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FOREWORD

The readers of this book will approach it with very different
ends in mind. As viewers or as citizens, some will have a general in-
terest in learning about the impact of television on American life.
Others, as working members of the television industry, have a direct
professional need for information about the audience and its viewing
habits Still other readers, as students of human behavior, will be
primarily interested in television as a form of communication or as an
instrument of social change. Regardless of the perspective from which
the reader approaches the following pages, we can assume that he is
concerned with television’s effects on people rather than with the
technical aspects of television broadcasting or production.

Most of the source material for this book comes from studies
which have used the interview method of asking people what tele-
vision has meant in their lives. This book is not a report on any one
survey. Instead it puts together the results of many individual pieces
of research undertaken for different purposes in different places and
at different times. There is no common thread of interest in these
studies other than television itself, and the author’s task has been
one of putting the findings together in meaningful sequence, with
such interpretations as are necessary to make them consistent and
understandable.

While the author has also included some observations of his
own, and reviewed the opinions of other writers, this is primarily an
attempt to create order out of the evidence, without any pretension
to render judgments on the medium. Although the raw material for
this book comes from the research which has been done on televi-
sion and other media, this is not a treatise on television research.
That topic is discussed in broad outline, in an appendix. The em-
phasis in the text is wholly on the findings of research, and method-
ology is discussed only insofar as this is sometimes necessary to assess
the validity of the studies reported.

The writer of a work like this one, which summarizes evidence
accumulated from diverse sources, necessarily labors under inhibitions
which do not face the essayist or critic. His imagination is hemmed

vii



viii FOREWORD

in by the facts before him; his tone must be sober and constrained.
If he has an axe to grind he should keep it out of sight; better still,
he should bury the hatchet altogether.

In less than a decade of active life, television has become the prin-
ciple leisure-time companion of the American people, and as such is
a major source of the ideas they hold of the world around them. In
assuming this position of triumphant dominance, television has al-
tered the pattern of other activities. It has not, however, transformed
the values which Americans hold dear. It has taken the features al-
ready most expressive of our culture and has heightened and intensi-
fied their impact upon the daily life of the average person. There is
nothing in the content of television programming which is not already
vividly apparent in the motion pictures, radio, magazines or the press;
TV is saying the same things, but in 2 much louder and more insistent
voice—a voice to which we will all be listening for a long time to
come. '

If there is any one particular assumption which has guided the
selection and discussion of material, it is simply this: television is a
wholly neutral instrument in human hands. It is and does what peo-
ple want. The effects it has wrought in the lives of the audience arise
from the psychological needs and social expectations of human beings
in modern society. Television is not a monster uprooting established
patterns of interest and activity; it is a catalyst, creating changes
where the elements of change are already present below the surface.
Many Americans who were last minute holdouts against TV ex-
pressed a fear that the set would “take over” in their lives. Perhaps
for some this anxious prediction has proven true, but it only means
that the viewer has relinquished his control of the tuning knob.
Such a loss of control cannot be blamed on TV. It reflects a con-
dition of self-hypnosis which is in itself a response to the demands
of contemporary life.

In a world in which the average person finds himself with
more and more leisure on his hands, the continuous flow of tele-
vision entertainment represents to most people an innocuous way of
passing the time. Bur television is not merely a diversion; it is an
endless source of ideas and information and a powerful influence on
values. In studying television we cannot avoid important social impli-
cations, no matter in what direction we face.
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We will look at television first from the standpoint of the
audience and its viewing habits, then by examining TV’s impact on
American life, and finally in terms of the unresolved issues in its
future.

What is the historical setting within which television bas risen? The
book opens by considering television as one of the mass media which
are the peculiar product of modern technology and of our complex
society. The great audiences which television has attracted can only
be understood in relation to the continuing growth of leisure time
and the need for new pastimes to fill it. In tracing TV’s growth pat-
tern, we can see how it has spread from a small segment of the pop-
ulation to every social level. Noticeable differences exist between the
television-owning majority and the minority which is still without TV.

What is the nature of TV's appeal to its audience? To understand
why and how people watch television we must examine the viewing
experience as a psychological phenomenon. The classic explanations
of how art is experienced by its audience must be modified in the
case of the popular arts, of which television is the newest. The
broadcast media, radio and television, can be distinguished from the
popular arts generally. To be even more specific, we can also describe
the features which make TV a unique medium.

What can people see on television? Having discussed television
viewing in terms of the motivations of the audience, we are-better
prepared to look at the actual content of television programming.
The first question to answer is where this programming originates.
Next we must see how broadcast time is allocated among programs
of various types, and to describe the kinds of characters and situa-
tions depicted in television drama.

How do people watch television? To find out how different kinds
of people watch television, we must examine how much they view,
when they view and what they view. It is also important to look at
the over-all trends in audience size and composition, by time of day
and season of year, and to see whether the nature of TV viewing has
changed since the early days of the medium.

Viewing is characteristically a social, rather than an individual
activity. We investigate this social aspect by considering the reasons
why the set was bought in the first place, and then follow the stages
of TV’s growth. Further, we trace the effects wrought by the advent
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of television on the routine of family life, on conversation, visiting
and going out.

What effects has television had on the other media? The effects of
television can be discerned not only in the general pattern of socia-
bility, but in exposure to the other mass media. Among these, radio,
as TV’s closest relation, has been most directly influenced; in fact it
has been virtually transformed into a different medium. TV’s effects
can also be traced in detail on the reading of books, magazines and
newspapers, and on attendance at motion pictures and sports events.

What problems and opportunities does television present to the adver-
tiser? Since television in the United States is supported by commer-
cial sponsors, its growth has had profound repercussions on the size
and distribution of advertising budgets. Television’s values for the
advertiser can be compared in the light of differences in practice for
various types of campanies and differences of performance for various
types of programs. We also contrast the qualitative advantages of TV
with those of other media. Television’s sales effectiveness is difficult
to measure, but it has been the subject of intensive research. In a
narrower sphere, a great deal of study has centered on what makes a
television commercial more or less effective.

What is TV’s impact on politics? Television has demonstrated
its capacity to modify political opinions as well as brand choices and
consumption habits. It plays an increasingly important role in the
flow of news and information. It has become a particularly crucial
influence in forming the popular image of public personalities, par-
ticularly candidates for election. It is therefore pertinent to describe
the part which television has come to play in the political process.

How does television influence youth? While the political conse-
quences of television are obviously of great social importance, the
greatest demonstration of public concern has centered on TV’s in-
fluence on children. The amount and kind of viewing done by chil-
dren varies from one age level to the next, and there are also notice-
able changes in the kinds of programs preferred. Parents differ in
their attitude toward children’s viewing, and in the kinds of controls
they exercise over it. Strong controversy has been aroused, not only
among parents, but among psychiatrists and child psychologists, over
the question of whether TV programs are a disturbing influence on
children. There is more opinion than evidence on this point.
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What are the questions in TV’s future? Television will change
in the years to come, as color replaces black-and-white, and as TV
spreads around the world. While there is general agreement that the
educational potentialities of television are considerable, there is no
commonly accepted policy of how these potentialities can best be
fulfilled. Two unresolved problems facing the broacasters and the
Federal Communications Commission are ultra-high-frequency tele-
vision and pay television, both of which represent possible changes
in the present structure of the industry. The biggest question that
confronts television’s policymakers concerns the responsibility of the
broadcasters. Should they be responsive to existing public tastes or
do they have the mission of shaping and altering those tastes? This
book makes no attempt to answer this crucial question, but it seeks
to present a thoughtful review of the evidence on which a consid-
ered judgment can be formed by the reader.

While the facts collected here are the results of studies by
many individuals and organizations, I am solely responsible for the
manner of presenting and interpreting them. Any opinions expressed
in these pages are my personal ones, and in no way reflect the views
or policies of the company with which I am associated.

Thousands of articles and reports have been written on the
social aspects of television, and many of them include research find-
ings or intelligent commentaries which are worth reference. In writ-
ing this book, I have tried conscientiously to track down every study,
major or minor, which seemed likely to contribute to its general ob-
jectives. No such attempt at comprehensiveness could be altogether
successful, and I regret the inevitable omissions.

I have tried to say what there is to say without lapsing too
often into sociological jargon; at the same time I assume that the
non-scientific reader can read a table of simple percentages and that
he knows something about the rudiments of sampling (e.g., that a
small group, selected by chance from a large population, can be said
to represent it, with a degree of accuracy that varies with the size of
the sample).

There are no footnotes in this book. To the scholarly reader
this will seem unorthodox, but there is no reason why it should im-
pede him from further exploration of the sources. These are listed in
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the bibliography, and they can be easily identified from the authors’
names or from other references in the text itself. A great many of
the studies described in this book can be tracked down only to short
manuscript or mimeographed reports, or to accounts in the broad-
casting trade press. Footnoting such items seems to me to serve
no serious scientific purpose, so I would rather be consistent and
leave out the footnotes altogether. The reader ‘with specialized inter-
ests can use the bibliography to locate the articles, books and reports
that touch on a subject important to him, and he would hardly ever
want to stop with the particular pages to which a footnote might
refer. As for the general reader—his attention will be diverted often
enough by the text itself, and I would rather not present him with
any further menaces to navigation.

If I have defied scholarship by avoiding footnotes, I may have
deferred to it excessively by my attentiveness to detail. Particularly
in the chapters on TV’s effects on other media I have included men-
tions of all available existing studies, even when their findings dupli-
cate each other. The specialist will find these statistics pertinent,
though the more general reader may want to skim over them, and
concentrate on the discussion of what the numbers mean.

I should like to express my appreciation to the research serv-
ices, authors and publishers whose reports, articles and books I have
used as source material, and particularly to those who have given me
permission to make extensive use of quotations or tables.

This book would not have been launched except for the initi-
ative of Hans Zeisel, who pioneered brilliantly in media research at
McCann-Erickson, Inc. I have called frequently for help on my col-
leagues at McCann-Erickson, all walking treasurehouses of informa-
tion: Seymour Bernstein, Robert J. Coen, Katherine Dodge, Coral
Eaton, William Horn, Delphine Humphrey, and Charles M. Kin-
solving, Jr. Without the aid of my most efficient secretary, Joan
Walters, not one line of the manuscript could ever have taken shape.
I owe her my special thanks. A word of commiseration is due to my
wife and daughter, for they have had to watch television by them-
selves on the evenings and weekends in which this book was written.

L.B.



1. MID-CENTURY AMERICA
AND THE GROWTH OF TELEVISION

On the evening of March 7, 1955, one out of every two
Americans was watching Mary Martin play “Peter Pan” before the
television cameras. Never before in history had a single person been
seen and heard by so many others at the same time. The vast size of
the audience was a phenomenon in itself as fantastic as any fairy tale.
The age of television had arrived.

In the stream of history, a great invention is always both effect
and cause. It arises from the existing base of knowledge and tech-
nology, and from the kinds of questions which the challenges of life
in his place and time suggest to the curious mind of the inventor.
Once it has come into being, the invention acquires a dynamism of
its own, merging with a thousand other forces and events to set in
motion new ways of action and thought.

Television broadcasting as it exists in America today is not
merely the product of a science which has mastered mysteries of light
and sound and electronics. It is also the creature of an economy capa-
ble of producing and distributing goods on a massive scale and of a
society so complex that its business cannot be handled by face-to-face
communication.

The Mass Media and the Great Society

America in the mid-twentieth century is the supreme embodi-
ment of what social philosophers since Adam Smith have character-
ized as the Great Society, and which they have contrasted with the
simpler life of our ancestors or “primitive” contemporaries. This is a
society in which people assemble in large aggregations, in which
wealth grows through the increased productivity made possible by a
division of labor. But as work becomes specialized, and as the tempo
of life is speeded, the relations between human beings change their

character. :
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It is no accident that the invention of the printing press and
the discovery of America were products of the same half-century.
There is also no cause for surprise in the fact that television and con-
trolled atomic fission came as parallel discoveries. As the world ac-
quires new vistas it becomes more intricate. There is more being
done and a consciousness of more to be done: more information
needed and more information to communicate. Modern industrial
technology has made possible the reproduction of communications
on a massive scale. The linotype, the rotary press, the motion picture
camera and the vacuum tube all provide a basis for reaching vast
audiences.

In a more complex world of specialized tasks and lessening dis-
tances, the ties between a man and his next-door neighbors may be
less important than those which bind him to fellows of his own pro-
fession or hobby or taste. As the social bonds of traditional commu-
nity living have weakened, the mass media have created a new set of
common interests and loyalties. They offer a new kind of shared
experience, in which millions can laugh at the same jokes, feel the
same thrills and anxieties, and respond to the same heroes.

Mass media are possible only where mass-produced symbols
are meaningful. In a world of standardized goods, it is to be expected
that entertainment should be dispensed through impersonal com-
mercial agencies rather than through the intimate channels of conver-
sation and play that prevail in more simple communities. With no
other form of impersonal communication has the sharing of experi-
ence been possible on so universal a scale and to so intense a degree
as with television.

Toward a Middle-Class Society

In the last century, technological growth has brought about
far-reaching changes in the American economy and in the American
style of life. The United States is today a “middle-class” country not
only in its income but in its values.

While the 1930 census showed 30% of the population in white-
collar jobs, the figure had grown to 37% in 1950. In the last twenty-five
years the number of professional men has more than doubled; managers
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and proprietors have grown in numbers by one-half. Proportionately
fewer people run small family businesses; more work for big com-
panies.

Whereas only one person in five had a middle-class standard
of life or better in 1929, one in two had achieved this by 1952. (For-
tune magazine estimates 20% of all U. S. families had an income of
$4000 or over after taxes in 1929; 49% were in this bracket in 1952—
using constant 1952 dollar values.) Real income—in purchasing
power—is about 50% higher per person today than it was just before
World War II. Between 1929 and 1953, real disposable income per
household grew from $4373 to $5269 (in 1953 dollars), while house-
holds grew smaller (from 4.1 to 3.3 persons apiece). Women in ever-
increasing numbers have entered the labor force, raising the total
income of millions of families.

Americans today are better educated than their parents. Children
stay in school longer, and succeeding generations have become con-
stantly better educated. By 1950, 52% of the adult population had
been to high school or college; before the war only 39% had gone
this far in their education. Today, of every three persons of college
age, one is actually attending college.

Improved education, like higher income, carries the implica-
tion of a change in outlook. So does the changing distribution of
the population. Americans are more heavily concentrated in large
metropolitan areas than they ever were in the past, but increasingly
they move to the suburbs rather than the central cities. By 1956, a
fifth of the total population was living in the suburbs of metropoli-
tan areas, with an additional 8% in semi-suburban communities. Be-
tween 1940 and 1950, the proportion of families who owned their
own homes went from 44% to 55%. While population grew by one-
fourth in the last quarter-century, the number of households grew
by one-half.

To a greater extent than ever before, the distinctions in in-
come between white-collar and manual workers have been diminish-
ing under labor union pressure, and the distinctions in style of life
are also tending to disappear. Studies made by Macfadden Publica-
tions show few differences in the buying patterns of wage-earner and
white-collar households in the same neighborhoods. This point has
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been well described by Frederic Dewhurst and his associates of the
Twentieth Century Fund:

“The banker or well-to-do businessman of the 1890s dressed and
acted the part. He rode in his own carriage, driven by a hired coach-
man. The man of modest income, whether farmer or mechanic, also
dressed and acted the part. Although the farmer drove to town with
his own horse and buggy, the bicycle was the only form of personal
transportation the city worker could afford—as it is today even in the
more advanced European countries. Today American farmers and city
dwellers, those well-off and those in modest circumstances, drive their
own cars. The debutante of half a century ago was distinguishable at a
distance from her unfortunate sister who had to work for a living. To-
day they both wear nylon stockings and fur coats and although there
may still be a big difference in the cost of their wardrobes, it takes a
discerning feminine eye to tell them apart.

“As to the typical products that have transformed the household
during the past half-century, the upper and lower income groups both
use the same vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, deep-freezers, oil burners,
gas and electric stoves, radios and television sets. Their homes may
have much the same kind of bathroom equipment and plumbing and
lighting fixtures. They read the same newspapers and magazines, go to
the same movies, listen to the same radio and television programs. They
smoke the same brands of cigarettes, drink the same frozen orange juice,
eat the same canned, frozen or out-of-season fresh food, bought at the
same supermarket.”

The far-reaching changes which have taken place on the Ameri-
can scene have prepared the way for the growth of television:

1. The expansion of purchasing power, and the creation of a
vast demand for the amenities of life made it possible for people to
acquire television sets rapidly and on an enormous scale— 38,000,000
in nine years.

2. The vast growth of the American economy also made possi-
ble a huge advertising investment in the new medium, and provided
commercial backing for its high programming costs.

3. The concentration of population into metropolitan areas
made it economically possible to bring television quickly to great
numbers of people, in spite of the short range of TV signals (com-
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pared to radio) and in spite of the financial and legal obstacles to
the rapid construction of stations in outlying smaller towns.

4. The levelling of social differences is part of a standardiza-
tion of tastes and interests to which the mass media give expression,
and to which they also contribute. The ubiquitous TV antenna is a
symbol of people seeking—and getting—the identical message.

The Growth of Leisure

The increased fruitfulness of the American economy has made
life more pleasant by bringing more of its comforts within the budget-
ary reach of the average man; it has also given people more time to
spend at their own discretion. Until relatively most recent times,
life for most people in Europe and America was a steady alternation
of work and sleep, with little time for the luxuries of art or enter-
tainment.

Over the last century, both the conditions and philosophy of
work have changed. “Honest toil” is no longer accepted as the prin-
cipal mission of man on earth. A hundred years ago, woman’s work
was never done and men sweated in farm, factory and office vircually
from dawn till dusk. Today leisure gives signs of replacing work as
the main focus of living. The great growth in leisure has meant a
rising demand and an increasing opportunity for the mass media. It
has given Americans the many hours which they now spend watch-
ing television.

There are two principal reasons why people today have more
free time on their hands:

1. They are spending fewer and fewer hours at work, because
of a steady decline in the average length of the work week and a
constant increase in vacation and holiday time. A century ago the
average work week was 70 hours. It will be 37% hours by 1960. For
every waking hour the average American worker spends at his job
each week he has two to spend at his discretion. Part of this must
go for transportation, eating and life’s necessary tasks, but the bulk
of it is free for him to follow his own bent.

2. Apart from work, life in mid-twentieth century America is
more convenient for most people than it ever was in most other times
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and places. Labor-saving gadgets and devices have reduced the modern
housewife’s burdens. Her chores are more quickly done, even though
she is less likely to have the aid of a domestic servant than was her
mother or grandmother.

A few examples will illustrate the extent of the transforma-
tion: By 1950 four American homes in every five had mechanical
refrigerators; seven in ten had a gas or electric range; seven in ten
had electric washing machines (and an additional 12% used self-
service laundries); three in five had vacuum cleaners. These propor-
tions are greater now, and are still growing.

Thermostats and automatic stokers make furnace-tending less pain-
ful (and time-consuming) for the head of the household. The power
lawnmower and the automatic dishwasher have lightened even the
children’s chores.

Fashions in eating have changed, as popular recipes stress rapid
preparation, and as prepackaged and frozen foods have made cooking
easier and more efficient. And actually, more meals are being eaten
in restaurants. Self-service stores now account for over four dollars
of every five spent for groceries. (They represented three dollars in
five in 1946, three in ten in 1939.) Shopping in supermarkets is quicker
than the old style of personal service, and the self-service principle
is being constantly extended beyond the grocery field. The develop-
ment of suburban shopping centers has saved still more time for
millions of families.

One woman in every five is working today—and the majority
of the women who work are married. A study made by the General
Electric Company shows that these working housewives manage to
spend nearly three-fourths as much time on their household chores
as the full-time housewives do, and they spend nearly as much time
in social activity. However, they spend only half as much time on
personal maintenance and in relaxation.

The increase of leisure, it should be noted, has not set limits
for the growth of the media. Radio, and to some extent television,
can claim more than free time; they get into the hours of work. Radio
follows the housewife as she does her chores and brightens the hours
of the worker or shop clerk at his job.

The rise of the mass media cannot be explained merely as
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an effect of the growth of the leisure time. There has also been a
reciprocal effect. The mass media have themselves spread popular
awareness of what constitutes a good life. By making the good life
familiar, they have made it seem possible (as well as desirable) for
the great masses of people. They have offered glimpses of a life apart
from work, a life more genteel or interesting than most of the audi-
ence knows first-hand, but one into which it can readily project its
imagination. To varying degrees, people model themselves after the
idealized characters who figure in TV or film dramas, in magazine
short stories and in cigarette ads. The mass media have thus sup-
ported a system of values which encourages striving for greater
achievement, which is expressed in more wealth and more leisure.

With more people, more money to spend and more free time,
all the media have shown a phenomenal growth, and this growth
has continued for a generation, apart from a setback during the
Depression years. Today four Americans in five read magazines and
daily newspapers, and they read more copies of both than were ever
before published. The number of newspapers sold every day is greater
than the number of households. In total, magazines sell almost as
many copies per issue as there are people to read them.

— _ i
| TABLE 1
Post-War Growth of Magazines and Daily Newspapers
1946 1955
Magazines (A.B.C.)
Number 236 268
Circulation 94,677 000 166,287,000

Daily Newspapers
Number 1,761 1,563

Circulation 50,927 .000 56,147,000

Radio is now in virtually every home in America, in three-
fourths of the 38,000,000 passenger cars on the road, and in 10,000,000
public places. Television, when it first arrived, rode in on the crest
of a rising wave of interest in the existing media.
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The Growth of Television

Television today is a firmly established feature of American
life. It is present in three out of four U.S. homes, and within recep-
tion range of all but 3%. Because of the increase in population, there
are actually more homes with television sets today than there were
homes with radios just before the beginning of World War II. This
entire growth has taken place in less than a decade.

Television’s history goes back much further than the post-war
era. It was first developed in the "20s and ’30s. Its real development
did not begin until the perfection of an electronic scanning device
and picture tube by Vladimir Zworykin in 1931 eliminated the need
for a cumbersome scanning disc. In an address before the Radio
Manufacturer’s Association in October, 1938, David Sarnoff declared
that “television in the home is now technically feasible.”

Not everyone agreed. The magazine Radio Guide sent its
friends a century plant seed wrapped in cellophane, with a note that
read: “Plant it in a pot, water it carefully, expose it to the sunlight.
When it blossoms, throw the switch on the new television cabinet
that your grandson will have bought and you may expect to see tele-
casts offering program quality and network coverage comparable to
that of our broadcasts of today.”

The following year the National Broadcasting Company be-
gan telecasting from the New York World’s Fair, and the Columbia
Broadcasting System and Allen B. DuMont laboratories went on the
air soon afterwards. The Federal Communications Commission ap-
proved commercial television for July 1, 1941. By the end of the year
there were half a dozen commercial television stations in the United
States (three in New York) and approximately 10,000 television sets,
half of them in New York. Department stores began to advertise
sets and assembly kits were on sale to radio enthusiasts who wanted
to put them together themselves.

Development of television was interrupted by the war, with
the heavy diversion of electronic parts and equipment to military
use. During this period no new television sets were sold, and pro-
duction got off to a slow start after hostilities ended. By January,
1948, there were 102,000 sets in the nation, two-thirds of them in
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New York. By April the number of sets had more than doubled.
During that year nearly a millidn television sets were manufactured,
compared with 179,000 in 1947, and 6500 in 1946.

Television broadcasting developed swiftly under the aegis of
the major radio networks who invested millions of dollars in what
was destined to be an unprofitable enterprise for its first few years.
There were 24 stations on the air in 15 cities. The first television
network linked New York, Schenectady and Philadelphia for nightly
sponsored shows.

The expansion of television was interrupted in September,
1948, by the Federal Communications Commission, which ordered a
“freeze” on new station permits. The purpose of this move was to
allow time to study and work out the problems of allocating enough
channel assignments to make the medium truly national in scope.
To avoid interference in transmission, F.C.C. rules permitted no two
stations closer than 190 miles apart to broadcast on the same channel.
With only 12 channels available, this set very tight limits on the
number of possible stations. During the period of the “freeze,” which
lasted until July, 1952, television was confined to 63 major metro-
politan areas, and was within reception range of nearly three-fifths of
the U.S. population. In these areas the number of sets grew steadily
as mass production brought prices down and as program quality im-
proved. This improvement in turn reflected the growth of the audi-
ence, which made the medium more attractive to advertisers. It also
was helped by the spreading system of coaxial telephone cables link-
ing stations in different cities and thus bringing entertainment of
national network caliber directly to local stations.

The lifting of the “frecze” brought about a new boom in tele-
vision as seventy new channels in the ultra-high-frequency (U.H.F.)
band were added to the original twelve in the very-high frequency
(V.H.F.) range. Movies, newspapers, magazines and radio had made
television familiar even to those parts of the country which had never
seen it. As a result, television did not have to go through the slow
stages of growth it had undergone in the areas where it had first
been introduced. Cities caught “TV fever” as new stations opened
up. Elaborate promotional efforts stimulated a high degree of popu-
lar excitement and enthusiasm, and many sets were sold even before
the stations came on the air.
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Unlike AM radio signals, which can be received over consider-
able distances, television coverage is limited to a radius of some-
where between thirty and one hundred miles of the transmitting
antenna. The reception range is affected by such things as the height
of the antenna, the power of the transmitter, the channel on which
the signal is broadcast, and the character of the terrain. Since a sta-
tion can only service a limited territory in the vicinity of the city in
which it is located. the smaller cities and more sparsely populated
areas had no television long after the major metropolitan centers had
a number of stations.

The equipment required to set up a station is expensive.
Operation and programming are far more costly for television than
for radio. A station supported by advertising must necessarily have
a substantial number of potential viewers within range of its trans-
mitter in order to produce sufficient revenues to pay for its high
construction and operating costs. Nonetheless, the number of sta-
tions has continued to grow, though the growth has shown signs of
tapering off.

TABLE 2
Growth of Homes Owning Radio and Television
(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co., NBC, CBS)
(In Millions)
Per Cent
Total U.S. Radio TV in TV Per Cent Owning
Homes  Homes  Homes Coverage Area Radio TV
1925 27.4 2.7 = - 10% =
1930 30.0 13.8 - - 46 =
1935 319 21.5 = = 67 =
1940 34.8 28.5 = = 82 =
1945 37.6 33.1 - - 88 =
1950 429 40.8 3.1 56% 95 7%
1951 44.2 41.9 10.0 60 95 23
1952 44.7 433 16.0 62 97 37
1953 45.6 45.2 21.2 67 99 46
1954 47.6 46.6 27.7 95 98 58
1955 47.8 47.0 32.0 97 o8 67
1956 48.0 47.0 35.1 97 o8 73
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In its short life, commercial television has risen to about the
same dimensions (in number of homes) that radio had achieved by
the end of World War II. About fifteen years after the beginning
of commercial radio broadcasting, three-fourths of the homes in the
United States were radio-equipped. Television has reached the same
proportion in less than a decade. By 1950, radio had reached a vir-
tual saturation point; it was present in 95 homes out of a hundred.
But television will probably arrive at this level long before another
fifteen years have past.

Television’s growth in the near future will not continue as
rapidly as in the recent past. There are two reasons for this:

1. Television grew fast as it came to new parts of the country.
But the stations just starting up, and those which will starc in the
future, are mostly in smaller cities already within range of TV trans-
mitters in other places.

2. The initial growth of television took place most slowly
among families who were least able to afford it, and also in very
small families, especially childless ones, where there was least demand
for it. Many of these families will continue to get along without TV
for a while.

In the ten years since the end of World War 11, 41,000,000
television sets were manufactured in the United States. According
to estimates made by the Sylvania Electric Company, 38,600,000 sets
were sold to the American public during this period, of which all
but 4,200,000 scrapped or discarded units were in use in the middle
of 1955.

In this decade the public invested $15.6 billions in its tele-
vision sets—$10.4 billions for the sets themselves, $2.4 billions for
servicing, $1.7 billions for antennas and other components, and $1.1
billions for replacement tubes. (The cost of electric power consump-
tion is not included in this estimate.)

Of the 35,000,000 sets in use, the great majority are large-
screen sets of relatively recent vintage. 49% have 21 inch-wide tubes
(2% are even wider), 37% are 16 or 17 inch models, and only 12%
have screens 15 inches or smaller in width.

A necessary prerequisite to the growth in the number of tele-
vision sets has been the expansion of the television coverage area.
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Before the lifting of the TV “freeze,” about 56% of the nation’s homes
were within reception range of a TV station; today the figure is 97%.
This expansion of coverage in turn reflects the soaring number of
television stations, located in an increasingly large number of view-
ing areas (see Table 3).

TABLE 3
Growth of U. S. Television Reception
(Source: Television Bureau of Advertising)
Number of Number of
Television Areas Television Stations

January 1949 28 48

1950 56 96

1951 61 106

1952 62 108

1953 73 120

1954 192 309

1955 239 395

1956 292 459

More stations have not only brought more new people with-
in range of television; they have also broadened the range of choice
of the television owner, bringing more channels within his reach.
Only 7% of the viewers are within range of only a single station.
The bulk of television homes can today receive four stations or
more; even though only eleven cities have four or more channels
operating, stations located in other nearby cities are often within
viewing range.

The increased opportunity for programming choice on the
part of the viewer was spurred also by the beginnings of multiple set
ownership (which included 6% of all TV homes by mid-1955). As
the early, small-screen sets became obsolescent, many of the original
TV owners acquired new sets with wider screens. In many cases the
old set was neither discarded nor traded in, but moved out of the
living room and into some other part of the house, giving the in-
dividual viewer even greater freedom to select what he wants to see.
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By January, 1956, there were 459 stations on the air in the
United States, and thirty in Canada. Thus television has gradually
come to approach some of the potentialities for individual choice
and selectivity that existed in radio. As smaller cities acquired their
own TV transmitters, wider areas were brought within reach of sta-
tions in nearby cities as well as of those in their own. Nearly four
hundred community antenna systems, operating on a subscription
basis, provide television service to many homes whose reception
might otherwise be faulty because of unfavorable terrain.

TV and Non-TV Homes: The Changing Pattern

In television’s early days, or in its early days in a new tele-
vision area, sets were acquired first by those of above-average income,
like any other expensive consumer goods. Unlike many other simi-
larly expensive commodities, television quickly spread to the lower
income levels.

An early TV survey in New Brunswick, New Jersey, conduct-
ed by Rutgers University under CBS sponsorship, found that the
pioneer set owners who had acquired TV before July 1947 were
considerably higher in social status than those who bought sets dur-
ing the year 1947-48. Of the pioneer owners, 19% were semi-skilled
or unskilled, 36% were white-collar or skilled workers, and 45% were
proprietors and professionals. Of the later purchasers, 37% were semi-
skilled and unskilled, 45% white collar and skilled workers, but only
18% proprietors and professionals.

The broadened base of television ownership may be clearly
seen by a reanalysis of data collected annually, since 1949, by the
Market Research Corporation. Their sample may be divided into
equal quarters on the basis of income. If television ownership were
evenly distributed regardless of income, it too would naturally be
divided into four equal parts. In 1949, the bottom fourth of the
sample population owned only 13% of the sets, while the two top
quarters owned a disproportionately heavy 30% apiece. Today the
bottom quarter is up to 18% of the sets, and the two top quarters
have dropped correspondingly in their share of the total.
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TABLE 4
The Changing Distribution of TV Ownership

(Adapted from reports of the Market Research Corporation)

- Per Cent of All TV Sets
Income Level 1949 1951 1953 " 1955

Upper Fourth 30% 30% 30% 29%
Second Fourth 30 29 28 28
Next Fourth 27 25 26 25
Lower Fourth 13 16 16 18
100% 100% 100% 100%

A number of surveys made throughout television’s history
could document the change in the composition of the TV-owning
public. Because the Market Research Corporation has maintained
the same methods of measurement year after year, its findings show
the trends much more clearly than would be the case if unrelated
surveys were compared.

Table 5 shows the percentage of TV ownership in households
of differing characteristics, for the years 1949-1955. Each figure shown
under a given year represents the proportion of television-owning
households in the particular category.

The most striking feature of the trend figures shown in Table
5 is the steady narrowing of the differences in the proportion of TV
ownership among various sub-groups of the population. This is an
inevitable by-product of the fact that more and more people have
acquired TV, and that the rate of growth has been most rapid where
the opportunities for growth were greatest—namely, in groups where
ownership has been below average.

For a long while, the college-educated lagged behind the high-
school educated in TV ownership, though the gap has now virtually
disappeared. The least-educated (those who have been only to grade
school) are still behind in ownership.

In the last two years alone, TV ownership has spread from
one farm family in four to two in five. Of the rural non-farm fami-
lies, three in five now have sets. Small families, childless families,
and families where the housewife is older, have been, from the start,
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below average in TV ownership. They, too, are edging up to the
average.

