Some of the 
characteristics of such an approach are: 

-An encompassing theme is chosen, around which a 
coordinated research program is organized. The varied 
individual studies reinforce, complement, and question 
each other. 

-There is a scientifically capable staff, which seeks 
out researchers, guides proposals and their implementa
tion, and criticizes draft reports. One result is increased 
quality of research. 

-With the varied studies conducted within a single 
framework, there is opportunity for cooperation and 
collaboration among the investigators even when the 
desirability of such activity becomes clear only after 
the research is well underway. 

-With a publication program, the researsn moves 
with unusual rapidity from completion to discussion by 

*See L. Bogart. "Warning, The Surgeon General Has Determined 
That TV Violence Is Moderately Dangerous to Your Child's 
Mental Health." Public Opinion Quarterly, 1972,36, 491-521. 

scientists and the general public. One resuit is in
creased impact on new research. Another is early avail
ability for use by decision-makers. 

-Given a coherent effort, it is possible to have scien
tific impact well beyond the l'esearch actually con
ducted. For example, the Surgeon General's study 
involved a number of vigorous young researchers in 
studies of television, thereby incr~asing the number of 
social scientists capable of dealing with the subject. 

-There is a built-in mechanism-the report of the 
scientific advisory committee-for review and integra
tion with existing scientific knowledge. One result is 
almost instant evaluation of the research, followed by 
further evaluation as the initial critiques are debated 
by interested parties. 

Conclusion Those are the six factors that form a back
drop to the conference. There is also a very important 
seventh factor that stands apal't because it does not 
relate directly to research. I refer to the future char
acter of television in the United Stales. No one knows 
what the configuration will be in a few years among 
open commercial and public broadcasting, cable tele
vision, and in-home playback technology. Nevertheless, 
there is little doubt that among the changes will be 
greatly increased individual choices in viewing, sharply 
curtailed possibilities to improve programming by cen
tralized action within the broadcasting industry, and 
greater opportunities and greater problems in provid
ing good television for young viewers. 

The Need for Research Priorities 
Lloyd N. Morrisett, President 

The John and Mary R. Markle Foundation 

Research is an intriguing topic for a conference on 
television and children because it seems to have some 
value for everyone-the social scientist, the citizen 
advocate, the government regulator, and the founda
tion executive. But their interests sometimes conflict, 
making it difficult to agree on research priorities. 

Conflicting Interests For social scientists research is 
10 their profession, their daily activity, the stuff of their 

careers. Their hopes fOl' professional achievement fre
quently center on research. They are therefore eager to 
design scientifically good research projects in all areas, 
including studies of television and children. The prob
lem is that the researcher's methodology and theory 
may not be capable of answering the kinds of questions 
that others interested in television and children ask. 
Nor will the researcher necessarily be able to see that 
his techniques are not adequate to the tasks at hand. 



Fat' citizen advocates research promises incontro
vertible evidence for firmly held beliefs, The problem 
is that there are others who hold opposite views and 
who hope for different and equally incontrovertible 
outcomes from research, It is difficult, therefore, to 
design neutral research that will give empirical answers 
to questions, rather than research that is somehow 
biased to support the views of people who think they 
already know its outcome. 

For government regulators research offers a possible 
way to remove some of the uncertainties faced when 
decisions are to be made-or not made. It is also a 
way to rationalize governmental and bureaucratic 
processes, which is a continuing goal for those in public 
administration. Although research results may remove 
some of the uncertainty surrounding decisions, they 
may also open up new areas of uncertainty. Research 
is seldom definitive. It invariably suggests new avenues 
to explore and raises new questions because its results 
are less than cIear-cut. 

For foundation executives research is a way to do 
good in a legitimate, nonpartisan manner in the best 
tradition of philanthropy. The difficulty is that there 
are always alternate, equally legitimate uses for founda
tion funds, although they may be somewhat riskier 
than research. An additional problem is that research 
is often long-term, and many foundation executives like 
to see their funds ha ve immediate impact. 

Problems to be Confronted To design research that 
will have both scientific and practical importance is 
not easy. Not only must priorities be set, but they must 
be constantly revised and persistently pursued. Many 
years ago, a specially organized study group on psy
cholinguistic.:s followed this course and demonstrated 
that such an undertaking can succeed. The mapping 
of priorities for psycholinguistics in that Interuniver
sity Summer Research Seminar on Linguistics and 
Psychology held at Comell University in 1951 resulted 
over the next two decades in an outpouring of research 
and the maturing of a young discipline.~: 

*For a description of these developments, see "The Decades of 
Council Activity in the Rapprochement of Linguistics and Social 
Science" by Susan Ervin-Tripp. Items, Yo', 28, No.1, March 
1974, New York: Social Science Research Council. 

If it was casy to do good research on television and 
children, it would have already been done. The re
search on teaching and television, where innumerable 
studies have shown that there is little difference be
tween teaching in the classroom and teaching over the 
television screen, shows that it is all too easy to do 
repetitive and insignificant research and very difficult 
to do research that is cumulative and significant. 

Because social scientists were relatiwly quiescent 
during the explosive growth of ~(levi:,icn between 1950 
and 1965, many research oppon~lllities were lost. 
Appropriate controls that could have been set up when 
television was not universal are now almost impossible. 

Although it is generally agreed that television has 
become a part of modern culture, we have scarcely 
begun to understand the relation between television 
and child development. Several pl'ObJems must be ad
dressed. One is stimulus definition. Despite some 
studies of violence and prosocial television progntl11-
ming, definitions of violence and prosocial program
ming remain fairly broad. Nor do these or any of the 
other customary categories address analytically the 
effective stimulus that television provides. J ns[ead, 
definitions of television stimulus are often based on 
the observers' beliefs about what television does, rather 
than relating the stimulus to behavior. 

Although a number of sllldies, including those of 
Himmelwei t and colleagues in England and some of the 
studies in the Surgeon General's program, have shown 
that television interacts with personality, these inter
actions are often ignored in the design of research. 
Rather, it is assumed that television will have a uni
form effect across personality differences.'~ 

Because television is a constant companion of most 
children as they grow Up, the duration of its influence 
and potential effects must be assumed to be long-tel·m. 
They therefore demand long-term studies-the hardest 
for social scientists to carry out because they take max
imum energy, time commitment, and funding, and mllst 

*See H. T. Himmelweit, A. N. Oppenheim, and P. Vince, Telel'i
sion and the Child. London: Oxford University Press, [958; and 
the Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory Committee on Televi
sion and Social Behavior, Television and Growil1g Up: The im
pact of Televised Violence. Report to the Surgeon General, 
United States Public Health Service. Washington, D.C.: U. S. 
Government Printing Office, 1972. 11 
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usually be conducted by institutions equipped to en
gage in smh tasks. 

When we ask how television is influencing child 
development we sometimes have difficulty differentiat
ing among feelings, thoughts, and behavior. Television 
may have influences on all these levels and one level 
may influence another. We must thus inquire which of 
these variables are the most important dependent vari
ables and how they can best be studied. 

Even though we know that television has some in
fluences on behavior, many questions remain. For 
example, how do environmental characteristics either 
support the influence provided by television, or di
minish it? The well-known processes of extinction and 
discrimination almost certainly operate upon behavior 
initiated by television. If television-induced behavior 

has long-term effects, environmental influences prob
ably will extinguish and discriminate among television
influenced behaviors, yet we have little knowledge of 
how such mechanisms operate in the social envirdnment. 

The Task at Hand Research is an orderly and dis
ciplined process of asking and answering questions in 
a publicly verifiable manner. Priorities need to be set. 
The question of the relevance of the research itself to 
these priorities needs to be examined continually, and 
the priorities need to be redefined as understanding 
increases. Successful research in this area demands a 
constant interplay between the need for useful knowl
edge and the requirements of sound research. All the 
participants in this conference have a significant role 
in achieving that interplay. 



Working Sessions 
Overview 

The five workshops were the heart of the conference. 
They occupied one full day and concluded on the fol
lowing morning. Each workshop was assigned a topic, 
a workshop leader, a reporter, and approximately 
fifteen particip!ants. These are shown on pages 16-18. 
Two criteri: guided ~he assignment of participants to 
particular workshops: matching the experience and 
interests of the participants to the workshop topic; and 
achieving a broad range of viewpoints within each 
group. 

Workshop participants were drawn from four sets 
of interested parties: 

-social scientists specializing in the study of tele
vision and young persons; 

-potential consumers of research, such as represen
tatives of public interest groups, the hoadcosting and 
advertising industries, and various government agen
cies; 

-persons from private and public funding agencies; 
-social scientists not directly active in such research 

but interested in the subject of television in the lives 
of children. 

To insure that there would be sufficient attention to 
the possible contribution of research to policy and 
action and that recommendations would not be too 
wide ranging, each workshop had an assigned focus. 
Two workshops gave primary emphasis to priorities 
for research to guide public and regulatory policy. Two 
emphasized priorities for research to guide action out
side the regulatory sphere. The fifth concentrated on 
research to advance scientific understanding. 

