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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

THE GROUP FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF PSYCHIATRY has a 
membership of approximately 300 psychiatrists, most of whom 
are organized in the form of a number of working committees. 
These committees direct their efforts toward the study of various 
aspects of psychiatry and the application of this knowledge to the 
fields of mental health and human relations. 

Collaboration with specialists in other disciplines has been and 

is one of GAP's working principles. Since the formation of GAP 

in 1946 its members have worked closely with such other 
specialists as anthropologists, biologists, economists, statisti
cians, educators, lawyers, nurses, psychologists, sociologists, 
social workers, and experts in mass communication, philosophy, 
and semantics. GAP envisages a continuing program of work 
according to the following aims: 

1. To collect and appraise significant data in the fields of
psychiatry, mental health, and human relations

2. To reevaluate old concepts and to develop and test new

ones

3. To apply the knowledge thus obtained for the promotion
of mental health and good human relations.

GAP is an independent group, and it reports represent the 
composite findings and opinions of its members only, guided by 
its many consultants. 

THE CHILD AND TELEVISION DRAMA: THE PSYCHOSOCIAL 
IMPACT OF CUMULATIVE VIEWING was formulated by the 
Committee on Social Issues, which acknowledges on page xii the 
participation of others in the preparation of this report. The 
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and on total return to investors (33.34%) of the Fortune 500 com
panies.* *6 Although it would seem reasonable that such a 
profitable industry could afford to make choices on other grounds, 
decisions made in the television industry are based on the same 
premise as they are in other industries. Choices are based on what 
will produce the maximum profit. The larger the audience, the 
greater the demand for advertising time and the higher the fee that 
advertisers will pay for a minute of television time. This may mean 
spending anywhere from $110,000 to $300,000 per minute for a 
prime time commercial, with an average of $160,000.7 By com
parison, Variery estimated that the cost of producing an entire 
thirty-minute, prime time show may range from $210,000 to 
$265,000 and a sixty-minute shew from $400,000 to $450,000. 8 

To produce the type of program that will garner the maximum 
profits, the industry follows the formula described by Bob Shanks, 
a television network vice president. "Program makers are sup
posed to devise and produce shows that will attract mass audiences 
without offending those audiences or too deeply moving them emo
tionally. Such ruffling, it is thought, will interfere with their ability 
to receive, recall, and respond to the commercial messages."9 The 
bottom line is what will sell or, put another way, what the masses 
are willing to buy. How well television critics or educators receive a 
program makes little difference. Unless the program can attract 
large audiences and score in the ratings, it will soon be off the air. 

Based on the billions spent each year by television advertisers, 
we can assume that advertisements do work. Each year, advertisers 
continue to spend more and more money, which in turn brings the 
networks more and more profits. Notably, of the profits, 25% come 
from the 7 % of programming directed toward children. 10 More
over, as Peggy Charren of Action for Children's Television has 
stated, "children are the objects of a $400-million-a-year advertis
ing assault ... It is obvious that advertisers have not made this kind 
of investment to attract ... ( a few pennies) from a child's allowance. 
** All•industry averages were: 4.8% return on sales, 14.3% return on stockholders' 
equity, and 7.16% on total return lo inve:;tors. 
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In fact, the parents are the purchasers, and the children assume the 
role of surrogate salesmen, the advertisers' personal representatives 
in the home."11 

The fact that the television programming and production process 
is so deeply embedded in a commercial context places sharp limits 
on the kinds and degrees of changes which might be introduced. 
\Vriting in the New li>rk Times, William V. Shannon stated, "TV 
can never be substantially reformed as long as it remains solely in 
the hands of businessmen preoccupied with packaging the largest 
possible audiences for sale to hardsell advertisers." 12 

Because television is a mass-audience medium,judgments about 
its content are commonly based on ratings. Though many have 
deplored the ratings' influence, the industry retains them as central 
in decisions about what is shown and when. Although present 
trends are not encouraging, advances in television technology and 
new developments in the means for distributing television 
programming will substantially increase the number of choices of 
what to watch. Expanded cable facilities, videodiscs, satellite 
receiving centers, and low-power neighborhood TV stations may 
in time release viewers from the stranglehold of the programming 
monopolies which dominate commercial television and from the 
current rating system. Two-way cable systems that allow viewers to 
register opinions about various agenda items may ultimately 
enable the viewers to have great influence over program offerings. 

How responsive any industry should be to the needs of society is 
an important question of public policy, larger than our special pro
fessional perspective can embrace. Television in our view 
certainly has as much or more responsibility as 'the automobile: 
energy, or building materials industries. We believe that at mini
mum those involved with the production and marketing of com
mercial television programming should become more aware of its 
effects, both positive and negative, and that they should share the 
obligations of other professions to make continuing efforts to 
improve the quality of the impact of their products. 
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severe beatings by his own father during childhood had set him up 
to punish his children in the same way. When they were asked by 
the counselor to consider why this previously latent tendency was 
now producing actual injury to his children, the wife suggested that 
the change in their television-viewing habits might have contributed 
to the change in the emotional atmosphere of their home. 

With reluctance, the husband agreed to a reduction of their viewing 
(including his own) to two hours a day, with exclusion of violence 
except for that which may be integral to quality programs. The wife 
reported that, although the home atmosphere still was stressful in 
some ways, after six months on this reduced television diet some joy 
had come back into their lives. "We laugh more. We're kinder to 
each other. The children don't fight continuously. And Al hasn't 
hurt them since we made the viewing change.'' 