TABLE 5

Growth of TV Penetration in Different Segments of the U. S, Market
1949-1955
(Source: Matket Research Corporation reports)

September October  July  July July July July
1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955

U. S. Total 6% 18% 27% 37% 49% 58% 68%
Region
Northeast 13% 35% 45% 59% 69% 77% 85%
South 1 4 13 17 30 37 54
North Central 4 15 27 39 50 61 70
Mountain & Southwest * 3 10 16 31 40 52
Pacific bl 19 26 34 47 56 66
City Size
Farm * 3% 7% 12% 23% 28% 43%
Under 2,500 * bl 9 16 26 41 56
2,500 to 50,000 * 9 16 18 31 39 53
50,000 to 500,000 * 17 28 37 51 64 75
500,000 & over 14% 40 53 69 77 81 87
Income
Upper Fourth 7% 24% 33% 45% 58% 70% 81%
Next Fourth 7 19 32 41 55 63 76
Next Fourth 6 18 28 40 50 59 69
Lowest Fourth 3 12 18 23 32 41 48
Education
Grade School 4% 16% 23% 31% 43% 51% 62%
High School 7 2 34 45 57 65 75
College 6 17 24 38 48 61 73
Family Size
1 & 2 Members 4% 12% 19% 28% 38% 48% 59%
3 Members 6 18 30 41 52 65 73
4 & 5 Members 7 22 35 45 58 ) 78
6 & More Members 6 19 27 39 53 55 66
Age of Housewife
Under 35 8% 23% 36% 44% 58% 65% 75%
35 through 44 Years 8 23 37 48 60 68 74
45 Years & Over 3 12 19 28 40 49 61
Presence of Children
5 Years & Under 7% 23% 36% 48% 54% 65% 75%
6 to 12 Years 7 22 35 46 56 65 76
13 to 20 Years 6 18 28 39 49 58 71
No Children 4 13 21 29 37 50 61

*No Data.
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TV and Non-TV Homes: A Comparison

Although the differences are diminishing, as TV penetration
grows, the three homes in four which have television are still not
identical with their non-television neighbors. The most accurate re-
cent information on the subject is provided by a survey made in June,
1955, by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. At a time when 76% of U.S.
households owned at least one television set (and 7% of the total
had two or more sets), substantial differences (shown in Table 6)
were found to exist in set ownership, by region, size of family, and
city size.

Television ownership is heavily concentrated in urban areas,
and particularly in the large metropolitan centers. There are several
reasons for this. It is in these areas that television was first estab-
lished; they still enjoy a better quality of reception and, typically,
can receive a larger number of stations than most rural areas. They
are better able to afford television, since their family income is above
the national average. Cities of a quarter-million or more inhabitants
have the highest concentration of households with television—about
four in every five. )

Farm dwellers, last to come within range of television, and
below average in income, are lowest in ownership. Accessibility is
one explanation. In December, 1952, a mail survey conducted among
300 farm families subscribing to Successful Farming magazine found
that among the 22% who then owned television sets, the average dis-
tance from the nearest TV station was 43 miles. Of every ten farm-
ers who were television owners, four lived over fifty miles from the
nearest television station.

Families with children were from the start under especially
heavy pressure to acquire television. In families of three, four and
five persons, television ownership is substantially higher than in two-
person households. It is also higher than in households of six or
more persons— probably because these are more often found in rural
areas than anywhere else. People who live alone are least apt to own
a television set (though paradoxically, they might be able to profit
most from its companionship). This may be because their income is
lower, or because they spend less time at home and generally lead
more mobile lives.
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Urban areas—and TV ownership—are geographically concen-
trated most heavily in the Northeastern States. The Rocky Mountain
and Midwestern States, with their relatively sparse distribution of
population, and the South, with its lower income level, lag behind
the rest of the country in TV penetration.

TABLE 6
Penetration of Television, June 1955
(Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census)
% ot Households
Owning TV
By Urban and Rural Location
Total Urban 74%
Inside urbanized areas of:
3,000,000 inhabitants or more 81
1,000,000 to 3,000,000 inhabitants 82
250,000 to 1,000,000 inhabitants 79
50,000 to 250,000 inhabitants 74
Outside urbanized areas, in urban places of:
10,000 inhabitants or more 62
2,500 to 10,000 inhabitants 52
Rural Non-Farm, Total 61
Rural Farm, Total 42
By Size of Housebold
1 person 36
2 persons 64
3 persons 73
4 persons 79
5 persons 78
6 persons or more 66
By Census Regions
Northeast 80
North Central 72
South 53
West 62
U. S. Total 67%

The characteristic differences, in family size and city-size loca-
tion, were also found when television and non-television homes were
compared by the National Broadcasting Company in a survey of
women’s daytime television viewing habits. (This study was made
by Willard R. Simmons and Associates in January, 1954, at a time
when 57% of the households had TV.)
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As Table 7 shows, this study also confirmed that television is
more often found in homes where there are children under 18, where
family income is higher, where the head of the house has an occupa-
tion of higher status, and where the housewife herself is younger
and better educated. The television families are more apt to own a
car, and to be home-owners. In the television home, the woman of
the house is more apt to be married, and to be employed outside
the home. Because Negroes enjoy a lower average income than
whites, and because a sizable proportion of them are rural South-
erners, relatively fewer Negroes than whites are television owners.

TABLE 7
A Comparison of Women in TV and Non-TV Homes

(Source: NBC-Simmons "“Daytime TV” 1954 Study)
Per cent of homes in each category TV Homes Non-TV Homes
Children under 18 years 60% 48%
Under $3,000 Income 20 53
Professional, semi-professional,

managerial occupation (head of house) 23 14
Grade school education or less (housewife) 24 39
Own automobile 77 63
Own home 58 51
Live in single-family dwelling 63 72
Metropolitan areas 77 37
55 and older (housewife) 18 28
Married (housewife) 80 71
Employed outside the home (housewife) 35 28
White 93 84

The study points to some differences in the interests of house-
wives in TV and in non-TV homes—differences which follow from
the less educated and urbanized character of the latter group. The
non-TV owners have fewer interests. In particular, they are less inter-
ested in wordly subjects like fashion and clothes, diet and health,
home decoration, news and current events, make-up and personal
appearance (see Table 8). In short, they appear to lead narrower,
more restricted lives than do the television owners.
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TABLE 8

Topics of Interest Selected by Housewives
in TV and non-TV Homes

(Per Cent Selecting Each Topic, From the List of 11,
as Being “Especially Interesting™)

(Source: NBC-Simmons “Daytime TV” 1954 Study)

TV Homes Non-TV Homes
Clubs and organizations 14% 13%
Cooking and baking 55 56
Diet, nutrition and health 26 20
Fashion and clothes 43 35
Gardening 22 30
Home decoration 38 31
Make-up and personal appearance 33 23
New housekeeping aids 28 26
News and current events 48 40
Partics and entertaining 15 11
Sewing and needlework 41 45

As television grew to its present stature as the most powerful
medium of communication on the American scene, the life of its
viewing public was influenced in many ways. Later chapters will
trace changes in the pattern of TV viewing and in the other activi-
ties which have been affected. These changes can best be described
if we first examine the nature of television’s appeal to its great audi-
ence and the character of the programming content it offers for popu-
lar consumption.



2. POPULAR CULTURE
AND THE APPEALS OF TELEVISION

To understand why and how television exercises its profound
fascination for millions of viewers, we must see it first in broad per-
spective as one of the popular arts, and then in the more limited
context of broadcasting. A substantial amount of reflection, research
and discussion on radio has taken place in the past thirty years.
Much of it, though not all, can add to our understanding of tele-
vision and its appeals. But we must also define and examine those
characteristics unique to television which differentiate it from radio
as well as from the other mass media.

Television as One of the Popular Arts

Many of the most important things which can be said about
television apply equally well to other contemporary forms of mass
communication. The media may be seen as vehicles by which infor-
mation and ideas are communicated to the masses of people. Discus-
sion of the popular arts usually refers to the content or subject mat-
ter which the media offer their audiences.

It is useful to distinguish the popular arts, of which televi-
sion is an example, from the elite art which has been accepted, ad-
mired and transmitted through history. (By “elite art” we refer to
the fine arts as they have traditionally been described, with the con-
cept of “beauty” usually at the heart of the description.) To be sure,
a large twilight area lies between the two categories. A great motion
picture, a great television drama or a great short story in a magazine
is “art” by any definition, though it is not necesssarily typical of the
bulk of output in these media.

The following description exaggerates the differences between
popular and elite art, for the purpose of making the contrast clearer.
There are obviously many exceptions which can be found on any of
these points.

20
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1. The Audience. The outstanding characteristic of the popu-
lar arts, compared with the elite arts, is that they reach vast num-
bers of people. By contrast, the taste for elite art has usually been
centered in a very small part of the public. A case in point might
be the comparative circulationsof TV Guide and of the Art Bulletin.

The audience for the popular arts is not only much larger
than the elite art audience; it is also far more heterogeneous. Where-
as the elite audience tends to be heavily concentrated in an urban,
well educated, upper-income milieu, the popular art audience is widely
distributed and is characterized by considerable diversity of life styles,
beliefs and rtastes.

Because it has this diversified character, the public for popular
art is relatively unconscious of itself as an audience. It lacks a com-
mon intellectual idiom by which a given art form may be experi-
enced or judged. Its standards of value are less constant, less definite,
less integrated, less vocal and less critical than those of the elite art
audience. Here again, our categories are not mutually exclusive. The
same people may participate in both spheres, but a given individual
responds appropriately as the occasion requires. He is apt to apply
a different standard of value when he looks at pictures in an art
exhibition than when he looks at magazine covers on a newsstand.

2. Artist and Audience. There is more meaningful two-
way communication between artist and public in elite art than in
popular art. The elite audience is more self-confident, more likely to
express its preferences. Its judgments are supported by critical canons,
and are expressed through its spokesmen, the critics. Thus the elite
artist is continually stimulated through reproof or praise expressed
in rational or esthetic terms and addressed to him directly in his
creative role.

The success or failure of a popular artist is more often directly
indicated by his changing record on the cash register. Obviously,
motivations overlap. The elite artist today is as concerned as were
his historical predecessors with problems of material well-being, and
the successful creators of popular art are talented and conscientious
technicians who take a genuine craftsmanlike delight in their work.

We may think of the elite artist’s primary concern as the ex-
pression of a strongly felt personal experience. Whatever may be
his original or underlying motivations, his creative activity emerges
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out of an emotional involvement with his subject and a need to give
it individual expression. By contrast we may think of the popular
artist as one who sets forth deliberately to conform to the tastes and
wishes of his public, as these tastes and wishes are interpreted by
the operators of the mass media — publishers, editors, producers,
directors or sponsors.

It is only in relatively recent years that the popular arts them-
selves have acquired a body of critics and commentators. These critics
do not generally influence the production of popular art to the same
extent that this is true in elite arc. To this statement there are ex-
ceptions: the views of the New York motion picture critics affect
box office attendance; popular music has its highly vocal and influen-
tial devotees.

The television critic is not in a position to influence the audi-
ence for any particular performance of a program because he watches
that program at the same time that they do. He cannot even begin
to cover and report on the full range of weekly output in his medium.
However, over a period of time, his judgments may influence tastes
and viewing habits. Most important, he helps to form the opinion
held by people in the broadcasting industry of a program, its stars
or producers. The critics for the New York Times and Herald Tribune
and for Varzety help to fix the level of esteem in which the producers
of a television program are viewed by the people they consider signifi-
cant. In this way their role resembles that of the traditional critics
of elite art.

3. The Institutions of Art. Elite art, as we have just noted, is
guided by a prevailing set of esthetic principles (or in a time of dif-
fering standards, like the present, by one of several sets of principles).
The objectives of the artist are therefore set by the work itself. He
seeks to achieve a quality of expression adequate to the problem he
has chosen. He can strive only to outdo himself.

Of course this is not completely or always true. To secure
material success or .critical acclaim, artists accept conventions of tech-
nique or genre, and still produce works of merit. (One thinks of
Haydn, or of contemporary Soviet composers.) But once the limits
of subject and style are set (regardless of how much the artist has
to do with their selection), it is the artist’s task to realize the task
as he conceives it.
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By contrast, popular art is designed first of all as a2 commodity
subject to the rules of supply and demand. Its success must be meas-
ured on a comparative or competitive basis. The wide audience of
the popular arts demands a much more elaborate structure of produc-
tion and distribution than is true in elite art with its restricted
institutions: the art galleries and academies, the concert societies, the
little magazines.

Within the intricate apparatus of popular art, geared to the
needs of the market, there occurs an inevitable specialization of
functions. Every individual involved in the creation of popular art is
merely one worker on a long intellectual assembly line through which
it passes on its way to the final consumer. This means, as has just
been said, that the artist’s contact with his audience is attenuated. It
also means that he no longer controls his product. The ends of his
activity are fixed: to win the largest possible audience. Often the
means are also restricted by formula and convention.

4. Content, Because its audience is larger and more hetero-
geneous, popular art employs themes and symbols which are less
complex than those of elite art. They must be intelligible to a less
sophisticated public. They must assume a less specialized universe of
discourse and a lower level of interest than that which is offered by
the elite audience.

The commercial incentives of popular art make it essential to
attract and to hold as large an audience as possible regardless of the
means employed. The popular artist therefore uses those techniques
which assure the public’s patronage, and these are not always the
ones which promise the most adequate attainment of esthetic goals.
Thus the popular arts tend, in at least two ways, to be conservative.

a. They usually cannot afford to use any but tried and tested
devices and forms. They tend to avoid the bizarre or the experimental.
even to the point of stereotype. They are generally realistic, literal,
and easily grasped, and they shy away from symbolism.

b. They also tend to be conservative in their overt political
and social contents, since it is dangerous to offend any sizable por-
tion of the audience by questioning its established values or beliefs.

Another reason for the conservatism of the mass media is that
as commercial institutions they are part of a business community
whose predominantly conservative thinking very often contrasts
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with the traditional role of the artist as critic of the social order.

5. The Art Experience. Elite art is created with the expectation
that the audience will give it concentrated attention. Attention is
necessary to perceive and enjoy the many subtle skills employed in
its achievement. Because it expresses thoughts which are profound
and intensely felt by the artist, elite art also has the power to mar-
shal the complete interest of its audience. Moreover, it is surrounded
by a social ritual in which devoted silence has an important place.

By contrast, popular art is typically absorbed at a rather low
level of attention. This is possible because it is relatively simple and
easy to-absorb, in keeping with the nature and tastes of its broad
audience. Moreover, exposure to the popular arts often takes place
under circumstances when the audience is tired or when its interest
is at least partly diverted in other directions. This is as it should be,
since the audience turns to the popular arts in search of recreation.
The great volume of output in the popular arts also tends to diminish
the intensity of experience it represents for the audience, since any
one item loses its unique interest in relation to a multitude of similar
items.

Characteristics of the Broadcast Media

So far, what has been said of the popular arts applies equally
well to all the contemporary mass media. When we turn to broad-
casting we can carry our description even farther. What are the special
characteristics of television, in relation to its audience, which it shares
with radio?

1. Universality of Symbols. The broadcast media in the United
States reach and speak to vast numbers of the population. Because they
cut across all lines of geography and social class, they must deal in
universal symbols rather than with those which are peculiar to any
region (as newspapers do) or to any social group (as most maga-
zines do). Throughout the country, millions of people hear the
same broadcast programs, with the same stars in the same situations,
and the same topical references to personalities and places. All this
produces a measure of shared cultural experience which no other
society has ever known.
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This has both a positive and a negative aspect. It helps to
create a community of thought and knowledge and thereby prepares
the way for the consensus on which a civilized democratic society
must ultimately rest. On the other hand, it reduces individuality of
experience and opinion. To the very extent that it makes for stand-
ized values it tends to produce an atmosphere of conformity.

2. "Official” Character. Precisely because television and radio
are universal in their symbolism and penetration, they have a sacro-
sanct and “official” aura, to an even greater extent than other mass
media like magazines and newspapers.

By bringing the voices of the President and other officials to
the public, broadcasting has established itself as the most direct and
vital medium by which the government communicates its decisions
and pronouncements to the world. Far more than in the United
States, where the broadcast media are privately operated (though
under federal control), this is true in countries where radio and tele-
vision facilities are actually operated by ‘the government.

Maurice Gorham has described dramatically how important
and comforting a force radio became in wartime Britain. It gave the
individual isolated listener a feeling that higher powers were operat-
ing in his interest and that, no matter how badly things were going
immediately and locally, on the whole they were well under control.

“The very familiarity of radio had a reassuring effect. The well
known voices of the news-readers and announcers became symbols of
reality in a topsy-turvy world. If you were waiting in a firestation for
the bells to go down, if you had lost your home that morning, if your
place of work had turned into a pile of rubble overnight, still nine
o’clock would bring the strokes of Big Ben and the unfailing news.

“The news readers and announcers carried much of the burden of
broadcasting in those years. They were constantly faced with news of all
sorts of gravity, with mentions of foreign places and foreign names that
nobody knew how to pronounce, with crises when programmes could
not be broadcast and broadcasters failed to appear. They had to sound
unruffled whatever happened at their end of the microphone, for noth-
ing would have been more apt to spread panic than any sign of it on
their part; and they always did.”

A recognition of this public dependence on broadcasting’s
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familiar voices was recently incorporated into plans for U. S. civil
defense. It was decided that, in the event of a national emergency,
well-known voices like those of Arthur Godfrey and Edward R.
Murrow were to sound the alarm over the radio.

The very fact that the audience considers broadcast informa-
tion “official” made possible the few great hoaxes which radio perpe-
trated in the course of its active period. The first of these took place
in England shortly before the general strike of 1926. A burlesque
account was given of a riot of unemployed led by the “Secretary of
the National Movement for Abolishing Theater Queues.” Because
the broadcast was handled in the manner characteristic of BBC news,
it was taken seriously by people all over the country in spite of the
fact that it was an obvious parody.

Years later in the United States, even greater alarm was caused,
and in part for the very same reasons, by Orson Welles’ Mercury
Theater radio dramatization of H. G. Wells’ ““War of the Worlds.” In a
study by Herta Herzog, people interviewed in New Jersey (the area
“invaded” by the Martians) explained their terror by saying, “the an-
nouncer would not say it if it were not true.”

“We have so much faith in broadcasting. In a crisis it has to reach
all the people. That’s what radio is here for.”

3. Glamor. Because the personalities of the broadcast media
are universally known, they are thought of as famous, important, and
powerful. This gives the entire industry a special aura of glamor in
the eyes of the audience. Like the world of film and, to a lesser ex-
tent, the world of the big magazines and newspapers, the world of
broadcasting is part of the domain of public interest, and it carries
implications of glitter and romance. It is an idealized world in which
life is more interesting, varied and full than it is in everyday reality.
Its people are thought to move fast and dramatically, to be on the
inside of great events. They are themselves more handsome and
rich than the average person and are therefore objects of envy or
identification. The fact that broadcasting performers are highly talented
and highly paid is never absent from the consciousness of the
audience. The very knowledge that a famous comedian earns many
thousands of dollars for a performance makes that performance seem
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more interesting or more important. It is “proof” that the entertainer
is good and deserves to be watched.

4. The Illusion of Realism. The broadcast media carry a special
illusion of reality. The viewer of a television program or the listener
to a radio broadcast is hearing and seeing something which is actually
taking place. At a dramatic spectacle, at the movies, or in reading,
the audience is in some measure aware of the conventions of the
craft. It knows that the film was made at some time in the past and
that it was spliced and put together under careful direction. It knows
that the writer’s words have been edited and set in print. It knows
that the spectacle on the stage is not real life. But in the broadcast
media the things taking place seem like “the real thing,” even though
the viewer or listener alters what he hears or sees in terms of the
expectations he carries within himself.

S. The Audience Shapes Content to Fit Its Own Expectations. The
psychological phenomenon of projection is a familiar feature of every-
day life. It comes into play in the response which people make to
the popular arts, perceiving and interpreting content to fit their own
unconscious motives, expectations and wishes.

This is more true of radio than for any other mass medium,
because it offers the greatest play for the imagination. The only
stimulus is aural. There is no record to which repeated reference can
be made. It is relatively easy for the listener to make what he wills
of what he hears. Three illustrations of this point may be cited:

a. Theodor Geiger, studying listener attitudes toward classical
music in Denmark, announced a recorded symphony concert as
“popular gramophone music” on one occasion. On anther occasion
it was announced as classical music and all the musical terms were
fully explained. Although the content of the program was essentially
the same, it drew twice the audience when it was described as
“popular.”

b. In a study of fan mail addressed to Deems Taylor, com-
mentator for the New York Philharmonic Orchestra broadcasts, the
present writer found that even listeners who were critical of the
program preferred to think that Taylor secretly shared their views.
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“Aren’t you ashamed to deliver that drivel handed to you by your
sponsor . . . but, please, oh please tell me you do not believe a word
of it”

c. In his study of “The Invasion from Mars,” Hadley Cantril
(1940) points out that among the persons who took the program at
face value were some who heard it from the beginning (at which
time it was clearly announced as a dramatization of H. G. Wells’
fantastic novel). Many people who actually heard this opening an-
nouncement chose to believe that the earth was really being invaded
by creatures from another planet. As Herzog comments, “the idea
that everyone today is prepared to believe unusual and gruesome
events is the theme which, in many variations, runs through the
interviews.” Here, again, the predispositions of the audience gov-
erned the way in which the broadcast was perceived.

In television, the presence of the visual element reduces the
amount of unstructured stimulation of the sort which radio offers its
audience. Yet there is still much that the viewer can adapt to suit
his fancy.

Dallas Smythe (1954) points to the number of different ways
in which a televised wrestling match may be interpreted by different
segments of the audience, and observes that each of these interpreta-
tions may correspond to a different “reality.”

“A televised wrestling program is an ambiguous stimulus field.
Superficially it is often thought of as a sport. If it is perceived as a sport,
what representation of the human condition does it provide? An image
of skillful use of trained bodies? an image of resplendent or gross sex
aggression in a sexually deviant context, e.g., against a person of the
same sex? An image of ‘natural man’ competing for survival without
the benefit of accepted law? Or ‘n’ other interpretations of reality? But
wrestling may also be perceived as a form of folk-drama. As such does
it provide the material from which an audience member fills his need
for a sardonic morality story in which virtue is cruelly mistreated by
evil cunning until finally by superior skill virtue wins in the end? Or
an image of a more cynical kind of how ‘you can’t win by being honest’
—where as more frequently happens, the villain who has ‘got by’ with
unfair practices in the end wins over the stubbornly honest hero? Still
others in the audience perceive wrestling from yet another dimension
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of meaning. These embittered souls ‘know’ wrestling is ‘fixed’. They
watch it as if to repeatedly build up their damaged self-respect by observ-
ing that the ringside audience and presumably that ‘they’ who watch
the match on television are inferior beings who believe wrestling to be
‘on the level’.”

In a study reported in more detail in Chapter XI, Kurt and
Gladys Lang make a similar point. They note that viewers of political
broadcasts tend to look on public personalities in terms of their own
party loyalties and their interpretations of campaign issues.

6. The Llusion of Intimacy. Because the audience projects itself
and its wishes into what it hears and sees, the broadcast media can
create the illusion that their performers or announcers communicate
directly to the people on the receiving end. This illusion is achieved
because radio and television have a quality of immediacy. The listener
or viewer feels that the person he hears is a real individual talking
to him “right here and now.”

Moreover, because the receiver is located in the home, the act
of communication takes place in familiar surroundings. This helps
to create an intimate situation which contrasts with the more formal
atmosphere of the theater or with the impersonal symbolism of the
printed word.

Broadcasting is farthest, perhaps, from the illusion of intimacy
in the television spectacular. It is closest in the radio disc jockey
whose “relaxed” style secks to create the impression that he is speak-
ing only to each individual listener, as an old and dear friend. No
one has described this better than Rudolf Arnheim did in 1936:

“At the Katowice station there is a2 man who, in the evening after
the programme is finished, runs a French post-box. It deals with private
letters whose contents are read out for foreign countries. This broadcast
goes on for hours. In the quiet of the night the man comfortably reads
out his letters. He makes little pauses to acquaint himself with the con-
tents, murmurs to himself, bursts out into cheery laughter when some-
thing amuses him, gabbles hurriedly through unimportant passages,
stutters over some difficult name, reads it again, spells it out, growls
with annoyance, falls silent and starts happily all over again. Perhaps it
is too much of a good thing, and this sort of shirt-sleeve business would
scarcely do as a regular item, but he too charms directly by the intimacy
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of his way of speaking. One feels like the guest of an old friend who is
looking through some dusty old correspondence by the fireside.”

The quality of direct and intimate contact so delightfully
described in the preceding quotation is carefully nurtured by skillful
performers. This very illusion of personal communication with a
glamorous, famous personality gives the broadcast media much of
their appeal. (In the previously mentioned study of Philharmonic
fan mail it was apparent that the intermission commentator, who
seemed warm and easy to know, provided the audience with a point
of direct contact through which it could come to grips with the
content of a “high-brow” program.)

One day during World War II, Kate Smith, the singer, ap-
peared on the radio at repeated intervals to make brief one-minute
announcements asking listeners to pledge funds for war bonds. In
his study of this marathon appeal, Robert Merton notes that many
listeners were particularly impressed by the idea that such a famous
star would sacrifice herself for the public good. Listeners who “knew”
Kate Smith in a different context (that is, in her regular formal pro-
gram) felt that they were watching her go through a critical personal
experience. They became personally involved because they felt that
they were actually witnesses to her ordeal. A respondent compared
people listening to Kate Smith in a saloon to “a crowd watching a
weight lifter, a toreador, or a tightrope walker.”

“After each announcement there was a sort of tension in the place
to see whether she would come on again.”

“One fellow wanted to have the radio turned off. Well, the reaction
was that he was going to be thrown out. Nobody wanted it turned off.”

These listeners were not merely anonymous members of a vast
impersonal audience. They were obviously deeply involved with the
affairs of an individual to whom they felt very close.

7. The Llusion of Drama. The broadcast media are peculiarly
able to create in the audience both a feeling of intimacy and a sense
of being present at actual events. This means that these media can
manipulate the audience’s view of reality, making events seem more
dramatic than they actually are. Merton points out, for example, that
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an extraordinary impression can be created by interrupting the
normally sacrosanct schedule of the broadcast day:

“When the day’s broadcasts began, Smith explained that this was
no ordinary event . . . And not only Smith, but the whole vast mys-
terious machinery of a radio network must be recognized as animated
by this extraordinary occasion . . . There was little possibility of escap-
ing the atmosphere of excited anticipation . . . Listeners clearly felt that
they were witnessing or even participating in a special event . . . Spot
announcements at odd moments during the radio day are usually dis-
crete. Each is complete in itself. Listeners who hear several such an-
nouncements do not respond to them as a series or unity. In contrast,
the Smith war bond drive was experienced by most informants not as a
procession of unrelated parts, but as a integral event enduring all day
and into the night ... One immediate consequence of this time-binding
structure was a frequent compulsion to continue listening. Fully half of
the hundred informants had listened to Smith more than ten times that
day.”

Earlier, Arnheim had set forth the thesis that radio has a
unique capacity for creating an illusion of drama because dramatic
action is more vividly expressed through sound than through sight.
Visual phenomena may be active, he notes, but they may also be
static, in that they represent what exists in spite of the passage of
time. However, most sounds imply that something is actually hap-
pening and activity is the essence of drama.

Yet radio is not unique in its capacity to create the illusion of
drama. Television also has demonstrated its ability to create by
artifice the impression that important things are taking place.

Considerable popular excitement and front page newspaper
headlines have been generated by television quiz programs like the
“$64,000 Question” and its imitator, “The Big Surprise.” The stakes
are high, and the questioning process is spun out by design from
week to week, in order to heighten tension and raise audience inter-
est to fever pitch.

The contestants in this program are as carefully screened and
selected for their talent and audience appeal as are the star enter-
tainers of any television variety show. Yet the viewers are drawn
powerfully to the program by their belief that the quiz represents a
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real life drama being played before their eyes. The protagonists are
individuals whom they envy and admire and with whom they identify
their own hopes and dreams. The events taking place are considered
as though they are altogether unexpected, like the surprising turns
of a plot in a mystery novel. Attention is mobilized and held because
the viewers feel that they are witnessing great moments of decision.

8. The Creation of Fantasy. Like the other popular arts, radio
and television are vehicles of fantasy. They help to create the sym-
bols through which the wishes of the audience may be expressed and
released. They provide readymade daydreams in which the audience
is invited to participate. A good deal of controversy in connection
with the popular arts centers on the importance and function of the
fantasy which is generated in this way. Three schools of thought
may be distinguished:

a. The critics argue along these lines: Broadcasting, and the
popular arts generally, represent a make-believe world in which the
audience is invited to act out its unconscious and often anti-social
desires. This not only provides an outlet for aggressive impulses; it
actually stimulates them.

The audience is diverted from the solution of its own real-life
problems to participate vicariously in the imaginary problems of the
personalities depicted on their television screens or over their radio
loudspeakers. In their search for an “escape” they lose their capacity
to grapple effectively with the real world around them.

b. Another body of opinion holds that the fantasy experience
afforded by broadcasting enables the audience to cope more success-
fully with everyday life. Lloyd Warner and William Henry sum up
this view in their study of a radio soap opera, “Big Sister”:

“The representative programs we selected function very much like
a folktale, expressing the hopes and fears of its female audience, and on
the whole contributed to the integration of their lives in the world in
which they live.”

The characters and actions “expressed the values and ideas common
to the restrictive confines of the family where the women who
listened lived their lives.”
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“The effect of the ’Big Sister’ program is to direct their hopes into
confident and optimistic channels . . . The petty difficulties of the women,
seemingly insignificant, are now dramatized and become significant and
important; and the women who experience these difficulties feel them-
selves to be significant people . . . The ‘Big Sister’ program thus acts
constructively in the lives of the women and functions for them very
much as did the morality plays of former times. The dramatis personae,
in act and symbol, express the conflicting forces of good and evil . . .
Emotions are released adaptively, beliefs are socially oriented, and the
values of the groups are reaffirmed in the experiences of the audience.”

Seen in this light, the soap opera provides useful instruction
for its listeners on the techniques of handling real life problems,
and enables them to make a happier adjustment to what seems, as
the authors describe it, a rather dismal existence.

Though this interpretation appears to be directly at variance
with the preceding one, there is a common element to these two
schools of thought. Both rest on the assumption that the content of
broadcast programs affords a means of identification by which the
audience can express its own feelings and rehearse its own problems
on a symbolic or vicarious level. That is, both the critics and the
proponents start with the assumption that program content repre-
sents a psychologically meaningful experience for the viewers or
listeners. However, there is an alternative to this assumption.

c. It can also be argued that the popular arts are neither
“escapist” nor “‘adaptive” in function, but merely recreational. This
viewpoint assumes that much listening and viewing represents a
merely superficial experience for the audience, not one which is
meaningful enough to make for subconscious identification or fan-
tasy. Listening or viewing is primarily a pastime, rather than the
expression of deepseated psychological needs. To be sure, the psycho-
logical predispositions of the audience influence the selection of pro-
grams from among available alternatives, but it is the actzvity of
viewing or listening — as a form of relaxing or “killing time” —
which provides the principal motivation.

In an age of abundant leisure, the broadcast media provide a
semblance of occupation and a focus of attention for people with time
on their hands and no strong interests to pursue. Radio and televi-
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sion can do this more easily than print because they provide a feeling
of human companionship and contact.

The radio-TV columnist of the New York Herald Tribune,
John Crosby, relates that he once asked a housewife why she listened
to soap operas. He received the answer that soap operas were all she
could get on the radio. “Then why not turn off the radio?” he asked.
“It’s a voice in the house,” she said.

9. Listening and Viewing Are Passive. To consider radio listen-
ing or television viewing a pastime is to imply that it requires little
effort on the part of the audience, compared with reading. Its mean-
ings are manifest and easily absorbed.

This is reflected in the receptiveness with which the audience
takes in the broadcast message. Hadley Cantril and Gordon Allport
note that “the listener seems as a rule to be friendly, uncritical and
well-disposed toward what he hears . . . The plethora of platitudes
reaching our ears during the day would be unbearable if we en-
countered them in print.”

The viewer is limited to the available programming fare, to
schedules which are not set to his personal convenience, and to the
room of his home where his set is located. By contrast the reader
controls what he reads and where and when he reads it. He can vary
the pace and intensity of his attention by skimming or studying; he
can pick up his book or magazine as often as he likes.

10. The Absence of Social Participation. The broadcast audience
has the feeling of direct contact with a performer because communi-
cation is immediate in time and because it hears the actual voice or
sees the face of the speaker. But this sensation is an illusion, for the
communication is one-sided, however direct and immediate it may
be. The listener-viewer still has the option of turning off the set. He
can make a disparaging remark, leave the room, or otherwise express
his indifference, annoyance or remoteness from what is being said
to him.

