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PREFACE

This book represents three years of research and analysis in
ten communities in the United States and Canada.

Perhaps the study most nearly comparable to it is the excellent and
important volume Television and the Child by Himmelweit, Oppen-
heim, and Vince, recently published in the United Kingdom. Their
book is the first full-length study of the impact of television on English
children; ours is the first full-length study of television and North
American children.

This is not to imply that the studies are alike. Indeed, they are quite
different, although there is an encouraging correspondence in results
when they can be compared. But British television and English culture
are not identical with American television or North American culture.
Furthermore, the earlier study did not become available in time for the
present study to repeat some of its questions so as to arrive at closer
comparisons. Therefore, the studies are different in raw material, con-
cept, and plan.

In one way especially this study was unlike the English study. Him-
melweit, Oppenheim, and Vince knew in advance the amount of their
support, and could therefore plan the entire study before they gathered
any data. Our study, however, began as a study of the use of television
by children in the first six grades of the San Francisco school system.
The results there proved to be so interesting that we were able to get
additional money to carry the investigation through the twelfth grade
in San Francisco, and later into five Rocky Mountain communities where
conditions contrasted considerably with any previous studies of this
kind. From another source we got money to interview 188 entire fami-
lies—as families—which was a very interesting experience for them and
for us, and probably the first time that any researchers had ever explored
in such detail the relation of television to family life and values. When
it became apparent that we could not find a suitable control town in the
United States where few or no children would have been exposed to
television, we went to Canada and studied two very interesting com-
munities in the same culture area, one of which did not yet have tele-
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vision whereas the other had a great deal of television. While this
material was in the stage of analysis, we accepted the invitation of a
metropolitan suburban city to come in and study in detail some of the
television behavior of their young children. And finally we went to
Denver to check one of our most important hypotheses on a sample of
high school students.

This is not an uncommon history of research, especially when proj-
ects are not richly financed. As we went along, we improved our meth-
ods and our instruments, sharpened our hypotheses, checked our San
Francisco metropolitan findings against our Rocky Mountain findings,
our United States findings against our Canadian results, and so forth.
But we should be less than honest if we did not admit that there were
times when we wished, late in the study, that we had known from the
first how far we were going to be able to carry it. If we had been able
to plan from the first for the entire study, we should have made some
plans differently. If this was sometimes a matter for regret, on the other
hand it was highly satisfying to us that our first results should prove as
useful as they did, and that the methods and hypotheses with which we
began should stand up as well as they did. And we were pleased to be
able to gather as much and as varied information as we did on an ex-
penditure which, as research money goes, must be counted a shoestring.

We could not have done so without the generous, wholehearted, and
interested cooperation of three groups of persons. One of these groups
was the 6,000 children and the 2,000 parents, who gathered information
and kept records for us and submitted to our tests and our questioning.
A second group was the more than 300 teachers and school officials in
ten communities who cooperated so fully with us. With the exception
of San Francisco and Denver, we cannot name them here, because we
have promised not to identify the communities. And it would be unfair
to name the San Francisco and Denver people without naming the
others. But if we could, we should print all their names and all their
cities here in gold, because their cooperativeness, their quick under-
standing of what we were seeking, and their skill were all that made
it possible for us to turn a few thousand dollars into many thousands
of interviews.

In the third place, we are deeply grateful to the National Educa-
tional Television and Radio Center, which was the chief financer of this
study, and which one year gave us a large fraction of its meager research
budget so that we could go on with the study. The officials of this or-
ganization were generous not only with funds but also with their highly
informed advice and counsel when we sought it. Moreover, they re-
stricted in no way what we did, and sought to influence in not even the
slightest way our conclusions.
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Several donors to this study wish to remain anonymous, but we must
mention the Institute for Communication Research, at Stanford, to which
we belong, which supported us with money, facilities, personnel time,
and advice. We should also mention the Center for Advanced Study
in the Behavioral Sciences, which, by giving a Fellowship to the senior
author, provided precious time for analysis and writing.

The people who have advised us are very many. Among them we
must mention Hilde Himmelweit, of the University of London; Robert
Silvey, of the British Broadcasting Corporation; Neil Morrison and Ken-
neth Adler, of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation; Eleanor Mac-
coby, Nathan Maccoby, Robert R. Sears, and Richard F. Carter, of Stan-
ford; Paul Lazarsfeld, of Columbia; Ithiel Pool, of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology; John and Matilda Riley, of Rutgers; William
Kessen, of Yale; Lawrence Z. Freedman, formerly of Yale, now of the
Center for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral Sciences, who contributed
the excellent memorandum on a psychiatrist’s view of television effect;
William H. Sewell, of Wisconsin; Paul Deutschmann, of Michigan State;
Fritz Redl, of Wayne; Theodore Newcomb, of Michigan; Robert B.
Hudson, Ryland Crary, and President John White, of the National Edu-
cational Television and Radio Center; these and others, all of whom are
blameless for the deficiencies of this work, but each of whom has talked
over parts of it with us and contributed from his wisdom and experience.