The psychiatrist's opinion was that the constant modeling of 

impulsive, violent discharge of tension on television mobilized the 
man's identification with his own battering father and weakened 
his already shaky defenses against his own violent impulses. 
Whether the reduced viewing, the therapeutic counseling, or some 
other influence brought about the beneficial changes, we are 
reminded by this vignette that television is a prime example of an 
experience that is intense, especially arousing, and frequently 
repeated. As a consequence, it may well have effects on other 
aspects of a person's life. 

Another example illustrates the complexity of direct effects on 

children when they view emotionally stirring television drama: 

A four-year-old girl, the daughter of broadly tolerant white parents, 
awoke from a nightmare screaming, "Mommy! The black people
help me!" The next day she told her mother, "Black people are 
bad." Pressed for further explanation, she said, "I saw it on Roots," 
and added, "The white people are good. They wouldn't whip 
anyone who wasn't bad." Perplexed, the mother wondered how her 
child could have gotten an impression about "good" and "bad" 
people so much at variance from what the producers had intended. 

1'l1e }.1,dium: Television iri America 15 

By analogy, when the child saw a (white) person whip a (black) 
person on TV, she concluded from her own experience of being 
spanked that the (black) victim must have been bad-and that such 
a bad person might also punish her. 

Acknowledging that she spanked her child-" ... but only when 
she's bad," the mother agreed that perhaps the idea of being 
spanked conveyed just that message: it is what "good" people do to 
those who are "bad." 

The viewing of an episode is not the only relevant factor, nor is the 
influence of a particular episode universal. Several older siblings of 
the child in the example saw the same episode of Roots. Although 

they, too, were spanked for bad behavior, they did not have the 

same reactions. 

The example also illustrates that the process and effect of televi
sion viewing are a complex interaction between the psychological 
state, particularly the emotional and cognitive maturity, of the 
child, the content of the program, the viewer's environment, and 
the immediate situation at the time of viewing. 

Comstock divides the complex of interacting factors into three 
broad categories: 

1. person-related factors: age, sex, personality and level of cognitive
development;

2. stimulus-related factors: program content and the way it is pre
sented; and

3. environment-related factors: the characteristics of both the specific
viewing situation and the person's living conditions. 15 

Our report focuses primarily on the first two of Comstock' s three 
categories. We examine the person, the developing child, and 
discuss some common assumptions about how television interacts 
with children's developmental needs. With the child's needs as the 
backdrop, we then consider the major properties of several of the 
types of dramatic programs that children watch. As we present our 
recommendations, we touch briefly on environment-related 
factors. 
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the real one in which personalities and interactions are complex, 
motives unclear, and outcomes ambiguous. 

The conflicts of daily life are rarely simple choices between good 
and evil or right and wrong. Some involve desirable ends that have 
different costs along different dimensions-short-term versus long
term costs, time costs versus money costs. Some involve moral 
issues, such as a conflict between self-gratification and an obliga
tion to help someone else. Some involve the difference between 
what one wants to do and what one ought to do. 

Daily conflicts that appear to be largely interpersonal ones may 
be complicated by significant intrapsychic issues. An individual 
may, for example, project attitudes or ideas which are consciously 
distasteful but unconsciously attractive onto other people, who are 
then condemned, criticized, attacked, or rejected. It is often this 
contribution of one's inner dilemmas to conflict with another per
son which exaggerates the disagreement and makes its resolution 
difficult. 

Television programming for the most part ignores this common 
human response to conflict. Instead, conflict is simplified first by 
reducing it to dichotomies which are easily recognized and under
stood: good/bad, right/wrong, win/lose, yield/resist. Then these 
opposing positions are assigned to separate individuals in the story 
as their primary role characteristic. Splitting and displacing the two 
sides of a conflict in this way does keep the story line clear and 
understandable, but at the cost of obscuring the fact that both sides 
of a conflict can usually be found within each party. 

In the same manner, personifying good and evil through the 
characters of the hero and the villain is a time-honored theatrical 
device. Not uncommonly, the characters of televised drama, 
particularly the heroes, do depart from the idealized models of 
behavior and rely upon violence, dishonesty, or other methods 
characteristic of a villain. But rather than despoiling the image of 
the hero, the use of such methods by the hero legitimizes them. 
May has described the phenomenon of "contrast conceptions"; 
once the "good guy" has been identified, everything he does auto-
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matically becomes good, and vice versa for the "bad guy." 1 

In an earlier program series entitled Switch, the '' good guys'' 
explicitly employed deceit and dishonesty as primary tools. The 
fact that both protagonists were likable, while their targets were 
not, and the fact that their methods seldom employed violence 
tended to minimize the negative qualities of the essentially immoral 
methods they used. In any case, the crimes they fought seemed to 

justify almost any treachery, especially if it could be performed in a 
humorous and imaginative way. But what was the covert message? 
That any dishonest or even illegal act is all right if evil is the target? 
That a virtuous end justifies use of an evil means? Either one or 
both messages clearly come through, and because the characters 
are likeable and the action warmly humorous, the viewer is inclined 
to affectionate agreement. 