The broadcast audience is free from what Cantril and Allport
call the “conventions of the rostrum.” It can behave toward the
speaker with an irreverence and discourtesy which would be totally
out of place in a theater or lecture hall. The broadcasting performer’s
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hold over his audience is in fact no greater than the writer’s control
over the reader, though it seems much greater.

Since its early days, the broadcasting industry has encouraged
the illusion of two-way communication by putting on shows before
live studio audiences. This gives the entertainers the feeling that they
are facing real people, thereby presumably heightening their art as
well as their morale. The applause and laughter of the studio audi-
ence also stimulates the remote public and creates a sense of partici-
pation. At the end of many shows, the television camera roams up
and down the studio aisles to heighten the feeling of communion
between the waving, smiling people on the screen and the invisible
spectators.

In radio it is easier than in television to sustain the illusion
of direct communication. The announcer, the comedian and the
dramatic actor are invisible while they read from their scripts, and
listeners may imagine that they are being spoken to directly or that
they are actual witnesses to the scenes being played. In television it
is harder for the audience’s imagination to come into play. The
presence of a script must as far as possible be disguised. It must
always appear as though the speaker is talking directly to the viewers.
The invention of the Teleprompter enables him to sustain the illu-
sion that his eyes are looking into theirs, when he is actually reading
his lines just outside the reach of the audience itself.

11. The Limited Choice for the Audience. Another singular
characteristic of the broadcast media is the fact that they present the
audience with a choice of content which is extremely limited. A
television set can pick up only a handful of channels. Even though
a sensitive radio receiver can bring in hundreds of stations on a clear
summer night, the choice is still pathetically small, compared with
the volume of print material on a vast diversity of subjects. The
reader can pursue his most individual and special interests, and select
from a wide range of nuances of experience. There is an incongruity
in the fact that the media which are most accessible to the average
person, which employ the most nearly universal symbols and attract
the largest audiences, also limit the expression of individuality in
taste and interest.
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12. The Neutral Character of Broadcasting. Compared with
newspapers, magazines and books, broadcasting tends to be non-
controversial. There is less room for the expression of extreme or
deviant opinion. Of course conflicting viewpoints on political and
other subjects are aired on discussion and interview programs. But
the over-all character of the medium encourages the adoption of con-
ventional, conservative or popular views.

There are two major reasons why broadcasting content gen-
erally steers clear of sensitive or delicate subjects. The first explana-
tion follows from the fact that a system of commercially sponsored
broadcasting is primarily concerned with the acquisition of large
audiences. Advertisers who use broadcasting to deliver messages about
their products understandably shy away from the possibility of antago-
nizing any group of potential listeners — and customers. In print
media, the writer or editor can appeal directly to the people who
agree with his viewpoint or who are at least interested in reading
what he has to say. He assumes that those who disagree with him
will find their own organs of expression somewhere else. But the
broadcaster is less likely to be satisfied with only a segment of the
total audience. He must try to reach everybody and if possible to
please everybody; at least he must avoid rubbing anyone the wrong
way.

But there is another and perhaps more basic reason why broad-
casting has a neutral character. Cantril and Allport, discussing “The
Psychology of Radio,” drew a fundamental distinction between visual
and auditory presentation. They point out that any auditory presen-
tation must proceed in steps and in sequence. (This could easily
apply to television, which is governed by the same time-rules as
radio.) A visual or print presentation can be “interlocking,” in that
a number of complex ideas can be grasped simultaneously.

This leads to the conclusion that print is more suitable for
the presentation of analytical and complex ideas. As such it lends
itself better to a critical approach. By contrast with the reader, the
broadcast listener is relaxed and not in the mood for controversy. If

his daily fare is without a strong ideological flavor, it is because he
likes it bland.
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Television as Distinct from Radio

Thus far, in discussing the principal characteristics of the
broadcast media, most of the points mentioned are equally true of
radio and television. Many of them first drew attention and comment
before the advent of TV. In what respects does television significantly
differ from radio, in its appeals and in its impact on the audience?
There are real qualitative differences between the two broadcast media
and the other mass media. By contrast, the differences between tele-
vision and radio seem to be more a matter of degree than a matter of
kind.

L. TV Focuses Attention. Television mobilizes a greater degree
of attention than radio does. Its message is delivered with greater im-
pact, because it mobilizes two senses rather than one. Since sight as
well as hearing is focused, there is less possibility of distraction. While
the radio listener may be reading, driving or working, the TV viewer
is typically wholly absorbed in his viewing.

2. TV is Concrete, Not Abstract. Because it mobilizes the sense
of sight as well as hearing, television presentations have a literal
character. The viewer has less room than the listener in which to
exercise his imagination. There is a relatively narrow gap between
what appears to his senses and the reality which he projects into it.

The listener is continually using his fantasy. He must set the
stage in his own mind, produce faces to match the voices that he
hears, and otherwise provide an imaginary visual accompaniment to
whatever actually comes to his ear. The television viewer cannot sus-
cain this kind of illusion. He is forced to associate voice and sound.
It is harder for him to think abstractly. He must assume that what
appears on his screen is exactly what he is supposed to see.

3. The Performer as a “"Whole Man.” Television calls for a new
type of broadcaster. Twenty years ago the theorists of radio, like
Arnheim, spoke of the “dehumanization of the announcer.” For
Arnheim, the broadcaster was an anonymous, impersonal creature,
who existed only as a disembodied voice. In manner of inflection and
delivery he sought to approximate as far as possible a standard style
of speech (symbolized in England by the “BBC accent”), from which
all traces of regional as well as personal individuality had been re-
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moved. This description, which may have been true of radio in the
thirties, no longer. necessarily applies to radio as it exists today, with
the standardized announcer replaced by the disc jockey whose stock
in trade is his individuality. However, even the individuality of the
disc jockey can take on an institutional character. When WNEW,
an independent station in New York City, lost its well-known disc
jockey, Martin Block, to the American Broadcasting Company, it re-
placed him with another one who sounds very much like his
predecessor.

In television the announcer can no longer be “dehumanized”
except where he appears as an off-screen voice in filmed commercials.
Even though television announcers and performers tend to be selected
in terms of the standardized Hollywood conceptions of male beauty,
their faces are not and cannot all be alike. This means that individu-
ality cannot be suppressed as it could be on radio. The voice no
longer forms the basis on which a judgment is made of the entire
personality; instead the face offers the major cues.

4. TV is More Powerful. Because it mobilizes more attention
and attracts more time from its audience, television is a2 more im-
portant force than radio ever was in the cultural, social and economic
life of the nation. Television is more spectacular as a medium, be-
cause its productions are grander, supported by advertisers on a larger
scale than radio knew in its prime. TV provides its audience with
more bedazzlement, whether or not it offers more entertainment.
Like radio, television can make reality seem more dramatic than it
really is, but it can do so with stunning effectiveness.

In an unusual perceptive study on “The Unique Perspective
of Television and Its Effect,” Kurt and Gladys Lang describe the
extraordinary capacity of the new medium to dramatize an event and
a public personality. The subject of their report is MacArthur Day in
Chicago, a triumphant homecoming arranged after the General’s
dismissal by President Truman at the height of the Korean War.

The Langs employed 31 participant observers in this study.
Most of them mingled with the crowds at the airport, or along the
route of the official parade through the city, at the scene of the
General’s dedication of the Bataan-Corregidor bridge, and at his eve-
ning speech in Soldier Field. Other observers watched the same
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events over television. Thus it was possible to compare the impres-
sions which the TV audience received of the day’s happenings with
the impressions of those who witnessed them directly.

The research itself started from the assumption "“that the effect
of exposure to TV broadcasting of public events cannot be measured
most successfully in isolation. For the influence on one person is
communicated to others, until the significance attached to the video
overshadows the ‘true’ picture of the event, namely the impression
obtained by someone physically present at the scene of the event.”
This assumption was well supported by the evidence.

The crowd which turned out to see MacArthur was “in search
of adventure and excitement”; they were not a “casual collection of
individuals,” but people who deliberately intended to be witnesses to
an unusual spectacle. For these spectators, the celebration proved a
disappointment. The observers reported “only a minor interest” in
the Loop offices on the parade’s route, and no unusual crowding
along the way. “ “We should have stayed home and watched it on
TV, was the almost universal form that the dissatisfaction took. In
relation to the spectatorship experience of extended boredom and
sore feet, alleviated only by a brief glimpse of the hero of the day,
previous and similar experiences over television had been truly excit-
ing ones which promised even greater ‘sharing of excitement’ if only
one were present. These expectations were disappointed and favorable
allusions to television in this respect were frequent.”

In this respect, the crowd’s instincts were altogether correct,
for television was not only a more convenient way of observing the
spectacle; it also permitted the viewer to retain his illusion of seeing
history in the making. Instead of contradicting the expectations of
its audience, cameras and announcers actually interpreted what hap-
pened in such a way as to bear out the initial expectations.

The camera was free to roam around at will, neglecting what
seemed unimportant or undramartic, and concentrating on close-ups
of the hero or the other principals, or on particularly enthusiastic
members of the crowd. The presence of the camera was itself suffi-
cient to arouse cheers and waving from the spectators, which the
television audience interpreted as evidence that the excitement was
generated by the parade itself.
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“The idea of the magnitude of the event, in line with preparations
announced in the newspapers, was emphasized by constant reference . . .
In view of the selectivity of the coverage with its emphasis on close-
ups, it was possible for each viewer to see himself in a personal relation-
ship to the General . . . The cheering crowd, the ‘seething mass of
humanity’, was fictionally endowed by the commentators with the same
capacity for a direct and personal relationship to MacArthur as the one
which television momentarily established for the TV viewer through its
close-up shots.”

In summary, the Langs point to three characteristics of a tele-
vised event which make it different from the original. First, the
“technological bias” makes it possible for television personnel to
focus attention on the elements they consider interesting or impor-
tant. Secondly, the announcer’s commentary bridges the transition
from one camera view to another, providing a continuity of structure
and mood. Finally, the event itself is made more dramatic because
the participants (including the crowd at the scene) are conscious of
being seen by the television audience.

Is Television a New Medium?

Some authors have questioned whether television really repre-
sents 2 “new medium of expression.” Arnheim puts the point in this
way:

“With the coming of the picture, broadcasting loses its peculiarity as
a new medium of expression and becomes purely 2 medium of dissemina-
tion. It will be able to transmit films for us, and then film esthetics will
apply to its presentations; it will give us theatre pieces and then the
dramaturgy of the theatre will apply to it; and, by giving both, it will
make even more distinct the impure mixture of the two forms of art in
the talking films of today . ..

“The divorce between theatre and film which today depends largely
on such external facts as that, in the one case, it is a matter of an actual
flesh-and-blood performance and in the other of 2 merely projected rep-
resentation, and that both sorts of performance are given in different
buildings, will either vanish before the screen of the television apparatus,
or will have to be founded on more essential and inner differences. The
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television apparatus will also be a lecturer’s desk, 2 concert platform and
a pulpit, and will be differentiated from these, not in the method of
presentation but only in the method of dissemination . . .

“So television as a means of spiritual intercourse, proves to be a
relative of the car and the aeroplane. It is merely a means of transmis-
sion, containing no such elements of 2 new mode of presenting reality
as the film and non-pictorial wireless.”

More recently (1953), Franklin Sweetser has argued similarly
that “television offers very little that is new in the way of content,
although it is selective in its emphasis as a result of its technical
scope and limitation . . . The ideas and images communicated are
largely those also presented through other media.”

In both these quotations the underlying assumption is that
television functions largely to project information or to communi-
cate experience in 2 manner already well developed either by the
traditional art forms or by the other popular arts. Certain qualifica-
tions immediately suggest themselves. Television drama, for example,
uses techniques which are in some ways quite different from those
of the legitimate theater or motion pictures. The actors have a highly
restricted scope of movement. The amount and type of scenery per-
mitted, and the frequency of scene change, are seriously different
both from Broadway and from Hollywood. It must be acknowledged
that the differences are far less drastic than those between radio drama
and the drama of theater or motion pictures.

Theater, film and television are all branches of the same
dramatic art. Television, like each of the other two, is unique as a
medium because the conditions under which communication takes
place in each case shape both the substance of the message and the
way of expressing it.



3. THE CONTENT OF
TELEVISION PROGRAMMING

Unlike radio, which gradually developed program techniques
and formats over a period of years of trial and error, television came
into existence in a nearly full-blown state. As the offspring of radio,
it immediately fell heir to many of the established programming
patterns of that medium, to which was now added a new visual
dimension.

Live television drama has also borrowed heavily from the well-
tried formulas of Hollywood. From the very start television relied
on standard feature motion pictures to fill a large proportion of its
total air time. As time went on an increasing number of “package”
programs developed especially for TV were put on film, to permit
economies of production, more flexible scheduling and additional
revenues from repeat broadcasts. Nearly half of evening network pro-
gram time is now on film.

The widespread use of Hollywood films helps to make the
sum total of television fare remarkably uniform from coast to coast.
Compared with the radio listener, the TV viewer’s choices are limited
even more than might be suggested by the fact that there are far
fewer TV than radio stations among which to choose. There is also
greater uniformity of television program content, compared to that
of radio. A much higher percentage of TV than of radio programs
come from the networks; correspondingly fewer are locally originated.

There has thus far been less room for independent stations, not
affiliated with a network, in television than in radio. One reason why
there are few unaffiliated TV stations is that there are comparatively
few stations altogether. By contrast with the situation in radio, there
are only a few cities where there are more TV stations than networks
—and network affiliation is always limited to one station in any town.
Television stations in one- and two-station markets are often affiliated
with several networks so that they can actually pick and choose among
top caliber national programming in the peak viewing hours. Many

42
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small radio stations are operated on a shoe-string, but TV equip-
ment is more expensive. It is harder for a small independent TV sta-
tion to go into business and keep solvent.

[t costs a great deal more to prepare a television show than
to put an equivalent show on radio. This means that program sup-
port tends to come from the large national advertisers who have
bigger resources than the local sponsor and who can spread their
production costs over a number of stations. This fact also heightens
the relative importance of network over local programs for TV as
compared with radio.

In television’s early years most stations confined their air time
to the evening hours of peak listening, but more and more stations
are broadcasting on a full daily schedule. This has heightened TV’s
appetite for additional programming material. Television faces a
greater problem than radio in filling air time, because it requires
programs which are visually as well as orally stimulating, while radio
can easily fall back on recorded music.

The content of television programs is bounded within certain
limits by the size and composition of the audience available at differ-
ent times of the day and evening. Programs of a type which entails
heavy production expenses are almost inevitably broadcast during the
peak hours of evening and weekend viewing, when the size of the
‘audience will justify the cost.

Early morning shows are usually designed to appeal to the
entire family, which has not yet split up for school and work. After
8:30 or 9:00 A.M. (except for films and a few shows for pre-school
children), the air waves are largely devoted to programs aimed at the
housewife. These women’s programs continue until late afternoon
when the children are back from school and play. During the hours
when children’s programs are dominant, some stations continue to
go after the women’s or general adult audience. From the time of
the dinner hour, programs assume a family character. Except for
sports shows, they are not aimed strictly at one sex, nor are they
usually aimed at one particular age group.

These elementary facts on the composition of the audience set
the broad limits within which programming decisions are made.
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They do not themselves determine what kinds of shows go on the
air. The proven or estimated popularity or unpopularity of individual
programs is an important consideration.

One essential characteristic of the viewing audience is its de-
mand for variety. In this respect the audiences for all mass media
appear alike. People approach them in different moods and with
different expectations at various times, and they are quickly able to
adapt their moods and expectations to fit what is being offered to
them. We shall see in the next chapter that television programs of
very different types tend to get audiences of about the same size, on
the average. The reason is that the same viewers watch many pro-
grams that range over a wide variety of types. Hardly any part of
the audience limits its viewing to programs of only one particular
stripe, like mystery, drama or comedy.

The network broadcasters are strongly aware of the audience’s
demand for variety in programming, and they normally seek to pro-
vide some balance in their schedules. Their main concern is to main-
tain enough sequence, continuity and drawing power in their total
line-up of programs to be able to hold their audience throughout
the evening at maximum strength. In setting up a schedule they try
to take into account the competitive programming for the same time
period, but full information on the plans of the rival networks is
not always available at the time when their own decisions are made.
This accounts for the phenomenon, occasionally encountered, of two
networks simultaneously offering programs of the same type. When
this happens there is frustration both on the part of that segment of
the audience which would enjoy the chance to watch both shows (at
different times), and also on the part of those who do not care for
this type of program at all and whose choice is limited accordingly.

While the networks control the timing and selection of pro-
grams, they do not necessarily control their content. Sponsor maga-
zine of October 31, 1955, reports that the networks control only half
of the 844 hours of weekly network programming. The remaining
shows are the property either of advertisers and their agencies or of
“package producers.”
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Big Stations and Little Stations

In TV as in radio, big stations and little stations do not
usually follow the same programming format. Since the big stations
tend to be in big cities, and the little stations in little cities, this
means that people in large and small towns are not exposed to the
same kinds of broadcasts in the same proportions.

“An Analysis of Radio’s Programming” made by Kenneth
Baker in 1946 found that half the programs broadcast by small sta-
tions (of 250 watts or less) were of a musical type. For the large
stations (of 7500 watts and over) only a third of the programs were
musical. Baker found that the small stations in his sample broadcast
only 14% of their programs on a local live basis, compared with 33%
of the large stations. Conversely, a larger percentage of the programs
broadcast over the smaller stations were recorded or transcribed, or
came from the network. The smaller stations were more apt to be
considered expendable by national advertisers. They carried a lower
percentage of commercially sponsored network programs (21%), com-
pared with the large stations (34%). However, they carried about the
same proportion of “sustaining” non-sponsored programs (37%).

A further distinction between large and small radio stations
had been described earlier by Alvin Meyrowitz and Marjorie Fiske.
They pointed out that the small station, which was less apt to have
a network affiliation, carried a local appeal and tended to attract a
less educated audience with relatively limited horizons. The large
station, typically affiliated with a network, carried the “glamor”
appeal of New York and Hollywood where its programs originated.

If this was so in the case of radio, it carries an interesting
implication for television which, as we have noted, has thus far had
much less room for independents. Since evening programming on
TV is overwhelmingly supplied by the networks, the medium as a
whole tends to present a highly uniform cultural influence, and one
with a predominantly metropolitan, sophisticated “glamor” appeal.

A survey made by the National Association of Radio and
Television Broadcasters in 1955 found that 51% of a// TV station
operating hours (day and evening) are devoted to network programs.
Of the locally-originated broadcast time, approximately two-thirds
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consisted of live programs and the remainder is on film. (To put this
another way—of every hour broadcast by the average television sta-
tion, about twenty minutes is locally produced, thirty minutes comes
from the network and ten minutes is a film produced in Hollywood
or New York.)

This survey revealed some interesting differences berween tele-
vision markets of different sizes in the proportion of network and
locally-originated live programming. As Table 9 shows, the very
smallest markets, in which there are proportionately the least number
of television homes, have the highest percentage of their air time
devoted to films, and the lowest percentage (only a third) to network
programs. These newer or smaller markets represent less desirable
territories for the advertiser, and the per capita cost of attracting an
audience is higher than in the bigger TV cities. There is therefore
less inclination among buyers of advertising time to add stations in
the smaller markets to a network line-up.

TABLE 9

How Is TV Time Distributed?
(Source: NARTB 1955 Survey)

Number of TV Families in Station Area

All Less than  50.000-  150,000- 500.000- Over
Stations 50,000 150,000 500,000 1,000,000 1,000,000
Network hours 51% 33% 44%  56% 53% 48%
Local hours
Live 19 26 15 17 21 20
Film 30 41 41 27 26 32

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Total Operating Hours  98:25  63:57  75:54  103:34  114:15 115:16

Larger markets have a higher percentage of network hours,
but the highest percentage of broadcast time devoted to network
shows was found in the middle-sized markets ranging between
150,000 and half a million television homes. These markets are
generally large enough to attract the interest of national advertisers,
but not so large that they contain stations which lack network
affiliations.

The very biggest markets, with over a million television
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families, have more independent stations, but their broadcasting day
is longer—twice as long on the average as the stations in the very
smallest TV markets. Because they have more air time to fill, net-
work programming (which might be used up to the available limit)
still represents a somewhat smaller proportion of the total than is
true of the middle-sized markets.

The distribution of total broadcast time, as just described,
gives no accurate indication of the importance of network program-
ming in determining the general character of TV. Network broad-
casts typically come at the times when television has its largest
audiences, so that their impact on the total viewing experience of
the American public is proportionately far greater than the previous
discussion indicates.

In those few cities where the numbper of television outlets
exceeds the number of networks (three), individual non-affiliated
stations may develop a specialized kind of programming character
which resembles that of many independent radio stations. This is
most apparent in New York City, which has seven working chan-
nels, and Los Angeles, which has eight (including one in San Diego).

In a study of all the programs on Los Angeles television dur-
ing 2 week in 1951, Dallas Smythe and Angus Campbell discovered
that the amount of air time devoted to “drama” ranges from 60% for
KFI-TV to 25% for KTTV. This reflects the high percentage of time
devoted by KFI-TV, an independent station, to broadcasts of feature
films (which these researchers classified as “drama’). By contrast, chil-
dren’s programs represent only 1% of the time on KFI-TV, but 26% of
the time on another station. Domestic programs dealing with cooking,
shopping and personal care range between 43% and 3% of air time
on different stations.

How Network Program Time Is Distributed

How is TV network time actually divided among programs
of different types? One way to answer this question is to see how
sponsored evening network programs break down into the categories
defined by the A. C. Nielsen Company in connection with its audi-
ence measurement service. (Nielsen’s program listings are not alto-
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gether complete; they do not include sustaining programs, or those
carried on regional networks, or cooperative programs in which local
sponsors participate, or nationally sponsored film shows broadcast on
a “spot” basis, but they cover the great bulk of network shows.)

TABLE 10
Changes in Sponsored Evening Television
Network Program Content
(March)
(Based on A. C. Nielsen Program Categories)
1950 1953 1955
News 7% 9% 5%
Quiz, Audience Participation 11 12 10
Mystery Drama 7 12 5
General Drama 20 17 19
Concert Music 2 1 2
Musical Variety 14 4 3
Popular Music 2 2 16
Situation Comedy 4 13 18
Sports Events 14 14 5
General Variety 19 16 17
100% 100% 100%

In Table 10 all the network programs listed by the Nielsen
service have been classified and the total for each category has been
computed as a percentage of the sum of network broadcast hours.
This has been done for the month of March at three points during a
recent five-year period in which television underwent enormous
growth. Between 1950 and 1955 television emerged from almost
nothing to become a major force in American life. Yet it is apparent
from the table that during this period there was no striking change
in the way that the television networks distributed their time among
programs of various types. Even though some individual types of
shows rose or fell in their share of the total time, the general formula
used by the broadcasters remained much the same.

Drama, comedy-variety, music and quiz shows are the staples
of television’s daily programming diet. Although the program cate-
gories are broadly defined, it is clearly apparent that they are virtually
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all in the realm of entertainment. With the exception of news shows,
none of them are concerned with ideas or information.

The absence of major change jibes quite well with an obser-
vation made by Paul Lazarsfeld and Patricia Kendall in analyzing the
results of two successive surveys on radio listening habits. These
surveys showed a virtually identical pattern of programming likes
and dislikes in 1945 and 1947. The authors conclude that the Ameri-
can public changes its entertainment tastes very gradually, when it
changes them at all. The preferences of the audience influence the
programming decisions of the broadcasters, and vice-versa. It is there-
fore not too surprising to find the same general consistency we find
in examining audience opinion also reflected in the distribution of
television air time.

The TV programming pattern has not been altogether static,
however. Two big changes can be traced in the five-year period
studied here: (1) the rise of the situation comedy, which deals
primarily with domestic situations, and (2) a decline in sponsored
sports events.

While a rise was shown by situation comedy, perhaps be-
cause of the enormous success of “I Love Lucy,” this does not appear
to have taken place at the expense of other types of comedy pro-
grams. At least there was no change in the position of general variety
programs which usually feature comedians among their “acts.”

The decline in sports programs reflects a tendency for such
events increasingly to be televised under local sponsorship rather
than on the network. It does not necessarily mean that there are
fewer sports programs on the air, though it certainly means that they
have been shunted into less desirable viewing periods.

Mystery drama took a jump between 1950 and 1953 (the hey-
day of “Dragnet”) but it has since declined, while general drama
has remained quite stable.

There has been a shift from musical variety shows to popular
music programs, but the line of delineation here is fuzzy, and we
cannot be sure that Nielsen’s method of classification has not changed
somewhat from year to year. We can only say that there was a general
decline in musical programs between 1950 and 1953, and a subsequent
revival.
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The TV Spectacular

One important development in TV programming which is not
fully mirrored in Table 10 is the emergence of the television “spec-
tacular” since 1954. The spectacular may be defined as a program an
hour or longer in duration which gathers together far more than the
usual assemblage of stellar talent and therefore incurs far more than
the usual production costs. A spectacular is not broadcast on a regu-
lar weekly basis like other programs, but is presented as a “special
event,” strongly promoted and advertised. The first spectaculars were
produced as “one-shots” for highly special occasions like a com-
pany’s major anniversary. After their first season a number of them
have become regularly scheduled programs which differ from other
shows in their infrequency—once a month rather than once a week.

Spectaculars have taken the form both of dramatic and variety
presentations. In their initial phases they were closely related to the
attempt on the part of the networks, particularly the National Broad-
casting Company, to boost color television to popularity; most spec-
taculars have been broadcast in color as well as in black and white.

Spectaculars were sold to advertisers on the premise that
viewers would appreciate an extraordinary spectacle. It was argued
that the large audiences attracted would compensate for the high costs
of production. As a matter of fact, a number of advertisers who were
among the first sponsors of spectaculars have expressed disappoint-
ment and changed their scrategy. Others have remained satisfied.

On the whole, viewers appear to have reacted favorably. Some
individual spectaculars have attracted audiences of unusually large
size, even for television. Others have done no better than many con-
ventional variety shows which cost far less to produce. In a number
of cases, spectaculars have not been able to outpull the regular pro-
gram schedule offered by the competing network. Some spectaculars
appear to represent a relatively less efficient advertising vehicle than
can be obtained with conventional programs, and their audiences do
not seem to have any higher an awareness of the sponsor or his
products. For the viewers, on the other hand, spectaculars present
an opportunity to see entertainment of exceptional quality. If there
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1s a contradiction of interests in this, the audience thus far seems to
have had the best of the bargain.

The advent of spectaculars may have had one interesting side-
effect. Their audiences are in large measure attracted by display
advertisements on the television pages of newspapers. The fact that
their appearance is announced in this way has possibly encouraged
the practice, on the part of viewers, of consulting program listings.
This suggests that, over a period of time, it may be expected that
viewers will become more selective and deliberate in their program
choices, and that random tuning will decline in importance.

A Content Analysis of the Television Week

Thus far we have approached the subject of television content
in terms of program types. We have looked at groups of programs
which share certain major characteristics that lead broadcasters and
advertisers to think of them as belonging in one category or another.

A different approach to the subject is exhibited in a group of
studies which have gone beyond the general categories to look ar
the components of individual programs. This research attempts to
describe what is perceived by the viewer rather than what is listed
in the schedules or audience rating reports.

Between 1951 and 1953 a series of studies of TV output was
made under the direction of Dallas W. Smythe for the National Asso-
ciation of Educational Broadcasters. Smythe and his associates
approached the question of TVs content with the premise that any
communication reflects and carries certain specific definable cultural
and social values. They therefore were particularly concerned with
the kinds of symbols which television broadcasters, consciously or
unconsciously, used to depict reality.

In each city studied by Smythe, the total output of all the
TV stations was monitored over a seven-day period. This period was
assumed to offer an adequate sample of the output in that area. The
monitoring was done by trained observers who coded and timed the
content of what they saw, in terms of predesignated categories.

The first study, by Smythe and Campbell, has already been
cited. In an analysis of Los Angeles television for the week of May
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23-29, 1951, the authors found that a fourth of total TV program
time was devoted to “general adult drama.” Smythe did not separate
feature films from other types of television drama because he was
concerned with the character of what went ourt over the air rather
than with the manner in which it originated.

About 16% of air time consisted of domestic (homemaking)
programs; 12% was news, 10% children’s programs and 6% music. Only
3% was devoted to programs of an informational type and 2% to
programs featuring public institutions. Less than 1% each were spent
on religion, weather and public events. Between 7 and 11 PM (when
viewing was greatest) very little air time was devoted to public issues.

Network regulations give the sponsor six “commercial” minutes
for a full-hour program, but one or two minutes are usually sold by
local stations for “spot” announcements between shows. In Los
Angeles Smythe and Campbell found that 18% of all the broadcast
time involved advertising. About 12% of the time went for direct
selling of the sort which jibes reasonably well with the regulations
just cited. However, an additional 6% of the time represented an-
other kind of exposure to advertising. In these instances the sponsor’s
name or slogan was part of the background against which the enter-
tainment took place, or part of the show’s opening and closing.

Smythe and Campbell also noted that over half of the program
time during the children’s hours between 5 and 7 PM was devoted to
western dramas (largely film). Two-thirds represented either western
crime or action drama.

The second study of the series is reported by Donald Horton,
Hans Mauksch and Kurt Lang, who studied the broadcast output of
four Chicago stations for the first week in August, 1951. In this case
also it was found that 26% of the total broadcast time was devoted to
drama. In a more refined breakdown, 6% was classified as adventure
and action drama, 6% western and 5% crime and horror.

Sports accounted for 18% of air time, variety and vaudeville pro-
grams for 8%, “personality programs” for 6%. Quiz, stunt and talent
programs represented 6% of broadcast hours, music 3%.

Programs dealing with social problems accounted for less than
half of one per cent of the total. The proportion of informational
shows appeared to be higher in Chicago for the week studied than
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it had been in Los Angeles a few months earlier. 12% of broad-
cast time was classified as being informational in character and 3%
as “orientational.”

There is no indication of whether this reflected an actual dif-
ference in programming policy between the Los Angeles and Chicago
stations, or merely the fact that unsponsored shows of an informa-
tional character may have gone on the air in Chicago for the sum-
mer slack period. In Chicago a higher percentage of total air time
appeared to be devoted to advertising (perhaps because there were
fewer stations to share the burden). 15% of air time went into the
primary or “direct-sell” type of advertising, and the total percentage
was raised to 28% by advertising of the indirect or secondary type.

85% of the program time was found to be addressed to adults
generally. Only 7% was aimed specifically at women and 8% at nursery
or elementary school children. Practically none was directed at men
or to teen-agers.

A year later Smythe analyzed TV broadcasting in a one-station
market, New Haven, Connecticut. Here he found about the same
proportion of total air time devoted to drama (29%) and to adver-
tising (13% on “primary” advertising) as in his research in the
larger markets. In New Haven, Smythe looked beyond the broad
program categories to consider what the programs actually contained.
His most interesting finding in this respect was that during the hours
in which children’s programs were broadcast (between 5 and 7 PM)
violent acts were shown at twice the rate as at other hours of the
week. '

During the period that his other studies were being done and
analyzed, Smythe was also embarked on a longer-range investigation
of TV content in New York City. Since this was carried on over a
three-year period, it permits a comparison of trends (shown in
Table 11).

Between the measurements made in 1951 and 1953, the total
number of broadcast hours increased 16% in New York City, all on the
network-owned stations. The largest increase, proportionately, took
place during the children’s hours and late evening hours. Smythe
found 14% of air time devoted to advertising in 1951. By 1952 and
1953 this had risen to 18% of the total.
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During this period, changes in daytime TV programming were
more striking than those in the evening. More feature films were
being aired, particularly to fill out the longer broadcast day. Smythe
reports that filmed drama represented 46% of total air time in 1952,
and rose to 53% in 1953.

The biggest change was an increase in the percentage of time
devoted to general drama (including films), from 25% to 43%. Gen-
eral variety programs grew from 4% to 14% of the total time. Dur-
ing the period studied, children’s programming appeared to become
dispersed over a broader time period. It became less concentrated in
the conventional children’s hours from five to seven.

_
TABLE 11
Breakdown of Total New York TV Air Time,
By Program Types
1951-1953
(Summarized from Smythe New York TV Content Study)
1951 1952 1953
General Drama 25% 36% 43%
Children’s Drama 8 7 4
General Variety 14 6 4
Domestic Variety 3 2 5
Children’s and Teen-Age Variety 2 2 3
Music 4 4 4
Personalities 4 2 3
Quiz, Stunts, Contests 7 7 6
Sports 9 7 6
News (General) 6 6 7
Weather 3 3 2
Other Information-Type 9 10 8
Orientation-Type 5 7 _6
100% 100% 100%
Total Minutes 33,837 37,645 39,104

The Symbolic Content of TV Programming

In the New York studies Smythe went considerably beyond
his classification of general program types, by an actual examination
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of the symbols and characters involved in the programs. The descrip-
tion which comes out of this is one which must appear familiar to
any student of the popular arts.

