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I. Introduction

Recent Trends in European Media Psychology

Tom van der Voort & Peter Winterhoff-Spurk

1. Introduction

This book contains most of the papers presented at the three-day workshop
"Psychology of Media in Europe," which was held in Otzenhausen, Germany,
May 21-23, 1995, The Otzenhausen conference was the third, biennial meeting of
European media psychologists.

In July 1991, the first meeting was held at a symposium conducted at the 2nd
European Congress of Psychology in Budapest. One of the conclusions reached at
this symposium was that judging by the growing number of chairs established in
media psychology as well as by the availability of introductory textbooks and a
scientific journal devoted to this field of study (Medienpsychologie), media
psychology had developed into a relatively autonomous branch of psychology,
especially in the former Federal Republic of Germany. The second conclusion was
that it was advisable to strengthen the ties between European researchers who are
active in this new field of enquiry. In addition, the need was felt to exchange
information about the state of the art of media-psychological research in various
European countries.

Therefore, one goal of the second meeting of European media psychologists
was to make an inventory of the media-psychological research conducted in
Europe. The meeting was held at the beautiful conference site of the Werner-
Reimers-Stiftung in Bad Homburg, from March 15 to 17, 1993. As indicated by
the title of the workshop, "Psychology of Media in Europe: The State of the Art,
Perspectives for the Future," the second goal of the workshop was to open up new
perspectives for media-psychological research in Europe. More specifically, the
aim was to promote cooperative research at a European level. As appears from the
published proceedings of this workshop (Winterhoff-Spurk, 1995), however, little
attention was paid to the workshop's second goal. The vast majority of the papers
gave an overview of the research done in particular countries or research institutes
in Europe.

The organizers of the third meeting of European media psychologists - the
workshop that in the end would be held in Otzenhausen - proposed to shift
emphasis to cooperative and comparative research at the European level. Efforts
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used to bring about European cooperation, however, easily go wrong, as the
organizers of the Otzenhausen conference have found to their cost. After the
successful meeting in Bad Homburg, they submitted a proposal for another
meeting to be held at the Werner-Reimers conference site, which was approved by
the proposal review committee by the end of 1993. While preparations for the
workshop were well under way, however, we received a second letter announcing
that due to financial deficits, the grant awarded had to be reversed. Fortunately, in
the summer of 1994, the European Academy of Otzenhausen expressed its
willingness to host the workshop at its Europdisches Bildungs Zentrum, a highly
attractive conference site beautifully situated in Saarland's wooded hills.

Given the aims of the workshop together with the great number of member
states of the European Union involved, the European Commission seemed to be
the most eligible agency for providing the necessary funds for traveling expenses.
The likelihood of obtaining EC funds was explored with the kind assistance of the
Saarlindische Landesvertretung at Brussels, who informed us that a grant
proposal would stand an excellent chance of being adopted. An application for an
EC sponsorship grant was submitted to the Directorate General XII for Science,
Research, and Development in January 1995. Although the application received a
favorable review, the funds asked for were not awarded. In anticipation of a
change of leadership of the Directorate that was to take effect in June 1995, the
incumbent head of the Directorate decided to put all applications in cold storage.
So again, it was highly questionable whether the workshop, which was announced
to take place in May, could be held. At the very last moment, however, the
workshop was saved by a generous grant awarded by the Europa-Stiftung of the
ASKO alliance as well as by additional grants awarded by the Medienpsycho-
logisches Forschungsinstitut des Saarlandes (MEFIS e.V.), the Ministry of
Education, Science and Culture of Saarland, and the Center for Child and Media
Studies at Leiden University.