Conflict resolution. Most real-life conflicts do not have neat, 
clean endings, and they are seldom resolved rapidly. Indeed, many 
are never fully resolved at all. There are often unexpected conse
quences or costs that were not anticipated and residual feelings of 
doubt ("was I right?"), uncertainty, or even guilt. Moreover, ordi
nary conflicts often do not stay settled; they reappear in a different 
form or with different persons; or, as expressions of significant inter
nal conflict, the individual may even recreate them. Further, when 
real-life conflicts are resolved, it is usually by compromise and 
seldom in the all-or-nothing way of television. 

Television commonly treats conflict resolution as a zero-sum 
game in which everything gained by one side is lost by the other. 
The process is often organized like a competitive game. "Evil" 
must be defeated simply to prevent serious loss to the representa
tives of "good." Only after several narrow escapes, near defeats, 
and tight squeaks does "good" come through. When "good" 
wins, it wins all, and "bad" is annihilated-often literally. In show 
after show, rewards and punishments come quickly, uncontami
nated with regret, sadness, or any acknowledgment that there is 
some cost for every benefit. Crises are completely resolved, unam-
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such evidence of the consequences of violence, as part of news 
reports on the Vietnam War, for example, have been criticized as 
being insensitive, as glorifying violence, and so forth. The wish to 
experience the excitement of vicarious violence without having to 
acknowledge its painful reality is apparently very strong. 

While televised violent episodes are themselves abundantly laced 
with noises and actions which emphasize the destructive quality of 
the event, seldom do we see the consequences of that violence. 
Viewers do not see the bloody, messy results, the pain, suffering, 
paralysis, and death which result. Their knowledge of violence is 
partial and distorted. Their understanding would be more com
plete if they customarily witnessed the weeping and anguish of the 
victims' families, the funerals, the sudden poverty, and the alone
ness that are the aftermath of violence. 

It might well be that a more honest depiction of violence would 
help to reduce the unalloyed pleasure it is capable of generating, as 
well as reinforcing some capacity for inhibition of violent action. At 
least the information delivered to viewers would be more accurate
an aspect important for children, who are prone to an uncritical 
acceptance of the information they receive from television that 
violence is safe, useful, and justifiable. 

THE CHARACTERS 

What the characters do in the course of a televised drama can 
become, and for some viewers does become, a basis for real-life 
action. How people deal with each other, how they seem to feel, 
and how they speak may become models for viewers to emulate. 
Exactly what the causal linkages are and how this process works 
are, as we have noted, complicated questions. The modeling may 
be done consciously, in an imitative manner, 01· it may happen 
unconsciously, over time, through the process of identification as a 
person, especially a young one, views programs repeatedly. 
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Of interest to psychiatrists are distortions in the presentations of 
human beings and the possible consequences from the viewer's 
perspective. We are especially concerned with the processes of 
imitation, identification, and modeling in children. 

Stereotypes 

In general, we find that dramatized television portrays people in 
such a simplified and inaccurate way that the characters are crude 
stereotypes. Occupational roles and workers, women, minorities, 
the aged, single parents, the handicapped, and various ethnic 
groups are quite commonly presented as stereotypes and given few 
individual characteristics. The development of central characters in 
the drama is quite limited, often intentionally so. The intent is to 
highlight only those characteristics necessary to the image of the 
hero or the villain. Secondary persons are bland and featureless, 
quite literally "supporting" and without dimensions of their own. 

We are interested in these features of character portrayal and 
choose to discuss them in particular because we believe that char
acter stereotypes and oversimplified (and violent) plots combine to 
promote dehumanization in the viewer. And this, particularly for 
children who view repeatedly, can be psychologically and socially 
damaging. 

The work force. In its depiction of the world of work, television 
distorts reality by disproportionately emphasizing certain occupa
tions and roles and ignoring a great many others. The labor force 
on television bears little resemblance to the real population of 
workers. De Fleur noted in 1964 that "professional workers were 
substantially overrepresented. Nearly a third of the labor force on 
television was engaged in professional occupations of relatively 
high social prestige. "33 Likewise a third was involved in enforce
ment or administration of the law. Occupations that were repre
sented were represented stereotypically: lawyers were clever, actors 
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were temperamental, and so forth. 
Some nine years later in 1973 Seggar and Wheeler found the 

same pattern. 34 Professional and managerial roles were still over
represented in the television picture of the work force. Occupations 
with low prestige were underrepresented except for the service 
area, and there minorities were represented more often than 
whites. 

Men and women. Men play the lion's share of leading roles. Some 
time ago Head noted that there were twice as many men as women 
in TV character roles,35 and DeFleur 'found that women were 
portrayed working only half as often ( 16 % ) as they work in reality 
(31 % ) . 36 Since then the proportion of working women has steadily 
increased, but in 1973 working women were still grossly underrep
resented on television. Only 18% of the television labor force was 
female.37 

In a study of personality characteristics and nonoccupational 
roles, Tedesco found that men's roles were more likely to portray 
bad persons who were unsuccessful, unhappy, unmarried, violent, 
and serious as opposed to comic.38 Women's roles, on the other 
hand, were more likely to be happy, married, nonviolent, and 
comic as opposed to serious. Tedesco also reported that the 
programs distributed personality traits to characters in a stereo
typic way. Women were typically more attractive, sociable, warm, 
and peaceful; men were more powerful, smart, rational, and 
stable. In each case, the characteristics reinforce the stereotypic 
views of masculinity and femininity. 