An act of violence or a threat of violence was found to occur
about every ten minutes of broadcast TV time, with a slight (and
probably not significant) increase between 1952 and 1953. Violence
occurred mostly in crime, western action and comedy. In 1952 the
fist or the foot appeared to be the chief agent of violence. In 1953
it was the gun.

Smythe presents a special analysis of 86 dramatic programs
produced for television (as distinct from feature films). This gives
some interesting indications of the kind of dramatic content which
television offers its viewers. These programs represented 21% of total
drama time on the air in 1953. They broke down about equally be-
tween domestic drama, crime, comedy and romance drama.

As the setting for these dramas, fictitious localities out-
numbered real ones, three to one. In foreign settings, where it was
often necessary or desirable for a city to be identified as Paris, Rome
or London, real and fictitious locales occurred about equally often.
In the United States, cities bore make-believe names or were left
nameless in four cases out of five. This probably reflects the desire
of the broadcasters to avoid offending any part of their audience.
Since most television drama involves episodes of stress or trouble,
the theory may be that any big American city where it takes place
had best be left unidentified.

Television drama is set in the present, in four cases out of
five. This is nearly always true when the scene is laid in the United
States. Where the action takes place abroad it represents the past
as often as the present.

There were 476 characters who appeared in the TV dramas
that Smythe studied. They represented the protagonists whose fate
the viewers were asked to follow and with whose concerns they were
expected, in a sense, to identify their own. It therefore seemed par-
ticularly important to find out what kinds of people they were. In
making this analysis Smythe followed in the tradition of earlier re-
search which has demonstrated the wide disparity berween the average
man and the kinds of heroes depicted in the popular arts.
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In the Payne Fund studies of the movies, made in the early
1930’s, Edgar Dale found that 33% of the heroes, 44% of the heroines,
54% of the villains and 63% of the female villains were wealthy or
“ultra-wealthy.” Most of them appeared to have no occupation. Over
60% of the American population was married at this time, but in the
films this was true of only 15% of the men and 21% of the women.
Commenting on these findings, Henry Forman observes sardonically:

“Were the population of the United States, the population of the
globe itself, so arranged and distributed, there would be no farming, no
manufacturing, almost no industry; no vital statistics (excepting murders),
almost no science, no economic problems and no economics. Such a
world would speedily starve to death.”

A somewhat similar comment might be made from Smythe’s
findings, though it could not be quite as caustic. While television
characters in the 1950’s also appear to be far from a typical cross-
section of American life, they seem slightly less remote from reality
than the film characters of the 1930’s.

The daytime serials analyzed by Smythe had 6.7 characters
each, whereas the dramatic programs which appeared only on a once-a-
week basis, had an average of 54. Men outnumbered women, two to
one. Their average age was 38. For the women it was 33. The world
of television is largely populated by mature adults. Three-fourths of
the characters depicted were somewhere within the age range of 20-
49, which actually includes about half of the total U. S. population.

In four cases out of five the TV characters were white Ameri-
cans. Only 2% were Negroes. 5% were identifiable as English, 3% as
Italian, 2% as French and 1% as Russians. No Jews were identified as
such. Television apparently has followed in one unfortunate tradition
of the American film and stage by stereotyping Italians as a criminal
element: only 44% of those depicted were shown to be law abiding,
although other minority or foreign groups were not singled out in
this way.

Nearly three-fourths of the characters in TV drama were shown
to be employed or employable, compared with two out of every five
persons in the population of the United States. Somewhat surprisingly,
the TV villains were apt to be members of the labor force—in six cases
out of seven, while one hero out of three had no discernible job or
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profession. While the movie heroes of an earlier day were apparently
drawn in large measure from a leisure class whose source of income
was uncertain, a majority of today’s television heroes are employed—at
‘jobs which tend to represent the American ideal. (This suggests a
shift from the depression epoch in which the subject of work was
perhaps too sensitive to intrude into entertainment, to a boom period
of full employment and idealization of the successful career man.)
According to Smythe:

“TV reflects a culture which values highly managerial and service
activities and rates low physical production work. Professionals, mana-
gers, officials and proprietors, service workers and private houschold
workers were 51% of the TV population, but only 11% of the United
States population.”

It is interesting to note that television depicts women’s roles
much more realistically than men’s. About the same proportion of
female characters in TV drama were housewives (two in five) as was
true of the population. It is principally the children, the aged, the
institutionalized who are underrepresented among TV characters.
Television drama focusses on healthy people. Only 3% of those shown
were unhealthy and an additional 2% mentally ill or “insane.”

The frequent depiction of violence on television raises ques-
tions about the place of the criminal in TV drama. According to
Smythe, one TV character in five is a lawbreaker. About four out of
every five are law-abiding, men more so than women.

Women in TV drama were on the side of the angels more
than men were. The TV villain was a man, rather than a woman, in
four cases out of five, while among heroes the proportion of men
was two out of three. Villains were older than heroes, on the whole,
and when the villain was female she was distinctly older than the
heroine—a threatening or obstructive matron or spinster. Their aver-
age was 43 for men and 47 for women while the heroes averaged 32

and the heroines 29.
Like other mass media in the U. S., television tends to pre-

sent its more sinister characters in alien garb. Smythe found that
Europeans accounted for 24% of the villains in TV drama but for
only 10% of the heroes. On the other hand white Americans repre-
sented 83% of the heroes but only 69% of the villains.
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Apparently it is only male foreigners who are apt to repre-
sent the forces of evil. Where the main hero was an American, he
was a man in three cases out of four. Where the main hero was not
an American, she was a woman in two cases out of three. In their
personality traits, villains were generally depicted as antithetical to
American cultural values, while heroes were, of course, well in tune.
However, the villains were presented as being just as active and po-
tent as the heroes were. The difference between the groups was one
of morality rather than ability.

In terms of the commonly accepted standards of the Ameri-
can community, journalists were portrayed as most nearly ideal in
their attributes of character, and scientists as most unlike the ideal.
Policemen and other public officers were generally portrayed in a
sympathetic light. Teachers were typically shown to be the most
clean, kind and fair of the professional groups, and journalists the
most honest. Scientists as least honest, kind and fair, and the lawyers
generally the “dirtiest” characters. Journalists, lawyers, teachers and
law-enforcement officers were most apt to conform to a narrow
stereotype of character whereas doctors were least apt to be portrayed
in a stereotyped manner.

In general, Smythe’s description of television’s characters is
congruent with other studies of the way in which American popular
art presents reality—a simplified and idealized picture. An objection
to these findings may be made on this score: Smythe and his col-
laborators base their analysis of TV’s dramatic content on the sum
total of 4/l television programming, including a substantial amount
of time devoted to local or package shows and to to daytime serials
with highly predictable plots. The effect of this procedure is that a
televised act of violence, or an ethnic stereotype,carries the same
weight, in Smythe’s analysis, whether it occurs in a program broad-
cast in the early afternoon on a minor station (with an audience of a
few tens of thousands) or on one of television’s top dramatic pro-
grams, broadcast at a peak viewing hour on a major network outlet,
with a million people watching.

The character of what goes out over the airwaves is prob-
ably less important than the character of what the audience chooses
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to see. Television programming ranges over a wide variety of sub-
jects and fits in with a diversity of moods and tastes. It is in the
patterning of actual viewing habits, to be discussed in the next chap-

ter, that we can best trace the impact of television on the temper
and outlook of the American public.



4. PATTERNS OF
TELEVISION VIEWING

The appeal of television—as measured by the size of its audi-
ences, night after night, and the amount of time spent viewing—
is far greater than that achieved by any other medium of mass com-
munication. With its dual impact on eye and ear television has an
extraordinary capacity to entertain, inform and impress its audience,
and to do so with a minimum demand for effort or concentration on
the part of the viewers.

Television has claimed its vast audience in two very different
ways: (1) It has diverted people from other media activities, like
radio listening, movie-going and reading; and (2) it has tapped new
reserves of the public’s leisure. It has “made” new free time by cut-
ting into other, non-media activities, or by combining them with TV
viewing. It seems to be taking some time that was not really spent
in activity at all, like sleeping, resting, or “sitting around”; it may
be hastening the performance of household chores or personal tasks
which were formerly stretched out to occupy empty hours.

By the spring of 1956, television had achieved indisputable
ascendancy over the other mass media. A cross section of 2,000 per-
sons in the New York Metropolitan area were asked by McCann-
Erickson, Inc., “If you could have only one of these four, which would
you prefer?” 50% chose television, 32% newspapers, 15% radio, and
3% magazines. Similar findings were obtained in Philadelphia. In
Charlotte, North Carolina, a city dominated by a single station and
with a lower percentage of television homes (75% compared with
90% in the other two cities), 40% preferred TV, 34% newspapers,
23% radio, and 3% magazines.

In television households, the total amount of time spent on
all four major media is substantially greater than in non-television
households. This finding emerges from a survey of the Metropolitan
New York area made in 1951 for the National Broadcasting Com-
pany in cooperation with Hofstra College. In this study set-owners
and non-owners were carefully matched to control for differences in
their characteristics. Similar results emerged from a 1953 statewide

60
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TABLE 12 |

Total Daily Time Spent with Four Media
(newspapers, magazines, radio, television) |

TV Owners Non-TV Owners 1

Metropolitan New York, 1951 |

{NBC-Hofstra survey) 4 hours 14 minutes 2 hours 58 minutes |

Kansas, 1953 (Whan survey) !

Men 5 hours 24 minutes 3 hours 38 minutes |
Women 6 hours 13 minutes 4 hours 26 minutes

{

Fort Wayne, 1953-4 After TV Before TV I

(NBC-Simmons survey:
New Set Buyers) 4 hours 27 minutes 3 hours 10 minutes I

survey made in Kansas by Forest Whan (who did not match the
owners and non-owners in his sample.)

A study made in Fort Wayne for NBC by Willard Simmons
in 1953-54 compared the total time spent with four media by the
same individuals, both before and after they acquired television.

In every case, as is made clear in Table 12, it was found that
television considerably increases the total amount of time spent with

the media.
The Fort Wayne survey found that people were spending al-

most as much time with television after they acquired their sets as
they had formerly spent with radio, magazines and newspapers put
together. These were, to be sure, new television owners for whom
the novelty of the new medium was especially great.

Media-Mindedness

Long before television, studies had shown that there are cer-
tain people who tend to expose themselves heavily to 4/ the media.
This can be understood in the light of the probability that all of the
popular media reflect rather similar subject interests and (with all the
exceptions that prove the rule) a common denominator of taste. In
large measure, “media-mindedness” reflects differences in education
and in socio-economic status. The college-educated upper-income
group does the most reading, while the high school-educated middle-
class group tends to be the greatest fans for movies, radio, and now,
for television.
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There are two reasons why the heaviest listening and viewing
is found at the middle rather than at the top or bottom of the social
and educational ladder.

1. Television and radio programs are for the most part directed
to the psychological and cultural interests of the average, middle
segment of the population, since this approach presents the greatest
promise of attracting the largest number of people to the audience.

2. People of above-average education and income have a greater
diversity of resources for spending their leisure. They have greater
mobility and are less apt to be dependent on home amusements.
They are more in the habit of reading, and have correspondingly less
time and inclination for viewing or listening. At the opposite ex-
treme, the people of lowest education and income are least apt to
turn to the mass media for recreation or information. This may reflect
a more constricted range of interests or a less developed capacity for
sustained attention. In this group, the family and the home are not
as much a focus of evening activity as they are in the middle class,
and a greater proportion of the housewives are apt to be working
during the day; this too means less opportunity to view and to listen.

Incerest in the media is not simply a by-product of an individ-
ual’s schooling and style of life. It also appears to reflect characteristics
of his personality, though these are not necessarily all of a single kind.
We can list several distinct hypotheses:

1. The “media-minded” person may have wider horizons, be
interested in more things, have greater energy applied to all the
spheres of life.

2. He may be a more insecure person, who requires a greater
measure of distraction from his frustrations, who continually has to
be diverted from the real world of people and problems to the fantasy

world of the media.
3. He may have a richer imagination, which demands constant

stimulation to feed his fantasy life.
4. He may be a more rigid and conformist sort of person, who

welcomes the stereotyped images which are offered by the mass media.

Paul Lazarsfeld and Patricia Kendall, in analyzing two studies
made by the National Opinion Research Center in 1945 and in 1947,
found that people who listened to the radio most were also the ones
who went to the movies most often and who read the most news-
papers, magazines and books. Similarly, the heaviest radio listeners
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were the first to buy television sets, and they have become the
heaviest viewers.

“Media-mindedness” was clearly demonstrated in a 1952 study
directed by Thomas Coffin for the National Broadcasting Company.
Coffin divided the television audience into “heavy” and “light” viewers
and made a similar division for radio, magazines, newspapers and mo-
tion pictures. As Table 13 shows, the heaviest TV viewers were most
often the ones who were also the most avid fans of the other media.

' TABLE 13

Heavy Interest in Television Reflects Heavy Interest in All Media

(Source: NBC Metropolitan New York Survey, 1952)

Number of Non-TV Media Per Cent of TV Ouwners
to Which There Is in Each Group
Heavy Exposure Who Are Heary Viewers
None 35%
One 40
Two 43
Three 46

The “media-minded” people who were the pioneer owners of
television sets also proved to be the greatest TV users. Studies made
in “Videotown” (New Brunswick, New Jersey) by the advertising
firm of Cunningham and Walsh compare the 1955 viewing habits of
people who have owned their sets for varying lengths of time. In
general, families who acquired their sets in 1951 or earlier spend con-

TABLE 14
The First To Buy TV Are the Greatest TV Fans

(Source: Cunningham and Walsh 1955 “Videotown” Survey)
Total Weekly Viewing Hours

When TV Set Was Per Person on Evenings (1955)
Purchased Monday through Friday
Before 1951 12.2
1951 13.2
1952 109
1953 9.9

1954 5.7
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siderably more time watching television now than do the more re-
cent purchasers (see Table 14).

An analysis of television habits, made by the American Re-
search Bureau in March, 1955, finds that half the television families
account for two-thirds of all viewing. A fourth of the television
families do two-fifths of the viewing. This heaviest viewing fourth
are also the people who were first to get television. They have had
their sets longest — 43 months on the average, compared with 31
months for the low-viewing fourth. They have the most children
(two under 20 in the average family). By contrast, half the families
in the bottom quarter (who do least viewing) have no children at all.

TABLE 15

How TV Viewing Varies from High to Low Interest Households

(Source: A. C. Nielsen data, April, 1955)

TV Interest Groups Hours Viewed Datly
Top 20% of households 8 hours 59 minutes
Next 20% 6 hours 11 minutes
Middle 20% 4 hours 44 minutes
Next 20% 3 hours 28 minutes
Bottom 20% 1 hour 22 minutes

Total 4 hours 57 minutes

A similar analysis made at the same time by the A. C. Nielsen
Company shows a closely similar pattern when TV homes are divided
into five groups of equal size but differing viewing habits. Table 15
indicates that the top fifth of the families in interest do 36% of all
television viewing. One TV household in five has its set turned on
nine hours a day. The average family operates its set five hours a day.

How Much Time for TV?

The purchase of a television set did not automatically transform
all the accumulated habits and life experiences of the average Ameri-
can. Its arrival in the house was apt to be an exciting event, much
discussed in advance, and followed by a period of fascinated absorption.

During its first few weeks in the household, the TV set became
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the focus of attention and interest, with all the members of the
household sampling all the available programs and neglecting other
activities.

The novelty of television wore off swiftly. Though the family
spent less time with it after the initial period of enchantment and
experimentation, they did not return to their previous routine. Tele-
vision had established its place as the most important single form of
entertainment and of passing the time.

As the TV viewing habit became firmly established, its strength
showed no signs of waning. If anything, the contrary took place.
Daily viewing time actually appears to have shown a slight increase
in the past few years, according to the measurements of the A. C.
Nielsen Company (shown in Table 16).

TABLE 16
Average Hours of Daily TV Viewing, per TV Home

(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)

1950 4.5
1951 4.7
1952 4.8
1953 4.7
1954 4.8
1955 (est.) 4.9

Similar findings emerge from the “Videotown” surveys, which
have been conducted since 1948 and therefore offer a particularly

TABLE 17

Increase in TV Viewing on Average Weekday Evening

(Source: Cunningham and Walsh “Videotown” Surveys)

% of Pegple Viewing Average Hours of Viewing
in All TV Homes for All Pegple
1951 68% 2.2
1952 70 2.3
1953 73 24
1954 74 23

1955 85 2.6
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good means of tracing changes in the viewing patterns of a test com-
munity. Table 17 shows a more dramatic upward trend in average
weekday evening viewing than is shown by Nielsen. However the
“Videotown” findings, limited as they are to a single city, are less
reliable as indications of what is happening in general than are the
Nielsen figures, which are based on a national sampling.

Differences in Amount of Viewing

Where television is most accessible, people are not only most
likely to own sets, but most likely to do some viewing outside the
home, even if they do not have a set themselves. A survey of viewing
habits in Kansas (made in 1953 by Forest Whan and summarized in
Table 18) shows that 17% of the urban families regularly viewed TV
outside their homes, compared with 14% of the village families and
11% of the farm families. The viewing reported was generally at the
homes of neighbors, friends or relatives.

TABLE 18
Ovut-of-Home Television Viewing
(Source: Whan Kansas TV Survey)
All Farm Village Urban
Families Families Familzes Families
View TV outside home 14% 11% 14% 17%
Where TV is viewed
outside home
Neighbor’s home 30% 37% 41% 23%
Other friend’s home 24 14 19 31
Relative’s home 34 38 30 35
At some other town 3 6 1 3
Elsewhere 9 5 9 8
100% 100% 100% 100%

Nielsen’s audience measurements (Table 19) indicate that TV
owners in big cities spend about the same amount of time with their
sets on weekdays as do those in smaller cities and towns, and slightly
more on Sundays.

The big-city viewers typically start viewing somewhat later in
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the evening than do the small-city residents, and they keep their sets
on far later in the evening.

TABLE 19
TV Viewing in Big Cities and Small Towns
(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)
Counties Where Main City Has:

500.000 or More 50,000-500,000 Less than 50,000
TV hours per day

per TV home 5 hrs. 8 min. 5 hrs. 4 min. 5 hrs. 2 min.

TV hours per Sunday 5 hrs. 24 min. 5 hrs. 4 hrs. 52 min.
Monday Evening

6-7 33% 39% 39%

7-8 42 49 51

89 59 63 67

9-10 63 69 69

10-11 55 53 47
11-Midnight 36 26 18

Though they may go to bed earlier, TV owners on Iowa farms
spend more time watching television than do either village or urban
viewers, according to a statewide survey directed in 1954 by Forest
Whan. This finding holds true, at least, for adults and teen-agers,
though not for children, who spend more time watching TV if they
live in villages than if they live on farms or in towns.

TABLE 20
Weekday Time Spent with TV in Set-Owning Families

(Source: Whan 1954 Iowa Survey)
Average Time Spent
Daily (in hours)

Urban Village Farm

Total (average home) 11.25 11.70 13.20

Men over 18 2.96 3.00 3.64

Women over 18 4.41 5.03 5.13

Teen-Agers 12-18 2.95 3.02 3.41

Children 4-11 3.15 3.95 3.44
S S —— )
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One possible explanation for the discrepancy between the
Iowa findings and Nielsen’s more reliable national measurements
lies in the fact that Nielsen reports on homes, Whan on individuals.
It may be that people in big cities are more apt to watch TV as indi-
viduals rather than as part of a family group, so that their viewing
is spread over a longer span of time,

TABLE 21

Weekly Television Viewing Hours, for Men, Women and Children

(Source: American Research Bureau, 1955)

Set Men Women  Children

Time Period Hours Hours Hours Hours
7 AM-Noon, Mon. thru Fri. 3.38 .88 2.86 2.39
Noon-3 PM, Mon. thru Fri. 2.33 .61 2.31 1.39
3.5 PM, Mon. thru Fri. 1.76 41 1.49 1.68
5-7 PM, Mon. thru Fri. 3.53 1.66 2.19 4.66
7-10 PM, Sun. thru Sat. 14.15 11.81 15.98 10.81
10 PM-Midn., Sun. thru Sat. 4,56 3.88 4.76 .80
Midn.-2 AM, Sun. thru Sat. .51 37 49 .06

Total* 30.22 19.62 30.08 21.79

*Note: This does not include daytime viewing on Saturday and Sunday.

Common sense would indicate that women, since they spend
more waking time at home than either men or children, would be
the heaviest viewers, as a group. This is borne out by audience
measurements such as those of the American Research Bureau, shown
in Table 21.

The Iowa study shows, of course, that women spend substan-
tially more time watching TV than men do. (See Table 20). Surpris-
ingly, however, teen-agers and children, who presumably have more
daily leisure time than adult men, do not spend substantially more
time in front of the set (except in the villages, where children have
fewer chores than on the farm, and where there are fewer outside
attractions than in town).

According to Whan’s Iowa survey, though women spend more
time watching television than do other members of the family, they
actually spend a smaller share of the time that they are at home and
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awake. Women spend proportionately less of their available home
time watching TV on Saturday than on weekdays or Sundays. Al-
though men do a lot of TV viewing on Sunday, they spend relatively
far more time on other activities around the home on that day than
during the week or on Saturday.

Television’s hold over young people is forcefully documented
in this study (Table 22). During the week, of every five hours Jowa
children and teen-agers spend at home and awake in TV households,
two are spent in front of the television set. On Sunday over half
their available time is spent watching TV.

TABLE 22
Television’s Share of Available Time
(Source: Whan 1954 lowa Survey)

Percentage of "'In-Home and Awake” Time
Average TV Set Owner Spends with TV

Weekdays Saturday Sunday
Men, over 18 34% 30% 17%
Women, over 18 29 24 32
Teen-Agers, 12-18 43 40 55
Children, 4-11 43 33 51

The Effects of Timing on
Audience Size and Composition

The composition of the television audience varies at different
hours of the day and the total size of the audience also varics. This
is shown by a number of audience measurement services, like Video-
dex, Pulse and the American Research Bureau. These services differ
somewhat in their survey methods, so that the figures they produce
are not identical, but they all show a similar pattern of findings.
This can be seen in Table 23.

TV viewing, like radio listening in its heyday, is preponder-
antly an activity of the evening hours, when the whole family is at
home. However, there is now a substantial audience at all times of
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TABLE 23

Size and Composition of the TV Audience, by Time of Day,
As Measured by Three Rating Services

A
(Source: Videodex)
Viewers
Men Women  Children  Teen-Agers  Per Set
Wecekday Evenings 34% 42% 17% 7% 2.7
Saturday Evenings 32 36 23 9 3.0
Sunday Evenings 35 41 16 8 2.8
B
(Source: American Research Bureau, Fall, 1954)
Total
Viewers
Men Women Children Per Set
Weckdays
Sign-on—Noon 15% 49% 36% 1.8
Noon—6 PM 12 55 33 1.8
6 PM—Sign-off 34 45 21 2.5
Saturday
Sign-on—Noon 13% 13% 74% 23
Noon—6 PM 46 25 29 2.3
6 PM—Sign-off 34 38 38 2.7
Sunday
Noon—6 PM 42% 32% 26% 2.4
6 PM—Sign-off 33 39 18 24
C
(Source: New York Telepulse)
Total
Children Audience
Time Period Men Women and Teen-Agers  (100%)
7-8 AM 25% 40% 35% 376,000
10-11 7 46 47 1,101,000
4-5 PM 17 30 53 1,895,000
5-6 13 20 63 2,751,000
8-9 33 38 29 5,672,000

11-12 47 47 6 1,538,000
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the day, and more and more stations are on a full daily schedule.

The television audience rises steadily through the morning
and then remains fairly level until late afternoon. At this point, with
the children home from school and play, set usage starts to rise again.
It reaches a peak between 8 and 11 PM, then drops sharply.

By contrast, radio (at its present stage of competition with
television) reaches its largest audience in the late morning, holds it
through lunch, and then slips somewhat. It maintains an audience
of fairly constant size until mid-evening. From then on it declines
as rural listeners retire to bed and others switch their attention to
the TV set. Table 24, based on the audience rating measurements of
the A. C. Nielsen Company, shows the percentage of homes watch-
ing television and listening to the radio at various hours of the day.

}
TABLE 24 i
How Television Viewing and Radio Listening
Vary by Season and Hour
(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)
1955— Per Cent of Total Homes in U. S. [
Watching Television Listening to Radio
Hour January July January July |
7-8 AM 3% 1% 9% 7%
8-9 8 2 13 9 1
9-10 12 6 15 10
10-11 15 ) 8 17 12 |
11-12 17 11 18 11
Noon-1 PM 23 16 18 12 ‘
1-2 20 14 18 12
23 20 16 16 11 '
34 23 18 15 11
4-5 26 20 15 10 [
5-6 37 21 14 9
67 46 24 15 9 |
7-8 54 25 15 7 !
89 66 32 14 6 |
9-10 67 40 12 5 |
10-11 59 45 9 5
11-Midnight 37 33 7 5 |
_ S {
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On the typical weekday, women make up about half the total
television audience, morning, afternoon and evening; teen-agers and
children represent about a third of the viewers in the morning and
afternoon, and men constitute a third in the evening. Women viewers
outnumber men at every hour of the day except after 11 PM. Even
during the hours when they are most likely to be at home, it appears
as though men are more likely than women to have other things to
do, away from the TV set. A “pilot study” made in Detroit in 1955
by the American Broadcasting Company found that, while women
viewed evening television 28% more than men, they exhibited pro-
portionately even “greater interest”—46% more than men.

Between 4 and 6 PM over half the television audience is made
up of children and teen-agers (nearly two-thirds between 5 and 6 PM).
On weekends the viewing pattern changes. Children represent three-
fourths of the Saturday morning viewers, and men (many watching
sports events) outnumber women among the Saturday and Sunday
afternoon viewers. Saturday evening audiences are somewhat larger
than on other nights, because children are permitted to stay up longer.

The viewing habits of the television audience are influenced
not only by the time of day, but by the timing of the major network
programs emanating from New York or Hollywood. In the Central
time zone, the top evening listening period starts, reaches a peak,
and finishes about an hour earlier than in the Eastern states. This
also tends to be true in the Far West, although many network pro-
grams are broadcast there on a delayed basis.

The size of the audience depends not only on the time of day
but on the time of year, as Table 24 indicates. Viewing and listening
are at their height in the winter months, and drop down in the sum-
mer, when outdoor activities beckon. Evening television, in particu-
lar, suffers during the summer months, even though the potential
audience is not cut as badly as might be supposed.

A survey conducted by Willard Simmons and directed by
Thomas Coffin for the Ndtional Broadcasting Company found (in
1951) that in 95% of metropolitan New York TV families someone
was at home on the average summer (June, July, August) night. As
many as 56% of the families took no summer vacation away from
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home. And of the television families who went away, 29% wartched
television at some time while they were on vacation.

Summer is typically a season of"repfacement” programs on
the air. The viewer’s dissatisfaction with unfamiliar or unappealing
entertainment fare may deter him from watching, as much as the
lure of the front porch, the beach, or the drive-in movie. In the later
evening hours, as the family returns home before bedtime, summer-
time viewing comes closer to winter levels.

Daytime Television and the Housewife Audience

Television today operates, and is viewed, around the clock.
The growth of the daytime television audience came about in the
face of all the original prognostications. In Advertising and Selling of
November 1938, one writer referred to the pioneer British experi-
ence: “They have found in London, that people want an hour of
television in the afternoon and an hour at night, and will complain
vehemently if they don’t get it. But evidently, that’s enough.”

That same month, Eldridge Peterson, writing in Printers Ink
(November 10, 1938), predicted:

“The number of hours during the day when television appears as
an advertising weapon will be limited. Television will demand concen-
trated attention, both visually and aurally, from the consumer. Whereas
many radios are tuned on at breakfast time, it is difficult to conceive a .
housewife, or a husband in a hurry to be off to business, stopping to
concentrate his visual and aural attention at breakfast time on a tele-
vision program, even were it in the dining room. Nor is the housewife
during the early morning hours of the day, when she is preparing break-
fast, getting the kids off to school, or doing the household marketing,
readily available for television programs.”

As recently as 1951, only 2% of the TV-owning housewives
in “Videotown” watched television on the average weekday morning,
—only 10% in the afternoon. By 1955, 17% were watching in the
average morning, 27% in the afternoon. (The proportion of all people
in TV homes who watched their sets at some time in the average
day rose from 70% in 1951 to 87% in 1955.)
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Daytime TV audiences have climbed to a respectable level as
more and more stations have programmed throughout the morning
and afternoon, and as the quality of these programs has improved.
But daytime viewing is still far below evening levels. At the same
time, daytime radio has continued to hold its own reasonably well
against the competition of television.

Before television entered the picture, a study by Paul Lazars-
feld and Helen Dinerman sought to distinguish women who listened
to morning radio from those who did not, though they were physi-
cally able to do so. The listeners were divided into the “story audi-
ence” for daytime serials and the other listeners, who disliked the
suspense and tension of domestic drama and wanted to be soothed
and diverted from their troubles.

Four types of non-listeners are distinguished in this study: the
“radio resisters,” the “program resisters” (whose dislikes «re less
generalized), the “radio-restricted” (whose work did not bring them
within easy reach of a radio set), and the “one-track-mind group.”
The latter, reported to account for three-fifths of all the non-listeners,
are described as those psychologically incapable of listening and
working at the same time.

If such a typology is to be adapted to television, the number
of categories must be even greater, and their arrangement even more
complex. There would have to be not only “radio-resisters” but
“radio and television resisters” and just plain “television resisters”
who are not averse to radio. Then too, the proportion of “television-
restricted” whose work takes them away from the living room must
be greater than for those who remain beyond earshot of radio. And
the number who find it psychologically impossible to view and work
simultaneously must be considerably greater for television than for
radio. All this would lead to the conclusion that television will find
it difficult ever to capture as large a share of the potential daytime
audience of women at home as radio did at its peak.

Programs and Audiences

Unlike a magazine article or a newspaper report, a television
or radio program normally continues in time. It is repeated day after
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day or week after week. Thus these programs tend to build up a
steady and loyal audience. The typical weekly half-hour evening
dramatic show on television is viewed about every other week by the
average member of its audience.

Like most figures of this kind, this one can be regarded from
two points of view. It can be considered evidence of a high degree
of audience loyalty that most viewers are sufficiently aware of,. and
familiar with a program so that they keep coming back to it at least
every other week, in spite of interruptions caused by other activities,
and in the face of competing broadcasts.

On the other hand, the continual turnover of viewers may
be seen as an indication that a program must fight for its life, broad-
cast after broadcast. This makes it difficult (in TV as in radio) to
maintain any true dramatic continuity from one program to the next
in a series. Where this is attempted each episode must be sufficiently
autonomous in character to be able to stand by itself. Daytime serials
must move at a snail’s pace, and with constant reiteration of what
has transpired, before, during and after the program itself.

The television audience is a constantly changing thing, as
viewers consult program listings in their newspapers or television
guides and sample the offerings on various channels, or as their other
home activities are switched or interrupted.

The shitting pattern of the audience can best be traced through
the measurements made by the A. C. Nielsen Company, which uses a
device that actually records all tuning activity on a set. One recent
analysis made by this method sought to determine where the audi-
ence of one evening television program came from. In this instance,
the following happened:

49% came directly from the preceding show on the same net-
work.

6% sampled both the preceding show on the same network
and the one on the rival network.

20% came directly from the preceding show on the rival net-
work.

8% tuned over to the competing show on the rival nerwork,
after first sampling our program.
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3% came over after first sampling the competing show on
the rival network.
3% tuned in after the show started, and had not been watch-
ing television before that.
11% came from other stations and networks.

The greatest amount of tuning in or out naturally takes place
at the half-hour mark when programs change. But a substantial part
of the TV audience stays with the same station, partly out of deliber-
ate choice (because they want to see the next program), partly be-
cause it may be the clearest image that they are watching, but also
partly because this represents the path of least resistance and effort.
Because the networks recognize this tendency for many viewers to
be governed by inertia, they are strongly aware of the value which
any outstandingly popular show has for the following programs on
the network schedule for any given evening. Conversely they recog-
nize that a weak program can jeopardize the ratings of the programs
which follow it.

The fact that timing may be far more important than the
quality of programming is well understood in broadcasting circles.
Advertising Age (June 27, 1955) states the point succinctly:

“The time franchise is the only stable commodity in this wild game
of programming. Time franchises reflect people’s living habits. Programs
come and programs go—even the best—but 9 or 9:30 PM, E.T., over
the years still is the best place for your changing program schedule. To
latch on to one of these prime times and hold on like a leech is the
principal rule of succeeding in television.”

As the competition among the networks has grown keener,
their programming decisions have shown increasing deference to the
principle of the strong continuous evening line-up. In a few notable
instances this has meant even a refusal on the network’s part to per-
mit a long-established sponsored program to return to the air at its
accustomed time. because of the feeling that other programs were
threatened by its low rating.