The Otzenhausen workshop was attended by more than 20 media
psychologists from various European countries, including Austria, Belgium,
France, Germany, Great Britain, Ireland, the Netherlands, Spain, and
Switzerland. The program for this meeting again left room for overviews of the
research conducted in a particular country or institute, provided of course that
such an overview had not already been presented at an earlier meeting. However,
as indicated by the title of the workshop, "Psychology of Media in Europe: The
State of the Art, and Perspectives for Cooperative, Comparative Research at the
European Level," it was specifically intended to smooth the way for cooperative
research projects involving researchers from two or more European countries. In
addition to "state-of-the-art" papers, the program therefore left ample room for
papers describing the design and results of a concrete media-psychological
research project that was thought to be capable of provoking related work in other
European countries. Especially welcome were papers presenting concrete
proposals for comparative, cross-national research at the European level,
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2. Structure and Contents of this Volume

Most of the papers included in this volume are revised versions of the papers
presented at the workshop. In some cases, however, participants chose to submit a
fresh paper. We have placed the chapters under four headings: (a) media
appreciation and use; (b) aggressive and emotional reactions; (c) language
acquisition and school performance; and (d) contemplative contributions.

2.1 Media Appreciation and Use

The chapters in the first section focus on media users, including audience
perceptions of media content. Two chapters report on research projects on
audience perceptions of specific types of television programs, and of favorite
television characters, respectively. A third chapter critically discusses audience
theory and research, and presents a new, comparative study of media use on the
part of children and young people. The final chapter examines how media
psychology may contribute to the design of user-friendly computers.

Gunter reports on a multi-stage research project on audience perceptions of
soap operas. The project was aimed at the identification and assessment of the
quality standards that, from the audience perspective, soap operas should satisfy.
The defining attributes of soaps of good quality were established in a qualitative
study. While watching episodes from soap operas, small groups of viewers
indicated continuously on an electronic handset, which was linked to a computer,
how much they were enjoying what they saw. After the program had finished,
group discussions took place in which elements of what had just been viewed and
rated were examined in detail. A content analysis of the arguments expressed in
these discussions resulted in a list of eight types of quality standards as well as a
set of eight evaluative scales designed to assess the extent to which, in viewers'
eyes, individual soap operas conform to each individual standard. In a number of
quantitative surveys, scores on some of these scales (e.g., Tension and Drama, and
Technical Professionalism) proved to be predictive of past viewing of soap operas.
However, high scores on any of the eight scales predicted an increased likelihood
of future watching of the soap in question.

Gleich reports on a German study of audience perceptions of favorite
television characters. In particular, the study focused on the frequency with which
viewers respond to television characters in much the same manner that people
react to real-life persons, a phenomenon named parasocial interaction.
Questionnaire data were collected by means of a German version of the Parasocial
Interaction Scale. Results indicated that many viewers do experience an almost
concrete friendship with their favorite television characters. However, the reported
frequency of audience reactions that give evidence of genuinely parasocial
behavior (e.g., talking back to people on the screen) was not very substantial.

In Livingstone's critique of audience analysis, a plea is made for
interdisciplinary audience research that investigates the relations between users
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and media at several different levels, ranging from the micro level of individual
preferences and choice to the macro level of ideology and culture. From
Livingstone's perspective, the media psychologist, or rather the social psychologist
should focus on social and domestic contexts of media use. In relation to children
and media, psychologists should not simply construe the child as having an
individual relation to the media, making personal decisions as to acquisition, use,
organization of time, and so forth, but must also emphasize the child's location in
a family context with cultural, social, and material parameters. This insight will
be applied to a large-scale study of children and young people's involvement with
old and new media, entitled "Children, Young People and the Television Screen,"
a cross-national project which has just begun.

In his analysis of the role media psychology can play in the design of user-
friendly computers, Mangold argues in favor of a communication-oriented
analysis of user-software interaction, which is not confined to the final results of
man-machine interactions but also examines the interaction process itself, that is,
the temporary and transient cognitive and emotional states of users when engaged
in interacting with a software system. Mangold describes a laboratory setting at
Saarbriicken University that permits a detailed assessment of user-software
interactions, including measurements of the user's cognitions (by means of an
analysis of thinking-aloud protocols), visual attention (via eye-movement regis-
trations), and affective reactions (by means of psychophysiological measures).