We should also like to mention the names of the persons who, at
various times during the study, served as editors, coders, IBM opera-
tors, data analysts, and typists. These are: Barbara Bachman, Stephen
Baffrey, Jon Barker, Mimi Cutler, Margery Deutschmann, Douglas A.
Fuchs, Edna Garfinkle, Jon Gilmore, Selma Greenberg, Ralph Haber,
Joan Hoffman, Geraldine S. Jenkins, Gloria R. Jensen, Jonathan P. Lane,
Suzanne Mason, Linda Miller, Ronald Rapaport, Galen Rarick, Dexter
Roberts, Susan Roberts, Frederick Shoup, Christopher C. Smith, Caro-
lyn Tucker, Robert J. Umphress, Thuan van Nguyen, and Jon W. Wilcox.

Finally, we owe a deep and special debt of gratitude to two of our
colleagues at Stanford, Eleanor Maccoby and Richard F. Carter, who
gave thoughtful and painstaking readings to this entire manuscript in
its penultimate stage. Their penetrating criticisms and suggestions are
reflected on many pages of this book.

WILBUR SCHRAMM
Jack LYLE

EpwiN B. PARKER
Stanford, 1960
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INTRODUCTION

No informed person can say simply that television is bad or
that it is good for children.

For some children, under some conditions, some television is harm-
ful. For other children under the same conditions, or for the same chil-
dren under other conditions, it may be beneficial. For most children,
under most conditions, most television is probably neither particularly
harmful nor particularly beneficial.

This may seem unduly cautious, or full of weasel words, or, perhaps,
academic gobbledygook to cover up something inherently simple. But
the topic we are dealing with in this book is not simple. We wish it
were. We wish it were possible to say simply that television has such
and such an effect on children, and therefore that this kind of television
is bad, this kind is good. Unfortunately, it just does not work that way.
Effects are not that simple.

When we say something about the effect of television on children,
we are really making a double-edged statement. That is, we are saying
something about television and something about children. For example,
if we say that a television program is “interesting,” we are saying that
the program has a certain quality to which certain children respond in
a certain way we call “interest.” If we say that a program is “frighten-
ing,” we are saying that the program has certain qualities to which chil-
dren react in a certain other way.

In a sense the term “eftect” is misleading because it suggests that
television “does something” to children. The connotation is that televi-
sion is the actor; the children are acted upon. Children are thus made
to seem relatively inert; television, relatively active. Children are sit-
ting victims; television bites them.

Nothing can be further from the fact.

It is the children who are most active in this relationship. It is they
who use television, rather than television that uses them.

As between two favorite images of the situation—the image of chil-
dren as helpless victims to be attacked by television, and the image of
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television as a great and shiny cafeteria from which children select
what they want at the moment—the latter is the more nearly accurate.
It is true that the menu of this cafeteria is heavy in fantasy, that it con-
tains a high proportion of violent dishes, and that there is less variety
available at any given time than some patrons might wish. But the cafe-
teria sets the food out; the children take what they want and eat it. The
very nature of television makes for a minimum of variety in the cafe-
teria; the nature of human beings makes for great variety on the side
of the children.

What television is bringing to children, as we shall show, is not
essentially different from what radio and movies brought them; but what
children bring to television and the other mass media is infinitely varied.

So when we talk about the effect of television, we are really talking
about how children use television. A child comes to television seeking
to satisfy some need. He finds something there, and uses it. The follow-
ing pages of this book testify that children use the same television in
different ways. But some increment of this choice enters into their
funded experience, and ultimately into their understandings, values, and
behaviors. Under certain conditions the choice may thus contribute to
crime, violence, or lax morality; under others, to a better understanding
of adult life and democratic values; under still others, to none of these.
Therefore, in trying to understand the effect of television we have to
try to understand the conditions of effect.

To understand the conditions of effect, we have to understand a great
deal about the lives of children. Something in their lives makes them
reach out for a particular experience on television. This experience then
enters into their lives, and has to make its way amidst the stored experi-
ence, the codified values, the social relationships, and the immediately
urgent needs that are already a part of those lives. As a result, some-
thing happens to the original experience. Something is discarded, some-
thing is stored away, perhaps some overt behavior occurs. This is the
“effect of television.” What we are really trying to understand, then, is
the part which the television experience plays in the lives of children.

The critics and the scholars

In the last ten years, two groups of writers have addressed them-
selves to this problem.

One group—much the larger group—has written as critics. In many
cases they have written with extraordinary heat, for few things in our
culture generate as much difference of opinion as television, and noth-
ing so exercises us as the thought that someone may be harming our
children. Because there has been an impressive lack of agreement in
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this debate, and comparatively few facts to prove any of the points, the
effect has been not so much to prove charges as to raise a series of dis-
turbing questions.

Does television deepen the ignorance or broaden the knowledge of
children? As Charles Siepmann puts the question [88, p. 2],* is it an
“opiate of the masses, or a formative influence of high cultural impor-
tance”? On the one hand, there has been the hope that television would
be an educator in every home, would open the far places of the world
and carry great events, ideas, and men to children. On the other hand,
it has been invariably reported that the poorest students in school are
the heaviest users of television ( this, of course, does not prove that tele-
vision is the cause of their poor performance in school). Paul Witty re-
ported [2, p. 256] in 1954 that television reduced children’s reading,
but was less sure of it in 1959 [45]. Remmers reported on the basis of
a survey of teen-age opinion that two out of five teen-agers felt that
television interferes with their schoolwork “somewhat” or “very much”
[2, p. 258]. There is no doubt that children learn from television, but
do they learn more from it than they would learn without it? Is it con-
tributing to a more ignorant or a better informed generation? Or are
there some kinds of children to whom it is an intellectual help, others
to whom it is a hindrance?