All workshops were asked to frame priorities for: 

(a) research topics, (b) methods and methodological 
strategies, and (c) innovations for the organization, 
funding, and eval uation of l'esearch. When the day-long 
sessions ended, the five workshop leaders prepared 
reports of their groups' discussions for pn~sentation the 
following day. Workshops reconvened the next morn
ing to review and amend the leaders' reports and the 
conference concluded with delivery of the five work
shop reports at a plenary session. 

Despite the mix of workshop topics and participants, 
it is evident from the leaders' reports that several 
common concerns permeated the deliberations. These 
included: 

o Better translation of research findings into policy 
and action (apparent even in the report of Workshop 
V, devoted to priorities for the advancement of "pure" 
science) . 

10 Protecting young persons from unintended harm 
(most eloquently articulated in the report of Work
shop I, b1lt expressed throughout) , which is respon
sible for the amount of attention given television 
violence and television advertising. 

.. Insuring that young persons derive the greatest 
possible benefits from television (predominant in the 
report of Workshop IlI, but stressed elsewhere as 
well) . 

.. Improving the dissemination and evaluation of 
scientific findings so that the self-correcting mechan
isms of science and the rate of practical application can 
be speeded up (expressed particularly strongly in 
Workshops I, II, and V) . 

.. Increasing the quality and the impact of research ] '5 



on television and the young. In every workshop, doubt 
was expressed that present arrangements are the best, 
although there was no consensus about improvements. 

Recommendations 
The workshojJ recommendations, as interpreted by the 
leaders in their reports, are summarized in Table I 
(page 16). In addition to the expected diversity, con
siderable consensus I!'~~ut topics, methods and innova
tions was evident. 

Topics 
There was consensw, on the need for research on sev
eral issues: 

-Research placing the influence of television more 
clearly in the context of other factors influencing young 
people--the family, for example. 

-Research focusing on television's contribution to 
aspects of individual and social life considered impor
tant in American society-variously called "prosocial 
behavior," "antisocial behavior," "attitudes and 
values," "comprehension," "cognitive skills," "role 
expectations," "social understanding," "emotional 
sensitivity." 

-Research permitting comparisons between the 
United States and other societies on television's influ
ence on the young. 

-Research taking into account developmental differ
ences so that the influence of television on young per
sons of different ages can be better understood. 

-Research analyzing and monitoring the content of 
television. The workshops varied in choice of em
phasis from anti- and prosocial content to the devices, 
techniques. and components that make up a television 
program. 

-Research on the television industry as an institu
tion. Here, too, emphasis varied, from the effectiveness 
of television's self-regulation, to its economics, decision 
making processes, and relation to other institutions. 

Workshops I and II, concerned with research to guide 
regulatory policy, 8ssigned high priority to two topics: 

-Television violence, especially the impact on 
broadcasters and viewers of the "family viewing" hour. 

-Television advertising, especially possible decep-
14 tion, the effectiveness of warnings and disclaimers, and 

the various factors, such as the age of the viewer, on 
which the effects might be contingent. 

Both workshops urged that regulatory action be min
imal, although the report of Workshop I observed that 
in a few instances regulation of advertising might be 
called for, since advertising, unlike programming, has 
only a limited claim to the protection of the First 
Amendment. Both workshops agreed that reform in 
broadcasting could be advanced by research In the ab
sence of regulatory action, for example through in
dustry self-regulation. One mechanism by which this 
could occur is the Congressional hearing to which 
broadcasters respond, especially over such issues as 
violence and advertising. 

These two workshops also put a high priority on 
studying the possible effects of change in the broad
casting industry caused by the spread of cable tele
vision and the introduction of in-home playback 
equipment. Other suggestions included research on the 
effectiveness of present governmental regulation and 
on the various mechanisms used for self-regulation. 

Workshops III and IV, concerned with research to 
guide the non-regulatory sector, both assigned a high 
priority to research that would guide those who write, 
produce, and broadcast television specifically designed 
for young persons. Both also assigned a high priority 
to research on various effects of programming intended 
for adults but viewed by young people. Workshop IV, 
which was the only one that tried to discriminate 
among priorities, listed as first priority a national as
sessment of the experience of young people with tele
vision in the United States, including what is viewed, 
the time spent on varying kinds of programs, how 
television interacts with family life, and how various 
demographic and ethnic groups differ in their viewing 
habits. Workshop IV also assigned a high priority to 
research that would help develop and implement a 
public-school program to teach children and adoles
cents about the mass media. 

Workshop V, concerned with research that would ad
vance scientific l,l11derstanding, assigned high priorities 
to cross-national comparisons, to the study of television 
within the broadest possible social context, to chil
dren's developmental differences related to television, 



to the influence of differences in the structu.ral features 
of programs (such as pacing and interruptions) , and to 
television within the context of the family. 

Methods 
Considerable consensus about methods emerged. It 
was generally agreed that longitudinal studies were 
desirable and that specific issues, particularly where 
action and policy are intended to foDow from research, 
should be investigated by multiple, complemental'Y 
methods so that the conclusions reached by using dif
ferent methods can be compared. There was agreement, 
too, that whenever possible the setting from which data 
are obtained should be naturalistic, and intrusion into 
daily life should be minimized, to prevent distorting the 
data obtained. 

Innovations 
There was some consensus as well as some uncer
tainty across the five workshops, but little disagree
ment, about innovations and alternatives to improve 
the quality and impact of research. It was generally 
agreed that some kind of new non-governmental center 
Or institute specializing in research on television and 
the young could serve many useful functions. Never
theless there was uncertainty on three points about 
establishing such a center: first, how to find the most 
useful combination of activities for it to perform out of 
the large number of possibilities; second, the possible 
relationship that might develop between the new or
ganization and existing institutions; and third, the 
problems that might result from creating a new vested 
interest. These questions are mentioned in the reports 
of Workshops I, Jr, and V. It was agreed that alterna
tives for such a television research institute or center 
should receive careful consideration. 

There was also agreement that a high priority should 
be assigned to problems of the interrelations among 
scientists, and between scientists and those responsible 
for policy or action, whether they are in the govern
ment, the broadcasting industry, public interest groups, 
the schools, or the home. Among the suggestions to 
improve these relations were better means of dissem
inating results, for example through special annual 
issues of a journal or report; the addition of social 
scientists to the staffs of regulatory agencies and within 

the broadcasting industry; and the evaluation of efforts 
to apply social science to broadcasting questions. 

Because of its concern for scientific progress, Work
shop V offered emphases somewhat different from the 
others. Its report strongly supported the research uni· 
versity as the principal locus of basic research, 
although it acknowledged a role for various specialized 
institutions. The report also affirmed peer review as 
the principal means to attain high quality, proposed a 
program of dissertation research l:>upport specially de
voted to television and the young, and recommended 
the regular convening of small, specialized meetings 
for exchanges among investigators with common in
terests. 

Other Considerations 
The open discussion following the workshop reports 
indicated little disagreement with the suggested guide
lines. However, several additional considerations were 
voiced by individual participants. 

Ithiel de Sola Pool urged that the varying emphases 
on the possible pO$it1ve contributions of television 
should not draw attention away from the continuing 
importance of the issue of television violence. He re
minded the group that questions revolving around the 
development of a new "violence profile" are still being 
debated and that important issues are involved. 

Ronald Milavsky argued that those who hope to 
affect the behavior of broadcasters by measming what 
is bl'oadcast mllst employ measurcs that arc meaningful 
in two ways. The measures should icL:ntify truly harm
fui or beneficial aspects of programming. The measw'cs 
should also refer to aspects of programming that h.road
casters can effectively change. He also emphasized that 
the methodological tools for longitudinal studies 
needed much further development. One useful step, 
never taken, would be to analyze the same longitudinal 
data on the effects of television by several difIerent 
procedures (each of which has its own advantages) to 
see if conclusions differ. 

Adding a trans-Atlantic perspective, Hilde Himmel
weit suggested that there were numerous continuities 
across findings and theories that are sometimes eyer
looked. The integration and synthesis of these findings 
and theories, including the integration of American and 
European research, would be useful. 15 



Recommendations 

Topics 

Methods 

Innovations and Alternatives 

Participants 
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Workshop I 

A. Impact on young persons of television advertising, whether 
directed to children or directed to adults but watched by 
young persons. Issues to study: 
• What leads to possible deception? 
• Options for regulatory control 

B. Processing by young persons of television portrayab, with 
special attention to content that is violent, treats of sexual 
relationships, or uses deception to solve problems. Issues to 
study: 
• Differences between perceptions of young viewers and 

of adults 
• Variations according to age of viewer 
• Factors influenced by method of presentation 
• Degree of reality attributed to portrayals 
• Effects of behavior after viewing 

C. Influence of television as a socializing agent, particularly 
in regard to the formation of attitudes and values, and 
skills. Issues to study: 
* Effects of racial and sexual stereotyping 
• Effects relating to health and nutrition practices 
• Effects on acquisition of cognitive skills 

D. Negative and positive effects of warnings and disclaimers 
in both advertising and programming. Issues to study: 
• Influence of viewer's age 
• Possible counterproductive influence by stimulating 

curiosity 
E. Impact of increased program choice to young persons re

sulting from technological changes, such as cable and 
in-home repluy. Issues to study: 
• Effect on viewing habits 
• Effect on use of other mass media 

A. Use multiple, complementary methods to study a problem 
B. Use longitudinal designs to trace effects on socialization 
C. Use field experiments with variation among the television 

environments of differing communities to test effects of 
technological changes 

Examine the feasibility, need for, and possible nature of 
a new center devote.d to analysis and dissemination of 
research on young persons and television 

Workshop Leader, Henry Goldberg; Assistant, Ann Simon; 
Reporter, Judith Riven; Participants! Ellen Shaw Agress, 
Forrest Chisman, Robert B. Choate, John A. Dimling, Jr., 
Fred W. Friendly, Bradley Greenberg, Karen Hartenberger, 
Robert M. Liebert, Alan Pearce, Paul Putney, Jonathon Sheldon, 
Allen M. Shinn, Jr., Scott Ward, Stephen B. Withey, 
William Wright 
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Workshop II 
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Afterword 

From the foregoing it is evident that the conference ac
complished its main purposes. It concentrated many 
different perspectives on thinking about the single topic 
of television and children. And it yielded clear agree
ment about topics, methods, and innovations to ad
vance the practical applicability of research. 