As we have already seen, at some times of the evening more
members of the family are at home watching television than at other
hours. As Table 25 demonstrates, some programs manage to attract
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more viewers from within the family than other programs can. As
a result, the total audience reached by a program is not necessarily
indicated exactly by its rating—if this measurement represents the
proportion of homes viewing or of sets tuned in.

TABLE 25
Two Programs with the Same Number of Sets
Tuned in May Differ in Audience Size
Program X Program Y
Number of sets tuned to broadcast 6,500,000 6,700,000
Viewers per set 2.3 2.7
Total audience 15,000,000 18,100,000

The size of audience which a program actracts is a reflection
of its own particular appeal, rather than of its general format. This
may be seen most clearly (in Table 26) when programs are grouped
by type into five major categories: general drama, mystery drama,
situation comedy, general variety (which includes comedy shows
with singing and dancing), and audience participation or quiz pro-
grams. Table 26 shows the audience ratings received by the most
and least successful programs, and by the middle programs, in each
category.

TABLE 26
How TV Programs of the Same Type Vary in Popularity, 1955

(One week’s audience ratings)

High Median Low
General Drama 39 (Producer’s Showcase) 24 (Goodyear Playhouse) 10 (They Stand
Accused)
Mystery Drama 41 (Dragnet) 22 (The Line-up) 10 (Rocky King)
Situation Comedy 52 (I Love Lucy) 23 (Mr. Peepers) 10 (Life With Father)
General Variety 51 (Bob Hope) 29 (Texaco Theater) 23 (You Asked For It)

Quiz, Audience
Participation 41 (You Bet Your Life) 24 (People Arc Funny) 9 (Twenty Questions)

The general variety programs (which usually are the most
lavish and expensive productions) do a little better, on the average,
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than shows of the other types, and they never do as poorly as the
least successful shows in other formats. But apart from this, it is evi-
dent that viewers like to diversify their program choices. As a result
the typical program of any one type does about as well as the typical
show of any other type. Success and failure depend on the ingredients,
not on the formula.

The Effect of Greater Program Choice

Because of the increasing number of stations, television is
today a more selective medium than it was a few years ago, though
it still does not offer the viewer the same great choice of programs
that radio does. In 1952 only 32% of TV sets were within reception
range of four or more stations. Today 61% are. A mere 7% of the
sets can now receive only one channel, compared with 35% in 1952.

The effect of increased opportunity for choice on the part of
the viewers has been heightened by competition for the public’s
attention. Network program audiences have continued to increase in
size as more and more people have acquired sets. But program ratings
(which represent the percentage of television homes that watch a
particular show) have declined as an inevitable result of the fact that
the available audience must be divided among more stations. This
can be seen in Table 27, which shows what happened after the
“freeze” was lifted.

TABLE 27
Increased Choice of Programs, and lts Effect on Ratings
September
1952 1954
Number of stations 108 377
Per cent of TV homes within
range of four stations or more 32% 61% ’
Average Nielsen ratings for all
evening programs 26 21

If there are only a few channels available to the television
viewer, it might be assumed that he would be more likely to turn to
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the radio set for entertainment, if the available TV programs are not
to his taste. On the other hand, if he can select among a variety of
television stations, one might expect him to turn to his radio less
often. Actually, this is not the case. Television viewing and radio
listening are both about the same in areas where only two television
stations can be seen as they are in areas with three, four or even seven
television stations. (See Table 28.)

o B ) |
| TABLE 28
TV Viewing and Radio Listening in Areas
With Varying Freedom of TV Program Choice
(Adapted from C. E. Hooper Data)

Number of TV Channels Evening, Sets in Use
in Area Television Radio
One 41% 16%
' Two 39 16
| Three 40 16
Four 39 17

l Five or more 41 17

Apparently people listen to the radio or watch television as an
activity that fits in with their moods or their other activities. If they
want to watch television, they will first check the available offerings,
but if they don’t care too much for any of them they will still watch
something rather than turn on the radio.

This is why television viewing stays at about the same level
every weekday evening, even though the calibre and popularity of
TV programs may be different on different nights. (Total viewing
does increase somewhat, though, when an extraordinarily popular
program like “I Love Lucy” is on the air, showing that such a pro-
gram does have the ability to attract some people who would other-
wise not be watching TV.) It is also why extremely well-known
entertainment personalities like Bob Hope, Jack Benny and Edgar
Bergen (all with large audiences in homes without TV) have in re-
cent years been unable to attract much more than 1% of the tele-
vision owners to their radio audience, although not one of them
broadcast at the same time as a TV comedy or variety program.
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A 1955 study by the American Research Bureau also shows
that the strength of the viewing habit appears to have little to do
with a person’s control over what he can view. The heavy viewers
(the one-fourth of all TV families who do two-fifths of the total
viewing) could receive about the same number of stations (about
four) on their sets as could the light viewers (the lowest fourth of
the families, in total viewing hours). Even though they had no wider
choice of programs, the heavy viewers found themselves more easily
satisfied with what was available.

Repeat Broadcasts

In its ceaseless search after something new to look at, the
television audience will often turn to something it originally missed
—or had rejected as its original first choice.

TABLE 29

Film Re-Runs Continue to Draw Large Audiences

(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)*

Total Winter Summer

Nielsen Rating

Original 31% 28% 28%

Re-run 22 23 19
Share of Audience

Original 47% 43% 43%

Re-run 43 39 39

Total Shows 254 53 201

*254 repeat film telecasts analyzed

One solution to the television screen’s insatiable appetite for
fresh material has been the practice of running a kinescope or film of
an original broadcast after an interval of time has elapsed. These re-
peat showings have demoristrated their capacity to win large audiences.
Since repeat runs of film shows are most common in the summer
months, when TV audiences are generally smaller, they only attract
about two-thirds as large an audience as they did originally. But an
analysis by Nielsen (Table 29) of 254 repeat film broadcasts, finds
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that the re-runs get almost as large a share (43%) of the available
audience as did the original shows (47%).

It is actually better to re-run films of previous broadcasts of
a well-established program, during the summer months, than to
introduce a summer replacement in the form of a completely new
live show. An analysis by the A. C. Nielsen Company shows that
filmed re-runs in the summer of 1955 were 38% below the February
rating level for the same programs, while completely new summer
replacement shows were 50% below the level of their winter prede-
cessors in the same time period. Over-all audiences (including those
of shows which remained on the air through the summer months)
were 33% less in July and August than in February.

One tentative conclusion may be drawn from the relatively
poorer showing made by replacement programs, compared with those
which were continued either live or through filmed rebroadcasts. It
appears that the summertime decline in ratings is at least partly due
to the lower calibre of replacement shows (often the trying ground
for new talent and ideas) or to the public’s unfamiliarity with them
and consequent lack of interest.

Different Programs Appeal to Different Audiences

While the time of day and day of week influence the composi-
tion of the audience by determining the availability of various mem-
bers of the family, programs of different character necessarily appeal
to different kinds of people. Differences in tastes and preferences may
be seen, for example, in some findings of the 1951 NBC-Hofstra sur-
vey of television in the New York Metropolitan area, shown in Table
30. In this study, TV owners were asked for a number of kinds of
shows, whether or not they liked “most programs” of each type.

The extent to which people say they like most programs of a
type bears no particular relation to their actual viewing habits, as
measured by the program rating services. In general, persons with
higher education are more critical of television fare than are the less
well-educated. At least, they are considerably less likely to say they
like “most programs” of any particular type.
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News programs are preferred by men somewhat more than by
women, and by young people more than by older ones. Although
they are favorably mentioned to about the same extent by people at
all educational levels, news looms larger (relative to other program
types) in the preferences of the college educated. Forums, equally
preferred by men and women, are most strongly favored by the better
educated, and by younger persons.

Dramatic programs are better liked by women than by men
and are best liked by the better educated. Perhaps because a high
proportion of television drama deals with problems of domestic life,
it has a greater attraction to persons in their thirties and forties than
to younger or older people.

Mystery programs, on the other hand, are most favorably men-
tioned by younger viewers, least by older ones. Mysteries are equally
popular among men and women, and they are better liked by people

| TABLE 30

l Program Preferences of TV Owners
by Personal Background Characteristics i

(Source: 1951 NBC-Hofstra Survey)

Per Cent of Each Group Who "Like Most Programs” of this Tipe

Quiz &
Audience
Comedy- Partici-
News Musical Variety Dramatic Sports Mystery Films pation  Forums
Total 65% 63% 62%  S51%  S0%  49% 40% 31%  28%
Sex
Men 70 58 65 43 72 48 36 27 28
Women 60 67 60 60 29 50 45 35 29
Age
18-29 59 60 65 48 49 53 43 25 17
30-39 63 62 61 56 49 52 39 26 24
40-49 70 63 62 51 53 48 40 33 29
50 + 71 67 64 46 52 42 43 42 40
Education

Completed Grammar School 67 70 ® 47 53 51 55 38 26
Some High School 63 68 ® 47 51 57 45 34 23
Completed High School 64 60 63 54 51 46 38 30 24
College 6 S0 46 ST 48 41 24 22 37
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who have not finished high school than by those with more education.

Musical programs are favored by women and by the older and
less educated. Quiz and audience participation shows follow the same
pattern.

Comedy-variety shows are almost as well liked by women as
by men. They are a favorite with people of all ages and all levels of
education—except for the college educated. Sports programs are over-
whelmingly an attraction for men rather than women, and preference
for them appears to be slightly greater among older and less educated
persons.

Feature films on television are more highly favored by women
than by men. They are equally well regarded at all age levels, but
approval of them is highest among the least educated. (This survey
was made before the release for television of a considerable number
of relatively recent films of a higher calibre than those originally
available.)

Research conducted by Whan in Kansas two years after the
NBC study shows a similar pattern of program preferences. In this
research, summarized in Table 31, differences in tastes may be discerned
between men and women, and among people of varying educational
background.

As in the NBC New York study, Kansas men prove to be
more partial to news and sports broadcasts, while women lean toward
dramatic programs, audience participation shows, and musical pro-
grams of both the classical and popular variety. In Kansas as in New
York, men and women are alike in their attitude toward comedy and
variety shows. The Kansas study also notes the predilection of women
for serial dramas and homemaking programs.

Because Whan makes a distinction between various types of
musical programs, his findings indicate the usual differences: classical
music is more favored by the better educated, “oldtime music” by
those with only a grade school education. Popular music or jazz is
better liked by the high-school educated group than by either the
grade-school or college-educated.

While the New York study found sports telecasts about
equally well favored at all educational levels, the Kansas survey finds
the preference for them greatest among the college educated. (In part
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this may reflect the narrower range of sports events telecast over
Kansas TV stations compared with those in New York.)

Preference for comedy and dramatic programs is heaviest among
the college educated. On the other hand, variety shows are less popu-
lar with people who have not gone beyond grade school than with
the other groups. News and audience participation shows appear to
maintain their general level of popularity across the board. Farming
programs, market reports, and religious programs are stronger among
the less-well educated rural element.

In 1955, Raymond Stanley, Malcolm MacLean and their asso-
ciates at the University of Wisconsin’s Television Laboratory inter-
viewed 225 residents of Stoughton, Wisconsin, on their preferences
for various types of television programming content. The findings
of this study closely parallel those already reported.

TABLE 31
How TV Program Preferences Differ by Education
(Source: 1953 Whan Kansas radio-television survey)
Men Women
High  Grade High Grade
College  School ~ School ~ College  School  School
News broadcasts 69% 66% 70% 58% 65% 57%
Comedians 70 63 61 67 62 62
Sports 70 62 55 47 37 33
Complete drama 60 55 42 67 59 47
Variety 49 50 34 52 56 47
Audience participation 37 42 38 48 53 54
Popular music 24 34 19 35 41 31
Talks, comment 28 18 23 21 14 15
"Oldtime music 7 21 26 5 14 20
Market reports 3 17 21 2 4 6
Religious 9 15 18 12 18 27
Classical music 20 14 7 25 18 10
Talks on farming 8 9 24 2 2 8
Serial drama 4 9 12 14 21 36
Brass bands 6 8 7 6 10 11
Homemaking 3 1 3 10 12 15




PATTERNS OF TELEVISION VIEWING 85

While opinion surveys like those just cited show considerable
differences in the program preferences of various population groups,
actual audience measurements indicate fewer differences than might
be expected in the extent to which various segments of the audience
actually view programs of different types. It is not in the least sur-
prising to find that seven out of ten viewers of a daytime serial like
“Road of Life” are women, or that nine out of ten who watch “Howdy
Doody” are children. But on the whole, as Table 32 shows, evening
programs do not show so overwhelming an appeal for only one seg-
ment of the public (even though boxing matches appear to have
nearly two male viewers for every woman).

TABLE 32
How the Composition of the Television Audience
Differs by Program Type
(Source: C. E. Hooper, Inc., Winter, 1954)
Men Women Children
Evening Shows
General Drama
(Armstrong Theater) 38% 48% 14%
Variety
(Toast of the Town) 38 45 17
Sports
(Pabst Fights) 59 33 8
Daytime Shows
Children’s
(Howdy Doody) 4% 7% 89%
Daytime Serial
(Road of Life) 10 70 20

An analysis (by the Pulse, Inc.) of audience composition for
programs on film also fails to show great differences between pro-
grams of various types. This can be seen in Table 33. Understand-
ably, the proportion of children is high in the case of children’s and
western-type programs. Children are also a strong audience com-
ponent in variety and comedy programs, which appear to attract the
entire family as a viewing group. But for most types of programs
the proportion of adult men to women in the audience remains
roughly the same, with women somewhat preponderant except in
the case of mystery dramas.
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TABLE 33

How Audience Composition Differs,
By Program Type (for film shows)
| (Adapted from U. S. Pulse TV)

Per Cent Total Viewers

Teen- Per Set
Program Type Men Women Agers  Children  (100%)
General Variety 26% 32% 10% 32% 2.0
General Drama 34 42 9 15 19
Situation Comedy 32 35 11 22 20
Western 24 21 11 44 2.1
Mystery Drama 39 39 9 13 2.0
Children’s Programs 22 25 11 42 19
Popular Music 32 49 11 8 1.8

What is the explanation for this absence of strong differences
in the audiences of such distinct kinds of entertainment? Viewing
takes place throughout the evening as a continuous activity in which
all adult members of the family who are home usually participate.
The selection of programs may now be resolved in favor of one
family member’s preference, now in favor of another. But it is rare
to find anyone leaving the living room for a half hour because the
program playing is not his first choice. Television viewing is the
evening’s pastime, and it continues regardless of content.



5. TV VIEWING IN ITS SOCIAL SETTING

Studies of television and other mass media generally present
reports expressed in terms of aggregate activity. As demonstrated by
the preceding chapter, emphasis is usually on the total numbers of
people in the audience or on the differences in the viewing patterns
of various sections of the population. Often such studies seem remi-
niscent of a mechanistic school of psychological theory, in which a
stimulus (the communications medium) acts on an inert subject (the
audience) and elicits an appropriate response. Actually, this is far
from being an accurate description of what takes place.

The mass media audience is never exposed to any communi-
cation in a vacuum. The audience invariably receives the message in
a social setting which profoundly influences the way in which the
message is perceived, interpreted and absorbed. Communication via
the mass media is more than an individual communication multiplied
a thousand or a million times.

The child sitting on his mother’s lap and hearing a story read
aloud is responding not merely to the abstract symbols on the printed
page but to the many sensations of love, security and mystery evoked
by this shared experience. In later life, the solitary reader finds
pleasure in reading not only because he has absorbed the author’s
wisdom or art but because he in turn can pass something of this on
to others.

The importance of the social setting is even more readily
apparent for viewing television than for reading. Since the days of
TV’s first appearance, the social character of viewing has gone through
at least three major stages.

1. The tavern phase. In the earlier days, television sets were
most often found in public places, notably in the taverns of large
cities. The tavern audience was predominantly a male fellowship,
particularly in workingclass neighborhoods, where the local bar is a
kind of club in which men are accustomed to spend their evenings.
The “crowd” at the tavern might include a core of intimates, a wider
circle of nodding acquaintances, and a relatively small number of

itinerant strangers.
87
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The advent of television gave a focus to tavern life. The noise
of the loudspeaker probably reduced the flow of casual small talk.
However, TV provided a common denominator of experience which
may actually have stimulated some conversation among people with
little in common to talk about. On the evenings when television
presented some outstanding attraction—especially an athletic contest
—the tavern acquired even more importance than usual as a center
of neighborhood life.

2. The pioneer phase. The first families to acquire TV sets were
drawn from a higher income level than those who made up the
tavern audience. Their viewing was no longer a public act. It took
place in the familiar setting of the home, and the entire family par-
ticipated. The pioneer set owners found their lives profoundly affected
by the new medium. It kept them at home more, and cut down on
outside activities like visiting or attendance at public events and
meetings.

The singular aspect of TV viewing at this stage was that it
was more than a family activity. The set-owning families were more
frequently visited by friends and neighbors who had not yet acquired
sets themselves. Their homes became social centers of a kind, though
the sociability was sometimes superficial. This was the epoch of the
“TV party,” in which visitors gathered to see the programs, were
fed beer and pretzels and left after only a minor exchange of ameni-
ties with the hosts.

3. The mature phase. In areas where television ownership
has spread to the point of virtual universality, viewing reverts to a
pattern which resembles that of radio listening in its prime. Viewing
is now almost wholly within the family group, with outsiders not
normally present. The television set remains the focal point of the
family’s typical evening activities. However, it probably no longer
occupies the dominant position which it enjoyed in TV’s earlier
days, when other social activities slackened and even casual conver-
sation was hushed in obedience to the set’s demands. Television pro-
grams represent one of the family’s principal shared experiences, and
as such are a subject for small talk and occasionally for real discussion.

With a well-established habit of steady viewing night after
night, it is not strange that the family which is suddenly deprived of
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television, through set breakdown or other circumstances, feels itself
at a great loss.

The television set is typically located in the living room, at
the heart of the family’s life. A survey conducted by Alfred Politz
for the Advertising Research Foundation in 1954 found 85% of the
sets in the living room (Table 34).

TABLE 34
Distribution of Radio and TV Sets—By Location

(Source: 1954 ARF-Politz Survey)

Location of All Location of All
Television Sets Radios
Living Room 85% 34%
Bedroom 3 29
Kitchen — 22
All Other 12 15
100% 100%

There is no reason to believe that the nature of television
viewing has now entered its final phase. As more families acquire
several sets, and as the sets themselves become lighter and less
cumbersome, TV will spread through the various rooms of the house,
much as radio has done, and viewing may become more of an indi-
vidual activity and less of a family affair.

What TV Does for People

How did television enter the home in the first place? The
obvious answer that it was acquired for purposes of family enter-
rainment is not necessarily the whole story. Melvin Goldberg, asking
102 pioneer TV owners in New York what had led them to buy a
television set, found a third referring to sports events, and a fourth
to home entertainment. 18% said their children had wanted a set.
15% commented that they had been viewing TV at friends’ homes
and now felt they wanted a set of their own.

In a study of 740 persons in a Boston neighborhood (1951),
Bernard Fine and Nathan Maccoby asked TV owners, ““What were
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your main reasons for buying the set?” 45% gave entertainment as
the reason, 13% said it was for the children, and 8% mentioned com-
panionship as the reason. People of below-average education were
most apt to mention TV’s value for the children, as though protest-
ing (too much) their own lack of interest.

94% of the TV owners interviewed in this survey said they
would buy a set if they “had to do it over again”—but, on this ques-
tion, two-thirds gave entertainment as a reason, and none mentioned
the children. This suggests that while the children may have been
the chief source of pressure to acquire TV in many households, once
the set was installed it became an independent source of pleasure for
the adult family members.

Of the non-television owners in this study who intended to
buy a set, 71% said they wanted it for entertainment purposes. Of
the non-owners who did not intend to buy a set, 42% said they had
no interest, 18% said the programs were too poor, and 40% said a set
would be too expensive.

On the other hand, the television owners viewed the main
disadvantages of TV somewhat differently: 22% said it was distract-
ing to the family or to work; 13% complained that “they never get
to bed;” 10% mentioned specific programs as being harmful to chil-
dren. (Middle-income persons mentioned disadvantages more fre-
quently than did upper or lower-income people.) It is interesting
that the bulk of the disadvantages listed by the TV owners reflect
their inability to control themselves once the set had been installed
in the house. This lack of confidence in one’s own ability to control
TV once it has entered the home is also mirrored in the apprehen-
sions of non-owners.

The TV owners tended to state the main advantages of tele-
vision in the form of generalities. 33% gave entertainment as the rea-
son, 25% cited education, 16% said TV keeps the family at home to-
gether, and 4% said it keeps the children off the street.

A similar pattern of findings was reported in a study in Lex-
ington, Kentucky, made by John McGeehan and Robert Maranville.
When housewives in 400 TV homes were asked what were the good
results of television ownership, 89% mentioned entertainment. 42%
specifically mentioned that it cut the expense of entertainment. 16%
reported that the family circle was more closely knit. 15% said it kept
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the children off the street, and 4% each mentioned TV’s educational
value or said it increased neighborliness. 2% felt that television had
no advantages or good results. Half the women interviewed said their
sets had been bought because of the interest of adults in the family.

It is evident that “entertainment” means different things to
different people. Once television entered a community, many people
fele that they had to acquire a set in order to keep up with the Joneses.
In a study of 784 set owners in Atlanta in 1951, Raymond Stewart
quotes the following remarks:

“Everyone expected us to have a set. I guess we wanted it because
it was embarrassing not to have one.”

“I didn’t want it but my husband did. He saw them in so many
homes and thought we ought to have one.”

On the other hand, the first persons to acquire a set enjoyed
the prestige of their pioneer status, and the special privileges of socia-
bility and social leadership:

“It hasn’t meant so much. I enjoyed it so much more when mine
was new. | had one of the first anywhere around. Then so many friends
came in to see it with me.”

Television, Stewart found, also has a very special meaning for
invalids, or for Southern Negroes who are similarly barred from
public entertainments:

“It provides pleasure for us, especially since my husband has
arthritis. It’s 2 medium for him to feel like he’s keeping up with things
and it passes the time.”

“It permits us to see things in an uncompromising manner. Ordi-
narily to see these things would require that we be segregated and occupy
the least desirable seats or vantage point. With television we’re on the
level with everyone else. Before television, radio provided the little bit
of equality we were able to get. We never wanted to see any show or
athletic event bad enough to be segregated in attending it.”

Television's Place in Family Life

Television viewing is characteristically a family activity, and
as such it represents a kind of experience which is distinct from that
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of other media. Radio at one time had the same character, but radio
listening appears increasingly to be something which people do by
themselves, like reading. On the other hand, “going out” to the
movies or to other forms of commercial entertainment is less likely
to involve the whole family, and correspondingly more often occurs
among persons of the same age group, whether this takes the form
of teen-age dating or of adult socializing.

Elliott Freidson, examining the leisure-time patterns of Illinois
grade-school boys of working-class background, found that “there is
a strong tendency for particular situations to be characteristic of
particular media: 52 per cent of the usual family situations were
encountered with television; 75 per cent of the peer situations with
movies; and 74 per cent of the alone situations with comics.”

In the study made in Atlanta by Stewart, 57% of the television
owners interviewed reported they prefer to watch television with
someone. Only 9% prefer to watch it by themselves, and the remainder
had no preference. (In practice, four out of five acknowledged that
they had watched a complete show alone.)

The family character of TV viewing has from the start aroused
a good deal of social commentary and speculation. Television’s appear-
ance was heralded as the beginning of a resurgence of American family
life. The forecast was made that it would bring children in from out-
doors to join with their elders around the hearth. Clerics, concerned
about the decline of the family in an age of innumerable distractions
and temptations, expressed the hope that television would enhance
the attractions of the home for those who were inclined to stray out-
side its shelter. Accompanying this pious optimism there were also
some skeptical voices. The rise of television, it was pointed out, rep-
resented an even further intrusion of the impersonal influences of
the mass media into the intimate circle of family life.

Which of these contradictory predictions has been shown to
be correct? Certainly television has proved to be a strong attractive
force for all members of the family. It has brought more family groups
together in the living room, of an average evening, than radio was
able to do a few years earlier—as appears evident from TV’s larger
audiences.

Television provides the unifying effect of a common activity
or interest on lives in which there is a scarcity of meaningful shared
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experience. In quotations like the following (from Stewart’s study)
it is also apparent that TV fills a void of boredom.

“It keeps us together more. Friends drop in when they probably
wouldn’t otherwise. It’s an entertainment that we take part in that isn’t
affected by the weather.”

“It makes a closer family circle. It draws our interests together. In-
stead of all doing different things, we are enjoying something together
now. Before my husband was out a lot at night or was reading. My aunt
would read and the boy would be playing. My brother-in-law usually
slept.”

“We are closer together. We find our entertainment at home. Don
and her boy friend sit here instead of going out, now. We sit and eat
popcorn. Before television, I sat around and went nuts at home while
my husband worked. He is tired when he gets home and would go to
sleep just sitting around.”

“It keeps us closer together. It keeps down that wonder of where
we can go and what we can do. My husband is very restless; now he
relaxes at home.”

In relieving boredom, television may also alleviate family
tension:

“It seems that family life is not as monotonous as before TV. We
disagreed a little more before. Then one of us would go out of the house
for a while; now we turn on television.”

“It keeps us happier. My husband and I get along a lot better. We
don’t argue so much. It’s wonderful for couples who have been married
ten years or more. It has been very entertaining for the boy. Before tele-
vision, my husband would come in and go to bed. Now we spend some
time together.”

In fact, in some cases, the purchase of a set may actually have
been motivated by the desire to eliminate family conflicts over the
use of leisure time:

“My husband did not like to go to shows. I did. He liked to go to
ball games. I didn’t. We decided this would be the answer for us.”

It might be expected that television tends to be a unifying
influence in those families which, to begin with, showed the highest
cohesiveness, and a divisive influence in homes where individual in-
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terests were already most dispersed. In a home characterized by ten-
sion or where family members pursue their own bents, television
might simply represent one additional distraction to keep people
separate, and disagreement about programs might mean only one
more bone of contention in a struggle for power.

TV's Effects on Visiting and ‘“Going Out”’

A number of surveys, most of them made under university
auspices, have considered television’s effects on family life. As in
studies of TV’s impact on other communications media, these re-
searches have compared television families with families that had not
yet acquired sets. In a number of cases the set owners have been
asked their opinion of television’s influence, comparing the present
situation with the period before the set was obtained.

These studies agree completely that television has had the
effect of keeping the family at home more than formerly, and has cut
down a good many of its outside activities.

Of the pioneer New York set owners interviewed by Gold-
berg in 1948, 65% reported that, since television, they were spending
more time at home, and 61% said they had more visitors than
formerly. By contrast, 41% said they themselves were visiting less than
they did before TV, and only 3% reported more visiting than formerly.
Goldberg reports only slight evidence of any change in club member-
ship or participation as a result of television.

Comparing the old and new set owners in his sample, Gold-
berg found that 70% of the old, but only 44% of the new, had at
least some friends owning TV sets. This is easily explained if we
assume that television ownership spread most rapidly among families
who were tied together by some social bond. People whose friends
had TV were the first to be exposed to the pleasures of home view-
ing, and also most strongly motivated to keep up with the Joneses.
Those men who had few friends owning sets reported more visitors
than did the men whose friends were set-owners.

The typical family decision to buy a television set seems to
have come about after repeated exposure to programs at the homes
of people who had already acquired sets. A survey among pioneer
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television owners was conducted in New Hyde Park, Long Island, in
the fall of 1948 by House Organs Associates. Two-thirds of those
interviewed said they had been influenced to buy their sets after
watching TV at the homes of friends. (One in five cited the influence
of sets in bars, hotels, restaurants and other public places. 15% men-
tioned advertising, news stories, and sets in store windows.)

In television’s early days, “guest viewing” was a common
practice, and the audience before the average set was proportionately
larger than it has since become. In 1949, a New York Hooperating
showed 3.9 viewers per set for the average show, with the number
going as high as 4.9 for such extraordinarily popular programs as
“Toast of the Town” and “We the People.” Six years later, the aver-
age number of viewers per set was 2.4 in the evening and 1.6 in the
daytime. Similarly, figures from the American Research Bureau show
that in March, 1951, the average number of viewers per set was 26
in the daytime and 3.2 in the evening. In March, 1955, this had
diminished to 1.9 viewers per set in the daytime and 2.7 in the
evening.

In 1951, a Videodex study in New York found that 25% of
the Sunday evening TV audience was composed of guests. On week-
day evenings, about 15% of the viewers were guests.

In Thomas Coffin’s (1948) study of “Television’s Effects on
the Family’s Activities” in Long Island, commercial entertainment
seemed to be feeling the impact of the medium more than non-com-
mercial forms of sociability. Compared with the 498 non-owners in-
terviewed, the 518 TV owners went to fewer public entertainments
other than motion pictures. (Their weekly attendance rate was 45%,
compared with 63% for the non-owners.) The greatest difference
(15% for the owners, 27% for the others) was in outside dining, danc-
ing and night-clubbing. However, the television owners appeared to
have just as active an informal social life as the non-owners—as rep-
resented by attendance at parties and other home entertainments.

Elmo Roper reported in a December 4, 1949, broadcast on
the results of a national survey by his organization on the effects of
television. He too observed that “the new world of video is primarily
a home-loving life. Television owners go out in the evenings less
than non-owners do.” Roper found that 10% of the television owners
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usually entertained guests or went visiting in the evening, compared
with 16% of the non-owners. Only 6% of the television-owning group
said they “sit around and talk to other members of the family” but
15%of the non-owners said they did this. Roper also comments:
“Fewer of the TV owners work around their house or in the garden.
Fewer go to the movies, or go dancing, play bingo, or drink beer at
the corner bar. And fewer told us they just rest and go to bed in the
evening.”

A mail survey made in the spring of 1950 by Fact Finders
Associates, among 1800 readers of TV Guide, found two-thirds of
those responding saying they went out less often than they had be-
fore television, but two in five said that they were doing more home
entertaining. Similarly, a 1949 survey made for Duane Jones by
Lawrence J. Hubbard found that of nearly 1600 television owners
who returned questionnaires, three-fourths had more visitors than
formerly—both children and adults.

Edward McDonagh, in a 1950 study of “Television and the
Family” (among 160 TV owners and the same number of non-own-
ers) in a southern California community, found the television-own-
ing families reporting that they stayed home more than formerly,
and also that they had more visitors. (The non-television families
actually said they had fewer visitors than formerly.)

In the same year a study made in two towns in the Boston
area by Franklin Sweetser (1950) found that 45% of the TV owners
said they were spending more time at home since they installed TV.
32% said they were doing less visiting, but a relatively small propor-
tion (16%) said they were going to dances or parties less than they
had done formerly. Charles Alldredge, in a survey of 400 Washing-
ton, D.C., TV families, reported two out of five were spending more
time at home.

In the “Videotown” studies of New Brunswick, N. J., enter-
taining friends and visiting was reported for the average week by
25% of the adults in TV families in 1950. By 1955 the proportion
had declined to 10%.

In Lexington, Kentucky, McGeehan and Maranville found
that family visits to TV homes (in a period of relatively low TV
penetration) increased from a weekly average of 3.8 before TV to 4.8
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afterwards. At the same time attendance at such public entertainment
functions as athletic events, theatrical and concert programs fell from
.7 per person weekly before TV to 4 afterwards.

Sherman Lawton, in a survey of 2864 families in Oklahoma
City and Norman, Oklahoma, found that TV brought more guests
into the house, at least in the first six months. However he found
no indication that television kept people away from parties. The
heavy television and radio fans seemed to go to fewer parties even
before television appeared on the scene, and also attended church and
organization meetings less frequently.

Stewart found that television owners in Atlanta reported de-
creased activity in clubs and organizations, though this was not as
great as the over-all decline in their evening excursions. As in the
other studies, he found that the TV owners reported staying home
more, and entertaining more guests than they had done four years
previously. Stewart’s findings are summarized in Table 35.

TABLE 35

How TV Owners Compare Present Activity
With That of Four Years Earlier
(Source: 1951 Stewart Atlanta Survey)

More Same Less
Active in clubs, organizations 14% 53% 34%
Go out in evening 10 27 63
Stay home from things 58 31 12
Friends visit in evenings* 34 45 21

*1% report no visitors.

In comparing present activity with that of four years earlier,
Stewart found that, in explaining their changed habits, people were
more inclined to bring up the demands of parenthood, or considera-
tions of health, than to cite television. ’

Two-thirds of the television owners had spent a recent evening
outside their home. About 40% had stayed home recently from an
event they felt they should have attended, but this was less true of
the older set owners (who had higher incomes and presumably could
better afford babysitters.)
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Television’s tendency to keep the family at home has fre-
quently been advanced to explain a decline in outside entertainment.
In June, 1951 Jack Gould, writing in the New York Times, reported
opinion that television had hurt night club business: He quotes
Monte Proser, a leader in the field, who believes that the larger night
clubs have had their day and that smaller, more intimate, cabarets
will gain in popularity instead, since they are better able to cope
with the more lavish, but also more impersonal entertainment of
TV. According to Gould, package store sales of beer and liquor re-
mained steady or rose during TV’s early years of growth, while bar
custom fell off. Apparently other causes than TV’s influence were
at work in this case, however, for at the time of Gould’s survey cities
which did not yet have television also reported a slackening in the
tavern trade.