Does television debase the tastes of children? Here the case has
been stated mostly by intellectuals. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has written
of television’s “downward spiral of competitive debasement” [68, p. 394].
Louis H. Cohen says that many programs on television “encourage a
degraded taste for a kind of knowledge which is unnecessary for healthy
social life” [2, p. 259]. Thomas Griffith of Time writes of “The Waist-
High Culture” and asks whether we haven't sold our souls “for a mess
of pottage that goes snap, crackle, and pop.” Television producer David
Susskind told Life: “I'm an intellectual who cares about television. There
are some good things in it, tiny atolls in the oceans of junk . . . I'm mad
at TV because I really love it and it’s lousy. It’s a very beautiful woman
who looks abominable. The only way to fix it is to clean out the pack
who are running it . . .” [68, p. 379]. Against this intellectual attack
there has been the silent reply of millions of television sets being turned
on every day and every night in every part of the country.

Does television distort children’s values? It has long been argued
that television helps its viewers form accurate pictures of political can-
didates and public events. But questions have been raised as to the

® The numbers in brackets refer to articles and books listed in the Annotated
Bibliography, pages 297-317.
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picture of adult life which television shows children. In particular, some
critics have charged, like Arthur R. Timme, that thanks to television,
some children now grow up with a completely distorted sense of what
is right and wrong in human social behavior. Edward Podolsky wrote
to the Kefauver Committee: “The human mind in these [juvenile and
adolescent] age groups is quite impressionable and easily conditioned.
By constant and repeated presentation of undesirable and criminal ac-
tivity in mass media, many children and adolescents in time accept these
as an attractive way of living.” In slightly different tone, Charlotte
Buhler wrote: “It is a well-established fact that audiovisual learning
is one of our finest tools in education. To have television defeat this
purpose by presenting to the children assorted negativistic attitudes
some people have toward life and presenting this in dramatic form can-
not help but have its repercussions . . .” [2, pp. 264-65].

Does television teach children too much about life too early? The
principal asker of this question has been Joseph Klapper. He points
out that children spend much of their television time on adult programs,
and says: “Adult fare deals almost exclusively with adults, and usually
with adults in conflict situations. Some psychologists and psychiatrists
feel that continued exposure to such fare might unnaturally accelerate
the impact of the adult environment on the child and force him into a
kind of premature maturity, marked by bewilderment, distrust of adults,
a superficial approach to adult problems, and even unwillingness to be-
come an adult.” He adds that “real adults in the child’s primary group
are often found wanting by children who appeal to them in situations
which happen to be impelled by TV . . . Such inability on the part of
real adults may impress the child as much or more than does the inas-
surance of TV portrayed adults” [76, pp. 231-32]. Against this point of
view stands the argument that television speeds the intellectual devel-
opment of children by bringing them earlier into contact with a wider
world dnd adult problems. Which viewpoint is right? And if both are
right, does the cognitive benefit overbalance the psychological harm?

But the most serious and frequent question raised about television is
this: Does its violence teach children violence and crime? The num-
ber of violent acts on television programs seen by children have been
counted and listed by observers like Smythe and Cousins. Of course,
there is violence in Shakespeare, too, but Edgar Dale argues that tele-
vision violence should not be compared with the violence in a great
dramatist. He says: “I am not arguing that Shakespeare can get by with
something that Mickey Spillane cannot. I simply ask: ‘does the violence
shown illuminate the wellsprings of conduct, help us better understand
why people act the way they do?’ Should bullets, guns, stabbing, kick-
ing, abduction be the daily imagery of childhood?” Walter Lippmann
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says they should not: “There can be no real doubt,” he writes, “that the
movies and television and the comic books are purveying violence and
lust to a vicious and intolerable degree. There can be no real doubt that
public exhibitions of sadism tend to excite sadistic desires and to teach
the audience how to gratify sadistic desires. Nor can there be any real
doubt that there is a close connection between the suddenness in the
increase in sadistic crimes and the new vogue of sadism among the mass
media of entertainment.” Arthur W. Wallander, the former police com-
missioner of New York City, says that crime programs on TV and radio
glorify criminals and the “private eye” type of detective. They glory in
having those characters “put it over on the cop . . . in making the po-
liceman look dumb.” Thus, he says, both children and parents tend to
lose respect for “the very men they are supporting as their front line
defender against crime” [2, pp. 262, 264].

The question of whether television actually causes crime turns into
a colloquy of psychiatrists, with Ralph Banay saying that if “prison is
college for crime, I believe for young disturbed adolescents, TV is a
preparatory school for delinquency” [65, p. 83]; Otto Billig saying that
television programs “have a very limited influence on the child”; and
Frank Coburn concluding that, rather than causing delinquency, tele-
vision provides a “direction for the delinquent’s behavior to take” [quot-
ed, 2, pp. 267-69].