Central roles in dramatic television portray men who are mostly 
single, middle- and upper-class, white, American, and in their 
twenties and thirties. Seldom do they appear to have significant 
lives apart from their primary characterization; rarely do they 
worry about matters other than the central task of the drama of the 
moment. The many who are either single or without sharing 
relationships with others convey images of freewheeling, devil
may-care action. They have virtually no responsibilities or encum-
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brances, except those the dramatic tasks entail. The leading man is 
rarely burdened by real-life constraints, like a family. When pres· 
ent, the families are subordinate to the story line. They neither 
impose the irrelevant interjections, obstructions, competition, and 
confusion nor offer the support, assistance, and guidance that the 
typical family does. Such family shows as The Waltons and Little

House on the Prairie are notable exceptions. 

The portrayal of women is equally stereotypic and unrealistic. 
Long and Simon noted that of 34 female characters observed in 22 
programs meant for children and families, most played comic roles 
or supportive wives and mothers. 39 None of the married women 
worked outside their homes, and, of the single women and widows 
who did, only two occupied positions of prestige. Those two 
appeared more subservient and dependent and less rational than 
their male colleagues. Women never occupied positions of author
ity, whether at home or on the job. They were usually portrayed as 
silly, overemotional, and dependent on husbands and boyfriends. 
Most were under 40 years old, well groomed, and attractive. They 
were concerned with their appearance, their families, and their 
homes. The authors concluded: 

... this general image of women ... is one of traditional sexism. The 
young people to whom these shows are largely or primarily aimed 
are not likely to gain any insights into the new roles and perceptions 
that many women have of themselves or want for their daughters. 40 

Minorities. Historically, stereotyping has been a prominent 
method in the dramatic presentation of minority characters. As 
Spurlock noted in 1978, this historical treatment continues. •1 The 
early portrayals by film and television of minority group members 
have moderated but not changed. We still see Asians as karate 
experts, as villains operating with cunning, slyness, and inscru
tability, and as Charlie Chan types, supergood, superwise, self
effacing detectives. Black characters arc still song-and-dance enter-
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tainers or buffoons in comedy shows, and Native Americans are 
still seen as alcoholics or fierce savages. The images of minorities 
are still negative. The Black, for instance, is victimized and limited 
(OJ Black America), immature and irresponsible (Hey, Baby, I'm 
Back), foolish and stubborn ( The Jejfersons), or mother-dominated 
and fatherless Uulia, Good Times). Although more positive depic
tions of minority characters have appeared in these series, in mini
series, in docudramas, in other series, and in public television 
programming, the standard televised drama of prime time main
tains stereotyped images of minority figures. The stereotyped 
minorities in television drama are certainly not helpful to minority 
children who are striving to evolve positive self-images. Such chil
dren, already laboring under significant social and educational 
handicaps, are also exposed to more hours of television than white 
children. Nor are these images helping nonminority children and 
adults to accept and understand their fellow human beings. 

Feelings and traits. Stereotyping television characters extends to 
the manner in which their feelings and personal traits are pre
sented. Often, presumably to reinforce the story line in an unam
biguous way, characters seem to possess but a single trait, such as 
evil power, brilliance, aggressiveness, stupidity, sexual attractive
ness, weakness, and so forth. Other personal characteristics that 
might be obvious in any real-life person are eliminated; television's 
heroic characters rarely show ambivalence, confusion, a capacity to 
make mistakes, and so forth. 

This monochromatic characterization creates false models of 
people, models which may be quite attractive to some viewers. In 
susceptible individuals this attraction can lead to a degree of identi
fication which may be antithetical to healthy, balanced growth in 
the person. Monochromatic characterization, particularly when 
positive and negative traits are split between two separate charac
ters, may reinforce a splitting tendency within the viewer. When 
the characters are split according to positive and negative traits, the 
viewer is encouraged to identify with the positive side and to 
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displace or project the negative side onto others. The viewer can 
feel fully comfortable in doing this after having watched the heroes 
on a favorite program do the same thing over and over again. 

Attractive characters which express only positively valued traits 
may also convey the implicit message that anyone who shows 
ambivalence, inner conflict, or confusion is less than adequate. 
Such a message is quite misleading about the real nature of human 
feelings and thoughts. The susceptible viewer may feel guilty about 
his or her perceived inadequacies and attempt to suppress or dis
place those demonstrably undesirable traits or patterns onto others 
in the environment. 

Collins demonstrated that the presentation of a judicious mix
ture of human qualities in dramatic characterizations can affect the 
viewer. 42 He found that elementary school-age children became 
more aggressive immediately after seeing an aggressive televised 
act performed by a villain with redeeming features than they 
became after viewing a villain with uniformly bad motives. This 
might suggest that those intent on employing violence in television 
presentations should, after all, use monochromatic characteriza
tions, thus discouraging children from imitation. On the other 
hand, encouraging viewers' identification with characters whose 
behavior is admirable might also be enhanced if those characters 
were portrayed as having a mixture of qualities. Television could 
thereby provide more wholesome and more accurate role models 
and could create more interesting programs as well. 