Gould mentions another interesting observation on the part
of the cabaret proprietors: “Television viewers are now seeing so
many stars and variety acts that they’ve become more demanding.
Where once only the professional critic saw everything in town, now
virtually everybody does.” Talent is also in shorter supply: “On
television a chorus girl can get $112.50 for a half-hour show once a
week, the fee including rehearsals. Leading night clubs pay $100 to
a chorus girl and she must do eighteen shows a week.”

A survey made in 1955 for the American Federation of
Musicians by the Research Company of America provides further
documentation of the decline of the cabaret. In this study, however,
emphasis 1s put on the damaging effects of the federal tax, rather
than on television, in explaining the decline in business.

TV and Conversation

Not every observer of television’s effects agree that it has en-
hanced the intimacy of family life, even though it has kept the family
at home. Early comments often called attention to the inhibiting
influence of television on conversation. In the New York Herald
Tribune of June 9, 1948, John Crosby made this grim prediction:

“The impact of television on our culture is one of the liveliest little
topics of discussion to come along in some time, much of it conducted




TV VIEWING IN ITS SOCIAL SETTING 99

between clenched teeth. The most obvious and dire effect, one that
strikes everyone who has seen more than two television broadcasts, is
on conversation. There isn’t any. The moment the set goes on, conver-
sation dies. I don’t mean it languishes. It dies. Messages are transmitted
back and forth by means of eye-rolling, eyebrow lifting and frantic wig-
wagging of the hands. (Only high priority messages are permitted: You're
wanted on the telephone. Could I have another drink? That sort of thing.)
People who will venture an occasional whisper in church remain awed
and silent in front of a television set.”

Of the television owners interviewed in Stewart’s Atlanta sur-
vey, 85% said visitors came to their homes “just to talk to them.” In
35% of these instances, the television owner and his visitor just
talked. In 35% of the cases, the television set was usually turned on.
27% reported varied activity, which sometimes included card playing
or television viewing. Stewart concludes that television causes no
more interference with conversation than “any other activity,” but
occasionally his respondents were inclined to agree with Crosby. One
woman remarked:

“It cuts down on the amount of family conversation. My husband
requires that everybody be quiet when TV is on and it makes watching
it disagreeable. Before we had television he just sat up and slept. Even
then he talked very lictle.”

Actually, two-thirds of Stewart’s respondents said there was
not as much family conversation during television programs as there
had been in the evenings before they got their sets. Half said there
was less family conversation during television programs than on eve-
nings “when each of you is busy with his or her own thoughts.”
(Most of the remainder said it was about the same.) In the case of
conversation, as for other activities, the greatest amount of inter-
ference was reported by the persons with least education.

Evidence that home conversation decreases when television
appears on the scene is also provided by McDonagh’s southern Cali-
fornia study. Three-fifths of his television owners reported that they
were now talking less to each other than formerly, while the non-
owners noted no decline in this activity. He concludes on a pessimistic
note: “In the evening in many homes the television set is making
the family an audience rather than an intimate group characterized
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by much spontaneous talking and confiding. Table talk in the evening
is greatly reduced so that family members may rush to their respec-
tive chairs to view their favorite program.”

In cheir Boston TV survey, Fine and Maccoby asked re-
spondents, “When members of the family are looking at a program
together, how much talking is there during the program?” 29% said
there was no talking, and 57% indicated that there was very little.
9% said there was quite a bit of talk and 5% said that the amount of
talk varied with the program or the occasion. No one said there was
talk “practically all the time.”

TV and the Daily Routine

There is some evidence that television is changing the sleep-
ing habits of the American people and possibly their meal schedules
as well. 27% of the early TV owners questioned by Goldberg said
that television was keeping the family at home and together. 17%
mentioned thac the children were staying up later and that it was
harder to get them to sleep. 8% said that the dinner hour had been
changed.

When questioned specifically on this last point, a fifth of the
men reported some change in their eating habits; 11% were eating in
front of the set rather than at the dinner table. Two out of five re-
ported changes in the eating habits of their children. Sweetser in his
1950 study in the Boston area found that 47% of his respondents
were sleeping less than formerly.

An Advertest study in early 1951 reported that before televi-
sion 63% of the people interviewed were usually asleep between 11
PM and midnight, with the remainder awake. After television, 75%
were viewing, 15% sleeping, and 10% were awake but not viewing.

McGeehan and Maranville (in Lexington, Kentucky) found
two families in three retiring later, and 10% changing their supper
hour. Stewart reports that in Atlanta 97% were eating at the same
time as before television, but 44% were eating within viewing dis-
tance of the set. In this survey, 54% of the respondents said TV had
changed their sleeping hours.
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The Economic Differential

From a number of the studies already cited, it appears that
persons of above-average income and education seemed to have felt
the fewest effects from television. They were best able to fit it into
their lives without drastically reshaping other activities.

While better educated and wealthier persons, with their greater
resources, are best able to take television in their stride, they are also
the very ones who are most sensitive to any possible harm done by
the medium. This reflects their generally greater readiness, as de-
termined by numerous surveys, to criticize the mass media or other
social institutions. A 1950 survey for John Meck Industries found
that 25% of the upper-income respondents, but only 4% of those with
lower income, said television had made for objectionable changes in
family life. Favorable changes were reported to the same degree by
both groups.

High income people are more apt to be doing something else
while they watch TV. In Fine and Maccoby’s Boston study, 35% of
the well-to-do reported some concurrent activity, compared with 17%
of the poorer respondents. In this study too, the higher income people
tended to be more critical of programs than were those of lower in-
come. (16% of the upper income group rated programs excellent,
20% poor; 33% of the low income respondents rated them excellent,
none rated them poor.)

Viewing by Inertia

At any particular time, a part of the television audience is not
especially interested in what is on the screen. In part this represents
viewing as part of the family group; in part it represents simple
inertia: leaving the set turned on despite the lack of any interest in
the available programming.

To be sure, there may be intense interest — and conflict of
interest — with respect to programming choices. In “Videotown,”
about 30% of the television families acknowledged that there was
some dissension over the choice of programs. In half these cases, the
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father was reported to get his way, and in the remainder the mother
and children made the decision about equally often.

Goldberg reports that in 1948 family disputes over the choice
of TV programs divided about evenly between adult-child conflicts
and husband-wife disagreements. But on the whole, peaceful accommo-
dation appeared to be the rule.

A study made among television families in Detroit in 1955
provides additional evidence on this point, as described in a speech
by Robert Kintner, President of the American Broadcasting Company:

“There is frequently more unanimity of appeal within the household
of lower-rated programs than for most programs appearing in the top 10
in terms of total homes delivered. I suppose that this may be traced to the
fact that the leading programs become more controversial, presumably
developing strong dislikes as well as likes which tend to fragmentize the
audience within the household.

“It appears that the housewife asserts herself to a greater extent in
the selection of a TV program when there is general drama or a situation
comedy available. As for mysteries, the housewife appears to have about
the same interest level as her husband. Naturally, as you would expect,
when sports events are on, the husband asserts his dominance, but what
surprised me is that he exercises it also for certain types of motion pic-
tures. I can only guess that the same factors which keep men away from
home in Detroit must affect their choice of feature films on TV. Inci-
dentally, the husband frequently reports, especially on weeknights, that
he would like to watch programs other than those chosen by his family,
so presumably the presence of a second TV set in the home will in-
crease the male viewing activity.”

65% of Stewart’s Atlanta TV owners said they sometimes
watch TV shows in which other members of the family are not
interested. In these cases, other persons were present two-thirds of
the time, and the respondents were watching the show (despite their
lack of interest!) two times in five.

In Boston, Fine and Maccoby asked, “Do you usually turn
your set on for certain programs that you want to see, or do you
more or less just leave it on?” 67% said they usually tuned to desired
programs; 29% said they “just leave it on.”

This phenomenon of the viewer by default or by inertia raises
a question that has perplexed many students of television’s audience:
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what percentage of those in the audience are truly attentive to the
program on the screen. In Stewart’s study, 57% of the respondents
said they sometimes listen to television but do not pay particular
attention to the picture. This is particularly true of musical and news
or weather programs. In nine cases out of ten, these inattentive view-
ers were doing something else at the same time—usually household
chores. Pilot studies conducted at the University of Oklahoma on
the “Distraction Possibilities of Television™ indicate that this kind
of dual activity reduces awareness of what the program conveys, with-
out disturbing the speed and general efficiency of such an activity as
washing dishes.

It is no wonder that the housewife audience during daylight
hours has been regarded by many advertisers and broadcasting execu-
tives with some suspicion. There has been a disposition to question
even the healthy audience rating figures which many daytime pro-
grams are able to show. These ratings, the critics have pointed out,
measure either set tuning (in the case of the A. C. Nielsen service)
or over-all recall of the program as determined from interview or
diary studies. There has remained a good deal of skepticism as to
whether the housewife actually watches her set—even though it is
operating—what with all the other demands on her attention during

daylight hours.
An interesting attempt to answer this question was made in

Columbus, Ohio, in February 1955 by Joseph M. Ripley, Jr. Ripley
conducted a telephone survey of nearly 8,000 Columbus homes be-
tween 8:00 AM and 10:00 PM on two typical weekdays. 4,779 calls
were completed, 4,064 of them with housewives.

During every time period of the day, Ripley found that a sub-
stantial proportion of the women interviewed were not in the same
room with the television set, even where the set was on. (See Table
36). The proportion of absentees, understandably, was greatest in the
late afternoon when the children’s programs were on the air. It was
lowest during the peak viewing hours of mid-evening, when few
family chores remained to be done. But at other times, about a third
of the housewives were in a different room. Another third, though
in the same room, were dividing their attention to the program by
simultaneously doing other things: working at household chores,
eating, or even reading.
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TABLE 36

Attention of Women to Tuned TV Programs
at Different Times of Day

(Source: Ripley Columbus Telephone Survey)

In Same Room with TV Set

“Just Other
Watching” Activities In Other Room
8:00-10:00 AM 31% 31% 38%
10:00-12:00 AM 33 26 41
12:00- 2:00 PM 32 27 40
2:00- 4:00 PM 38 34 29
4:00- 6:00 PM 23 20 57
6:00- 8:00 PM 38 31 31
8:00-10:00 PM 64 21 15

The types of programs during which the housewife was most
apt to absent herself from the room were (as expected) children’s
programs and Westerns and (less to be expected) daytime news pro-
grams (the sound portion of which is relatively easy to follow with-
out the visual element).

Some qualifications must be placed on Ripley’s findings. They
are not directly comparable to the familiar ratings produced by the
broadcast measurement services, because Ripley questioned women
who would not have claimed that they were watching TV at the
time of interview. He also failed to interview other members of the
family, who may have been watching avidly while the housewife
busied herself elsewhere.

However, it is evident from his study that the television audi-
ence is by no means rooted to the set, and that television necessarily
takes its place in an ongoing pattern of household activity. It comes
as no surprise to discover that a good many housewives leave their
sets turned on while they go about their daytime duties. Some wander
in and out of the television room from time to time to refresh their
familiarity with the figures on the screen, whose voices follow them
around the house. Others remain in the living room, but continue
with sewing or child care as they watch. What may seem more sur-
prising is the discovery that during most of the day, a third or more
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of the housewives whose sets are on are seated in front of them with
undivided attention.

About a month after the Columbus study, the Chicago Tribune
conducted a similar telephone survey in Chicago, on two weekday
evenings. The Tribune found that 63% of the women who were
watching television when the phone rang, and 73% of the men, said
they had been giving TV their undivided attention. 5% of the women
were reading, 5% eating, 3% sewing. Among the men 8% were read-
ing and 6% were eating.

The inescapable conclusion is that while television competes
with other activities during the daytime, evening television does
manage to mobilize a very high degree of attention on the part of
most of its audience. Evening viewing is, for most people, a full-
time and absorbing occupation.



6. RADIO LISTENING
IN THE TELEVISION AGE

Almost everyone who reads this has grown up with radio as
a companion and as a source of certain memorable experiences—
Roosevelt’s fireside chats, the abdication of King Edward, Churchill’s
war speeches, the Louis-Schmeling fight. But this kind of radio,
which flourished in the thirties and forties, is already history.

TV’s growth, both as a leisure-time activity and as an adver-
tising vehicle, has been largely at the expense of radio. Only a few
years ago, radio stood undisputed as the main form of diversion in
the American home. Enshrined in the living room, it was a major
focus for family activity in the evening hours and a preferred source
of news and enterrainment. Today TV absorbs considerably more
time and attention than radio did in its heyday.

TABLE 37

TV's Effects on Radio Listening
(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)
March, 1955

Daily Hours Per Home

All Radio Homes 2.4
Radio-only Homes 3.6
Radios in TV Homes 1.9
TV-viewing in TV Homes 49

Surveys show that the public is highly aware that its interest
in radio has slackened. In 1952, Harvey Zorbaugh and C. Wright
Mills interviewed television owners in Metropolitan New York. Over
half reported that they had stopped listening to the radio altogether
—an exaggeration which is more interesting as a report on subjective
sensation rather than on actual practice.

In 1948 the average family listened to the radio nearly 4%
hours a day. (Part of this time represents individual listening, part
of it group listening.) Now, the same average family listens 2%2
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hours a day. In television homes, daily radio listening has dropped
to less than two hours. (See Tables 37, 38 and 39.)

TABLE 38
Average Hours of Daily Radio Listening, Per Radio Home

(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)
1943 3.6
1944 3.7
1945 4.1
1946 40
1947 43
1948 44
1949 4.2
1950 39
1951 34
1952 3.0
1953 2.7
1954 25
1955 (est.) 24

Even in homes which have no television set, radio listening
is down below its former levels. The families which still lack TV
today are below average in their general entertainment or media
interests.

TABLE 39

Radio Listening in Radio-Only and Television Homes

(Source: A. C. Nielsen Co.)

Daily Listening Hours per Home

Radio-Only TV

Homes Homes
1951 4.0 2.0
1952 3.9 1.7
1953 39 1.7
1954 3.6 1.8

1955 (est.) 3.6 1.9
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In the coming years, TV sets will enter more millions of Ameri-
can homes, and more and more television stations will come on the
air. While no one is suggesting that this spells the end for radio,
there have been dire predictions about the future of network radio.

In the New York Daily News of November 22, 1954. Ben
Gross asks,

“Is network radio doomed? . . . Although no one wishes to be
quoted, many leaders in the broadcasting field believe it is. One finds
this sentiment echoed among executives, performers, sponsors and in
the trade press, too. Some give network radio no more than a year or
two. Naturally, for the sake of maintaining face, indignant denials are
made in some quarters. Nevertheless, this is the picture as seen today
by many observers.”

The leading networks publicly admit that their radio opera-
tions are conducted at a loss, which must be offset by the profits
earned from their ownership of major radio stations in the biggest
cities, or from their television activities. To the pessimists who have
suggested that the situation is irretrievable both Dr. Frank Stanton,
President of CBS, and General David Sarnoff, Board Chairman of
RCA, have issued strong denials.

General Sarnoff observed in a recent speech:

“I think I need not dwell upon the fact that if you were now making
your will, and you had to decide on securities that you would select for
your wife and children, for their sustenance and future after you are
gone, that you are not likely to make that investment today in a radio
network.” But he later commented as follows: “We have no jitters
about the radio network situation. Only last week, we met with a special
committee of our affiliated radio stations and outlined NBC’s inten-
tions to proceed with practical evolutionary adaptations to meet radio’s
new requirements within the framework of the radio network business.
This is the course on which we are set and we believe it holds out the
best promise for an effective continuation of our radio network.”

To buttress this position, the radio networks have been vigor-
ously engaged in promotion and research designed to document and
dramatize the assets of their medium.

One spokesman for radio has chided the industry for its de-
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featist mood in the face of television’s advances. Says Gerhart Wiebe
of CBS:

“Radio has not yet recovered from the left to the chin it got from
television. We in network radio are still fussing and complaining be-
cause a particular program commands an audience of only two or three
or six or seven million people. Think of it! And this is not daily or
weekly or bi-weekly or monthly circulation for the network. 1 am rtalk-
ing about the audience for a single fifteen or thirty minute. show.”

Is Anybody Listening?

In the average week 92% of America’s 46,000,000 radio homes
listen to radio. During the average daytime minute, according to A. C.
Nielsen data, there are 10,000,000 people listening at home; this in-
creases to 12,000,000 listeners during the average evening minute.
Actually there are 6,700,000 home sets in use in the average daytime
minute, with 1.5 listeners per set. In the evening average home set
usage is 5,000,000 but there are more—2.4—listeners per set.

TV’s inroads have been greatest in evening hours. Radio has
shown its greatest strength in holding audiences at times when people
are either least at leisure or most apt to be away from the living
room, waking up, dressing, eating, driving, working, going to sleep.

Daytime radio listening is at as high a level as it ever was.
In morning hours and until three in the afternoon, more people lis-
ten to the radio than watch television. As a matter of fact, over half
the listeners to daytime network radio shows are in TV homes; half
of Arthur Godfrey’s morning radio audience is in TV homes, even
though his show is also on TV.

By contrast, with the decline in evening radio listening, the
audiences of individual programs have steadily diminished. In 1948
the most popular evening program, “Lux Radio Theater,” reached
nearly 10,000,000 homes a week. In 1955 “Amos 'n Andy,” the most
successful evening radio show, reached only 3,400,000 homes. In 1948
the average evening radio program reached 4,800,000 homes. In 1955
it reached slightly more than 2,000,000 homes.

While almost all TV stations have network ties, about half
of America’s radio stations are affiliated with one of the four major
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networks. The radio networks have an overwhelmingly dominant
position in the over-all listening pattern. In a recent analysis of listen-
ing preferences in 24 leading cities, CBS Radio found that, taking the
20 most popular programs in each city, 234 of the total 240 evening
programs were network shows; 199 of the total 240 daytime shows.

However, since 1948 there has been a noticeable decrease in
the networks’ share of total radio listening, from 83% to 71% for
evening radio, from 75% to 65% for daytime radio. Correspondingly,
an increased proportion of all listening is now done to independent
stations which tend to feature disc-jockeys, music and news, rather
than the network type of radio programs which bear a closer re-
semblance to TV fare. (Table 40 traces the trend.)

| TABLE 40 |

{
Networks’ Share of All Radio Listening, 1948-55
(Adapted from A. C. Nielsen data)
Per Cent Listening to Network
Programs. January
Morning Afternoon Evening
1948 78% 74% 83%
1949 78 73 85
1950 76 72 82
1951 75 71 82
1952 75 71 81
1953 74 70 79
1954 72 69 74
1955 67 63 71

Of all local radio programming hours, 45% are in popular
music, 12% in concert music, and 15% in “folk music,” according to
a survey of stations conducted by Sponsor magazine, 1955. 11% of
program hours are in newscasts, and 17% in other types of programs.

Changes in Content of Network Programming

As the character of radio listening has altered, the content
of network programs has also changed. It has become easier to listen
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to, and more distinctly different from TV programming. The con-
tent of sponsored network radio programs can be traced by the same
method we employed for TV in Chapter 3, again looking at the
classifications used by the A. C. Nielsen Company and making the
necessary computations. Since radio has maintained its daytime audi-
ence, we have compared (in Table 41) the content of daytime as
well as evening programs over a period of time going back to 1948.

TABLE 41
Changes in Sponsored Radio Network Program Content
(March)
(Based on A. C. Nielsen Program Categories)
Daytime
1948 1950 1953 1955
News 1% 12% 11% 6%
| Quiz, Audience Participation 25 15 20 22
Adulr Serials 45 39 31 45
Concert Music 4 6 6 1
Variety Music 10 15 17 22
| Popular Music 5 3 8 1
| Children’s Programs 10 10 7 3
| Total* i00%  100%  100%  100%
l Evening
News 14% 28% 40% 34%
Quiz, Audience Participation 7 6 8 4
Mystery Drama 15 18 11 11
General Drama 12 13 9 8
Concert Music 5 3 4 7
Variety Music 9 5 5 11
Popular Music 12 8 7 6
Variety Comedy 15 4 4 2
Situation Comedy 11 15 12 17
Total* 100% 100% 100% 100%
*Does not include sports, religious and other miscellaneous categories.

The emergence of television between 1948 and 1950 raised the
percentage of sponsored radio and news programs on the networks
from 1% to 12% in the daytime and from 14% to 28% at night. The
proportion of evening news shows continued to rise until 1953, when



112 THE AGE OF TELEVISION

they accounted for two of every five sponsored hours on the net-
works. In the last few years, news has lost position both in the eve-
ning and in the daytime.

Evening musical programs declined for several years, and then
began to come back in their share of network time. News and music,
understandably, gain relatively little by the addition of the visual ele-
ment, and therefore may find it easier to compete with television

Mystery programs have held up exceedingly well on radio,
probably because full rein is left to the imagination, whereas televi-
sion necessarily spells out details which might best remain obscure.

Daytime soap operas slipped after television entered the pic-
ture. They have regained their position in the last few years as adver-
tisers have come to realize that they are continuing to hold their
audience.

In general, quiz and audience participation shows have held
their own both in the daytime and in the evening. Children’s pro-
grams have declined since 1950.

Among the types of shows whose content is most closely
duplicated by TV, evening radio dramatic programs have shown a
sharp drop, particularly since 1950 when they hit their peak of spon-
sored network radio time. Variety-comedy shows have declined from
15% to 2% of evening network radio time. Situation comedies, which
have risen on TV, also represent a greater proportion of the radio
total than they did in 1948. In contrast with the relative stability of
TV content in recent years, radio programming has undergone some
major alterations.

In an attempt to revitalize network radio by providing a more
flexible format for advertisers and listeners alike, the National Broad-
casting Company launched “Monitor”—a continuous weekend pro-
gramming arrangement—in the summer of 1955. Featuring frequent
news, music, and special events and including a good many popular
program of the traditional type, “Monitor” sought to break away
from the conventional segmentalized schedule of earlier days while
maintaining the network’s preeminent position in the local affiliate
station’s broadcast time. This system has proved attractive to adver-
tisers who wish to diffuse their messages at different times and to
different segments of the radio audience at moderate cost. However,




RADIO LISTENING IN THE TELEVISION AGE 113

there is no evidence that “Monitor” has succeeded in increasing the
amount of radio listening over the weekend. Nonetheless, NBC was
sufficiently pleased with the success of its first venture with this
“magazine” format so that it moved to extend it to the daytime
scheduling during the week.

The other networks have hewn more closely to the traditional
programming pattern, and spokesmen for the Columbia Broadcasting
System, leader in network radio advertising and program popularity,
have discounted “Monitor” as being simply a competitive move on
the partof the rival chain.

Radio’s Two Audiences

The great dilemma faced by the radio industry today is that
in effect it must simultaneously fulfill the functions of two different
media. It is the primary medium of home entertainment for the one-
quarter of all American families who do not have television. But it
occupies a secondary place for the three-quarters who do own TV
sets. The program requirements and needs of these two audiences are
quite dissimilar.

If we look into the future we can only assume that, as tele-
vision becomes as universal as radio (perhaps by 1960), the pattern
of radio listening in America as a whole will be much like what it is
now in the 35,000,000 television homes. But the broadcasting indus-
try cannot guide its present policy by its expectations for the future.
It must think of the vast audience of 40,000,000 people who do not
now have television and who rely on radio for entertainment. Their
needs have thus far kept evening network radio programming fairly
close to its traditional pattern of dramatic, mystery, variety and audi-
ence participation shows, though the audience potential is much
smaller.

In general, the radio-only listeners, as a group, spend less time
with the mass media. The cream of radio’s audience was skimmed
away by TV at a relatively early stage. The first people to acquire
television were those who had previously been the heaviest radio
listeners.

In his report on what happens “When TV Moves In” (based
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on surveys in Oklahoma), Lawton notes that purchasers of televi-
sion, during its first year, were for the most part families with more
radios at home than the average.

These findings find further corroboration in a survey made by
Daniel Starch and Staff early in 1954, the results of which are shown
in Table 42.

TABLE 42

Listening to Evening Radio in Television Homes

(Source: 1954 Starch Survey)

Length of TV Per Cent Listening to Radio
Ownership on Average Evening

Less than one year 16%

1-2 years 18

2-3 years 19

3-4 years 22

Five years or more 27

Here the results can be read two ways (either or both of which
may be right): (1) the first to get television were the biggest radio
fans—and are still relatively heavy listeners; (2) the longer people
own television the more radio listening they are apt to do.

As a matter of fact, radio listening increases slightly as people
get used to television, and as different members of the family watch
TV and listen to radio separately, at the same time. The “Video-
town” studies show that listening to the radio has increased every
year since 1948 within television households, at the same time that
television viewing has also increased. In ten percent of the television
homes, both radio and TV sets were found to be tuned on simul-
taneously at some time in the day. A. C. Nielsen has found the same
thing happening on a national scale, in the last two years.

Non-television homes (being smaller and not as well-co-do)
actually have fewer radios than do the TV homes, though they listen
to the radio more. However, 64% of the non-TV owners have their
radios in the living room, compared with only 51% of the TV own-
ers (according to Table 43, based on Politz’s 1954 survey for the
Advertising Research Foundation).
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TABLE 43
Where Radio Sets Are Located in TV and non-TV Homes

(Adapted from ARF-Politz Survey)

Per Cent Who Have

a Radio in the TV Homes Non-TV Homes
Living Room 51% 64%
Bedroom 57 35
Kitchen 44 24
Dining Room 10 9
Den, Study, Library 4
Other Location 17
Automobile 71 40

Total Home Radios 1.8 1.5

A survey made in 1953 in Metropolitan New York by the
Pulse, Inc., finds that the families with the greatest number of radios
at home do the most listening (Table 44.) This is so in spite of the
fact that these multi-radio families are more apt than the one or two-
set families to own a television set as well. The explanation, very
likely, is that these are larger families with a more than average interest
in all the media.

TABLE 44
The More Radios at Home, the Most Listening

(Source: Pulse 1953 Metropolitan New York Survey)
6 AM to Midnight

Number Per Cent of All Share of Homes Using Radio
of Radios Radio Homes Radio Audience  Average Y4 Hour
One 33% 21% 13%

Two 28 27 19
Three or more 39 57 27
100% 100%

Some indication of how the television owner uses the two
broadcast media for different purposes is seen in the findings of Whan’s
1953 television survey in Kansas. The radio and television program
preferences of TV owners are compared in Table 45.
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Television receives more frequent mentions for the following
types of programs: sports, comedians, drama, audience participation
and variety shows (where the preference for it is most clearly marked).

Radio is favored for music of all kinds, market reports, farm-
ing talks and serial dramas, and it outdistances television by a nar-
row margin in the case of news programs.

Curiously enough, “talks and comment” appear to be more
heavily preferred on television than on radio. Apparently the sight
of the speaker’s face does provide a desired extra dimension of per-
sonality which was lacking in radio commentary.

TABLE 45
A Comparison of the Radio and TV Program Preferences of TV Owners
(Source: Whan 1953 Kansas Survey)
Men Women
Radlio Television Radio  Television

News broadcasts 80% 73% 75% 70
Sports broadcasts 52 70 24 41
Featured comedians 48 72 52 69
Popular music 47 23 59 32
Complete drama 38 67 39
Audience participation 32 47 44 57
Variety programs 28 60 38
Market reports 22 5 10 2
Serial drama 17 12 37 23
Oldtime music 16 10 15 9
Talks and comment 14 20 9 14
Talks on farming 14 10 6 3
Classical and semi-classical

music 12 8 17 16
Religious music and

devotionals 11 10 16 13
Brass band music 9 4 8 5
Homemaking programs 4 3 12 10

The music and news format into which radio has increasingly
tended in its programming structure thus appears to have a founda-
tion in listener tastes and expectations—or at least in the tastes and
expectations of those listeners who have come to rely on television
as the major source of their broadcast entertainment.
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Radio’s Continuing Vitality

For all its current woes, radio remains an extraordinarily vital
medium of communication. Three out of four people have TV at home.
Four out of five read magazines and newspapers; but nearly every
one has a radio. There are more and more radios all the time, an
estimated total of 101,000,000. And there are more radio broadcast-
ing stations now than ever before—2649 AM and 532 FM outlets in
January, 1956 (compared with 1522 AM and 158 FM stations operat-
ing in 1948, radio’s peak year).

In 1954 alone (according to the Radio-Television Manufac-
turers’ Association), 6,415,000 home radio sets were sold, over half
of them portable and clock radios. In addition, 4,124,000 new radio-
equipped cars set forth on the highways. That makes a total of over
10,500,000 new radios—compared with 7,100,000 television sets sold
that year. In 1955, 14,900,000 radios were sold.

In May, 1955, interviews conducted by the Pulse, Inc., with
39,000 families in sixteen major cities, indicated that 8% had acquired
at least one new home radio set in the preceding year and a half.
Less than a third of these were replacements for existing sets. One
of every four radios sold was for use as a gift. 63% of the sets pur-
chased were table models, 29% were portables (though most of the
latter are not used as portables).

Two-thirds of all U. S. households have two or more radios,
including auto radios. (In lIowa, Whan found that the proportion of
multi-set homes tripled between 1940 and 1954.) Three-fourths of
the 35,000,000 passenger cars in America have radios, and these radios
are used. They add nearly a fourth to the in-home radio audience at
around five o’clock on weekday afternoons in winter months, as
much as two-fifths on Saturday and Sunday afternoons (and this goes
substantially higher in the summer). A survey made in 1954 by CBS-
Radio (among motorists on the New Jersey Turnpike) indicates that
people listen to much the same programs in their cars as at home.

Radio is everywhere (there are 10,000,000 sets in public places),
or at least it can be taken anywhere. There are now about 10,000,000
portable radios, and these have steadily become smaller and more
efficient, as a result of new developments in electronics—printed cir-
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cuits, tiny tube-replacing transistors and miniature batteries with
miraculously long lives. Radio has become a mobile, intimate and
personal companion, while television replaces it as the center of family
entertainment. For the TV set owner, listening to the radio today
fills a different purpose and takes place under different circumstances
than before television.

During the morning hours and at all mealtimes much listening
takes place in the kitchen. In the afternoon, more of it takes place in
the living room; by evening, the bulk of it. Two independent surveys
conducted at about the same time produce similar findings:

A study made in 1953 for the Mutual Broadcasting System by
J. A. Ward found that 37% of the morning listening took place in
the living room and 40% in the kitchen. In the afternoon, 42% of the
listening was in the living room, 31% in the kitchen. By evening,
53% of the radio listening was in the living room, 23% in the kitchen.
(By 8 in the evening, Ward found, three-fourths of the home audi-
ience was at leisure, compared with only one in five between 11 AM
and noon.)

In the winter of 1952-3, the research firm of Alfred Politz,
Inc, in a study sponsored by the Henry I. Christal Company and
a number of radio stations, interviewed nearly 5,000 persons aged
fifteen and over in the areas covered by television (at that time in-
habited by 61.6 million people in 26.7 million households). In the
published findings of this survey no breakdown is made to distinguish
television owners from non-owners. The results, therefore, are a
composite of two different sets of activities and opinions, combined
in a ratio characteristic only of that moment of time, — a ratio which
would change as more homes acquired TV. Allowing for this limita-
tion, the study sheds light on radio’s new position.

Two years after his first survey, Politz conducted similar re-
search in three areas in Michigan, Kentucky and upstate New York.
His findings were much the same as in the first study.

Politz reports that in daylight hours, most listeners are en-
gaged in other simultaneous activities (home chores, preparing food,
eating or driving).In the evening, only 37% of the radio listeners are
doing something else. The remainder are concentrating on their listen-
ing. Of the evening listeners, pnly 9% are reading at the same time;
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6% are writing, sewing or studying; 4% are entertaining guests. Most
of the other things which people do while they listen to the radio
require very little mental effort. Only 16% of radio listening takes
place at a time when attention is seriously diverted by another activity.