2.2 Aggressive and Emotional Reactions

The chapters in the second section examine viewers' aggressive and emotional
responses to products of screen media. The first two chapters focus on possible
short and longer-term effects of exposure to horror-filled movies and video games,
and of horror-filled television news stories, respectively. The third chapter
examines how viewers cope with threatening television reports, and the last
chapter makes an inventory of recent German research on the socio-emotional
dimension in the use of various screen media.

The chapter by van der Voort and Beentjes was inspired by the appearance of
Faces of Death, a video series that provides a compilation of over 200 allegedly
authentic video registrations of murders, fatal accidents, and other occurrences
related to death. The authors argue that the appearance of this video series does
not stand alone but is part of a broader trend characterized by a hardening and
increase in realism of violent portrayals in movies, video films, video games, and
to a lesser degree, in television. On the basis of knowledge gained from research
on the impact of mild portrayals of violence, an estimate was made of the effects
extremely violent audiovisual media products could have on young people's
emotional reactions and aggressive behavior, a field of enquiry that is still in its
infancy. According to van der Voort and Beentjes, the authentic violence shown
in Faces of Death is less likely to elicit aggression and desensitation effects than
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ultraviolent movies and video games, mainly because the video series does not
justify or romanticize the use of violence in any way.

In his discussion of the cultivation effects of horror-filled television newscasts,
Winterhoff-Spurk also argues that there is a tendency to represent violent
portrayals in increasingly graphic and realistic forms. The paper discusses a
proposal for a research project, entitled "Violence in TV News: The Cultivation of
Emotions," which is intended to extend and adjust Gerbner's cultivation theory.
The project is designed to investigate short-term responses in a laboratory setting
which allows a micro-level analysis of visual attention, thoughts, and feelings of
viewers who are engaged in watching extremely violent news images. Additional
questionnaire data are to shed light on both the reasons that cause viewers to
watch newscasts and possible long-term effects. The author expects to find that
viewers of television news can be divided into information seekers (who want to
be informed) and entertainment seekers (who want to be entertained). Hypotheses
are that relative to entertainment seekers, information seekers are more likely to
take effort to avoid watching extremely violent news pictures, to strive for a
medium rather than a maximum level of arousal, and to show interest in political
affairs, but are less likely to show signs of habituation in case of repeated exposure
to violent scenes.

Vitouch makes a passionate plea in favor of the use of psychophysiological
measures (as opposed to self-report measures) in research on emotional reactions
to television pictures. He adds weight to his arguments by presenting some results
of a cross-national study that did collect the type of data recommended. This study
was designed to uncover, among other things, differences in emotional reactions
between Austrian and Slovak viewers of anxiety-inducing television reports on
nuclear power plants. Results indicated, for example, that Austrian viewers were
more easily emotionally aroused by news reports on the environmental hazards
attached to nuclear power plants than were Slovakians, whereas the reverse was
true for news reports on the misinformation the Soviet authorities provided during
the Chernobyl disaster.

Bente and Vorderer give an overview of recent German studies that were
presented at a media psychology conference entitled "The Socio-Emotional
Dimension in the Use of Screen Media," which was held in Cologne in April
1995. The studies dealt with various screen media, including television, film,
personal computers, and video games, focused on different psychological
variables, and used different methods of measurement. To bring some order in
these widely divergent studies, the authors identify three different theoretical
perspectives: (a) emotion as related to cognition; (b) emotion as a motivational
factor; and (c) emotion as a quality of social interaction. They argue that
parasocial interaction is a key concept for future research on the emotional
component of the use of screen media.
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2.3 Language Acquisition and School Performance

Two chapters in this section examine the role media play in the acquisition of a
foreign language; the third chapter is devoted to the impact of the use of
background media on homework performance.