Stripping a character of the variety of traits which make it 
human produces a crude stereotype so meager and unattractive as 
to be bad entertainment. An actor commented to one of the authors 
that he was bewildered and disheartened when he was offered 11 
guest roles of the same type on different dramatic programs. In 
each case he was asked to play one-dimensional, nearly motivation
less murderers. "Aside from my concern about the social conse
quences of such portrayals, I was baffied by the technical problem 
of how to play such characters ·so that anyone with discernment 
would want to see the program." To confine him to playing indi-
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large groups of people to engage in dehumanization of others. The 
Nazi propaganda films of the 1930' s illustrated the power of filmed 
drama as a mass persuader in the hands of unscrupulous authority. 
Equally unscrupulous use of televised drama now could serve 
socially malignant purposes with vast consequences. The compli
cated process of stereotyping and dehumanization by groups 
involves contagion, displacement of responsibility to the leader or 
major actor, acceptance of submissiveness, and a marked decrease 
in discriminating judgment. Illuminating the insidious capacity of 
current television drama to promote the individual dehumanizing 
process would help us to prevent both individual and social harm. 
We might also, ifwe understood the stereotyping and dehumaniza
tion processes more completely, contribute to a better understand
ing of prejudice and discrimination, thereby improving the quality 
of contemporary social life. 
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avid nine-year-old fan responded, "If it's a real scary program, I'd 
rather watch the cartoon version; it's not so real." 

Human dramatization is experienced as more real, richer in 
information and feeling, and capable of generating more empathy 
and identification. It can, therefore, be less appealing or more 
threatening to a young child who is unable to handle its 
complexity.• Since most children see cartoons as make believe, 
different expectations and different rules apply. The child can 
experience the unthinkable at a distance and deal with it more 
easily. A sudden unpredictable cataclysm, an engulfing monster, a 
murderous witch or villain, a violent denouement in which the 
young protagonist plays a part, or a rivalrous physical struggle
the child's interest in watching these subjects comes from his own 
wish to achieve mastery over one or another developmental prob
lem. Using the cartoon fantasy can help. 

Cartoons depict an "as if" world of pseudoreality and indul
gence. Children can have multiple identifications with all of the 
characters in the drama. They can, thereby, accept the threat of 
extinction in one character and survival in another, or laugh at the 
stupidity in a character, rather than fear it in themselves. Switching 
identifications, the child can relieve conflict and choose a different 
threshold of excitement. The viewer can be both victim and victor, 
lover and loved, outcast and group member, or alive and dead, 
according to his or her feelings and his or her ability to tolerate their 
expression. 

Cartoons permit children to select from explicitly nonreal pre
sentations of emotional issues those which they are able to tolerate. 
Yet .sometimes, if the cartoon content too closely parallels an issue 
about which a child has considerable unconscious fear or guilt, the 
protective aspects of the line drawing and the reduced sense of 
reality may not be enough to neutralize the strong feelings. Vulner
able seven- or eight-year-olds may feel intense anxiety when their 
own developing senses of reality are still relatively unstable and 
their senses of good and bad are more absolute than what they are 
viewing. 

• See clinical example on page 63 
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But the risks are not only in the emotional responses a child may 
have in the short run. While the child is amused by the cartoon, 
assisted in fantasy development, or protected from frightening 
things, he or she is also learning from the cartoon. Cartoons, inten
tionally or unintentionally, teach about people, feelings, and the 
outside world. Depicted in abbreviated form and distorted by the 
otherwise beneficial simplification of cartooning, characters are 
grossly stereotyped. Animals take on human personality traits, 
manifesting single, unmitigated feelings and traits-love, hate, 
competition, cleverness, strength, or cowardice. The oversimplified 
stereotype appears invariably in a given cartoon character and 
often contrasts with its polar opposite which is manifest in a rival. 
What the child learns about people through these characters is 
distorted and unreal. If cartoons are a major source of information, 
this distribution is likely to feed into stereotyping and dehumaniza
tion at later ages. 

Our concern about violence extends to the cartoons. So much of 
what happens between cartoon figures involves violence that 
cartoons sometimes seem to be nothing but a connected string of 
violent events. For example, on a particular Saturday morning: 

... a mean, gray coyote barrels down the highway in hot pursuit of 
the roadrunner. The coyote slams into a tree. Seconds later, he falls 
off the edge of a cliff and gets flattened by a two-ton boulder. A slab 
of road pavement flips over and buries him. A piano wired with 
dynamite blows up in the coyote's face. He goes flying through the 
air and lands with a mouthful of keys. The entire sequence lasts less 
than three minutes. 2 

Such a sequence may undergo a dozen repet1t10ns m a given 
cartoon and also recur in succeeding cartoons. Child viewers may 
watch the same programs ten times in a year. Yet these repeatedly 
battered animals (people) never seem to suffer. Like the Bobo-the
Clown doll, they keep coming back for more, undeterred, unin
jured, unaffected. As in the dramas with live actors, the real 
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EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS 

How can television educate? 

Building knowledge and skills. Television is undoubtedly a 
teacher. As Schramm has observed, because television is "perhaps 
richer and denser than any other instructional medium, children 
have almost invariably shown learning gains, often large ones. "3 

Using scripts for television plays as texts, some Philadelphia 
schools have demonstrated dramatic improvement in the reading 
skills of the children involved. Much of the success here was due to 
the design of the program as a coordinated activity for the whole 
family and to the active involvement of the parents. 

In other parts of the country, the recognition that regularly 
watched, prime time television offers opportunities for learning has 
led to a number of notable initiatives. Prime Time Television, a 
Chicago-based nonprofit organization, has developed a series of 
study guides to illustrate the general principles of prime time 
teaching. Use the screen and the dramatic show, they recommend, 
to get the students' attention. Then engage their intelligence with 
questions, study guides, and scripts to be read as homework. These 
and other teaching approaches have emphasized logic and 
language skills, literary and dramatic elements, conflict develop
ment and resolution, and civil rights and constitutional law, to 
identify a few important topics. 