TABLE 46
Where Radio s Heard at Different Times of the Day

(Source: 1953 Politz-Christal Study of Radio in TV Areas)

Men Who Listen to the Radio
on an Average Day During the Period
Between Between Between Between

Waking and During Breakfast During Lunch  During Supper and
Breakfast Breakfast and Lunch Lunch  and Supper  Supper Going to Bed

Kitchen 45% 81% 12% S0% 15% 67% 14%
Living room 18 6 30 8 29 9 56
Bedroom 40 1 6 1 9 2 23
Dining room 5 8 4 7 5 23 4
Other place at home 7 = 3 4 5 1 4
In car, while driving 4 1 37 2 31 ~ 5
At work 2 v 14 13 13 1 1
Other places outside home 1 1 4 7 5 * 1
Don’t remember where,

no answer 2 4 4 10 3 2 2

Women Who Listen to the Radio
on an Average Day During the Period
Between Between Between Between

Waking and During  Breakast Dun'nf Lunch  During  Supper and
Breakfast Breakfast and Lunch Lunch and Supper  Supper Going to Bed

Kitchen 66% 80% 58% 68% 43% 64% 21%
Living room 14 6 38 10 46 13 55
Bedroom 32 3 24 4 19 3 22
Dining room 6 14 9 12 15 5
Other place at home 5 2 10 3 7 2 4
In car, while driving . - 2 b4 4 = 1
At work 1 * 3 2 3 * 1
Other places outside home 1 1 2 4 3 2 3
Don't remember where,

no answer 4 5 4 6 3 6 4

*Less than 1%

Listeners (especially younger and middle-aged persons) often
cite as radio’s chief advantage the fact that it does not require com-
plete concentration, that it permits them to do other things at the
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same time. (In this connection, it should be noted that radio is hardly
the only medium which must compete for attention with other activi-
ties. Its spokesmen point out that there may be an advantage for the
advertiser to talk about soap powder or cake mix to a2 woman while
she is in the act of doing her laundry or baking a cake, rather than
while she is in the living room resting from her labors and trying
to forget household drudgery.)

People look to radio primarily for entertainment and for in-
formation, according to the Politz findings. When asked, “Why do
you have a radio?”, 45% of the respondents say that radio’s main
function is to provide entertainment, relaxation or enjoyment, and
an equal number say its main function is to give the news. In total,
70% give reasons which refer to radio’s entertainment features and
an almost equal number (66%) give reasons referring to its informa-
tion features. Younger and older people are most apt to say that
entertainment and relaxation are the most important reasons why
they have a radio, while middle-aged people stress news. Not sur-
prisingly, persons of better-than-average education and income are
most apt to stress the educational or informational advantages.

When people are asked what they like most about listening
to the radio, 42% (and an even higher proportion of the younger
people) say they like music best. 32% mention news, 13% mention
stories or plays, 11% give general entertainment reasons.

“Too much advertising” is radio’s most frequently mentioned
unfavorable feature, volunteered especially by those of above-average
education and income.

Respondents were asked which medium they consider best
for keeping up with the news and for sports coverage. Politz does
not report the answers to these questions, but he indicates that those
people who like radio news best primarily cite its speed and its con-
venient availability. '

People who prefer radio for sports coverage cite its play-by-play
accurate reporting, or note that it covers more sports than television
does.

Radio’s chief disadvantage, as reported by Politz’s respondents,
is that it is less entertaining than television, because it can only be
heard. This reason is most often voiced by younger people who are
less familiar with radio as it existed in the pre-television era.
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Radio is now considered a necessity more than a luxury, while
television is overwhelmingly considered a luxury item. (Respondents
were presented with a list of houschold items and asked (1) “Which
of these things does your family happen to have now?” (2) “Which
of these things do you consider a necessity?” (3) “Which of these
things do you consider a luxury?”) The results are shown in Table 47.

TABLE 47
How Household ltems Are Classified as ‘‘Necessities’ or ‘‘Luxuries’’
(Source: 1953 Politz-Christal Study of Radio in TV Areas)
Have Item Consider Item  Consider Item
in Home a “Necessity”  a “Luxury”
Radio 95% 49% 31%
Refrigerator (not ice box) 93 85 5
Bachtub 85 82 6
Telephone 79 71 14
Washing Machine 76 73 12
Television 72 23 66
Automobile 71 58 27
Sewing Machine 60 51 19
Home Freezer 9 10 62
Air Conditioner 3 6 69
Electric Dishwasher 3 4 74

The indispensability of radio in an era dominated by television
is well described by William McPhee, who in 1955 directed a study
on “The Future of Radio” for the National Broadcasting Company.
McPhee notes that radio’s present uses cannot be separated from its
past history:

“A radio was once only a radio, but after people have spent a gen-
eration weaving it into their lives, it is many things—an alarm clock to
wake people up pleasantly, a kind of morning newspaper to bury one’s
thoughts in at breakfast, a travelling companion in the car, a day-long
visitor to help pass the drearier hours of the day for a housewife, an
education for the woman who learns about life from soap operas, a game
of suspense for the up-to-the-minute news follower or sports fan, a record
player for teenagers, a partisan ritual for the avid follower of Fulton
Lewis, Jr., 2 Muzak sound system for people whose moods respond to
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music, a prized personal possession for a child, and so on through many
more. The uses to which people put a device even include contradictory
ones, as for example, when insomniacs use the same radio program to
80 to sleep to as drowsy drivers use to help keep awake!”

In McPhee’s survey (conducted by the Columbia University
Bureau of Applied Social Research), intensive interviews were made
with over two hundred television-owning families in half-a-dozen
cities. Radio listening in TV homes, the findings suggest, takes either
a “random” or “‘reference” form.

By “random” listening, McPhee refers to the constant flux of
the radio audience which listen in odd bits of free time scattered
throughout the week, and which contrasts with the “loyal, regular”
audience that major evening radio programs received in their heyday.
One housewife’s remarks illustrate this type of listening pattern:

“It’s only occasionally that I can have it on (kid’s programs on TV
interfere), but I do like to have a music program then. Just soft music,
low volume. I don’t know what station, perhaps WLW but I can’t say
for sure . . . No special program, just music and news. They come on
and I don’t know what station or what recording it is most of the time
(but) I always enjoy music when I work or rest.”

“Reference” listening, by contrast, describes the use of radio
for a specific purpose, as in the case of the individual who has a clock
radio bring on classical music to wake him up, or the one who knows
he can always get the news on the hour on a certain station.

The great advantage of radio, in the opinion of the persons
interviewed in this study, is that it permits the listener to do other
things while he listens. As one woman puts it, radio is something
that “you let run continuously” all day. Another housewife says:

“I don’t like housework. It’s revolting. Radio makes my work go
faster and makes it less revolting. I don’t think about it so much. I like
the disc jockey programs with popular recordings.”

McPhee goes on to suggest that the possibilities for expanding radio
listening involve the possibility of developing programs other than
those of the disc-jockey type which are still suitable to multiple-
activity listening.
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McPhee compares the survival of radio alongside television to
the parallel existence of silent films and the talkies. He points out
that television often “takes away something” when it adds sight to
sound. At breakfast, supper, on rising or retiring, most people he
interviewed prefer nothing more than a radio:

“There is no question that the picture and voice of Dave Garroway
is more entrancing at breakfast than that of the harassed family bread-
winner stumbling off to work, nor is there any serious doubt that Dinah
Shore is more eye-filling than the family housewife serving the pota-
toes at suppertime. Nevertheless, among many modern families, there
is a profound — almost instinctive — resistance to television at such
times . . . Who would really like to see a Max Liebman spectacular in
full color — if he were just getting out of bed in the early dark of a
winter workday, or greeting his children and wife after an absence, or
turning a fine piece of machinery on a factory lathe, or washing the
dishes and making beds on Tuesday morning? In every one of these
instances, an unobtrusive radio would not be out of place, but the full
impact of the ‘best’ entertainment that television can offer—that would
be self-defeating.”

It is evident that radio continues to be used and to be useful
in even the most avid television home. People will turn eagerly to
radio when TV fails to cover some event of extraordinary interest.
The Marciano-Moore heavyweight championship fight, in 1955, was
heard by 12,225,000 families (27% of the total.)

Because of its greater flexibility, radio is less seasonal 2 medium
than television. (Viewing of evening television programs dips in the
summertime when people spend more time outdoors. But radio’s
summer audiences are almost the same size as in winter. This was
seen in Table 24, Chapter 4.)

Because of its greater economy of operation, radio can offer
programming directed to audiences too small for TV to touch —
foreign language groups and other minorities, specialized professional,
occupational, hobby and other groups. More than ever before, radio
stations are now broadcasting at odd hours (for example, all through
the night) to catch segments of the audience which were formerly
not considered important. Just as television is especially useful in
demonstrating and depicting the concrete, so radio has a peculiar
capacity to set 2 mood and to convey abstract messages persuasively.



7. TELEVISION AND READING

Television’s effects on books, magazines and newspapers, are
harder to trace than its effects on radio. Radio and television audiences
are measured by the same or similar methods, and exact comparisons
can be made of the amount of listening and viewing. But no such
common denominator exists between TV viewing and reading. Dur-
ing the post-war years of television’s great growth, the total circula-
tion of magazines and newspapers has also continued to grow, and
more books have been sold than ever before. But there is no way of
knowing whether or not the growth of the print media might have
been even greater had television not appeared on the scene.

In' measuring the effects of television we are faced with a limita-
tion in the available evidence. Only two major studies have traced
the influence of TV by questioning the same people at different points
in time, before and after some of them acquired television sets. (This
procedure, in research terms, is known as the “panel” technique of
observing change in attitude or behavior.) The great bulk of the
numerous studies of this general subject entail a comparison of TV
set-owners and non-owners, interviewed only once, and at the same
time. If the owners and non-owners were exactly alike in every re-
spect except that of television ownership, conclusions could be drawn
readily from this sort of evidence. But the fact of the matter is that
they are not exactly alike, and one of the ways in which they differ
is in their interest in all the mass media—TV apart.

When we try to determine the impact of television upon print,
we face a familiar problem in tracing cause and effect. The first people
to acquire television sets were drawn from the ranks of those who read
the most to begin with. The pioneer TV owners were above aver-
age in education and income. This means that they were more apt
than the average person to have acquired the habit of reading, and
also that they were better able to afford the expense of buying
periodicals and books.

Direct comparisons of the reading habits of TV and non-TV

owners often yielded results which were difficult to interpret, since
124
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the TV owners read more before television, but were also more likely
to have their reading interfered with.

From the very beginning of TV, studies of its impact have
indicated strongly that reading as an activity had suffered even among
the formerly heavy readers who made up the early television public:

1. Coffin, in his pioneer study (1948) of TV’s effects in Long
Island, found set owners reading eighteen hours a week, compared
with twenty-one hours for the non-owners.

2. In McDonagh’s 1950 study of a Southern California town,
over two-thirds of the television owners said they were reading less
than they did formerly, compared with less than a fourth of those
without television sets.

3. A study made the same year in the Detroit area by Walter
Kaiser found that two-fifths of the television owners said they were
reading less than formerly.

4. In the study of Metropolitan New York made in 1951 by
Zorbaugh and Mills, 49% of the television owners reported that they
had stopped reading books, 24% magazines, 3% Sunday newspapers,
and 2% daily newspapers. (Although limited in geographic scope,
this was the first study of the subject which employed both a large
and well-designed sample and also sophisticated techniques of analyz-
ing the data.)

5. Nancy Faulkner, interviewing Bloomington, Indiana, house-
wives in 1954, found that those who owned television said their book
and magazine reading had been cut in half.

This is slender evidence both because these studies (except
for the one by Zorbaugh and Mills) are modest in scale, and because
retrospective judgments are apt to be far from accurate. However, all
the signs point the same way, and studies of individual print media
also tell a consistent story.

Television and Book Reading

An important distinction must be drawn between books and
other forms of reading matter, to which our previous discussion of
“media-mindedness” applies more directly.

In their 1945 and 1947 researches on “Radio Listening in
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America,” Lazarsfeld and Kendall found that among those who read
at least one magazine regularly, only 22% listened to the radio for
less than one hour in the evening, compared with 30% of those who
did not read magazines. However, such differences did not appear
when listening habits were compared for those people who read
books and those who did not.

This finding can be explained in the light of a study of Book
of the Month Club members which Lazarsfeld had made some years
before. At that time he reported that people who read many books
also read a high proportion of serious books, whereas in the case of
radio the heaviest listeners listened to the lowest proportion of serious
programs.

This suggests two contradictory tendencies at work when we
analyze the relation between book reading and radio listening or tele-
vision viewing. On the one hand are the better educated, more serious
book readers, whose tastes are sufficiently cultivated or specialized so
that the bulk of broadcast fare is uninteresting to them; they were
light radio listeners and are now light television viewers. On the
other hand are those persons who read books largely for light enter-
tainment and who are, like the heavy magazine readers, among the
more avid listeners and watchers.

While these two contrasting groups represent extremes which
shade into each other, they apparently exist in sufficiently similar
numbers so that they cancel each other out when they are averaged
together. This might explain why the listening (and now perhaps
the viewing) of all book readers resembles that of the remaining
three-fourths of the population who do not read at least one book a
month.

In Boston (1951) Fine and Maccoby found that television own-
ers reported spending about two hours reading on the average week-
day, while the non-owners claimed to spend only 1.2 hours reading.
Nonetheless, only 22% of the television owners were in the middle
of reading a book at the time of the survey, compared with 31% of
the non-owners.

The television owners spent less time on books, but appar-
ently more with newspapers and magazines. The explanation may
run like this: At this phase of television’s growth, TV was owned
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predominantly by people who were strongly attached to all of the
popular media but who were not necessarily serious book readers.
The non-television owners included many “high-brow” heavy book
readers who eschewed both TV and the popular magazines; they also
included many people of below-average education who did very lictle
reading of any kind.

Some corrobation for this theory may be found in Zorbaugh
and Mills’ study of television’s impact on Metropolitan New York.
Television owners who had had their sets for some time did more
magazine reading than either the more recent owners or the people
who lacked TV. They also read more books than did the newer set
owners, but no more than the non-owners. (See Table 48.)

TABLE 48
Length of TV Set Ownership and Reading Habits

(Source: Puck Sutvey, New York Metropolitan Area, 1951)

TV Owners
For 2 Years For Less Non-
or More  Than 2 Years Owners
Read one ot more magazines
regularly 60% 51% 52%
Read one or more books
in last month 34% 27% 35%

An interpretation can be given along these lines: The pioneer
television owners were those who had listened to the radio most and
who also read the most magazines. They were above average in in-
come, but were concentrated in the middle educational brackets. As
time went on, television became accessible to more and more people
of lower income and education, who read fewer books and maga-
zines. But a substantial number of better-educated persons, includ-
ing the heaviest book readers, continued as hold-outs, at least up to
1951, when the study was made.

It should be noted that Zorbaugh and Mills report the better-
educated no exception to their general conclusion that television has
cut into book-reading. They found that 35% of the non-TV owners
had read a book or more during the preceding month, while only
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29% of the television owners had done so. However the median
individual in both groups read the same number of books in a month:
2.2. While college educated persons read more books than the aver-
age, 47% of the set owners among them had not read a book in the
preceding month, compared with 30% of the non-owners.

Lawton’s study of the effects of television in Norman and
Oklahoma City shows a somewhat different pattern, perhaps reflect-
ing a difference in the kind of books read in these smaller cities,
compared with Boston and New York. The people who acquired
television in its first year in those communities were the very ones
who had done the most reading in the first place. Before television
they bought more newspapers and magazines, but they also read an
average of .57 books each month, compared with .28 for the people
who did not subsequently get television (see Table 49).

In spite of this initial lead, Lawton found television cutting
into book reading as an activity, when he repeated his interviews six
months and a year after the inauguration of TV service. The pattern
of results in Norman, Lawton’s other test city, was highly similar.

TABLE 49
Television Ownership and Book Reading in Oklahoma City, 1949-50

(Source: Lawton Oklahoma Survey)

Books Read per Month

Television
Owners Non-Owners
Before TV 0.57 0.28
Six Months After TV 0.33 0.20
One Year After TV 0.15 0.29

Other studies of varying professional calibre have documented
the inroads of television on book reading:

1. In his study in New York (1948), Goldberg found less book-
reading was reported after television than before.

2. In a survey of 1580 persons who had responded to televi-
sion offers by the Duane Jones Company (1949), three out of five
reported that they were reading fewer books than formerly.
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3. Half of 133 television families interviewed the same year
by James Jump said they were reading fewer books.

4. In Washington (1950), Alldredge found three out of ten
reporting less book reading than before.

5. McGraw-Hill, surveying 940 subscribers to business publi-
cations (1951), found that 36% of the television owners said they
had read a book the previous day, compared with 46% of the non-
owners.

6. In 1951, a mail questionnaire sent out by the advertising firm
of Batten, Barton, Durstine and Osborn to 5,657 persons in cities
and towns; inquired “What’s Happening to Leisure Time in Televi-
sion Homes?” In this case, the percentage who had done any book
reading in the previous month was higher (32%) among non-televi-
sion owners than among those who owned television (23%). The non-
owners who read books also claimed to spend more time with them—
an hour and thirty-four minutes daily, compared with an hour and
seventeen minutes for the TV owners.

7. In Atlanta, Stewart (1951) found only 8% of the television
owners, compared with 13% of the non-owners, stating that their
book reading had increased in the preceding year. However slightly
more television owners (34%) than non-owners (28%) said they had
read a book in the two month period before they were interviewed.
(The difference is barely significant in the statistical sense.) Nine per
cent of the women interviewed said they had “dispensed with all
types of book reading because they claim that television viewing is
now taking all the time that was once spent in this manner.” The
authors note that of the great majority who reported “no effect” on
their book reading, a good many were not book readers to begin with.

8. Donald Johnson (1954) studied the book-botrowing habits
of 123 TV owners and 208 non-ownets in the Free Public Library of
Montclair, New Jersey. He found that set owners used the library
22% less after they acquired sets, and they also used the library less
than did people who had not acquired sets by the middle of 1951.
The loss was not in the percentage who used the library, but in the
number of books the borrowers withdrew. The decline was just as
pronounced among college graduates as among other persons, though
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it seemed to affect older people more than younger ones. Johnson
also reports indications that television’s adverse effect on reading
diminishes about a year after the set is acquired.

9. Mary Peerless (1954) submitted a questionnaire to 500 bor-
rowers in the public library branch at Elmhurst, Queens, a middle-
class New York City neighborhood. Three out of five who owned
television reported their reading habits had changed “to some de-
gree” since they had acquired a set, and 6% said they had changed
greatly. Older people, and persons holding clerical and sales jobs
were most apt to say their reading habits had not changed at all.
About three borrowers in ten said they were reading fewer books
than previously, but one in eight claimed to be reading more.

The story revealed by these surveys is parallelled by develop-
ments in the publishing business.

Groff Conklin, writing on “Rental Libraries: Problems and
Prospects” for the Publishers’ Weekly of April 24, 1954, reported
that the average rental library’s gross income had dropped by 50%
since 1948. A mail survey of over 100 bookstores found 41% blaming
television for the decrease in business, while 30% mentioned pocket
books.

In spite of this grim conclusion, publishers continue to put
out more titles each year and to sell more copies of their hard-bound
books. The American Book Publishers Council, Inc., reports an in-
crease in dollar sales from $421,900,000 in 1947 to $663,500,000 in 1953.

It is interesting to note that publishers report both a lessen-
ing public demand for fiction, and also a decline in the proportion
of novels submitted to them by authors. While the underlying rea-
sons for this trend must be sought in the temper of the times, tele-
vision may well have something to do with it. TV competes with
books in the area of fiction and fantasy entertainment, but hardly at
all in the sphere of information. Between 1946 and 1955 the number
of new fiction titles published grew at only half the rate of non-fiction.

The book industry has been revolutionized, during the very
period of television’s growing influence, by the increasing popularity
of paper-bound pocket books. (In 1947, 95.5 million paper-bounds
were sold; by 1953 the number was 292 million.)
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Television—like motion pictures and radio before it—stimu-
lates curiosity in a diverse range of subjects among people who do
only a limited amount of reading. Librarians report that children
frequently ask for books on subjects in which their interest has been
aroused through watching a television program. Television’s unique
capacity to make complex information understandable and exciting
may lead people to look further into subjects which had not pre-
viously seemed interesting or important to them.

Of the borrowers in a New York City branch library, 11%
said, in answer to a direct question raised by Peerless, that they had
at one time or another reserved a book at the library because they
had heard it discussed on television. This might well be an exagger-
ated claim. We must take with similar caution the report, by 15% of
the borrowers, that they had sought out books by authors they had
seen on television. 17% checked “yes” in answering the question,
“Have you ever seen a TV drama adapted from a famous book or
short story and later obtained the title for reading?” High school
and college students most often answered this question affirmatively.
44% of the borrowers said they had at some time “wished to know
more about a subject you heard discussed on television.” The sub-
jects most often mentioned were science, social studies and sports.

Recently, Quincy Mumford (who is Librarian of Congress and
President of the American Library Association) sent questionnaires
to 38 leading libraries; “there was general consensus that an active
policy regarding television has visible results. Calls for books men-
tioned in telecasts; general communications about programs; greater
attendance at library activities could be attributed to the television
programs.”

Library book circulation has continued to rise in the post-war
years, primarily in non-fiction. If the libraries are flourishing, it may
very well be that this is neither in spite of television, nor because of
it, but because of the great distinctness of function between the old-
est mass medium and the newest.

Television and Magazine Reading

Of all the print media, magazines most clearly reflect the in-
fluence of television’s presence. While magazines are read by about
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four Americans in five, the better educated and better-off do the most
magazine reading, and they, of course, were the first to get TV.

Magazines feel the competition of television more seriously
than newspapers do. Newspaper reading is a daily ritual, typically
associated with certain transition periods in the day. Magazines are
read less frequently and with less regularity. They have less immediacy
and urgency than newspapers do, and therefore are in more direct
conflict with television as 2 medium of entertainment.

As in the case of book reading, a number of miscellaneous
studies show a similar pattern of declining readership as television
enters the picture. However, where TV owners and non-owners are
compared in these surveys, it is apparent in many cases that the
“media-minded” people who first acquired television were a heavy
magazine-reading group.

1. A decline in magazine reading was reported by half the
television owners interviewed by Duane Jones (1949), by two-fifths
of those surveyed by Jump (1949) and by one-fourth in Alldredge’s
study (1950).

2. In 1950 a mail survey of Omnibook subscribers revealed
that 69% of the television owners were subscribing to four magazines
or more, compared with 52% of the non-owners.

3. In the same year a survey made by Macfadden Publications
in two midwestern cities found that television owners read slightly
more magazines than non-owners, averaging 2.0 per family, com-
pared with 1.8 for the non-owners. However, 22% of the television
owners reported that they were reading less magazines than they did
the year previously.

4. The B.B.D.O. mail survey came up with a different set of
findings: 69% of those in homes without television reported reading
weekly magazines, compared with 60% of the set owners. Moreover,
among the magazine readers, more time was spent reading in the
non-television households (an hour and 12 minutes) than in the
television households (59 minutes).

5. A survey of 1200 New York television owners made by
Young & Rubicam (1951) reported that magazine reading fell off
20%, on the average, after the TV set was bought.

6. The study made in Atlanta by Stewart (1951) showed the
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TV owners to be heavy readers. About half read three magazines or
more; only a third of the non-television group read as many. Yet
38% of the television owners and only 30% of the non-owners re-
ported they were reading magazines less than they had the year
previously.

7. Zortbaugh and Mills’ New York survey found virtually no
differences between the two groups. 54% of the television owners read
magazines regularly, and the median time spent on them was 59
minutes a week. Among non-owners, 52% read magazines, and the
median time spent on them was an hour and four minutes weekly.

8. A nationwide mail survey conducted in 1952 by the National
Family Opinion Poll found that 36% of the housewives in television
homes had not read a magazine in the past 24 hours. Only 43% had
spent an hour or more reading a magazine. By contrast, in non-TV
homes, only 24% had not read a magazine, and 61% had spent an
hour or more reading.

9. In Lexington, Kentucky, (1953) McGeehan and Maranville
found that the average number of weekly hours spent with magazines
was 4.2 per person weekly; the same women reported an average of
4.8 hours per week had been spent reading magazines before televi-
sion. The number of magazine subscriptions reportedly had declined
from an average of 3.4 before TV to an average of 3.2 afterwards.

By contrast with most of the studies thus far reported, many
of which were made on limited budgets and used samples of only
limited scope, 2 highly accurate and large national sample was em-
ployed in the survey made by Willard Simmons in 1953 for the
Crowell-Collier Publishing Company. In this survey the average
reading time was noted in both television and non-television house-
holds for a number of leading magazines. This study, made at a time
when television had passed beyond the pioneer phase and had al-
ready clearly become a national mass medium, showed very small
but persistent and reliable differences which indicated that readership
had been affected. The findings are summarized in Table 50.

Two surveys made under Coffin’s direction for the National
Broadcasting Company showed the same story with even more
dramatic effect. The first was a study which compared the leisure-
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time (and buying) habits of a probability sample of 5,067 television
owners and non-owners in Metropolitan New York in 1952. (Both
male and female heads of households were interviewed.) This study
includes a careful and comprehensive analysis of television’s effects
on magazines and newspapers.

TABLE 50
Magazine Reading Time (Per issue) in TV and Non-TV Homes

(Source: W. R. Simmons National Survey, 1952)

Magazine TV Ouwners Non-Owners
Collier’s 1 hr. 24 min. 1 hr. 34 min.
Life 1 hr. 8 min. 1 hr. 24 min.
Post 1 hr. 25 min. 1 hr. 58 min.
Look 1 hr. 4 min. 1 hr. 13 min.

Average 1 hr. 12 min. 1 hr. 29 min.

Again the familiar pattern emerged. The total amount of time
spent reading magazines on the day before the interview was found
to be nearly eleven minutes among individuals who had television
at home. It was fifteen minutes for non-owners. Of those who actu-
ally had spent some time “yesterday” reading magazines, television
owners had spent an average of 47 minutes; the non-owners had
spent 54 minutes.

Going further, Coffin compared completely “unexposed” indi-
viduals in non-TV homes who were matched with the television
sample with respect to sex, age, family size, education, income and
area of residence. With this careful control, almost identical results
were obtained: eleven minutes daily for the TV owners, sixteen for
the non-owners. On the average day, 23% of the television owners
had spent some time reading magazines; among the matched non-
owners the proportion was 27%.

The differences between television owners and the entire (un-
matched) group of non-owners persisted at every level of age, income
and education, even though these factors are independently related
to the amount of magazine reading. This can be seen in Table 51.
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TABLE 51
Time Spent Reading Magazines by Owners and Non-Owners
(Sourcé: NBC Metropolitan New York Survey, 1952)
Minutes per Person per Day
Age TV Ouwners Non-Quwners
18-29 12 17
30-39 12 15
40-49 10 15
50 + 8 13
Income
$100-3,000 7 12
$3,001-4,000 10 12
$4,001-5,000 11 17
$5001 + 15 22
Education
Grammar School 5 8
Some High School 8 13
Completed High School 12 17
College 18 24

To see whether reading habits changed as television became
an established feature in the home, Coffin compared the time spent
with magazines each day by new and old TV owners (Table 52).
Since he knew that people of above-average income were the first to
acquire sets, and were also more apt to be heavy readers, Coffin broke
his results down by low and high income groups. As Table 52 re-
veals, he found practically no differences in reading time berween old
and new set owners in the low income bracket, but among those of
above-average income he found that the pioneer TV fans were do-
ing more reading than those who had acquired sets within the past
year.

These figures could suggest two possible explanations, both
of which may be correct: (1) that the first to acquire TV were most
strongly interested in a// the popular media, and (2) that as time
went on, television owners were finding time for more additional
activities.

Why was the same pattern not found for the persons of be-
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low-average income? The novelty effect of television on reading may
have been less for this group since they did less reading in the first
place. Moreover, it is possible that at the lower-income level, pioneer
television ownership was more a matter of ability to afford a set, or
of family size, than it was of “media-mindedness.”

TABLE 52

Time Spent Reading Magazines by Length of TV Ownership
(Source: NBC Metropolitan New York Survey, 1952)

Minutes per Person per Day
TV Owners TV Owners

With Incomes With Incomes All TV
Under $4000  Over $4000 Owners

Less than 1 year 8 11 10
1-2 years 8 14 11
More than 2 years 9 15 13

In another study directed by Cofhin for the National Broad-
casting Company (1953-4), interviews were conducted in 6554 homes
in Fort Wayne, Indiana, just before, and again six months after, that
town acquired its own television station.

Thus a comparison could be made of the time spent on maga-
zines (1) by people who already had sets which were tuned to dis-
tant stations before the local one came on the air, (2) people who
acquired sets after the local station opened, (3) people who occasion-
ally watched television over friends’ sets, and (4) people who were
for practical purposes unexposed to television altogether.

Before television appeared on the local scene, the new set
owners spent about the same amount of time reading magazines as
those who later remained unexposed to TV (17 minutes daily for the
new TV owners, 16 for the unexposed). After television, the set owners
reported only 10 minutes of daily magazine reading, while the un-
exposed showed virtually no change (17 minutes). Again, television
appeared to have reduced the amount of magazine reading time,
though perhaps not as dramatically as is indicated by the rough
answers which respondents are apt to give to this sort of question.

In their continuing studies of “Videotown”, Cunningham and
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Walsh’s researchers reported a 53% drop in the number of adults
reading a magazine during their first year with television. However,
in 1953 magazine reading was 5% higher than in television’s first
year, and it jumped by another 70% in 1954. This revival of interest
in reading parallels a revival of other activities as television approaches
complete saturation of the community and loses its overwhelming
novelty.

Trends in Magazine Circulation and Content

The “Videotown” findings suggest that magazines may recover
the losses in reader interest which have been inflicted by television.
But reader interest is not immediately reflected by the trend in circu-
lation figures. An individual’s changing habits of readership may be
reflected more in the amount of time he spends with magazines rather
than in the number he buys.

Since television appeared on the scene, circulation has con-
tinued to grow, but the rate of its growth has slowed up in recent
years; in the last few years it has failed to keep pace with the increase
in population.

A smaller proportion of magazine circulation today represents
independent purchase decisions by the ultimate readers, and more of
it represents habitual exposure. At the war’s end about half of all
magazine copies were sold on the newsstand. In 1954, the percentage
had declined to 38. Part of this transformation may have been due to
the trend toward suburban living (with less frequent access to news-
stands) or the increased level of income (which made the price of a
subscription a smaller investment). But it seems likely that television
too had something to do with the change.

A more striking indication of television’s effects may be seen
by comparing the pattern of circulation growth in metropolitan areas
and in the remainder of the country. The original heavy growth of
television was in the metropolitan areas, and TV growth in the
smaller cities and towns developed momentum only after the lifting
of the F.C.C. “freeze” on new stations in 1952.

As Table 53 suggests, berween 1946 and 1952 magazine circu-
lation grew only slightly, (and actually declined relative to popula-
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tion growth) in cities over 100,000, while it soared in the rest of the
country. In the last few years, however, the non-metropolitan areas
have come within reach of television, and magazine circulations have
fallen there, while they have begun to recover in the bigger cities.

TABLE 53

Changes in the Circulation of Top 30 General Magazines®
1946-1954

Single Issue Circulation
(in millions) Per Cent Increase
Magazine Circulation 1946 1952 1954 1946-52 1952-54 1946-54

Cities over 100,000 17.75 19.16 20.48 8% 7% 18%

Other places 30.67 37.75 40.96 23 9 33
Total 48.42 59.91 61.44 18 9 28

U.S. Civilian

Population** 138.34  153.32  160.44 11% 4% 19%

*This table is partly based on data supplied by the Magazine Advertising Bureau, and covers the
following major magazines:

**The rate of population growth has been approximately the same in metropolitan and non-metro-
politan areas.

American Home Living for Young Homemakers
American Magazine Look

Better Homes & Gardens Mademoiselle

Collier’s McCall's Magazine
Cosmopolitan Newsweek

Esquire New Yorker

Fortune Outdoor Life

Glamour Popular Science Monthly
Good Housckeeping Redbook Magazine
Harper's Bazaar Saturday Evening Post
House Beautiful Time

House & Garden Town & Country
Houschold Town Journal

Ladies’ Home Journal Vogue

Life Woman's Home Companion

Since television is primarily an entertainment medium, with
most of its programming time devoted to drama of one sort or an-
other, it might be expected that those magazines which would suffer
most from its inroads would be those which are primarily entertain-
ing rather than informational in character. A breakdown of circula-
tion figures for magazines of various types indicates that this is
indeed so. The smallest gains were recorded by the great general
weeklies and bi-weeklies and the general monthlies, whose fiction
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picture stories, human interest articles and other features of broad
appeal bear a generic resemblance to much television programming.

The greatest gains in circulation were made by magazines which
offer information more than entertainment, and particularly those
with a definitely specialized character, which cater to tastes, interests
and needs which television, because of its very massive character, can-
not possibly provide. (See Table 54.)