Finally, the question is asked, Does television cause withdrawn and
addictive behavior? On the one hand, it is argued that television keeps
children at home and gets the family to do things together. On the
other hand, psychiatrists like Joost Meerlo say that it has a “hypnotiz-
ing, seductive influence.” It makes not for group behavior, but rather
for private behavior. It encourages withdrawal from reality, and makes
addicts. Robert Shayon says that it encourages in a child “a craving for
violence and fantasy which drives him continuously to the mass media,
particularly TV. There he finds unlimited fare but no wholesome satis-
faction for an abnormal appetite” [52, p. 195]. What is the truth in this
case?’ Does television make for happy home groups or for children who
behave in its presence like schizoids? If it makes addicts, what are the
conditions under which this occurs, and what kinds of children are vul-
nerable?

These are truly serious questions and charges. We have taken care
to select the spokesmen, not from the lunatic fringe, not from the pro-
fessional viewers of television with alarm, not from the amateurs. Siep-
mann, Witty, Remmers, Schlesinger, Dale, and Smythe are college pro-
fessors, at New York University, Northwestern, Purdue, Harvard, Ohio
State, and Illinois, respectively. Klapper is a researcher and executive
of the General Electric Company. Wallander, as we have said, is a
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former police commissioner of New York City. Cohen, Timme, Podol-
sky, Meerlo, Banay, Billig, and Coburn are psychiatrists. Buhler is a
psychologist. Lippman is the respected columnist; Cousins, the editor
of the Saturday Review; Griffith, a staff member of Time. Susskind and
Shayon are television producers and writers. The stature of these people
dramatizes the importance of the unanswered questions about children
and television.

For it is unfortunately the case that, not only have we been unable
to answer the challenging final questions, such as, does television cause
delinquency, and does it make for more knowledge or more ignorance;
but also we have understood very little the process by which television
had an effect, so that we could predict the part it would play in the
lives of children. Whereas it was believed, as we said a few pages back,
that some kinds of television, under some conditions, would have such
effects on some children, we have been in no position to specify what
kinds of television, conditions, or children.

Into this needy situation, a few research scholars have been moving.
Their writings are a mere handful beside the outpouring represented by
the other group of writers. Their conclusions tend to be more cautious.
Yet, slowly, some progress has been made.

Eleanor Maccoby, a child psychologist, formerly of Harvard, now of
Stanford, has made a series of illuminating studies on the relation be-
tween frustration and aggression in children, and aggression in televi-
sion, trying to determine whether frustration in real life did not drive
children to seek violent material in television, and to remember it longer.

John and Matilda Riley, sociologists of Rutgers University, made one
exciting study in which they sought to find out whether a child who had
good friends in his peer group made different use of fantasy from a child
who had few friends and was much alone.

In 1955, Arthur Brodbeck presented a paper to the American Psycho-
logical Association which was full of insight in its hypotheses and de-
scriptions of unpublished research concerning television’s effect on chil-
dren.

Lotte Bailyn, when a graduate student at Radcliffe, wrote a very
interesting doctoral dissertation on what she called the “pictorial media”
—meaning movies, television, and comics. She was able to make an
index of use of pictorial media and to identify some of the variables
that seemed to determine whether a child made much or little use of
these media.

R. S. Albert and Robert Zajonc both studied the effect of the pro-
gram ending. Albert obtained findings which seemed to mean that a
“crime does not pay” ending does not necessarily reduce aggression in
a child, and Zajonc found that children tended to remember behavior
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that was successful (or not punished) in a program, whether it was
socially acceptable or not.

In addition to these, there have been a few other experimental studies
on television and children published in American journals, and a num-
ber of surveys of television use, some private, some commercial, a few
of them specializing in children’s television behavior. The longest series
of surveys of children’s use of television has been Witty’s annual series,
made in the vicinity of Evanston, Illinois. Others are mentioned in the
annotated biography in this volume.

The research on children’s use of television in the United States,
then, is not very extensive. We can say, in general, that neither the
basic facts of how much a given kind of child uses television at a given
age, or what his tastes are, or what he thinks of television, have been
satisfactorily pinned down; nor are the dynamic questions of why he
uses television as he does, and what happens as a result, well under-
stood.

However, in 1958, the first full-length study of Television and the
Child appeared in England, following several very useful short studies
in the United Kingdom and other countries. The authors were Hilde
Himmelweit, A. N. Oppenheim, and Pamela Vince, psychologists, of the
University of London. This was a careful job of research, using large
samples of two groups of English children, ten to eleven and thirteen
to fourteen years of age. Although many of the results of this fine study
apply only to England, and all the other results would have to be re-
tested in North America, many of the conclusions are suggestive and
probably applicable to all cultures. A number of the findings will be
mentioned in the following pages.

This book and the research behind it

This is where we came in. Beginning in 1957, a year and a half
before the Himmelweit, Oppenheim, Vince volume and the Bailyn study
became available, we planned and made a series of studies which we
hoped would fill in some of the dark areas of our knowledge of children’s
use of television in the United States and Canada, and in our under-
standing of the part television plays in their lives. We had no hope of
being able to answer all the great questions, but we did hope to be
able to understand better the conditions under which children go to
television and the conditions under which television has an effect on
them.

The results of our studies are in this book.

Before describing the research we did, let us say a word about how
the book is written.