Promoting healthy psychological development. Clearly, with 
appropriate programming and instructional guidance, television 
can teach. But can it educate? Can it draw a person out and help a 
person to grow psychologically? We have already discussed its 
possible harmful effects on psychological well-being. 

The possibilities of television for aiding the psychological growth 
and development of children are less apparent to many than the 
hurt we have observed in some individuals and the deleterious 
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aspects noted in the literature. Some exceptional efforts are, how
ever, worth noting. 

A series of 15-minute episodes called Inside/Out, available to 
public schools as instructional television, portrays youthful actors 
in a variety of actual and potential conflicts, dealing with secretive
ness, rejection, vengefulness, or jealousy. Under the carefully non
judgmental leadership of a teacher, classroom viewers discuss the 
alternative outcomes, the possible consequences, and the solutions 
they might have considered had they been the protagonists. The 
children learned more from the discussion period than from the 
television program, and the discussion itself was especially focused 
and engaging because it followed the televised scenarios. Having 
an adult mediator also seemed an important contribution to the 
psychological benefit the children received. 

Singer and Singer confirmed the vital role of the adult mediator 
in a different setting with a different age group. t They studied the 
impact of television on the imaginative play of younger children. In 
the study, four-year-old children viewed a Mister Rogers' Neighbor

hood segment with and without a mediator. As evidence of imagina
tion, researchers observed whether or not a child used an object or 
toy in a way different from what its appearance would ordinarily 
suggest. They found that viewing the program alone was less 
stimulating to imaginative play than might have been hoped for. 
The four-year-old children could not sit still throughout the half
hour program. When the adult was present during the television 
viewing period, concentration improved, interaction increased, 
involvement with the program was greater, and evidence of 
imaginative play was greater. The researchers inferred that chil
dren of this age are most susceptible to the influence of an adult 
who can engage them directly and reinforce their own responses 
immediately, something which television alone, no matter how 
positive, cannot do. The implications for parental or other adult 
intervention are clear. Apparently, the adult can and should play a 
powerful mediating role, perhaps offsetting the harmful viewing 
material and helping the child to enjoy more of the potential 
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be benefic_ial. Programs for bilingual children, programs showing
black, Oriental, or handicapped children in realistic, nonstereo
typed roles, and even programs showing children with single
parents, can be helpful. Such minority children in the viewincr
audience may feel less singled out when they can watch th:
successful adventures of children like themselves.

As well as the direct benefits that children can gain from positive
programs created especially for them, children can benefit from the
positive effects that some programs for adults foster in the home.
The previously mentioned experimental field study of 183 married
c�uples demonstrated that socially positive programs produced sig
mfican tly less_ aggressive moods and hurtful behavior among the
adults than did the programs with a high violence content. Such
positive effects enhance the emotional climate of the home on
wh�ch children mainly depend for support as they move thr�ugh
their normal but often troublesome developmental sequences.
Conducted in the natural setting of the home, this study yielded
results parallel to the findings of the many laboratory studies that
have confirmed the beneficial effects of socially positive programs.
Moreover, the fact that the study was in the natural setting
cou1:ters the legitimate contention that the findings of laboratory
studies cannot be generalized to the real-life condition. 

Children's educational programs 

Soon after the beginning of commercial television in this country,
programs especially intended for children appeared, though tenta
tively and �n small numbers. Captain Kangaroo (Bob Keshan) led the
way, and m 1954- Fred Rogers began a short program on Station
QED in Pittsburgh. Entitled Children's Corner the program subse
quently expanded to national television as Mister Rogers' Neighbor

hood. These initial efforts were given an enormous boost with the
appearance of Sesame Street in November 1969, and in its wake have
come other programs of significance, offering other perspectives
and methods-Electric Company, Mi Casa, Su Casa, Big Blue Marble,
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Villa Alegre, Carra Scolendas, and many others. Worth noting is the
fact that some of these programs have benefited from extensive
advice from mental health professionals. Psychologists Gerald
Lesser, Ed Palmer, and others advised on Sesame Street, and Mister

Rogers has had the advice of psychologist Margaret McFarlane.
Sesame Street was an experimental program, developed by the

Children's Television Workshop with the aid of grants from the
Carnegie and Ford Foundations. Since it was developed without
the usual need of children's television to sell products, great
innovation and flexibility resulted, compared with the usual car
toon fare. A pioneer in the development of new techniques and
methods intended to educate young viewers, Sesame Street demon
strated that positive learning on several levels-cognitive, affective,
and attitudinal-can result from a format that is both entertaining
and engaging .12 Partly because this program was innovative in a
number of ways, partly because it began at a time when educa
tional television was held in low esteem and new initiatives were
badly needed, and partly because the program assertively under
took to teach material felt to be important to young children, Sesame

Street was widely hailed as a milestone in education as well as in
television. The program offered a means of preparing preschoolers
for formal education. For children whose disadvantagement threat
ened lifelong learning handicaps, Sesame Street promised to inter
vene in the cycle.

Sesame Street did break ground in many areas. The program
developed methods for enhancing perceptual and symbol
recognition skills. It broadened vocabulary and introduced many
concepts new to preschool children. The program attacked racism
through its careful casting and role playing. It engaged viewer par
ticipation through adroit use of studio audiences similar in age to
the television audiences, and it presented new material in familiar
contexts, easing the transition from the known to the unfamiliar.