We wanted the conference to begin an on-going, 
non-adversary process of communication among parties 
interested in a common problem. The effort to balance 
and mix professional viewpoints and backgrounds, 
both in the conference as a whole and in the individual 
workshops, was productive. This approach not only 
contributed to well-rounded discussions but opened 
wholesome communications among some institutions 
and individuals who ordinarily would meet only under 
conditions of strain, if at all. The high degree of con
sensus that emerged revealed much common ground 
among people playing very different professional roles. 
The challenge now is to build on that common ground 
through relevant new research and reinforcement of 
the communications links established. 

Our principal aim was to arrive at a set of recom
mendations that would articulate agreed research 

Pages 18, 19, are blank. 

emphases yet not prescribe a fixed scale of research 
priorities. We think that goal was achieved. The com
mon concern and agreement expressed took the priori
ties reported in the Comstock study one step further, 
enlarging the number of topics and suggesting specific 
ways that needed research could be implemented. 
Further, the workshop format of the conference func
tioned as a cro:is-validating mechanism. That work
shops with different orientations produced similar, 
even overlapping, recommendatiom offers reasmr
ing evidence that the priorities are widely shared. 

We wanted the meeting to produce a frame of refer
ence that funding agencies could use to develop new 
research programs or to redefine current activities. For 
the three sponsoring foundations. the conference ex
perience served that purpose; it was both educational 
and useful. In particular, the process offered valuable 
guidance for those engaged in program planning at 
funding agencies. It is our hope that the publication of 
this report will similarly benefit others from the fund
ing community who could not be present and that it 
will draw a larger network of organizations and in
dividuals into continuing evaluation and dialogue. 
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Workshop Reports 
I. Research to Guide Public Policy 

Henry Goldberg, Leader 

In general, there was unanimity in our recommenda
tions as to issues and priorities. And, even though the 
main focus of Our discussions was research intended 
to guide regulatory and other related policy action, we 
rejected federal regulation in all but a few instances, 
which related primarily to television advertising and 
children. Agreeing on methodological strategies, we 
rejected the notion that any single method would do 
and supported the notion of integrated, complementary 
research methodologies. 

Prioritic::; for Future Research 
1. The first research priority is the impact of advertis
ing on childr.en. We include not only advertising di
rected to children but also advertising directed to adults 
that children are likely to see. 

~. Research Topic. It is necessary to protect young 
children from certain kinds of advertising content and 
techniques because their age and inexperience may 
make them incapable of discriminating between pro
gramming and commercial content and unable to recog
nize the motivations that dominate advertisements. 
Moreover, it is the responsibility of federal regulatory 
agencies to supervise commercial messages and to regu
late their content, but program content reglllation is 
prohibited by the First Amendment. 

Research on the impact of advertising should un
coyer not only deceptive advertising techniques and ap
proaches but also those that could convey prosocial 
messages. Related research would involve studies of 
the effectiveness of public service announcements to 
communicate a particular prosocial message to chil-

dren. Television commercials can be thought of as 
short entertainment programs. Thus, understanding of 
both their positive and negative effects will facilitate 
effective communication with a young audience in the 
large sphere of children's programming as well as in 
advertising. 

B. Methodology. The most advantageous approach 
to research on this topic, as to research on all the topics 
identified as having a high priority, would emphasize 
team work and cooperation among social scientists with 
varied skills and interests. Complementary methods 
should also be emphasized. 

Three types of research are recommended: 
-Relatively narrow investigations of immediate 

policy issues defined by poJicymakers, e.g., current re
search on effects on children's perceptions and desires 
for advertised products with premium offers. 

-CiMiddle-range theory" types of investigations 
focusing on somewhat more general and abstract issue~ 
of children's cognitive and behavioral responses to tele
vision advertising. These would include research on 
children's information-processing of advertising, i.e., 
processes by which they learn to select, evaluate, and 
use information in advertising, and consumption-re
lated information available from other sources. 

-Longitudinal survey research to examine the long
term, cumulative impact of advertising, as mediated by 
the family and other social contexts, in the natural en
vironment. 

The goal of the recommended methodology is to de-
. velop approaches that produce complementary results, 

thereby constructing as complete a picture as possible 21 



of the impact of advertising on children. We feel that 
the setting in which a commercial is viewed may afIect 
a child's response, and that frequency of exposure and 
intervening stimuli may also have some effect on result
ing long-term behavior patterns. Therefore, it is neces
sary to evaluate the cumulative impact of all television 
advertising over an extended period of time, as well as 
the immediate impact of particular advertisements. A 
critical variable in each research project should be the 
age of the television viewer. Other variables that ought 
to be considered in relation to the impact of advertising 
are ethnic, cultural, and socia-economic background as 
ear,h affects the television experience of each child. 

C. Action. 
1. Regulatory-Research on the impact of advertis

ing on children may be directed toward influencing the 
policy of the federal government and the "elf-regulation 
practiced by the advertising and television industries. It 
may be desirable to present evidence of injury to young 
viewers resulting from deceptive commercials to the 
Federal Trade Commission at a rulemaking hearing. If, 
for example, there were noteworthy findings from re
search on the effect of such techniques as clustering, 
repetition, time lapse between commercials, isolation, 
and the labeling of commercial messages, specific guide
lines could be developed for advertisers and used to 
reduce the capacity of an advertisement to deceive. In 
addition, the Federal Communications Commission 
might also be petitioned to regulate frequency and repe
tition of advertisements and the numbers of public ser
vice announcements required. Research might also be 
directed toward influencing the policies of the Con
gress. For example, the findings of research may spur 
consideration of specific legislation, encourage hearings 
that will publicize important issues and findings, and 
indirectly influence self-regulatory measures by the 
television and advertising industries such as the code 
of the National Association of Broadcasters. 

2. Voluntary-In addition to self-regulation by the 
advertising and television industries, other voluntary 
action that might be stimulated by research findings 
would be mOre effective supervision of children's view
ing habits by better informed parents. 

I L The secondl'esearch priority deals with developing 
22 more knowledge about how children process informa-

tion received from television. We are particularly COll

cerned about their response to program material 
involving violence, deceptive behavior as a means of 
problem solving, and sexually oriented subject matter. 

A. Research Topic. Basic to the study of the impact 
of television on children is an understanding of what it 
is that children perceive when they watch television 
programming, and how their perception differs from 
both adult perception of the same material and the kind 
of perception anticipated by the programmer. Although 
age is unquestionably significant as a discriminating 
factor, its full relevance to information-processing has 
not been explored. Assessment of the ultimate impact 
of television programming on children will require re
search aimed at discovering what is perceived and what 
is retained by young viewers, and to what extent reten
tion varies with the age of the viewer, the quality and 
character of perception, and various factors related to 
the method of presentation and composition of the pro
gramming, Finally, research should contribute to a 
better understanding of two major questions-the de
gree to which the child perceives television as portray
ing 01' representing reality, and the extent to which 
some children imitate behavior they perceive on tele
vision. 

B. Methodology. The tracking of a child's viewing 
patterns and habits over a relrtively concentrated pe
riod of time, in as natural a situation as possible, would 
be one method of establishing a measure of the degree 
of retention of material viewed, By complementing this 
method with studies of greater duration, an approxima
tion of the variations in the impact of content over a 
period of years might emerge. 

C. Action. An analysis of how children process the 
vast array of information disseminated over television 
would facilitate better identification of the kind of pro
gramming designed to encourage positive behavior. 
Through a caref!!l determination of what distinctions 
are made in the perception of discrete kinds of infor
mation, carefully shaped codes for television programs 
and television commercials that would fit the needs 
and abilities of the separate age groups could be advo
cated. Armed with a more precise awareness of the in
formation-processing abilities of their children, parents 
could better determine appropriate content for their 
children's viewing. 
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III. Research is also needed on the role of television as 
a socializing agent. We are particularly concerned 
about its contribution to the formation of children's 
attitudes and values and to their acquisition of basic 
cognitive skills. 