We have done a great deal of new research. To present the results
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of it fully, we need tables and statistics. We realize, however, that
many people who are concerned about television in the lives of our
children do not enjoy reading tables and may not understand the
statistics that accompany them. They are not much interested in re-
search design, the nature and selection of samples, or questionnaire
and test construction. We should prefer not to restrict the book to
readers who have the concerns of scholars and understand the language
of scholarship. Therefore, we have tried to present the text of the book
—the following eight chapters—so far as possible without tables or statis-
tics. In the Appendixes we have put full information about the samples,
the research instruments, and the tables and statistics which scholars
will want to read. For this purpose we have selected about 150 tables
from the several thousands of tables the studies produced. In the Ap-
pendixes, also, we have treated certain other topics (for example, chil-
dren’s use of other mass media) which require tables but may still be
of interest to nonscholars. Therefore, the text of this book may be read
with as much or as little of the Appendixes as the reader wishes.

At this point, therefore, some readers will want to turn to Appen-
dix I for full information on the nature of the research behind this book.
For readers who do not need such a detailed picture and do not espe-
cially like to read scholar-talk, we are going to describe briefly here in
a nontechnical way the research we conducted, on which many of our

conclusions are based.
We made 11 studies between 1958 and 1960. These were:

Study 1, San Francisco, 1958-59.

Here we studied a total of 2,688 children, chosen so as to represent
adequately the first six grades, and the eighth, tenth, and twelfth grades
of the public school system. Some of these children we interviewed
directly, many of them completed questionnaires and tests given in
the classroom, several hundred kept diaries for us, and some of the
younger children were represented through questionnaires completed
by their parents. In the course of the study we collected questionnaires
from 1,030 parents describing and reacting to their children’s television
behavior. The information we collected varied somewhat by the chil-
dren’s ages, but we usually tried to find out as much as possible about
their mass media behavior; what they used the different media for and
what the media meant to them; what they knew about public affairs,
science, popular and fine art, and other parts of the world; something
about their family lives and their relations with children their own age;
some of their psychological characteristics; their mental ability and the
use they were making of it in school; and so forth. We also talked to
teachers, school officials, and other knowledgeable persons.
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Study 2, San Francisco, 1958.

We interviewed 188 entire families as families—meaning that we
talked to the parents and children together so that they could check
up on one another and so that we could observe the interactions. We
asked them chiefly about the use different members of the family made
of the media, and what part the media played in family life. The total
was 502 children, 188 mothers, and 187 fathers.

Studies 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, Rocky Mountain communities, 1959.

In five communities within the Rocky Mountain area of the United
States we interviewed the entire sixth and tenth grades or an adequate
sample of these, and in three of these communities we studied also the
first grades. The information we sought was in most respects parallel
to what we had sought in San Francisco, although the questionnaires
were expanded and sharpened as the work went along. In the case of
these first grades, for example, we gave the children vocabulary tests.
In these five towns, our total sample was 1,708 children and 284 parents.
As before, we talked to teachers and officials.

Studies 8 and 9, Canada, 1959.

We studied two communities in Canada, which were comparable in
most respects except that one did and one did not have television. In
each case we studied the first, sixth, and tenth grades, using the same
materials as in the Rocky Mountain cities, although improved by use
and somewhat expanded to take account of the characteristics of Cana-
dian mass communication. We gave the first-graders a vocabulary test.
The total was 913 children and 269 parents. As before, we talked to
teachers and officials.

Study 10, American suburb, 1960.

In a metropolitan suburb of the United States we studied in detail
the television behavior, program choice, and time allocations of all the
elementary school children in one school. These totaled 474 children.
We also talked to parents and teachers.

Study 11, Denver, 1960.

To test certain hypotheses developed in the previous studies, we
studied 204 students in the tenth grade in Denver, Colorado. The infor-
mation dealt with their media behavior in relation to mental ability and
social norms.

In these eleven studies, then, we gathered information from 5,991
students, 1,958 parents, and several hundred teachers, officials, and other
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knowledgeable persons in ten communities in the United States and
Canada, representing cities and towns, metropolitan areas and isolated
areas, industrial, agricultural, and residential communities, and every
major condition of television development now to be seen in North
America including the condition of no television. It goes without say-
ing that, in addition to our own data, we have made use of all the other
research we have been able to find bearing on children’s use of television.

These are the bases for the statements to be found in the following

pages.

What follows:

In the chapter immediately following, we have tried to describe
some of the changes television has made in the child’s world. In Chap-
ter 3, we have set down the essential facts and figures on the amount
and kind of television children make use of at different ages and times,
what it means to them, and how they compare it with other mass media.
In Chapter 4 we have developed and tested some theory as to how and
why children use television. Then follow three chapters that seek to
analyze the chief elements in a child’s life and personality that deter-
mine the use he makes of television. Chapter 8 considers in some detail
the chief suppositions that have been made about television’s effects.
In that chapter we return to some of the questions we have just stated.
Then there is a final chapter of summary, concluding with some pointed
questions addressed to broadcasters, teachers, parents, and researchers.

Each of these chapters is keyed into the Appendix where the tabular
and statistical evidence is to be found. “Table I1-6” refers to Appen-
dix II, Table 6.



CHAP'I'ERZ

THE NEW WORLD OF TELEVISION

No mass medium has ever exploded over a continent as tele-
vision exploded over North America in the 1950’s.

At the beginning of 1948 there were barely 100,000 television re-
ceiving sets in use in the United States. In 1949, there were a million;
at the end of 1959, 50 million. At the beginning of the 1950’s, about
one out of 15 U.S. homes had television. At the end of the 1950’s,
seven out of eight homes had it.