Although Sesame Street is in many ways an oasis in the desert of
television, its actual impact on the educational growth of young
children-especially disadvantaged children-is in doubt, accord-
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ing to the published evidence. An early study by Ball and Bogatz 
suggested that children encouraged to view Sesame Street did watch 
and did demonstrate learning gains over relatively short (six
month) periods. 13 Cook and others challenged those findings in a 
subsequent analysis.U In effect, while the latter study team found 
that children who viewed more did gain more, they also found that 
much of the gain was caused not by high viewing itself, but by 
natural maturation and environmental factors. They found, more
over, that the more socially advantaged children made larger gains. 
Thus, rather than closing the gap between the disadvantaged chil
dren and their more fortunate peers, Sesame Street seemed uninten
tionally to be increasing it. In fact, Liebert observes, one study 
showed that the first year of Sesame Street produced gains only for 
advantaged ch ii den . 15 

At the same time, in spite of its failure to live up to the high 
expectations that surrounded its inauguration, Sesame Street has 
generated new interest in the educational potential of television, 
and, as noted, has inspired the development of a number of other 
significant programs. These, like Sesame Street, have much promise, 
which time and experience will assess. 

Some concerns. We are, however, concerned about the ap
proaches used in some of these programs. The rapid-fire tech
niques of presentation used do seem to increase the retention and 
recall of sounds and words among children who might not have 
learned them otherwise, but it is not clear that long-range learning 
goals are best served when the child learns the sounds and words in 
contexts unrelated to readiness for reading. Too many concepts, 
perhaps, are introduced too quickly. To facilitate reinforcement 
and useful integration with other learning, concepts should be re
peated in different contexts. Rapidly paced, marginally compre
hensible sequences can be confusing and may be damaging as well. 
These sequences are intended to attract and to hold attention, but 
they show no concern for the slower paced processes of reflection 
and integration and little recognition of the varying needs and 
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abilities of different individuals in various developmental phases. 
Make a Wish, for instance, frequently alternates a several-minute 

segment of informative narrative, such as a person narrating 
slowly, with several minutes of rapid-fire, multisensory program
ming. In the verbatim transcript of the auditory part of a two-minute 
segment on mountains, a double dash (--) stands for the word 
''mountain'': 

Mountain, -- goat, -- laurel, -- summit, -- bear, rugged, Russia --, 
range, Tetons, -- Rushmore; Black Hills, history, heads of our 
presidents carved out granite cliff, chip off the old block; Mountain! 
(A poetic description of mountains follows for a few seconds at a 
slower pace. Original pace returns.) 
Mountain standard time, -- passes, -- peak, -- peek, -- states, 
Montana, -- lion, roar, reaches for stars and make men reach. 
(There then follows a slow-paced sequence for several minutes of a 
man talking of his feeling for the mountains around Taos, New 
Mexico.) 

The rapid stimulation is not only in the script. It is multimodal. 
All at the same time, visual image, sound, and print stimulate 
young viewers to grasp complexity as quickly as they can. Very 
likely, this barrage confuses the child and obscures the message. An 
example often cited comes from commercials aimed at children. An 
exciting picture of an attractive toy appears, and an enthusiastic 
announcer describes it. Meanwhile, the words "batteries not in
cluded" or "each part sold separately" are shown in fine print, 
there to be seen but neither perceived nor understood by the young 
child. 

On the basis of analysis of the formal features of children's tele
vision programming, Huston and others concluded that "[com
mercial children's programs] would appear to be intended for a 
particular type of child viewer whose attention must presumably be 
captured and held by constant action, change, noise, visual on
slaught, as well as slapstick violence." 16 Concerning the effects of 
this rapid, multimodcl approach, Singer reports that the high-fre-
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6 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND GUIDELINES 

Each day, countless decisions are made about television. Adver
tisers decide what to sponsor, networks decide what to offer, 
producers and writers decide how to present material, and viewers 
everywhere decide what and how much they and their children will 
watch. On the assumption that detrimental as well as beneficial 
consequences are minimal and thus beneath notice, millions of 
these decision makers ignore the existing evidence and opinion. 
Many people assume that what is known is so inconclusive as to 
outweigh any concern which the knowledge might provoke. We, 
too, would like to see more convincing and more scientific studies. 
But we believe that it is neither necessary nor desirable to wait for 
more conclusive evidence. We know enough now to improve the 
quality of our decision. Aside from the fact that some of the 
evidence may be long in coming, we feel a sense of urgency about 
our society and the children we are bringing into it. While the evi
dence is accumulating, we continue to make decisions daily-what 

to air, how to present it, and what to watch. 
Our special focus on children and the cumulative effects of 

dramatic programming, coupled with our knowledge of child 

development and currently available programming, lead us to 
make recommendations to three key groups. First, we offer guide
lines for parents. Doing so, we recognize that the burden of inter
vention can never rest solely with parents and that, in fact, some 
parents, because of social and economic handicaps, lack of knowl
edge, or other personal conditions, may have great difficulty inter
vening. In particular the pressures on a single parent may present 
obstacles to effective monitoring of his or her child's viewing habits. 

These conditions highlight the role of the helping professions. We 
therefore direct a series of recommendations to mental health pro-
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conversation with others, books to read and to be read from, and 
adventures, trips, and visits. Assess the quality and quantity of 
play, both together with friends and alone, and opportunities for 
imagination, fantasy, and make-believe. Be alert to excessive imi
tation or mimicking of television characters and other indirect influ
ences, such as nightmares. 