On German, French, Spanish, and Italian media screens, Tom Cruise has the
curious habit of speaking the language of the local population, whereas viewers
residing in smaller European countries usually watch subtitled foreign films that
enable them to hear Tom Cruise speaking plain English, and to read his
utterances in their native language at the same time. In a series of experimental
studies, d'Ydewalle and Pavakanun have demonstrated that the availability of both
the foreign language and the viewer's native language in subtitled films can
facilitate the acquisition of the foreign language. In the experimental study they
present in this book, the authors expected to find that there is less foreign
language acquisition when the foreign and native language are widely different, a
prediction that did not hold. Nor was it found that foreign language acquisition
was related to the viewer's level of acquaintance with the foreign culture depicted
in the film. However, in agreement with prior studies, the study did show that
watching subtitled foreign films can facilitate foreign language acquisition, not
only in the case of standard subtitling but also, and to an even larger extent, in the
case of reversed subtitling (i.e., the mother language is in the sound track and the
foreign language in the subtitles).

As argued by Hasebrink, Berns, and Skinner, however, the favorable effects
media may have on foreign language acquisition need not be confined to subtitled
foreign films. In their pilot study of young people's contact with, acquisition of,
use of, and attitudes regarding English, German 15- to 16-year-olds estimated that
they owed about 20% of their knowledge of English to media contact, whereas the
remaining 80% was thought to result from schooling and other sources. The
actual contribution of media contact to the students' self-reported proficiency in
English was found to be rather limited. However, a more objective proficiency
measure will be employed in the definitive research project, which is meant to
take place in several European countries. The pilot study suggests that in
countries where films are dubbed, English language pop music may be the most
important media source of young people's knowledge of English. Aside from their
English teacher, the German youngsters cited music recordings (90%) and music
on the radio (88%) as their main sources of contact with the English language.

According to Beentjes and van der Voort, students' use of foreign and native
media offerings may also hinder young people's learning, especially when they
combine doing homework with the use of background media. In their study of the
use of background media and its perceived effects, most of the Dutch 14- to 16-
year-olds surveyed (64%) said that they often or even always played background
music, especially pop music, when doing written assignments. To a lesser extent,
they said to combine background music with learning assignments (27% regular
users), whereas combinations of background television with written assignments
(20% regular users) and learning assignments (8% regular users) were of
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relatively rare occurrence. Although the students believed that their performance
on written assignments is somewhat increased by the use of background music,
this assumption is not supported by the available experimental evidence. They
may, however, be correct in assuming that background television hinders
homework performance more than background music does, and that learning
assignments are more likely to suffer from the use of background media than
written assignments.

2.4  Contemplative Contributions

Using information assembled from an array of secondary sources, Wober reflects
on British feelings about the European Union and its member states, and the role
played by the British media in expressing and molding these feelings. One of the
topics reflected upon concerns the well-known incident in which the French
footballer Eric Cantona unleashes a kung-fu kick into the midriff of a British
spectator, an event that has been screened numerous times. According to Wober,
both the "Story of Cantokix" itself and its coverage in the British media may offer
an insight into various aspects of the psychological state of the British public,
particularly in respect of its relationships with Europe.

Based on knowledge gained from interviews, direct observation, and children's
drawings, Lurcat reflects on: (a) the role television plays in children's
socialization; (b) television-induced early ripening of children; and (c) the special
features of the televisual situation. The analysis is focused on kindergartners. The
author argues that very young children are easily influenced by television, and
have little defense. Violent felevision programs are presumed to affect young
children through a mechanism called emotional contagion, which may evoke both
conscious and unconscious imitative behavior.