In Canada, which is larger in area and has more open country, tele-
vision came into use a bit more slowly. But there, as in the United
States, great prodigies of ingenuity and engineering were performed
to jump the mountains and the wilderness and bring television to dis-
tant places. Cables were brought in from remote stations. Antennas
were erected on mountains to feed the receivers in valleys. Stations,
microwave carriers, receiver sales, and maintenance facilities, all spread
at a fantastic pace. The familiar antennas began to appear first on the
northeastern seaboard, first in the large cities, first in the high-income
homes, and then spread like the common cold from one end of the
continent to the other, from the metropolis to the town to the farm,
and from the mansions to the shacks. (See Table II-1.)

More swiftly than anywhere else, television penetrated to homes
where there were young children. Throughout the early years of Amer-
ican television, homes where there were children under twelve were
almost twice as likely to have television as were childless homes. It
was in homes with children where television was most eagerly awaited,
and most intensively used.

Thus, as 150 million people rearranged their lives in the 1950’s to
accommodate the picture tube in the living room, the rearrangement
was most striking in the homes with children. Television became the
greatest source of national entertainment, but most particularly it took
over from movies, comic books, baby-sitters, and playmates a large
part of the job of entertaining children. It brought the world to every-

) For tables and other data applying to this chapter see Appendix II.
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one’s living room, but most particularly it gave children an earlier look
at far places and adult behavior. It became the greatest and loudest
salesman of goods, and sent children clamoring to their parents for
box tops. It created heroes and villains, fads, fashions, and stereotypes,
and nowhere so successfully, apparently, as with the pliable minds of
children.

In the decade of the 1950’s, television came to dominate the non-
sleep, nonschool time of the North American child. One-sixth of all
the child’s waking hours, from the age of three on, is now typically
given over to the magic picture tube. During the first sixteen years of
life, the typical child now spends, in total, at least as much time with
television as in school. Television is probably the greatest source of
common experience in the lives of children, and, along with the home
and the school, it has come to play a major part in socializing the child.

The world of radio

If any of us were now compelled to find two or three hours every
day for a new activity, we should probably resent that requirement
as an intolerable intrusion on our scheduled lives. It would require
us to make profound and far-reaching changes. And this is precisely
what television has done. It has come as an interloper into lives which
already seemed full. It has taken two or three hours daily from chil-
dren who previously gave it no time at all.

Can you remember what a child’s life was like before television?

Don’t think nostalgically back to family evenings around the piano.
Those were gone long before television. The age before television was
the age of radio. Perhaps the best way to remind ourselves what it was
like is to look at some of the research studies made in that time.

In 1950, Paul Lyness studied a large sample of Des Moines, Iowa,
school children [55]. This was near the end of the radio age for Des
Moines, just before television came in. At that time children were
spending almost as much time on radio as they now spend on tele-
vision. They listened about two hours a day when they were in the
early school grades; a little over three hours a day in the middle school
years; a little less in high school. From first through twelfth grades,
then, the typical child gave radio two to three hours a day.

Des Moines children at that time were seeing an average of one
movie a week (about three times as many as the average child sees in
the movie theater today). They averaged more than four comic books a
week (far above today’s average). On the other hand, they were spend-
ing about as much time on newspapers, magazines, and books as children
do today.

But it was radio that dominated their mass media time. They
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scheduled their evenings, when they were old enough, around the
feature shows of radio. Most of their music came from radio, and their
drama about equally from movies and radio. They trusted radio news
(as the polls showed) more than newspaper news. They drew their
popular heroes, and much of their cosmogony of political heroes and
villains, from radio.

Can you remember what was on radio at the end of the 1940’s?
Almost half of radio was music (now it is nearly three-fourths). A
little over half of radio music was popular music, the rest of it about
equally divided between classical music and a combination of West-
ern songs, hill-billy ballads, and religious singing. About 16 per cent
of radio was drama (now somewhat less). But much more than 16
per cent of audience time was spent on drama, for this included the
popular crime shows and the daytime serials that followed one after
another, day after day, week without end: “Stella Dallas,” “Portia Faces
Life,” “When a Girl Marries,” “The Romance of Helen Trent,” and so
on and so forth. About 12 per cent of radio was news; the five-minute
newscast, featuring three commmercials, was uncommon, and the air
was full of sober and respected news commentators like Edward R.
Murrow, H. V. Kaltenborn, and Elmer Davis. There was a great deal
of “audience participation” on the air, which means quiz shows, side-
walk interviews, breakfast clubs, and the like. But perhaps the feature
that best indexed American radio for foreign visitors was the group of
high-rating comedy and variety shows: Fred Allen, Jack Benny, Bob
Hope, Arthur Godfrey, Charlie McCarthy, and the rest of them.

This was the world of entertainment to which American children
used to be attached as they are now attached to television entertain-
ment. So doing, they still had somewhat more playtime than children
have today, and they got to bed a little earlier.

The transition to television

In December of 1950 and January of 1951, Eleanor Maccoby in-
terviewed 332 mothers of school children in Cambridge, Massachusetts
[40,1951]. This was at the time when television had only recently come
to Boston and its surrounding communities like Cambridge, so that it
was possible to compare children whose families did not have tele-
vision with those whose families did.