TABLE 54

Changes in Circulation of Different Magazine Categories
(Based on A.B.C. circulation data)
% Increase % Increase % Increase

1940-1946 1940-1954  1946-1954
General Weeklies (and

Bi-Weeklies) + 26% + 67% + 33%
News Weeklies + 99 +176 + 39
Other Weeklies—Small Town - 23 + 37 + 77
Other Weeklies—Big Town + 64 +132 + 41
Women’s Service + 19 + 39 + 17
Grocery Store Women’s + 61 +278 +135
General Women’s Monthlies + 46 + 69 + 16
Men’s Monthlies +136 +324 + 80
General Monthlies + 18 + 61 + 36
Fraternal Monthlies + 60 +138 + 49
Class Monthlies + 32 +153 + 91
Licerary-Political Reviews + 97 +392 +150
Home + 37 +116 + 58
Fashion +194 +320 + 43
Business + 37 +106 + 51
Youth + 82 +186 + 57
Outdoor and Sports + 32 +133 + 76
Mechanics and Science + 62 +141 + 49
Farm + 1 + 31 + 29
Negro Magazines = — +281
Romance + 66 + 48 - 11
Screen-Radio-TV + 146 + 249 + 42
Picture Magazines +170 + 65 -39

Total + 40% +101% + 44%

NOTE: Figures represent December 30th, ABC reports on all magazines pub-
lished each year.

J
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One interesting trend in circulation is apparent when maga-
zines are grouped into several different cultural or intellectual levels.
In this crude classification they can be called “high brow,” “middle
brow,” and “not too-middle brow.” This might put the Atlantic at
one end of the continuum and True Confessions at the other.

High-brow magazines more than doubled their circulation
since the war. In fact, the higher the intellectual level, the greater
the growth. The great mass of general circulation or middle-brow
magazines grew by about half. Magazines appealing to the /east edu-
cated element stayed at about the same circulation level. Non-ABC
magazines, many of which are at the lower levels of taste, dropped a
fourth of their circulation, and comic books are. struggling to hold
their own. At least a partial explanation for this development is that
television presents a greater distraction for the person of average or
below-average education than for the better-schooled, who are also
less apt to be repelled by the printed word.

We can study circulation figures from another angle. Maga-
zines appealing mainly to women did not grow as fast as those appeal-
ing mainly to men or to the whole family. Here television is prob-
ably at least partly to blame, since daytime TV programming, with
its serial drama, variety and homemaking features, bears an unmis-
takable resemblance to a good deal of magazine fare.

The influence of television can be traced in magazine content
as well as in circulation. Monthly reports prepared by the Lloyd Hall
organization provide an analysis of editorial matter for leading gen-
eral magazines. From these reports it is possible to discern the trends
in magazine content during the years which coincide with television’s
great growth.

There are two noteworthy changes: (1) There is a striking
decrease in the amount of fiction carried by all types of publications.
This parallels the developments in the book field, already described.
(2) Magazines with a special informational character or function,
like farming publications, homemaking magazines, or Popular Science
and its competitors, are becoming more specialized. They all appear
to be devoting less space to extraneous matters and more to their
central editorial subjects.

Television, like radio or the movies, competes directly with
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magazines and books as a source of fantasy and of dramatic identifica-
tion and excitement. It is no wonder that, since the war, magazines
have steadily reduced the amount of fiction which they carry. This is
only in part due to the strong diet of TV drama on which the maga-
zine-reading public daily feeds. It also reflects the increased popularity
of the inexpensive paper-bound book. To meet both these threats,
magazines have become more and more specialized. Yet taken alto-
gether the changes in content parallel the trends in circulation for
magazines of different types and they are exactly the sort of changes
which the competition of television might have influenced.

Television and Newspaper Reading

Television’s effects on newspaper reading are, from all the
evidence, less pronounced than its impact on magazine or book read-
ing. A whole series of studies document this point, though they also
suggest that newspapers are not completely immune to the new
influence.

1. Studies which asked television owners whether they were
reading newspapers less than formerly produced a response similar to
that for book and magazine reading—though the reported decline in
newspaper reading was of a much lesser order. Of the TV owners
interviewed by Duane Jones (1949), one in four said he was reading
newspapers less than formerly. Jump (1949) reported one in five
slackening readership, Alldredge (1950) only one in twenty. Young
and Rubicam (1951) report one in four dropping in readership of
evening papers, but no change for the morning press.

2. In Oklahoma, Lawton found that television set owners read
more newspapers than non-owners, but that the most avid viewers
took fewer papers than the TV owners who spent less time with
their sets.

This can be explained as follows: The TV owners, being a
better educated group on the whole, read more papers to begin with.
However, the most highly educated TV owners do more reading,
but less viewing, than do those at the middle educational level. The
latter group read less, but are more apt to be strong television fans.
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The same study found no evidence that television owners were
spending less time with their daily newspapers than they did before
acquiring television. They spent about the same amount of time read-
ing papers as did the people who had only radios at home. Moreover,
the families who took only one or two papers a day spent almost as
much time reading them as did the families who took three or four.
In short, television appeared to have no direct effects on newspaper
reading. :

3. Similarly, in Atlanta, Stewart found that television owners
and non-owners alike reported they were reading the newspaper “more
thoroughly” than they had done three years previously. (This may
well have been an accurate report, for the Korean War had started
a year earlier.) Slightly more television owners than non-owners re-
ceived a local newspaper, but considerably more read both the Journal
and the Constitution. This fails to indicate that their reading was
affected by TV, though it confirms our assumption that they were
better-educated, and accordingly more serious newspaper readers.

4. Further confirmation comes from Zorbaugh and Mills’ study
in Metropolitan New York. They found reading slightly higher among
TV owners (90%) than non-owners (86%) both for daily and for
Sunday newspapers. The TV owners spent more time—an hour and
eighteen minutes—with the daily paper, the non-owners an hour and
eight minutes. The TV owners spent an hour and 38 minutes with
the Sunday paper, the non-TV owners an hour and 23 minutes.

The time spent with- the Sunday paper was distributed differ-
ently by the two groups. As an indication: the television owners,
with their higher average education, spent only 27 minutes (30%) of
their total Sunday newspaper reading time on the comics, compared
with 40 minutes (44%) for the non-owners.

The difference is in part accounted for by the probability that
proportionately fewer readers of the New York Times (which prints
no comics) were included in the non-television group. However,
a nationwide survey by the National Opinion Research Center pro-
duced similar findings: the television owners spent an average of 44
minutes reading the Sunday comics, the non-owners 53 minutes.

5. By contrast, the national survey by Batten, Barton, Durstine
& Osborn found virtually no difference between TV and non-TV
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families in the patterns of Sunday newspaper reading. (See Table
55.) Because of technical shortcomings of the sample and question-
naire, the findings of this study cannot be taken as seriously as the
Zorbaugh-Mills research.

TABLE 55
Reading of Daily and Sunday Newspapers
Source: (B.B.D.O. Mail Survey, 1951)
Per Cent Reading . Average Reading Time
TV Non- TV Non-
Owners Owners Owners Owners
Daily Paper 92% 93% )
Morning Paper 37 min. 40 min.
Evening Paper 43 min. 48 min,
Sunday Paper 93 94 1 hr. 46 min. 1 hr. 57 min.
Comics 70 71 32 min. 27 min,
Picture Section 58 57 30 min. 28 min.
Magazine Section 55 56 32 min. 37 min.
Other Sections 80 84 52 min. 1 hr. 4 min.

Further corroboration comes from a study of trends in reader-
ship of comic strips in Minneapolis. Jack Haskins and Robert Jones
report that the pattern for strips in the morning newspaper remained
fairly stable in the years since television entered the local scene, while
readers of afternoon papers have been reading fewer strips than for-
merly, and are becoming more variable in their selections. The authors
suggest that television may be one of several possible causes of change
in the habits of reading the evening paper.

Unlike some of the other studies we have cited, the B.B.D.O.
survey did not show television owners to be heavier newspaper readers
than non-owners; if anything, it suggested the opposite. It also indi-
cated that television’s inroads were no more evident in the case of
the morning newspaper (which has relatively little competition from
TV) than in the case of the evening newspaper (whose reading period
corresponds with television’s main viewing hours).

6. In Lexington, Kentucky, McGeehan and Maranville found
virtually no difference in the average number of hours reportedly
spent with newspapers before television (10 per week) or after (9.4),



144 THE AGE OF TELEVISION

nor in the average number of newspaper subscriptions (1.3). How-
ever, 10% of the TV owners interviewed said they were now neglect-
ing the main news section of the newspaper.

7. In the National Broadcasting Company’s 1952 survey of
Metropolitan New York, virtually no differences in newspaper read-
ing time were found between television owners and non-owners (even
when these were matched with the owners according to their charac-
teristics). The results may be seen in Table 56.

TABLE 56

Newspaper Reading Among TV Owners and Non-Owners

(Source: NBC Metropolitan New York Survey, 1952)

TV All Matched
Owners Non-Owners ~ Non-Owners

Minutes per person per day

spent reading newspapers 47 50 50
Minutes spent per day by

those who read newspapers 62 61
Per cent exposed to newspapers

on average day 78% 83%

A breakdown of the same information (in Table 57) by
separate age, income and educational groups shows that this lack of
significant difference persists at every level, except among those of
lowest income and schooling (where TV cuts in noticeably).

Among those with incomes over $4,000 (who were in a posi-
tion to afford TV relatively early in the game), the first to acquire
television were the ones who spent the greatest amount of time read-
ing newspapers. (See Table 58.)

8. A survey of 700 families in the Chicago area, made by the
Television Bureau of Advertising in March, 1956, finds that time
spent reading newspapers is lowest in those families where television
viewing is heaviest—where the housewife is youngest. In these
families (where the housewife is under 35) the aggregate daily time
spent with newspapers (for all individuals combined) is 66 minutes,
on television 794 minutes. In the families whose housewife is 35-49,
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124 minutes a day are spent with newspapers, 570 with TV. In the
older families (housewife over 50), 103 minutes go to newspapers,
377 to television.

TABLE 57
Time Spent Reading Newspapers by TV Owners and Non-Owners
(Source: NBC Metropolitan New York Survey, 1952)
Minutes per Person per Day
TV Owners Non-Owners

Age

18-29 41 43

30-39 47 48

40-49 48 53

50 + 50 55
Income

$100-3,000 41 48

$3,001-4,000 48 50

$4,001-5,000 47 52

$5,001 + 50 53
Education

Grammar School 40 48

Some High School 46 50

Completed High School 49 51

College 51 53
TABLE 58

Time Spent Reading Newspapers, By Length of TV Ownership

(Source: NBC Metropolitan New York Survey, 1952)

Minutes per Person per Day

TV Owners TV Owners

with Income with Incomes All TV

Under $4000 Over $4000 Owners
Less than one year 47 46 47
1-2 years 43 49 45

More than 2 years 45 52 50
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A Comparison of News Media

It is not surprising that newspapers should have been less
directly affected by television than any other medium. Newspapers
are often read under circumstances in which television cannot com-
pete, — at meals, while travelling to and from work, or even at work
itself. Unlike the magazine which appears once, twice, or four times
a month, the newspaper is read daily; buying and perusing the news-
paper is a much more deeply engrained habit than reading a maga-
zine or book. And newspaper reading often fills moments of idleness
during the day. When the daily paper is not available (Bernard Berel-
son found in studying the effects of a New York newspaper delivery
strike), many people feel acutely uncomfortable because of the in-
terruption in their customary pattern.

In his early study of New York TV owners, Goldberg asked
two parallel questions: “Which do you think gives the most com-
plete news coverage—radio, newspapers or television?”” and “Which
do you think gives the most interesting news coverage?”” Newspapers
were rated “most complete” by 75%, television “most interesting”
by 68%.

In the scope of its content it is clear that the newspaper serves
functions which television cannot completely fulfill. In reality the
paper may serve primarily as a means of passing the time, but in the
consciousness of the reader it is a source of (important) information,
while television is a source of (unimportant) entertainment. The
newspaper has enough space to cater to some of the private and
special interests of all its readers: stock market reports, crop prices,
baseball line-ups, stamp columns and so on. Television, because of
its greater operating costs, must appeal to at least a sizable segment
of the public with every program it puts on the air; it cannot be
highly specialized. Television programming is for the most part
national in scope, whereas most newspapers in the United States are
predominantly oriented to the local scene and can adddress their
readers in terms of their private concerns.

Newspapers are more directly competitive with radio, which
has always been a more local medium than television. Samuel Stouffer,




TELEVISION AND READING 147

examining “the effects of radio upon newspaper circulation” between
1930 and 1940, noted that “the radio’s advantage to rural listeners
was greater relatively than its advantage to urban listeners,” who had
more ready access to the daily newspaper. He therefore predicted that
newspaper circulation in rural areas was likely to be most directly
affected by radio’s growth.

An examination of newspaper circulation figures revealed that
this was indeed the case. City-zone circulation held up better than in
outlying areas for the same newspapers. Newspaper circulation in
small cities was found to be holding up better than in larger ones,
conforming to Stouffer’s prediction that “since radio news tends to
favor national news at the expense of local affairs, the local news-
paper might hold up more successfully (than the great metropolitan
newspaper) because it still perfoms a function which radio has not
taken over.” Similarly, he found that “the morning newspaper did
somewhat better than the evening paper, and this might be due to
the fact that the morning paper is frequently ‘analytical’ and there-
fore less subject to radio’s competition.”

It is worth noting in this connection that radio news provided
a basic informational function for a different (lower) educational
group than newspaper news. As a news medium, television appears
to be functioning in a somewhat different manner.

Newspapers continue to be the main source of news informa-
tion for the urban public, according to the 1956 study by McCann-
Erickson, Inc, in New York, Philadelphia and Charlotte. In New
York, they were named by 50% of those interviewed, while television
was cited by 32%, radio by 15% and magazines by 2%. (The pattern
of response was similar in the other two cities.) However, the pro-
portions were reversed on the question, “Which makes the news
most interesting to you?” In New York, 49% named television, 36%
newspapers, 11% radio, and 4% magazines.

It appears from these findings that TV has replaced radio as
the main news source for the sector of the public which is accustomed
to assimilating information aurally rather than by reading. It has not
displaced newspapers as the main news source for the people who
are readers rather than listeners. However, a certain proportion of
these readers find that television enlivens the presentation of the news
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more than newspapers do—even though they rely more heavily on
newspapers. Apparently, television has become the primary news
medium for some people, but for others it has become an important
supplement to newspaper accounts, visualizing and dramatizing the
events and personalities of the day.

The people who select television as their principal news source
are essentially those who in earlier years chose radio gver newspapers:
those of lower income and lesser education. (43% of the grade-school
educated say they rely on newspapers and 40% on television, whereas
64% of the college educated rely on newspapers, only 20% on TV.)
Women depend more on the broadcast media than men do (45%
mention newspapers, compared with 55% of the men). Young per-
sons of 16-25 and older persons over 55 express greater dependence
on TV news than do those in the years of peak activity. Radio is
actually mentioned less often than television as the medium that
brings the news most quickly. In New York, for example, 44% men-
tion television, 37% radio, and 18% newspapers. These findings are
rather startling in the light of the fact that the TV viewer can see
only a limited number of news programs in the course of the day,
whereas the radio listener can hear news almost every half-hour. The
explanation lies in the average person’s changed leisure time habits.
The fact that far more time is now spent watching television than
listening to the radio means that people are more apt to think of TV
as the medium which is first to reach them with the latest news. At
the same time, they may instinctively turn to the radio at a moment
of crisis.

Evidence on this point comes from the survey of radio listening
in television areas made in 1953 by Alfred Politz Research, Inc. Radio
looms far ahead of newspapers and television as a source of fast news
information. (Unfortunately separate breakdowns of television and
non-television owners are not provided in the published releases on
this survey. At the time it was made, 72% of the homes in the areas
surveyed owned television sets.)

Politz asked, “Suppose you were at home and heard a sudden
rumor that war had broken out. What would you do to see if the
rumor were true?”

55% would turn on the radio.
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15% would turn on the television set.
11% say they might turn on either the radio or television.
8% would call up a newspaper.

7% would call the police or other public authorities.

3% would call their neighbors.

3% would wait to read about it in the newspapers.

If radio may be said to provide fast reports of the news after
it has happened, and if newspapers are looked to for full details and
for interpretation of what the reader already knows in capsule form,
as well as extensive coverage of minor items which other media can-
not handle, then television may be said to fill two entirely different
news functions:

1. The regular news programs provide a newsreel-type pictorial
documentation of news which the viewer may already know about
in a general way. Television news faces a special problem in that it
is broadcast less frequently than radio news, so that its spoken con-
tent is more apt to be already familiar to the viewer. In its reporting
of international and much national news it cannot provide filmed
footage to match the spoken reportage, and the camera must there-
fore focus either on a still photograph which may already have ap-
peared in the evening newspaper, on stale “background” films, or on
the face of the announcer. When films of distant news events are
available a day or two after the news has broken, they can be placed
on the air only at the risk of changing the show’s character from a
news to a feature emphasis.

2. The chief and extraordinarily unique news function of
television is that it permits the viewer to be an eyewitness of news
in the making, whether this be a Congressional hearing, a presiden-
tial speech, a world series baseball game or an atomic explosion. In
providing this service television by no means detracts from the appeal
of the newspaper. Persons who have vicariously participated in an
event via television (just like those present in the flesh), turn eagerly
to the paper the following morning to refresh their memories of
the experience, to check their observations against those of a special-
ist, and to get some analysis or reflections on what they have witnessed.
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Television and Newspaper Circulation

The opinion surveys indicate that television has had only
negligible effects on newspaper reading. Further light may be shed
on the subject by an analysis of newspaper circulation trends in the
post-war period.

In 1940, U. S. newspapers circulated 118 copies daily for every
one hundred households in the country. News-hunger and rising in-
comes raised this figure during the war, so that by 1947 circulation
stood at 132 copies per 100 households. From this point, which
coincides with television’s beginnings, growth in households was
faster than the growth in circulation. By 1954 newspapers were again
circulating 117 copies for every 100 households.

While these figures seem to point to the adverse effects of
television, an analysis by Allan Donnahoe, research director of the
Richmond Newspapers, leads to no such conclusion. Taking the 43
metropolitan areas whose central cities have a morning, evening and
Sunday paper, Donnahoe finds that in 1953 circulation per 100 house-
holds was highest in the areas where the largest percentage of homes
owned television. (These are, of course, the largest metropolitan areas,
first to get TV.) Donnahoe finds that the differences in circulation per
100 households can be explained by differences in family income and
newspaper subscription rates. The degree of television penetration is
no longer related to circulation when these other factors are con-
trolled. The general decline in circulation per 100 households Donna-
hoe ascribes to the problems of delivery to the growing suburbs.

Somewhat similar results emerge from an analysis made by
the writer of newspaper circulation trends from 1946 to 1952, the
year the television freeze was lifted. The results are summarized in
Table 59. All cities with populations over 500,000 had television sta-
tions in them by 1952. Cities ranging in size between 95,000 and
500,000 have been grouped into three categories: (a) cities which
had TV stations in them, (b) cities within reception range of sta-
tions located elsewhere, and (c) cities with no television coverage
at all.

In the larger cities newspaper circulation dropped by 7% be-
tween 1946 and 1952, while the population grew by 19%. In all three
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categories of the smaller cities newspaper circulation increased by
about the same margin. However, population increased much faster
than newspaper circulation both in the cities with television stations
and in those without television stations. In those covered by outside
stations, population grew only a little faster than circulation.

Of course many other things beside television were responsible
for changes in newspaper readership trends during this period. Papers
merged and went out of business. The big cities gained less in popu-
lation than did their suburban satellites. But the specific influence of
television cannot be discerned in these data.

TABLE 59
Newspaper Circulation Trends, 1946-1952
Per Cent
Circulation Per Cent  Change in
Gity of (in millions) Change in  Population,
Publication 1946 1952 Circulation  1946-1952
Population over 500,000
(with television station) 21.98 20.38 — 7% +19%
Population 95,000-500,000
(with television station) 7.85 8.71 +11% +27%
(covered by outside
television station) 1.66 1.81 + 9% +12%
(no television coverage) 2.79 3.04 + 9% +33%

Summary of TV’s Effects on Reading

The evidence we have reported in this chapter is far from being
completely consistent. Studies made by varying methods and standards,
in different places and at various times, could hardly be expected to
produce identical results. Yet there is overwhelming agreement that
television has reduced the amount of time which the American people
spend in reading magazines and books, not newspapers. The effects
appear to be substantial, even though they may be somewhat lessened
as television becomes a long-established feature of family life.

To make such a generalization is to speak of a hypothetical
average American family into whose life TV has come. Other forces
besides television are also at work to influence reading habits. Better
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educated people do more reading. As the average American continues
to become better off and more highly schooled it appears inevitable
that over the long run he will do more rather than less reading in
spite of the influence of television. For the moment, however, read-
ing will be reduced. This has some implications which are worth
noting:

1. It represents a transfer of time from an individual activity
(reading) to a collective one (watching TV).

2. It is a shift from an active pursuit of positive interests to a
passive acceptance of the proffered fare.

3. It is a gain for a medium (television) which provides literal
depiction of life, in real or dramatized form, at the expense of a
medium (reading) which makes great demands on the imagination and
on the capacity for abstraction.

4. It is a change from a medium (reading) which provides an
opportunity for infinite choice of subject matter to one (television)
which is a tremendous force for social and cultural conformity.




8. TELEVISION AND THE MOVIES

Television has probably had a greater impact on the motion
picture industry than on any other medium except radio. This effect
has been explored in many surveys, but it has been most impressively
recorded at the box office. Average weekly motion picture attendance
dropped from 82,000,000 in 1946 to 46,000,000 in 1955.

The motion picture industry’s first reaction to television took
the form of reiterating pious assurances that there was nothing wrong
with the movies that good pictures wouldn’t cure. J. Myer Schine,
operator of 150 theatres, announced in print that television might
prove a boon to movie attendance by getting more Americans in the
habit of looking at pictures. Another film mogul made this observa-
tion (as recently as 1951): “Video isn’t able to hold on to the market
it captures after the first six months. People soon get tired of staring
at a plywood box every night.” Nonetheless, motion picture houses
kept closing throughout the country as television spread. Of the 19,000
houses in operation in 1946, a fourth had closed by 1953.

The woes of the film industry could not all be laid at the door
of television. The established distributors began to face the competi-
tion of drive-in theaters in the new suburbia. And over-all movie
attendance dropped even in areas into which TV had not yet pene-
trated. At the start of 1949, long before television became a force to
be reckoned with, a Wall Street_Journal survey of twenty cities found
that attendance was down in all parts of the country. In November
1950, Business Week observed that the box office slump was as bad
in Honolulu, which had no television, as in New York, which
abounded in television homes.

The decline of the movies has been measured not only at the
bex office but by every survey in which television owners have been
asked about their film-going habits. In fact, once people acquire tele-
vision, they tend to exaggerate the frequency of their film attendance
before TV, and to minimize their present attendance.

Early studies of television’s impact invariably found a sizable

proportion of set owners reporting a decline in their movie attendance:
153
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1. In a survey by Television Research, Inc., in Los Angeles
(1947), 46% of the set owners said they were going to the movies
less often. The following year, Advertest, interviewing 150 families
in Northern New Jersey, found 63% agreeing that television had had
“a great effect” on their movie-going.

2. At about the same time, the advertising firm of Foote, Cone
and Belding conducted a telephone survey of 415 TV owners in New
York City. 51% said their visits to the movies had decreased. 57%
said they had gone to the movies “every few days” before television,
but only 4% said they now went this frequently. Of those who had
formerly gone several times a week, 68% now went once a week, and
all but 5% of the remainder went even less often. Of those who had
formerly gone once every week, 62% now went every two or three
weeks, the others even less frequently.

3. Of the people interviewed in 1949 by Duane Jones, 81%
said they were going to the movies less than they did formerly. A
year later, in a study of subscribers to TV Guide, Fact Finders found
that 63% reported a decline in movie attendance.

4. In two midwestern cities (also 1950) Macfadden Publica-
tions found that 64% of the television-owning families said they went
to the movies less often than they did before TV. In Washington,
D.C. that year, Alldredge reported 72% of the TV owners were go-
ing to the movies less frequently.

5.In 1951, 68% of the TV owners in two Boston suburbs were
going to the movies less often, according to Sweetser. In the Southern
California community surveyed by McDonagh, three television own-
ers in four reported that their film-going had decreased.

6. More recently (1953), television owners in Lexington, Ken-
tucky, told researchers McGeehan and Maranville that before TV
they had gone to the movies 2.8 times a week, and that they were
now going about three times a month (0.7 times a week, on the
average). With due allowance for exaggeration and faulty memory,
this is still quite a dip.

TV and the Movie Fans

In his early survey of the effects of television, made in Long
Island in 1948, Coffin found that 59% of the respondents reported
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that they went to the movies less since they had television at home,
and 13% said that they actually enjoyed movies less than they did
formerly. The effects were present regardless of how long television
had been owned, and it was true of people art all income levels. Com-
paring his television owners with other people who did not have
TV, but who lived in the same neighborhoods and were otherwise
similar to them, Coffin found that the TV owners were going to the
movies less often—49 weekly attendances per hundred persons, com-
pared with 62 for the non-TV group.

This finding has particular interest, because the people who
acquired sets so early in television’s history were among the most
ardent movie fans. This means that the motion picture industry felt
the effects of television rather quickly, as its best customers were
attracted to its rival. A survey made by the National Opinion Re-
search Center in the fall of 1947, before TV began to grow, showed
that people went to the movies more often in the cities and towns
than in rural areas—and the big cities were, of course, the first to
feel television’s impact. Moreover the heaviest movie-goers were also
the heaviest radio listeners, and these in turn, as we already know,
were the first persons to buy television sets.

A nationwide study made by Audience Research, Inc,, in the
spring of 1950 found close resemblances between the movie and TV
audiences with respect to age, education and concentration in urban
areas. Here note was made of a tendency “for persons in television
set owning households to have those characteristics more likely to
accompany high movie attendance frequency than the opposite.” Even
when the sample was broken down into separate age, educational
and city-size groups, the TV owners within any given sub-group al-
ways were found to attend the movies less often than the non-owners.

This survey found movie attendance among TV set owners to
average 4.4 visits in a hundred days. Non-owners attended more fre-
quently: 6.2 visits in television areas, and 6.3 visits in areas to which
television had not yet come. The non-TV areas contained fewer of
the big cities in which movie attendance was higher at the outset.
This explains why the non-TV owners in such areas, including people
who would have bought TV if it had been within reach, did not attend
the movies even more frequently than the non-TV owners in TV areas.
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There is one study, however, which fails to show that the first
people to acquire television were the heaviest movie-goers. Lawton’s
research in Norman and Oklahoma City suggested just the opposite,
namely, that the first television owners attended the movies less often
even before they acquired their sets. The first part of this survey took
place just before television came to the area. The interviews were
repeated six months later, and again after six more months. A de-
cline in movie attendance was found among television owners, but a
very similar decline occurred among people who only had radios at
home. None of these findings jibe with any other evidence. The easiest
explanation of the discrepancy might be a technical shortcoming in
this study—for instance, if the people interviewed in the three “waves”
of the survey were not exactly comparable. (It should be noted that
Lawton’s findings on book reading are also at variance with other re-
search).

TABLE 60

Education and Movie Attendance

Educational Level

) College High School ~ Grade School
Per cent of general public

who saw four or more movies

in previous month (1947

N.O.R.C. nationwide survey)  ,5q 28% 16%
Per cent of television

owners who go to the movies

at least once a2 month (1952

Metropolitan New York

survey by Zorbaugh and Mills) 45% 50% 34%

Lawton’s findings reporting a similar decline in motion pic-
ture attendance for both television owners and non-owners are con-
tradicted by the nationwide mail survey made at approximately the
same time by Batten, Barton, Durstine and Osborn. Of those re-
spondents who had television sets at home, 12% reported they went
to the movies on the average day, compared with 18% of those with-
out TV.

Similar findings were produced in the New York study of
Zorbaugh and Mills. 45% of the television owners interviewed said



TELEVISION AND THE MOVIES 157

they went to the movies at least once a month, with a typical (median)
frequency of 1.7 times a month. 16% said they had stopped going to
the movies altogether since they had television. By contrast, 59% of
the people in non-TV homes went to the movies at least once a month,
with a typical frequency of 3.1 times.

Not unexpectedly, this study found that movie-going remained
strongest, even after TV, among people at the middle educational
level. This very group had originally been the biggest movie fans.
They also had been the heaviest radio listeners. Now they became
the greatest devotees of television, as Table 60 suggests.

The Movie Industry’s Response

The motion picture industry responded to its falling revenues
by cutting costs and raising rentals, while distributors upped attend-
ance prices, or introduced bingo and free dishes to stimulate trade.
Producers quickly recognized that in color and screen size motion
pictures had an enormous advantage over television both in repro-
ducing reality and in heightening dramatic effects. As a result more
and more films were made in color, and the film makers brought
forth a series of new inventions which either created a three-dimen-
sional illusion or which gave greatly increased size and scope to the
theater screen.

Hollywood also knew that its vast experience and the enormous
resources it could invest in the production of a single 90-minute fea-
ture film could not be matched by the television producers who
operated on much more slender budgets. One answer to television
was therefore to make fewer films (about three-fourths as many as
in the post-war period), but to make their production so spectacular
and lavish that TV could not possibly rival their entertainment values.
By contrast, another approach was to make more rather than fewer
films. The Wall Street Journal of March 30, 1949, reported that “the
grand strategy now is to throw a larger number of pictures at the
public, and thus get more ‘first week’ box office results.”

One leading film producer heralded the new era by saying
that from now his studios would produce only quality motion pic-
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tures, and would no longer produce inferior films. (This statement
was greeted with some derisive questions as to who had ever deliber-
ately set out to make an inferior film).

But the movie industry did more than adapt its techniques to
meet the television threat. If TV could not be licked it could be joined.
From television’s earliest days, a few farsighted producers recognized
the money-making potentialities of adapting their production facili-
ties to television. Television quickly proved to be a prodigious con-
sumer of talent. Although the film studios refused to release their
recent products for broadcasting they had no such reluctance about
old pictures which had outlived their revenue-producing powers in
American theaters. From TV’s infancy, old films (but not the best
ones which still merited an occasional theatrical revival) became a
staple item of its programming and a source of income for Holly-
wood. But there was an even more rewarding opportunity for the
movie-makers in the production of short low-budget films especially
for television. And as television itself moved into the era of the
“spectacular” shows of great length and budgets, many leading film
producers themselves became directly identified with the new medium.

Motion picture stars had for a number of years been among the
leading personalities of radio, and insofar as their studios permitted,
they now became television performers as well— if only to make brief
guest appearances heralding their latest film offerings. As a reservoir
of entertainment skills and talents, Hollywood became the site of
more and more live TV productions. Its television studios came to
rival those of New York, which had long been the radio capital. Re-
cently Hollywood has drawn on television drama as a source of film
plots as well as talent, and successful TV plays (like “Marty” and
“Patterns”) have been turned into feature films.

The premiere of Sir Laurence Olivier’s motion picture version
of Shakespeare’s “Richard 111 coincided with its release over the
television network of the National Broadcasting Company. The inti-
mate interrelationship between television and the other dramatic arts
was also apparent on the stage. The television networks have pro-
vided backing for a number of Broadway hits, including “My Fair
Lady.”

The motion picture industry’s most direct move into television
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came about in 1952, when United Paramount Theaters, Inc., acquired
control of the American Broadcasting Company, and invested sub-
stantial capital to build the third network into a serious rival of the
NBC and CBS television empires. The very opposite step occurred
in the summer of 1955, when the General Tire and Rubber Company,
owners of the Mutual Broadcasting System (radio) and of some lead-
ing television stations, bought RKO Pictures, Inc., from Howard
Hughes and thereby acquired a valuable library of recent films. Gen-
eral Tire’s WOR-TV in New York had fought its way to financial
health as an independent station by taking recent films, new to tele-
vision, and showing them repeatedly for a one-week period. Under
the program title of “Million Dollar Movie” these films achieved a
larger total audience than any other TV program in New York. The
RKO film library of 740 features and 1000 shorts was bought by the
C. and C. Television Corporation, which plans to sell exclusive rights
to one station in each market.

Within the first half of 1956 nearly 2,000 feature films were
made available for TV showing by the motion picture industry, and
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer announced in June that it was planning to
release an additional 770 produced between 1929 and 1949. MGM
also revealed that it was planning to acquire a group of television
stations, and was going to produce films especially for TV.

While all these developments were taking place, movie theater
attendance continued to decline, at a slower rate. But new threats
loom on the horizon. Color television matches one of theater movies’
great advantages. Less imminent is projection television which throws
an image on a large-size screen instead of on the end of a picture-
tube. “Pay-as-you-see” television poses a different kind of problem.
For producers it may represent an enlarged audience and an oppor-
tunity for increased profits, but it is clearly a threat to movie theater
owners. It is doubtful whether even “pay-as-you-see” TV will break
people of the habit of going to the movies.

In Atlanta (in 1951) Stewart found 49% of the television own-
ers reporting their movie attendance had dropped, but at the same
time, vircually all the set owners (95%) said they were now watching
feature films on television. Stewart went on to ask them what they
liked about seeing a motion picture in a theater that they did not
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get from seeing one over TV. The advantages most often mentioned
were (1) the pictures were newer and better, (2) the screen was larger,
and (3) going out to the movies meant being away from home and
getting among people.

The motio