A. Research Topic. In order to determine whether 
it is appropriate for television to assume more of a role 
in socializing children, we must first understand in 
what ways and to what extent current programming 
affects socialization. A relevant focus for research is 
thematic analysis of program content performed in con
junction with the study of effects: To what extent is a 
particular theme capable of communicating an identifi
able message to a young audience? There is a special 
need to analyze television programming's potential 
socializing effect as regards racial and sexual stereotyp
ing and attitudes toward health and nutrition. There is 
also a need to analyze its potential role in the acquisi
tion of basic cognitive skills. This is another area in 
which research can help identify both the positive and 
negative effects of television programming. 

B. Methodology. Carefully constructed longitudinal 
studies should be designed to evaluate evolutionary 
changes in the impact of content over a five- to six-year 
period. In addition, studies of shorter duration should 
track a child's viewing patterns and habits over a four
to twelve-day period. 

C. Action. Regulatory action by the federal govern
ment was thought by the group to be an inappropriate 
goal for research dealing with prosocial program COf<

tent. But guidelines could be developed as a result of 
analysis of socialization and of prosocial program 
themes to indicate the characteristic content of tele
vision program series. This might facilitate industry 
self-regulation and help educate parents to make appro
priate decisions with regard to their own children's 
viewing habits. The data collected in this type of re
search might also show network trends in emphasizing 
or deemphasizing certain themes or stereotypes over a 
period of years. Such information could be used by in
terested private groups to advocate reforms within the 
television industry. 

IV. Another research priority is to examine the effect 
on young viewers of disclaimers and warnings, both 
in advertising and in programming. 

A. Research Topic. I t is necessary to understand the 
effect of disclaimers on children in order to determine 
whether they constitute a viable method of reducing 
the negative effects of programming or ads. If. for in
stance, the effect of a warning is to excite a child's curi
osity about a dallgerous product, use of the warning 
would be counterproductive. Moreover it is important 
to ascertain what information is conveyed to a ehiJd, 
or to the parents, by a disclaimer, so that the adequacy 
of disclaimers to their intended purpose may be as
sessed. 

B. Methodology. Research should focus on both the 
personal comprehension of disclaimers by young 
viewers and the interaction between parents and their 
children stimulated by a warning or disclaimer directed 
to a parent. 

C. Action. Some regulatory action by the Federal 
Trade Commission might be appropriate based on re
search on commercials, either tequiring, developing 
specifications for, or barring disclaimers in advertising 
of particular products. However, the primary thrust of 
the research would be to educate the television and 
advertising industries and parents to the effects of dis
claimers and so encourage voluntary action. 

V. Research is needed on the impact, if any, of in
creased program choice available to children exposed 
to cable television. 

A. Research Topic. The effect on childl'cn of transi
tion from the limited selection of programs on conven
tional, broadcast television to the diversity of programs 
promised on cable television is an unexplored area. It 
might be anticipated that significant changes in tele
vision viewing habits and in exposure to other forms 
of mass media would follow fro111 the introduction of 
cable television into the home, 

B. Methodology. In order to test the effect of cable 
television on children, researchers might select a town 
with poor over-the-air reception that was abollt to ac
quire cable television. The study might then follow the 
viewing habits of children through the transition from 
conventional to cable television. 

C, Action. None required yet. 

VI. The final question examined was whether it would 
be desirable to develop an institute, clearinghouse, or 23 



other central resource facility to engage in secondary 
analysis of research on children's programming and to 
disseminate this information to interested parties. If so, 
what type of facility would be preferable? 

Many producers of both chHdren's programming and 
commercials cannot afford to do extensive research into 
the efficacy of the techniques or strategies they plan to 
use to communicate the desired message to young 
viewers. As a result they may produce ineffective or 
or even harmful programming. If data on children's 
programming could be collected, analyzed, and made 
available to producers, it might obviate these costly 
mistakes. Moreover, this same information would be 
available to parents and other parties interested in 
voluntary regulation of children's television viewing. 

In analyzing the possibility of establishing such an 
institute, some of the issues that mllst be confronted 
are the potential interrelationship between social 
scientists and the institute, especially the potential for 
generating debilitating competition, and the potential 
interrelationship between such a facility and agencies 
that fund children's television research. 

Conclusion 
Generally, our working group came away with a feel
ing for the complexity of the policy process in which 
social scientists are beginning to participate. Social 

science research-even unassailable research findings, 
if there are such things-does not automatically lead to 
adoption of policies or tegulations based upon those 
findings. This is so despite the fact that much of tht: 
tcsearch agenda is set because of expressions of CL)n

cern by the Congress, regulatory agencies, and other 
governmental bodies. Although the research in effect 
is often requested, its conclusions are not necessarily 
followed, because a bitterly contested adversary pro
ceeding invariably awaits any research results intended 
to guide regulatory action. 

However, in order to make it more likely that any 
research recommendation directed to government 
policymakers will afIect their behaviot and lead to 
desired action, some of the social scientists in our grollp 
believed that all research must have a legal a.spect
the end result must be in a form lawyers can understand 
and can use. 

The workshop leader's personal view, perhaps 
shared by some others, is that the effort to bring to
gether scientists, government offIcials, consumer advo
cates, television industry people, and even lawyers was 
a valuable exercise and a portent of future progress in 
bringing social science research into the policy-making 
process. Even if all we will have done is to make future 
research results less ignorable by policymakers, we 
shall have made some progress. 

n. Research to Guide Public Policy 
Eli A. Rubinstein, Leader 

---~--"-"-" ~"-"--"-"-"".""- "-"- ""-~-.---------------------------~----------"--
Our group wants to go on record as endorsing the 
priot-itics outlined in Television and Human Behavior: 
The Research Horizon, Future and Present, by Georg..: 
Comstock and Georg Lindsey. That volume encom
passes mllch of what we discussed in our workshop. 
However, we tried to reexamine the issues according 
to the special fOCllS assigned our workshop. 

In our workshop the participants were asked to 
initiate the discussion by suggesting kinds of research 
they would like to see done. Discussion by the full 
group followed. This summary is an imposed and some-

24 what artificial structuring of what was said. Some 

differences of opinion have disappeared in the effort 
to be tidy. Others will be alluded to where pertinent. 
A number of specific research areas touched on are not 
included in order to emphasize those that we felt most 
important. 

Priorities for Future Research 
I. Research related to anticipated important changes 
in television over the foreseeable future. It is clear that 
advanced technology offers the potential for increased 
diversity of programming. Despite the many research 
opportunities we may have lost since the early 1950s, 



the changes the future will bring offer many new and 
important areas for research. 

A. How does increased freedom of choice and di
versity affect individual response? Does greater free
dom produce greater diversity of response? 

B. How does this increased diversity modify view
ing habits over time and viewer choice and preference? 

C. Does increased opportunity for choice affect dif
ferent categories of viewers in different ways? For 
example, would information-rich viewers enlarge the 
diversity of their viewing while information-poor 
viewers pretty much keep to previous viewing habits, 
thereby creating even greater differences between the 
two in communicatory experience? It is important to 
recognize that information-poor viewers might include 
children, who may not effectively utilize increased 
opportunity for choice. 

II. Research on the adequacy and extent of response to 
existing policy. 

A. How well do the various self-regulation policies 
and codes work? 

B. What are the effects of the National Association 
of Broadcasters' code on programming practices? 

C. How can we stimulate and produce studies to 
evaluate the" ascertainment" procedures that the Fed
eral Communications Commission requires stations to 
undertake to learn community needs? How, too, can 
we stimulate studies to evaluate present and potential 
ways for using social science research evidence in the 
license renewal process? 

I I I. Research on effects of important policy changes 
and pressures toward policy change. 

A. What are the implications of establishing a 
"family viewing" hom? What are the differences in 
content between programs shown during the "family 
viewing" hour and the remainder of prime-time tele
vision? How does the "family viewing" hour affect 
viewer behavior? How does it affect programming 
decisions? Such questions are important because there 
has been a major policy change and its impact is un
known. 

B. What has been the effect on station performance 
of license challenges and petitions to deny license 
renewal? 

C. How has consumer opinion affected changes in 
policy or practice by broadcasters ot· regulatory agen
cies? 

IV. Research on the organizational d\..'Cision·making 
process. 

A. How do various factors, including artistic and 
creative concerns, economic ccmpetition, and special 
psychological preconceptions within the broadcasting 
industry, influence ·the major decisions that lead to 
what is eventually broadcast? 

B. What are the relationships b~!twcen television 
and other major institutions in our society and what 
are the effects of those relationships? 

C. On a cross-national level, how do the differences 
in the organizational structure of broadcasting affect 
the content of programming? 

V. Research on advertising. In one sense, many of the 
points made so far about research and programming 
also hold for television commercials. If entertainment 
programming affects behavior, advertising content also 
affects behavior. If there is a cumulative effect of 
watching programming, there is also a cumulative effect 
of repeated advertising. However, there are unique 
attributes about the advertising message and the place 
of advertising in the total viewing sequence that raise 
important questions that research can help to answer. 