She found, as everyone has in the early period of television, a great
flurry of interest in the new medium. Children in television homes were
spending two and a half hours weekdays, and three and a half hours
Sundays, watching the shadows on the magic tube. Children without
television were spending upwards of half an hour a day, on the average,
watching someone else’s receiver. This latter group waited impatiently
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for the time when their fathers and mothers would buy a set of their own.

In television homes, few children were listening much to radio any
more. Movie-going and reading had considerably decreased. But even
so, the total mass-media time per day for children in television homes
was about one hour and a half greater than in homes without television.

Some of Mrs. Maccoby’s more interesting observations, however,
had to do with the way that children organized their nonmedia activities
around television. For one thing, children in television homes went
to bed, on the average, about 25 minutes later on weekdays, about 15
minutes later on Sundays, than children of their own age who did not
have television in their homes. Children with television were less likely
to do any homework. Carefully matching teen-age children for age,
sex, and socioeconomic status, and matching also the day of the week
for which the information was collected, Mrs. Maccoby came up with
the following comparison:

No Homework Children Children
Done with TV without TV

On weekdays .........c..c.... 54% 43%

OnSundays ................. 02% 69%°

And in television homes, children were sacrificing about an hour and
a half of active playtime to the new medium. It is necessary, however,
to add a word of caution to these comparisons: television was new, and
behavior probably shows a novelty effect. Also, despite the matching,
there may well have been a self-selection factor that distinguished the
families who bought television early from the others.

When television came into a home, therefore, it meant a major re-
arrangement in a child’s living time. The question of interest to us is,
of course, which of these changes persisted and which ones were only
temporary?

So far as radio is concerned, it is the general experience that radio
listening falls almost to zero in the early months of television. Then
gradually it comes back. Now a child typically spends half to two-
thirds as much time on radio as on television—somewhere from one to
two hours a day. But itis a different order of attention. No longer is the
family likely to gather around the radio, absorbed in the adventures of
Mr. District Attorney or the barbed satire of Fred Allen. Rather, radio
has become a second medium, to be listened to while one is doing some-
thing else. One hears the ball game while mowing the lawn, the music
program while doing housework, the news while riding along in the car.
Children use radio chiefly for popular music, which provides a pleasant
and socially useful background while they read or study.

® These percentages were based on matched pairs chosen from among 622
children. N’s for this table were not given in Mrs. Maccoby’s article.
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Movie-going, however, has never recovered from the first shock of
television. It may very well be that children today see more movies
than they saw in the age of radio, but they see most of them on tele-
vision rather than in the theater. It is an open question whether the
old films that television replays, interspersed with frequent commercials,
are likely to build any appetite for movie attendance.

Reading has retained its former time and prestige, with two ex-
ceptions. Books, newspapers, and most magazines are as much read
as in the age of radio. But comic books, and the group of magazines
which includes confessions, screen, detective, and pulp adventure types,
are now read much less than in the days of radio.

Television viewing itself typically devours a tremendous amount of
time in the first months of its availability, then decreases to a steady
level. Mrs. Maccoby says that her figures are a “minimal estimate,”
and indeed they are about an hour less than the estimates of early tele-
vision viewing we have been able to obtain elsewhere. That is, in the
first weeks and months when a television set is introduced into the
home, the typical viewing time of children is likely to be in the neigh-
borhood of three and one-half hours on a weekday, four or four and a
half on Sunday. Then the time settles down to about the levels Mrs.
Maccoby found—two and a half hours on weekdays, an hour more on
Sunday.

The total mass communication time remains an hour to an hour and
one-half more than it used to be in the days of radio. A few minutes
of this have been absorbed by postponing bedtime. A few more minutes
have been gained by reducing the time for active play, especially play
with other children. The major part of the additional time has been
absorbed by combining radio with something else, so that one doesn’t
need more time for it. (See Table 1I-2.)

The world of television

The two studies we have been talking about were made ten years
ago, and therefore have certain disadvantages for our purposes. If we
could find the two worlds of radio and television existing side by side
today, we should find that situation very useful because then we could
ask questions of live children, rather than dead studies, and find out
many more things about them.

Theretore, we tried to find somewhere in the United States a pair
of towns, at least 3,500 in population, which were similar in most im-
portant ways except that one has television and the other does not.
The result of our search was a testimony to the remarkable attraction
of television, and a failure to find the towns.

Even when we reduced the population requirements to 2,000, still
we could find no such pair of towns. We reduced our television require-



16 THE NEW WORLD OF TELEVISION

ment. We assumed that if less than 20 per cent of the homes in a town
had television, there would still be a large and representative group of
children who did not see television. We went into some isolated towns,
served with television only by a cable, to which less than 20 per cent
of the families had so far subscribed. What we found was then, though
no longer, mildly surprising to us. We found that in a town where 20
per cent of the homes had television, more than three-quarters of the
children would see it regularly. How did they do so? Never under-
estimate the ingenuity of children, or the attraction of television. Tele-
vision-less children went to a friend’s house, or a relative’s. Some found
that by aiming their aerials toward nearby mountains they could get
pictures that vaguely looked like television. Others found that there
was sufficient leakage from the cable to put a snowy picture on their
television screens without their paying for it. By one means or other,
therefore, most of the children in town found a way to see television.
It was a most impressive demonstration of the importance they attached
to television, but it ruined the towns for research purposes.