Evaluate what the child is watching 

Watch television with the child, and notice the kinds of programs 
he or she is choosing. Consider the following questions in regard to 
each program: 

Does the program appeal to the audience for whom it was 
intended? Is it appropriate to the age and developmental level of the 
child? (Some programming designed for children may not seem 
appropriate for certain children. Other programs, i.e., The lncredib/,e 
Hulk, may be very much in demand by seven-year-olds, even 
though these children have frequent nightmares and sleeplessness 
after viewing.) 
Does the program present racial or ethnic groups positively? Does 
it show them in situations that enhance the minority group's image 
or the minority viewer's se!Vimage, or does it parrot stereotypes? 
Does the program present sex roles and occupational adult roles 
fairly? (Who has the lead role? Who is the professional or leader, 
and who is the villain? Are the men either superheroes or incom
petents? Are the women flighty and disposed to chicanery? Are 
teenagers portrayed with adult characteristics?) 

Does the program present conflict that the child can understand, 
and does it present positive, nonviolent techniques for resolving 
conflict? 
Does the program stimulate constructive activities, and does it 
enhance the quality of the child's play? 
Does the program separate fact from fiction? Does it separate 
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advertisements from program content? 

Is the humor at the child's level, or is it adult sarcasm or ridicule, or 
an adult's memory of childhood amusements? 

Does the pace of the program suit the readiness and developmental 
level of the child, allowing him or her to absorb the material 
presented? 
Does the program present social issues that are appropriate for the 
child viewer, and is there something that the child can do about 
them? (A program discussing atomic fallout might be inappropriate, 
while a program on litter prevention and keeping the streets clean 
would be more suitable.) 

Set a limit on the amount of viewing 

Irrespective of program quality and appropriateness, the child may 
be watching too much television in a given day, week, or month. 
Decide how much he or she should watch in a given period. 

Monitor and share in the child's viewing experiences 

Continue to observe the child's viewing behavior, and be alert to 
any effects of the program content. Accompany the child when the 
program is likely to be particularly frightening or upsetting. Dis
cuss his or her reactions, raise and answer questions, and encour
age him or her to raise questions. Revise schedules and choices as 
needed. 

Using such a checklist, parents can judge the appropriateness of 
particular progams for particular children. Then, as necessary, 
parents can assist the children, through discussion, alternative 
activities, and setting limits or conditions, to develop more desir
able television viewing habits and to make better use of what they 
view. Action for Children's Television, an articulate public interest 





114 The Child & Television Drama 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO MENTAL HEALTH 

PROFESSIONALS 

Many parents, unfortunately, cannot fulfull the responsibility to 
provide a range of stimulating activities for their children. For these 
parents and their children, television often becomes the only avail
able stimulation. Schools, other community agencies, and those of 
us who counsel parents can help fill this void in cultural enrichment 
and also can educate children and parents about television. 

Television is a major source of social and cultural information, 
particularly for some families. A broader public awareness of nega
tive consequences of extended viewing, as well as the possibilities 
and opportunities in positive programming for all children, will 
enrich the public dialogue. As psychiatrists, we share with other 
mental health professionals the responsibility to ensure that this dia
logue continues to focus on the special needs of the disadvantaged 
child who may view for such long hours and with so few alternatives. 

Beyond this special trust, we bear the responsibility to share our 
observations about television and to participate in the public 
dialogue about its best uses, effects, and social implications. Given 
the economics of contemporary commerce and the stranglehold it 
has on programming choices, enlightened public discussion may be 
the best route to change. More widespread information and knowl
edge about television as a psychosocial issue will certainly mobilize 
great concern among parents, teachers, and other citizens. One 
result of our articulating the psychosocial issues will be a more 
sophisticated public. Simplistic views will be more readily chal
lenged, such as the view that television advertising for young chil
dren is acceptable and harmless. People will come to know that 
children are highly susceptible to suggestion and not yet intellec
tually competent to assess the truth or significance of what they 
hear and see on television. People will realize that this limitation 
has implications for what ought to be considered acceptable adver
tising for children, if, indeed, any advertising at all is acceptable. 3 
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Eventually, we must aim to make people aware that television's 
overall role in the socialization of children ( and adults as well 
perhaps) is too important to take for granted. With better under
standing of this remarkable phenomenon, people will be less likely 
to ignore the negative consequences of television or to assume that 
they are insignificant. 

As a part of this process, special interest groups may form, 
working in the name of the public. Their concerns, wise or other
wise, strongly stated and vigorously advocated, may be distressing 
to some but will nonetheless lead to a greater sophistication about 
television and to more responsible decisions on the part of our 
society. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO PUBLIC POLICYMAKERS 

While much of this report focuses on the possible detrimental 
effects of prolonged television viewing, we wish to add some 
comments about what this powerful medium of mass education 
might do to fulfill its potential for individual and social good. 

First, however, we must consider the economics of the industry 
and suggest some innovations which might free the enormous pool 
of talent in the industry to devise more creative programming. 
Surely the resistance of the networks, producers, and writers to 
making fuller use of psychosocial knowledge must come from their 
struggle to obtain and hold the largest possible audience. The 
economics of the industry is intimately tied to the popularity of the 
programming. No matter how sympathetic, interested, or knowl
edgeable a particular writer or producer might be about the nature 
of children's thinking and emotional and aesthetic needs, the 
requirement of commercial television to attract a huge audience 
subordinates all other considerations. Unless or until this require-