We believe research on advertising is an impor(ilnt 
component of the whole area of research on television 
and children and youth. Issues range from the simple 
but important question of whether advertising directed 
to children has an effect on sales to the more complex 
questions of whether and how commercial pressure 
through repeated advertising tends to develop cynicism 
and distrust of the advertising message by the child 
viewer. On an even more complex level, how does the 
advertising message, as a punctuation mark in the pro
gramming sequence, affect the program format and 
content itself, and what is the effect on the child viewer 
of the rapid and marked shift from program content 
to advertising message? 

Our workshop was much concerned with long-range 
aspects of research and policy formulation. We favor 
long-range studies despite their methodological dim- 25 



culties. And we favor whatever can be done to foster 
long-range funding for this entire field of research. 

There was interest in our group in examining the 
possibility of developing what has been termed a tele
vision research center. The group had mixed enthu
siasm for such a facility. There is a danger that it would 
be seen as a final authority. There probably should be 
more thap one. There was some question as to what it 
should do. Should it just be archival? Should it sponsor 
research? Should it do research? Should it serve an 
advocacy role? Should some existing organization be 
asked to take on this additional activity? 

Our group left these questions for others to answer 
wi th the belief that such a center could be a potentially 
useftil resource, but also with the fear that inexorable 
forces toward self-perpetuation could seriously impair 
its utility. 

Conclusion 
Those are the priorities of our 'Iorkshop. In reaching 
them, we also reviewed a number of factors that must 
be taken into account if resea'."ch on these topics is to 
be of any use to those who furmulate policy or if it is 
in any way to influence policy. These factors include 
(1) some constraints, problems, and special issues rele
vant to research related to poJicymaking; (2) the major 
goals for policy-related research; and (3) some unique 
attributes of television that ha-!e implications for 
policy-related research. 

1. Some constraints, problems and special issues in
fluencing research related to policymaking. In this 
category fall the many First Amendment questions and 
all the implicit problems of censorship and/or control. 
No One in out' group wanted to abridge First Amend
ment freedom and we recognized that problems are 
inevitabie if research is pointed toward altering com
munications content. Policy-related research needs to 
be scnsitive to such problems. 

Another problem is that of translating research find
ings into policy decisions. Policymaking and research 
are separate domains; one does not necessarily follow 
the othel'. Sometimes research should stand on its own, 
independent of any statement of policy alternatives, as 
in the Surgeon General's study of the effects of tele-

26 vision violence. And attempts to implement a policy 

can become an issue in itself that may well need further 
research. In any case, it should be clear that research 
with policy in'!Jlications is not the same as policy re
search. 

Another constraint is the time pressure on the policy
maker to decide quickly and the more than likely in
ability of the scientist to do adequate research in that 
short a time. 

And, one last illustration out of a much longer Jist. 
Policy-oriented research is less appealing to competent 
social scientists precisely because that kind of research 
tends to be messy, time-consuming, imposed f!'Om the 
outside, and usually atheoretical. The best stimulant 
toward increasing its appeal would be a healthy dose 
of funding. 

2. Major goals for policy-related research. In order 
to overcome some of these constraints, it would be 
useful to develop large-scale research projects so that 
both theory-building and policymaking could emerge 
over time. Properly organized, such large-scale projects 
would attract good people and result in good work. 
This, incidentally, is not to discount small-scale, 
targeted research that can make an immediate differ
ence on a policy issue of immediate moment. 

As a corollary, it would be useful to do studies that 
answer research questions by getting comparable find
ings from a variety of approaches. One strength of the 
Surgeon General's program was the con vergence of 
the evidence from experimental studies showing short
run causation of aggrcssion with the evidence from 
surveys and longitudinal studies of naturally occurring 
behavior, namely, that extensive violenct:-viewing pre
cedes some long-run manifestations of aggressive 
behavior. 

It is also necessary to find ways of disseminating 
research findings and conclusions so that the implica
tions for policy are more clearly drawn. Independent 
restatements and reinterpretations of major rcsearc1', 
findings are one such mechanism. Thus, the various 
reexaminations of the report of the Surg(!on GCllcl'1I1 
by Robert Liebert, Leo Bogart, George Comstock, and 
others helped to highlight the report's policy implica
tions::' And, indeed, this conference is evidence that a 

*See R. M. Liebert, J. M. Neale, and E. S. Davidson. The Early 
Window: Effects oj Television 0'. Children and Youth, Elms-



careful reexamination of the existing research on. tele
vision and human behavior can highlight the implica
tions fOl' policymaking of future: support for fUI·ther 
rcscarch in this field. 

It would be desirablc. not us 11 dit·cct gaul for re
search but as a means of facilitating the translation of 
knowledge into action, to encourage the inclusion of 
social scientists on the staffs of regulatory bodies and 
other government entities concerned with television 
policy to serve as translators, communicators, and 
stimulators of research. 

3. Some unique attributes of television and their 
implications for policy-related research. Television is in 
universal use in the United States. As a result, conven
tional before-anrl-after studies are no longer possible, 
although some limited aspects of before-and-after 
studies may be done in a controlled environment. 

Television viewing is now a pervasive activity from 

early childhood through old age. Thus! the important 
phenomenon to study is the total pattern of yiewing 
rather than cerfuin program<, or ccrtain contcllt. 

Tuit.:yisiol1 is [J/iUU UI)l;c/ut:liyely by tllt; yit:w(~r :md 
uflen hm; un ul1sdectivt! auoienct! in jnJiyidual hOJlJ!;:'. 
This complicates measurement of the effects of viewing 
and makes it difficult for broadcasters to program for a 

specific audience. This is a particularly important point 
because children are included in many audiences be
sides those for programs intended for children. 

Measurement of effects is further complicated be
cause there is not necessarily a "semantic equivalence" 
between the labeling of behavior on television and the 
behavior of the viewer. Thus, violence on television 
does not simply translate into aggression by the viewer. 
Other consequences may include "fear" as a conse
quence of seeing someone victimized on ,the screen, 
rather than aggression as a consequence of seeing some
one behave violently. 

Ill. Reseat'ch To Guide the Non-Regulatory Sector 
Gerald S. Lesser, Leader 

We started by trying to identify some premises that we 
could agree upon concerning the role of research on 
children and youth and television. Our first premise 
was that at some point we would need to do something 
that has not yet been done clearly--namely, to define 
oLlr long-range goals for young people, and, further, to 
specify the principles and values be,nind our choice of 
these goals. 

We realized that this was beyond the scope of what 
we could achieve during a conference, but we would 
like to offer some examples of the kinds of goals we 
have in mind. One is increasing children's awareness 
of self and others. Another is increasing their ability 
to make rational choices and selections. A third is en-

ford, N.Y.: Pergamon Press, 1973; L. Bogart. "Warning, The 
Surgeon General Has Determined That TV Violence Is Mod
erately Dangerous To Your Child's Mental Health." Public 
Opinion Quarterly, 1972,36, 491-521; and G. Comstock, Tele
vision Violence: Where The Surgeon General's Study Leads. 
Santa Monica, Calif.: The Rand Corporation, 1972. P-4831. 

larging their capacity to empathize with people dif
ferent from themselves. A fourth is enhancing their 
cognitive skills. And there are many others. Suffice it 
to say here that we want to mark for the future the 
importance of clearly defining long-term goals in doing 
research on children and television. 

Our second premise was that, although we acknowl
edged the need to know more abollt tclcyjijion's damug
ing effects on children and familks and how these 
effects could be controlled, we wanted to emphasize 
the constructive llses of television as well and (0 suggest 
ways in which they could be promoted and enhanced. 

Our third premise was that we would need to dis~ 
cuss many different levels of research and analysis if 
we wished to enco1.'npass the topic of t,~levision and 
children, ranging from some very broad questions to 
quite spec-.ific ones. 

Broadly speaking, we wanted research that would 
capture much, if not all, of the life that surrounds each 
child-the family, community, friends, school, and 27 



other influences, so that the child's experiences with 
the television medium itself might appear in proper 
perspective as one element in a complex mix that may 
either increase or diminish the influence of television. 

More specifically, we wanted research on particular 
program elements, such as their styles, techniques, and 
content, and on particular program outcomes, such as 
appeal, attention, comprehension, attitudes, emotional 
development, and social behavior, and on the complex 
connections between program elements and their out
comes. 

Priorities for Future Research 
In setting priorities for research that would be broad 
enough to place exposure to television within the 
child's real life of family, friends, school, community, 
and other influences, we started with these assump
tions: 

-What children actually get from television may be 
very different from what the producers intender 

-There are major differences among children in 
their response to television, depending upon their 
family background, personality characteristics, age, 
race, social class, sex, peel' influence, and amount of 
television viewing. All these differences will, of course, 
require the analysis of complex interactions. 

1. We began by specifying, quite broadly, what would 
identify the role of television in children's lives more 
clearly, Among the topics that we consider to be of high 
priority, although we did not rank them in order of 
priority. are: 

A. What shows do children actually watch? Why 
do they choose them? What is the appeal of different 
programs, including "adult" programs? How does the 
viewing of American children compare with that of 
children in other countries, especially in countries 
known to have programs difrerent from ours? 