But in western Canada, where the distances are greater and the
population less, we found two communities that met our specifications.
We shall call them Teletown and Radiotown, and we shall find them
useful in checking the patterns of change that have been suggested by
these earlier studies.

Teletown and Radiotown are communities of about 5,000 persons
each. They are similar in industrial support, social structure, govern-
ment, and school system. But Radiotown is 400 miles from any major
metropolitan area, and 200 miles from the nearest open-circuit tele-
vision station. Teletown, on the other hand, is within television distance
of a metropolitan concentration, and not far from the United States
border. Therefore, both Canadian and United States television pours
into Teletown, whereas Radiotown received stray and undependable
signals and those only a few nights a year.

In these two communities we studied the children who were at that
time in the first, the sixth, and the tenth grades. We talked to their
teachers and asked the parents of some of them to fill out questionnaires.
We used tests and scales which we had tested elsewhere, and the re-
sults of which could therefore be compared with other parts of the study.

The first thing we found was that Radiotown residents, although
they live without television, do not live in a pretelevision era. Both chil-
dren and adults are very conscious of living in a world of television.
Adult residents who have never seen television are very few; most of
the adults have seen television either before moving to Radiotown or
while visiting other communities. A number of them have brought their
receiving sets to Radiotown, ready to install as soon as television be-
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comes available. One family has connected its set to an antenna. This
family reports that two or three nights a year they are able to receive
some television. Stray signals bounce off the magnetic layer and give
them either the sound or the picture of a television program—seldom
both together. Two or three nights a year! And yet, practically every
night they turn on the set, hoping that this is the night!

More than half of the school children in Radiotown have seen tele-
vision. Through other media as well as the occasional sights of tele-
vision itself, they have become conversant with a number of television
programs and performers. One-third of the sixth- and tenth-grade chil-
dren were able to name a “favorite” television program. They were
most anxious to have television available to them. One of the recurring
questions asked our interviewers was, “Will this study help to bring us
television soon?” And the local drive-in theater capitalizes on their in-
terest by means of a large billboard which boasts, “THE WORLD'S LARGEST
TV SCREEN!”

While Radiotown yearns for television, Teletown is in the midst of
the television era. Over 75 per cent of the children have receiving sets
in their homes. Those who do not have sets view elsewhere as regularly
as possible. There is a wide choice of programs, and television has been
there long enough to become familiar and let viewing settle into
patterns.

In Teletown, the first-graders view television, on the average, about
1 hour, 40 minutes, a day. The sixth-graders watch, on the average, 2
hours, 54 minutes, and the tenth-graders about 1 hour, 36 minutes, on
a typical weekday. Counting Sunday listening, then, the first-graders
have to make room for about 10.5 hours per week, the sixth-graders
for 20.5 hours a week, and the tenth-graders for about 11.6 hours a
week of television time, which their opposite numbers in Radiotown do
not have to account for. Let us, therefore, see what kind of rearrange-
ment of a child’s life this brings about.

First let us compare the time allocations of first-grade children (who
are five or six years old) in the two towns. In Radiotown, first-graders
listen to radio on the average 56 minutes a day; in Teletown, about 21
minutes. Whereas 89 per cent of Radiotown first-graders had started
going to movies by the time of our study, only 54 per cent of the Tele-
town first-graders had started. The average first-grade student in Radio-
town already was in the habit of reading a little over four comic books
a week; in Teletown, the figure was 1.5 per week. The Teletown first-
grader was permitted to stay up an average of 13 minutes later at night,
and in Teletown the average first-grade child played about 2 hours, 52
minutes, as compared with 3 hours, 25 minutes, in the case of Radiotown

children.
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In other words, the first-grade children in Teletown are making time
for television by taking 35 minutes a day from radio, 33 minutes from
play, 13 minutes from bedtime, and by seeing three fewer movies and
reading four fewer comic books per month. The reduction in movie
and comic book time averages out to about 20 minutes a day.

Now let us look at the sixth- and tenth-grade children.

Homework time for these two grades was only about 15 minutes
higher in Radiotown than in Teletown. Most of the television time ap-
parently had to be made up in Teletown through rearranging the time
allocations for mass media.

In this rearrangement, three of the media suffered greatly. We have
represented this in Figure 1.

Movies Radio listening Per cent of children

per month per day reading 10 or more
comic books a month

|

_ 349,
6th GRADE . 0.9
4.8 - 87 %
49 %
—
10th GRADE fae! 6%
PSS __m
[ 1 raoiotown  EZZZ tetetown
Ficure 1 Three of the mass media before and after television.

These are rather spectacular differences, and a few notes are in order.
The figures on radio listening point to a pattern we shall have occasion
to notice again and again in this volume—the fact that radio has a spe-
cial appeal and performs a special service in the television age for the
teen-ager. It will be noticed that listening in Teletown doubles between
sixth and tenth grade. And finally, it should be pointed out that the great
differences in movie-going in the two communities are partly a cause and
partly a consequence of something that has happened in Teletown. In
that community, the movie theaters were early casualties of the television
period. Two years before our study, the community had one regular and
one drive-in movie theater, precisely as Radiotown has now. At the
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time of our study, both these theaters had closed down, and townspeople
attributed the closure to lack of patronage because of the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>