B. What are the distinctive characteristics of tele
vision as a socializing agent, as compared with other 
forces that shape children's outlook, taste, and be
havior? 

C. What happens when television messages rein
force, contradict, or bear no relation to messages from 
other sources, such as parents, schools, and peers? 

28 D. How docs the family enhance or diminish the 

impact of television on children? 
E. How do children of different ages draw on tele

vision content for their view of the world, and how do 
they distinguish between television fantasy and reality? 

F. The value of longitudinal studies was stressed, 
including one clinical, psychoanalytically-oriented 
study of children in families where there is limited tele
vision viewing and in families where there is a great 
deal of televisiorl -lewing. Are there differences be
tween families with very different program prefer
ences? 

G. To what extent can intervention by family, 
school, peers, or others reinforce prosocial messages or 
mitigate antisocial influences of television program
ming? For example, can schools strengthen prosocial 
messages by providing opportunities for implementing 
those messages? 

II. We then turned to research on specific progl'am ele
ments and their outcomes, We included not only those 
programs specifically designed for children but also 
those not designed for them but which they watch any
way. (We know that about 85 percent of what children 
view is not designed for them.) 

1 n looking for connections between program charac
teristics and program outcomes we think that research 
will need to cover a lot of ground. Two major areas 
are stylistic features and thematic components. 

A. Program characteristics we believe should be 
given attention include stylistic features such as: 

-Pace 
-The use of humor 
-Action and violence 
-The length of ideas or integrated segments within 

a program 
-Various auditory techniques 
-Special visual effects, such as zoom-ins, and quick-

cuts 
B. Program characteristics we believe should bc 

given attention include such thematic components as: 
-Portrayals of particular social behavior, !:>L[\"h as 

altruism, nonviolent forms of conflict resolution, seeing 
another person's point of view, etc. 

-Portrayals of self-regulatory and self-governing be
havior, such as persistence, and choosing among ways 
of behaving. 
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-Portrayals of all'cctive expressions, sLich us demon
strations of WL\1'mth ant! affection, kindness, and com
passion, and of reactions of fear and how to cope with 
it. 

-The degree of diversity in roles assigned to women 
and minorities. 

III. In looking for the effects upon children of pro
grams with different style and content characteristics, 
we believe that some of the areas where more knowl
edge would be helpful in improving television include 
effects on: 

-Appeal and attention 
-Comprehension 
-Cognitive skills 
-Attitudes 
-Emotional development 
-Social behavior 
Each of the workshop members had somewhat dif

[erelt priorities for which program characteristics and 
outcomes should be studied. Some stressed the effects 
of role-stereotyping, racism, and sexism. Others were 
more interested in program characte1'istics that would 
most effectively reach minority children in particular. 
Still others were interested in program styles and con
tent that increase appeal and attention, those that 
change attitudes in children, or those that stress self
identity. 

Research directed to understanding connections be
lween program characterjstics and their outcomes may 
seem simple in concept. The research itself will not be 
simple. How can we measure all these program features 
and possible outcomes? How are the outcome measures 
interrelated? Are certain outcomes gained only at the 
expense of others? How do the connections between 
program characleristics and outcomes change over 
time, as children become more accustomed to watching 
particular programs? Do different program features, 
such as the pace of the program or the dispiay of par
ticular emotions, have different effects .on different 
children? If this research is necessarily complex, it is 
also essential, if we are ever to understand how to 
improve the quality .of the pr.ograms children watch. 

IV. We also deliberated on the research methodology 
and organizational arrangements that would help the 

I'escan:h gel dOllU and gut lIsed. 
One mulhod%gkull'ccol11l11cmJalioll that j:., ohvj· 

ous, but that needs I'epeating, is the importance of long
range, longitudinal studies that we alJ know are so 
badly lacking. Another is the need to develop valid 
measures of app\.!al and attentien, comprehension, atti
tudes, and behavior change, and then to make sure that 
researchers know about and share these methods as 
they are refined. Cross-cultural studies are also badly 
needed to ensure that the relations that we might find 
are not specific to the particular content of television 
in this country. Our search needs to be for generaliz
able propositions; different broadcasting systems as 
well as different cultural expectations provide a llseful 
testing ground. We emphasized in this connection the 
validity of .K.urt LewinJs famous statement that "noth
ing is as practical as a good theory" and would urge 
foundations to fund appropriate, theoretit:aJly .oriented 
research. 

On organizatienal arrangements, we stres~ed the 
need to train both researchers and producer~ to work 
together instead of regarding each other as natural 
enemies. Establishing training centers where social 
scientists and producers study together is one possible 
means to this end. 

We would also encourage foundatiens to find some 
means of fostering collaborative activity among re
searchers so that research may become less piecemeal 
and more cumulative. 1 n recommending that f ounda
tions take this sort of initiative, we do net believe that 
such a mechanism need intrude on the individual 
researcher's independence, nor need it rcslmin 
researchers from developing new methodologies. How
ever, such a mechanism would keep us from producing 
only isolated fragments of research and prevent tiS from 
the continual reinvention of the wheel. 

Conclusion 
To sum up, our workshop discussed research that we 
believe could make a difference. How to get such re
search to make that difference must go beyond making 
sure that the research is properly done. 

We will also have to take steps to see that the te
search is actually employed to improve children's 
programs. WI;; will need to influence the environment 
in which the programming and rc;earch are received. 29 



We will need to influence the opinions of parents and 
teachers, talented producers and writers (most of 
whom now avoid chiIdl,'en's television like the plague) , 
and the broadcasters and aclvertisers who decide which 
shows are aired. We may also need to influence the 

regulatory bodies. 
We did not choose to list our research proposals 

according to priority. We suggest that one w.ay to 
choose among them would be to identify where change 
is most accessible and likely to occur. <! 

IV. Research to Guide the Non-Regulatory Sector 
Keith Mielke, Leader 

Our works ,op participants had developed a variety of 
research suggestions prior to the conference, and more 
were developed during the workshop session. Con
siderable eHort was devoted to the organization of these 
suggestions into coherent themes or categories to which 
priorities might be assigned. 

The first attempt to classify the recommendations 
was according to target groups that have special in
formation needs and interests, and that can use the 
findings of research to guide their decision making. The 
major groups were identified as: 

Broadcasting industry decisionmakers 
-Those who create and produce the programs that 

make up the catalogue from which broadcasters select. 
-Those who decide, from the available programs in 

that catalogue, what will be broadcast and when. 
-Those who are responsible for television commer

cials. 
All three of these groups could use research to guide 

their dccisions. 

Educators 
-Formal educaLOrs, such as teachers. 
-Informal educators, such as parents. 
Both groups need to know more about the effect of 

the mcdia on young people and, in particular, need to 
know what action, if any, is called for on their part. 

I ntel'vention-oriented entities 
-Government agencies, which fund research and 

intervene in the lives of citizens in what they intend to 
be beneficial ways. 

-Private foundations, which do mllch the same. 
-Citizen action groups, which mllst choose among 

30 possible tactics and topics to achieve their ends. 

These three groups have infol'mation needs and in
terests that research can help meet. 

The discussion was useful in clarifying the research 
issues, but concentrating on these target groups was 
abandoned as an organizational scheme as it became 
apparent that most of the proposed research was rele
vant to more than one of these groups. 

Instead, we identified problem areas to which we 
believe those who support research should be respon
sive. The scheme finally decided upon was based on 
research priorities submitted in writing by each par
ticipant near the end of the session. The report of this 
workshop is thus organized by broad program areas 
and in approximate order of perceived priority, with 
more specific research needs suggested within areas. 

Pl'iorities for Future Research 
1. Research to establish baseline, normative, descrip
tive data on the viewing experience of young people, 
including their response to television and what they 
view. 

A. A national child-oriented audience survey. A 
large survey, similar in scope to previous national audi
ence surveys conducted by Steiner and Bower, is rec-
0l11mended.'~ It should include interviews of both 
parents and children. It is suggested that methodolog
ical research be conducted on ways to interview chil
dren of variOLlS ages before such a survey is undertaken. 
A large probability sample could be subdivided into 
several demographic subgroups, with such classifica-

.-----------------------~--------~---. 

'~See G. A. Steiner, The People Look at Television. New York: 
Knopf, 1963; and R. T. Bower, Television and the Public. New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1973. 
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tions serving as independent vHl'iablcs. Minority. socio
economic status, gcogmphk, and other groups of 
special interest should be oversampled as necessary to 
provide adequate numbers for thorough analysis. De
pendent variables for the survey should be responsive 
to the following kinds of questions, which are meant 
to be illustrative but not exhaustive: 

-How do parents see the functions of television for 
their children? 

-How do children perceive the functions of tele
vision for themselves? 

-What characterizes the light and heavy viewer? 
-How do parents and children perceive advertising 

and the impact of advertising on children? 
-Who controls access to the television set, or sets, in 

the home? 
-What viewing rules, if any, are employed, and 

why? 
-What programs are viewed by the children? 
-What is the relationship between the child's per-

sonality characteristics and his or her viewing patterns? 
-How is the child's leisure time allocated among 

various activities, including television watching? 
-To what extent do parents regulate and/or partic

ipate in their children's television viewing? 
-What are the children's and parents' estimates of 

beneficial and harmful effects of watching television? 
-How do children perceive parents as controllers of 

their television watching? 
-What is the relationship between types and amount 

of television viewing and children's performance in 
school? 

B. Content analyses of television programming most 
viewed by children. The consensus was that analyses 
were useful, they should be done on a continuing basis, 
and they should cover topics of policy relevancB. In 
addition to violence, such topics should include por
trayals of sex-roles and occupations, ethnic representa
tions, modes of conflict resolution, prosodal models, 
and erotica. These content analyses should cover pro
grams viewed heavily by children, whether or not the 
programs were designed especially for them. 

The utility of these content analyses will be en
hanced when related to other data, such as would be 
provided in the national survey described earlier. This 
would allow, for example, a comparison between tele-

vision content as mem,ured by adults and as perceived 
by young persons. 

We recognize that many of the~e qucstions arc at 
least partially answered within the existing scientific 
literature. However, there is no large-scale national 
body of dat~ thut provides a complete or compelling 
picture of what living with television means to the 
American child. We belie'/e such an assemblage of data 
could be an important spur to action, both because 
of the information the data would provide and because 
of the heightened public awareness such an undertak
ing would create. 

II. Research to assist in the development and adoption 
of public school curricula providing instruction abllltt 
the mass media. 

We concluded that there was an important need for 
wi.dened and improved instruction about the mass 
media in the public schools. We decided that lik.racy 
of young persons in regard to the mass media is the 
propel' concern for educational institutions analogous 
to their concern about language literacy. We also con
cluded that there was a major role for research in 
developing and introducing mass media instruction 
into the curriculum, in training teachers to teach it 
well, and in evaluating its effectiveness. 

A. Content development. Basic research is needed 
to develop the content for a media literacy curriculum. 
The curriculum could include such subjects as pro
duction conventions, analysis of media appeals, the 
character and role of nonverbal cues, overview of the 
history and structure of the broadcasting industry, the 
economic basis for television, analysis of typical for
mats for entertainment programming, major COllCCI'l1S 

about negative effects of programming, analysis of the 
values portrayed in television content, standards for 
criticism of television content, and, if possiblc, some 
direct experience with television equipment. Just as 
speaking and writing are useful to the skill of reading, 
so, it is believed, producing messages will be helpful 
in attaining media literacy. 

B. Adoption and diffusion strategies. Various forms 
of marketing research should be employed to determine 
optimalmcans of achieving adoption of media literacy 
programs in the schools. 

C. Teacher training. In view of a considerable gap 31 



between teachers and pupils in their approaches to tele
vision, it is recommended that research be undertaken 
to improve the training of teachers in media instruc
tion. The training should be available to future teachers 
in schools of education, and should also be available 
as in-service training for current teachers. 

D. Evaluation. Exposure to a media literaCf cur
riculum should be evaluated by empirical research to 
measure changes in the type, amount, or sophistication 
of children's television viewing. 

III. Research to develop principles of program de
velopment for children and to assess effects of various 
programming practices. 

A. Program development research. The purpose 
would be to develop principles useful in creating pro
grams that are attractive to children and that also 
enlarge their social understanding and emotional sensi
tivity, increase their self understanding, and help de
velop their aesthetic sensibilities. Illustrative research 
questions would include: 

-What are the production cues used by children to 
separate fantasy from reality? 

-By what criteria do children believe or disbelieve 
television content? 

-What programming elements appeal to children? 
-What incidental learning takes place and how can 

it be increased, if desirable, 01' countered if undesir
able? 

-How can audio and video channels complement 
each other to increase powers of observation? 

-What is an optimum mix of entertainment and in
struction? 

-Is it possible to "inoculate" children against effects 
of violent programming via other types of program
ming? 

-To what extent, if any. does type of visual presen
tation affect ways of thinking? 

-Do children perceive a "contract" with the tele
vision producer? That is, can they infer producer as
sumptions about them, and have they assumptions 
about the producer? What do children perceive as 
condescending? 

-Can children vicariously experience such things as 
potential occupational roles via television? 

-Can television cultivate "good taste?" 

-What programming strategies will best serve to en
courage active physical and/or mental participation by 
the child? 

B. Experimental assessment of variations in pro
gramming practices. Although time limitations pre
cluded extended discussion of feasible methodologies 
and designs for most of our research recommendations, 
it was felt that field experiments, possibly utilizing split 
cable arrangements, would be helpful in assessing the 
effects of various programming alternatives. These in
clude, for example: 

-Effects of prosocial "commercial" spot announce
ments. 

-Effects of varying rates of commercial interrup
tions in entertainment and news programming. 

-Manipulation of programming alternatives avail
able at various times of day. For example, would chil
dren view a children's program at 8 p.m. 01' 9 p.m. if 
such programming were available? 

-"Pretesting" effects of proposed or possible regula
tory options before they are adopted officially. For ex
ample, what would be the effect of various pre-program 
ratings for parental guidance to children's programs? 

-Testing of pilot programs. 
-Effects of disclaimers in advertising. 
-Effects of various types of advertising techniques 

on attitude formation and consumer behavior. 
C. Reanalysis of ratings data. The rationale here is 

based on the probability that, in various local markets 
across the country, "naturalistic experiments" have oc
curred. For example: 

Market 1: Program A being aired against competi
tion X; 

Market 2: Program A being aired against competi
tion Y. 
Interest was also expressed in analyzing what demo
graphic shifts, if any, have resulted from the "family 
viewing" hour, which also implies a reference to previ
ous ratings data. To the extent that meaningful research 
questions can be addressed to such "natural" variations 
across markets or across time within markets, a reanal· 
ysis of ratings data should prove useful. 

IV. Other issues. Entries here were judged important 
and worthy of funding by one or more workshop par
ticipants, but were not judged collectively to be of high 
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priority compared to the other research issues con
sidet"ed: 

A. Evaluation of the adequacy or inadequacy of 
current methods of "ascertainment"-the repeated as
sessment of community needs that the Federal Commu
nications Commission requites commercial and public 
broadcasters to make regularly-in terms of sensitivity 
to the special needs of young persons. One goal would 
be the development of improved techniques for assess
ing these needs. 

B. Analysis of possible alternatives to the present 
economic and sociological structure of the broadcast
ing industry, which might result in programming of 
greater diversity and aesthetic originality. This might 
include the comparative analysis of the apparent effects 
on programming of the quite different economic and 
sociological patterns found today in different societies. 

C. Development of various multi-dimensional forms 
of evaluative "rating" or "grading" of children's pro
grams for parental guidance. 

D. Analysis of decision making processes in broad
casting organizations, with a view to identifying points 
most susceptible to influence and change as a result of 
research evidence relevant to the effects of children's 
programming. 

E. Methodological research to develop improved 
techniques, which could be used in varied kinds of re
search, for the study of young persons' thoughc _ 1 

behavior with respect to television. Two suggesed fl,.~l 

were the development of improved techniques for in
terviewing children, and bettet' techniques to measure 
aff~ctive responses. 

F. Research to ascertain the extent, if any, to which 
exposure to television has affected performance on IQ 
measures, with special attention to effects on nonverbal 
aptitudes and on language aptitudes. 

G. Exploration of effects of television exposure on 
very young children. Parents sometimes plac::: babies in 
cribs near a~l operating television set for extended 
periods of time. The suggestion js to attempt to assess 
short-term and long-term effects of this very early ex
posure to television. 

Conclusion 
Our workshop did not always proceed in the step-by
step order suggested by this summary. It cannot do 
justice to the nuances of an extended deliberation by 
people from varied ba~kgrounds. We simply hope that 
others will consider the effort as productive and useful 
as we considered it challenging. 

V. Research to Increase Scientific Knowledge 
Alberta Siegel, Leader 

Fundamental knowledge about children and youth and 
the communications media may arise from several 
fields of investigation. These include social psychology, 
economics, anthropology, developmental psychology, 
political science, sociology, neurophysiology and brain 
science, linguistics, educational psychology, psychiatry, 
and journalism and communications. In all of these 
fields, basic scientific investigation must continue to be 
vigorously supported both by federal patrons, such as 
the National Institutes of Health, National Science 
Foundation, Office of Child Development, National 
Institute of Mental Health, and by private foundations. 
There is nothing so practical as a good theory, and good 
theories are both the inspiration and the result of sound 

empirical research. 
"Media research" has suffered from parochialism 

and ethnocentrism. We recommend vigorous efforts to 
internationalize this research, and to gain the benefits 
of cross-national and cross-cultural comparisons. 

Prioriti!!s for Future Research 
We discussed numerous questions and issues that re
search could address. We believe that whatever the 
topic under investigation, excellence should be the 
criterion in the support of research, and that peer re
view is a mechanism to assure excellence. 

We identified a number of topics that we agreed 
merit high priority. However, we did not rank them in 33 



order of priority because there was no unanimity about 
which topics would yield the greatest scientific payoffs. 
Our priorities, then, arc these: 

1. The social setting. We hope that television and its 
impact will be studied in a wide social context. Tele
vision nceds to be studied in l'e1ation to other media of 
communication and in relation to other social institu
tions. The social organization of communications 
media deserves special attention, as do tl1(' economics 
of the media. Cross-national comparisons will be in
formative here. 

I I. Developmental difJerences and the media. \Ve as
sign a high pl'iol'ity to studies of children's develop
ment and how a child's developmental level affects his 
or her use of media materials. What cognitive maps arc 
learned from media materials? How are role expecta
tions shaped by media content? How does the very 
young child derive meanings from his sensory and 
perceptual experiences? 1s information processed dif
ferently by the adolescent than by the elementary 
school-age child? How docs the child learn about pub
lic affairs from the media? How are his politicfll and 
social beliefs influenced? Television is an educator, 
and we need to study its curriculum and organization. 
Such study may eventually lead to integration of 
knowledge 1'1'0111 brain research, but right now the most 
fndlfulleads come from developmental psychology as 
influenced by Piaget. We call attention here to the 
promising work of Collins, Leifer, and Roberts on 
cognitive development, and to Singer's work on young 
child I'en's fantasies and play::' 

We expect that short-term longitudinal studies and 

*For example. sec W. A. Cullins. T. J. Berndt. and V. L. I-Ics~. 

"Observational Leal'l1ing or Motives and Con~equences For 
Television Aggl\!~siull: A Develupmental Stlldy." Child Del'elop-
1I/c!1l1. 1974.45. 799-802; A. D. Leifer, S. B. Graves, and N. J. 
Gurdu!1. "When Pcupk Think Televisiun Is A Window On 
Theil' Wul'ld." Paper pl'e,ented at the meeting of the American 
Educatiunal Ruseat'ch Assuciation, Washington, D. C., April 
1975; D. F. Ruburts, "Cummunicatiun and Children: A Devel" 
opmuntul Appruuch." in I. de Sola Pool anti W. Schramm (Eels.) 
/lanclbook 0/ CCl l1l11l1lllicatioll. Chicago: Rand McNully, 1973, 
pp. 174-215; and J. L. Singer. The Chi/d's World oj Make
he/iC!I'c!: E.\·[lC!rilllC!lllal SllIdiC!s of Imaginatille Play. New York: 

34 Academic Press, 1973. 

naturalistic observations will be the centraltnethods in 
this research, along with laboratory experiments. 

Ill. Structural features of television as a medium. \\"e 
also assign a high priority to studies of leleyision and 
its effects in which the focus is on the structural fea
tul'es of television rather than its programming content. 
We are thinking here of matters like pacing, tempo, 
continuities and discontinuities, interruptions, formats, 
style. We are also thinking of issues like addiction to 
television, spectatol'itis, habits of passivity and looking 
on, detachment and indifTercnce. As well, we believe 
we need investigations of the child's discrimination 
between fantasy and reality when he or she is viewing 
television. Furthcr, we need to study the audio and 
visual components. Does the video dominate the 
audio? Docs the audio dominate the video? How are 
these two sensory inputs integrated, interpreted, and 
stored? 

The methods hcre would include experiments and 
natl,,'alistic observation. Cross-cu Itmal studies are 
needed with this topic as well as the othcrs we are 
flagging. 

IV. The family and television. Our other priority is for 
studies of television as a family mcmber. How is family 
intel'Clcting alTected by television? What role docs tele
vision play in family dynamics? Docs television inhibit 
family conversation 01' provide topics to enhance it? Is 
television llsed as a babysitter'? Do people attend to 
television in at"dcr to avoid or inhibit conflict, hostility, 
and arguments in the family? The family has been seen 
as the basic social unit. Is television supporting or 
weakening that unit? Do neighbors visit and interact 
more now than when tclevision was not available? 
These questions have implications for the availability 
of supports to the beleaguered nuclear family. 

Clearly, naturalistic obscrvation in thc home will be 
the method of study here. We greatly doubt the useful
ness of self-report interviews and questionnaires in the 
study of family functioning in tIn.: hOlll\!. Wc nCl!d di
rect observation of family life in the television era. 

V. Ways to improve quality mId impact of research. It 
is easier for research workers to agree on the ways to 
foster excellence in research thtln on specific topics of 
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research likely to have payoffs. There are several kinds 
of institutions that we decided could be supported and 
fostered in order to advance research on young people 
and the media. 

A. The research university. The basic organiz'ation 
is the research university. Without our great national 
centers of research and graduate education, some pri
vate and some public, science would flounder in the 
United States. We anticipate that most of the good l'e
search on this topic, as on others, will continue Lo be 
done at universities by professors and their students. 
We recognize also the contributions of sllch nonuniver
sity centers and institutes uS The Rand Corporation. 

B. Direct support for l·esearch. We believe that the 
amount of research could be expandcd and its quality 
upgraded by several techniques: 

-Dissertation research support grants of the kind al
ready available through the National Science Founda
tion, but specially targeted for this topic. 

-Annual awards for outstanding research on this 
topic, whether by graduate students or established in
vestiga tors. 

-Employment of the process of peer review in the 
evaluation of competing proposals for research funds. 
The National institutes of Health and the National 
Institule of Mental Health have developed model sys
tems of peer review, conducted in face-to-face meetings 
of standing committees made up of respected scholars. 

-Support of small-group meetings of active research 
workers to facilitate exchange of ideas and collabora
tions on topics of shared interest. These meetings 
would usually be at a university, at the laboratory of 
one of the group members. Such meetings might 
catalyze collaborations as well as closer interaction, 
and might lead to sharing of research techniques and 
replication of findings. The Society for Research on 
Child Development hm; experimented with this format 
over the past year, and its expedence could be useful 
in setting up these interdisciplinary small-group con
ferences of research workers. 

C. Communication of research findings. We are con
cemed about achieving rapid communication of re
semch findings among workers in several diverse dis
ciplines. The annual meetings and the scholarly jour
nals of the various disciplines are basic to scholarly 
communication, but not sufficient for transmission 

across disciplinmy boundaries. Therefore, we propose 
the following new methods: 

-An existing journal should publish a special is~ue 
periodically, this issue to be devoted to reporting cur
rent research on television and social behavior. Funds 
could be offered to underwrite the distribution of this 
issue to all interested in its topic who might not be sub
scribers. If the journal editor wishes to appOint .. gllest 
editor for this issue, funding might bc needed for that 
editorship as well. An alternative to this propo~al 
would be the establishment of a new annual review 
publication. 

-An annual meeting should be called at which re
search workers from the variotJ~ discipline~ would 
present and discuss their findings concerning tclevi!,ion 
and social behavior. We v;ould urge that this be an 
international meeting and that interesled foundation 
and government officials be invited as well as scholars 
currently active in the field. 

-An abstracting service is needed to continue and to 
institutionalize the useful communications device that 
Dr. Comstock has launched. We would hope that this 
service would be sttongly international in its coverage. 

D. Central facilities. We discussed the possibility 
that certain central facilities might be put at the dis
posal of research workers on various university 
campuses, in order to avoid wasteful and expenSive 
duplication of facilities. For example, we disclissed 
the possible usefulness of central archives of video 
materials. From our discussion, it was not evident that 
such a facility' would be worth what it would cost. 

We agreed that it would be most useful to have a 
production center to which a research worker Gould go 
for the production of professional quality VIdeo ma
terials to his or her specification. CUlTcntly ~?me rc
search workers must rely on the amateur theatrical 
groups on their local campuses. We can envision a pos
sible liaison betwecn the facility we PI'Opo:;c antl the 
production efforts or the National Endowment [oJ' the 
Arts and the National Endowment fot· the Humanities. 

Conclusion 
We are also concerned about the interface between 
scholarly research and the making of public policy. We 
can envision certain mechanisms that would enhance 
the extensiveness and frankness of communication be- 35 



tween research workers in this field and those con
cerned with policy analysis. 

For example, before new research findings get into 
the public record in hearings by Congressiorlal corn· 
mittees or regulatory agencies, it would be helpful to 
have informal discussions between the social scientists 
and the policymakers. An organization is needed that 
can arrange and sponsor such meetings in a timely way. 
The Aspen Institute Program on Communications and 
Society has been meeting this need. 

policymaking can help us to learn. We recommend 
that resources be made available for such case studies. 
The Cater-Strickland report was a model. * 

Finally, we discussed the need for an extra-govern
mental task force on communications to play an ad
visory role. Such a group would be interdisciplinary 
and could be helpful in setting priorities for research 
and in policy analysis. We reached no consensus on this 
matter, but we think it should be given further discus
sion. 

We also need to learn from experience. Many of us 
have the impression that mistakes get replayed in this 
field. Case studies of major efforts in research and 

'~See D. Cater and S. Strickland, TV Violence And The Child: 
The Evolution And Fate Of The Surgeon General's Report. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1975. 
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