3. Recent Trends in European Media Psychology

When looking more closely at the papers collected in this volume, a number of
things catch the eye. The first striking feature is that the authors of nearly all the
chapters are researchers from northern Europe, not including the Scandinavian
countries. The absence of Scandinavian contributions is easy to explain. Although
several media psychologists from Nordic countries were invited to attend the
workshop, they were unable to accept the invitation for various reasons. The
meagte representation of researchers from southern Europe is less easy to explain,
because the organizers of the workshop have done their best to trace qualified
colleagues in those regions, among other things, by skimming through a number
of volumes of the European Journal of Communication. However, most
researchers who publish their work in this journal also are from northern
European origin. Perhaps our search for colleagues from southern Europe would
have met with greater success if we had made a thorough examination of
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psychological sources published in Romance languages. Many behavioral
scientists from southern Europe feel some hesitation in accepting English as the
lingua franca of science, with the result that excellent work may remain unnoticed
by the international community of researchers. It is also possible, however, that
communication scientists in southern Europe tend to prefer to use philosophical
tools, and that empirical media-psychological studies are of relatively rare
occurrence. Whatever the reasons may be, it is clear that both the main title of the
workshop ('Psychology of Media in Europe") and the title of this introductory
chapter do not completely live up to expectations. A more precise designation is:
"Psychology of Media in Northern Europe."

A second striking feature of the contributions included in this volume is that
the vast majority of the studies focus on screen media. Most of the studies are
completely or partly concerned with television. In addition, many contributions
show an interest in interactive screen media: personal computers, video games,
and in some of the studies included in Bente and Vorderer's review of German
studies interactive television as well. In the next few years, the research interest in
interactive media is likely to be on the increase, because many media researchers
are accustomed to give priority to those media which appeared on the market last.
Not a single chapter is devoted to print media. Aside from two chapters that are
partly concerned with radio (Hasebrink et al.; Beentjes & van der Voort), the
complete volume is devoted to screen media, leading to a further specification of
the topic covered by the workshop. The most accurate designation is: "Psychology
of Screen Media in Northern Europe."

A third feature worthy of mention is that many authors included in this
volume take much interest in a micro-level analysis of the use of screen media,
that is, an analysis that focuses on opinions, thoughts, emotions, and interactive
behavior observed when users are engaged in watching, reading, and responding
to screen media. Several authors point to the advantages this "process approach”
may have over a "product approach" that delays the measurement of audience
reactions to the post-communication stage. As Gunter has argued, when the
measurement of audience evaluations of television programs takes place at some
temporal distance from the viewing experience about which respondents are
questioned, a great deal of reliance is placed on the viewer's memory. Where
memory fails, viewers may supply a less than accurate impression of their viewing
experiences. To prevent memory distortion, Gunter uses an electronic "Group
Response System" which enables small groups of viewers who are watching a
program to indicate their level of enjoyment continuously. In his discussion of the
use of psychophysiological measures of emotional responses, Vitouch also argues
that such process measures may serve to avoid errors due to memory distortion. In
addition, he emphasizes that physiological data are not liable to social desirability
effects, and give the researcher an opportunity to relate the reactions observed to
the events on the screen with exact temporal contingency. In the two contributions
written by authors affiliated with Saarbriicken University, much importance is
attached to the process approach as well. Mangold stresses that research designed
to uncover the requirements that user-friendly software should fulfill cannot do
without process measurements, whereas Winterhoff-Spurk needs process data to
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get an insight into cultivation processes. Finally, process analyses are implied by
many of the German studies discussed by Bente and Vorderer, as well as by
d'Ydewalle and Pavakanun's studies of the reading of subtitles. It goes without
saying that most of the questions investigated by media psychologists require the
use of both process and product measures. However, the process approach seems
to be a necessary complement to the product approach, and may lead to a better
understanding and adjustment of relationships observed with product measures.

Connected with the great importance attached to the process approach is the
finding that several contributions make much of the use of psychophysiological
measures for the assessment of the viewer's emotional reactions to events on the
screen, which applies to the contributions of Vitouch, Mangold, Winterhoff-
Spurk, and to many studies included in Bente and Vorderer's review of German
research on the socio-emotional components of the use of screen media. As Bente
and Vorderer have noted, the German interest in the psychophysiological
correlates of the use of screen media is of recent date, whereas this approach has a
longer history in North American media psychology. As almost every psychologist
knows, however, physiological psychology was founded in the 19th century by
German scientists. Apparently, as far as media psychology is concerned, physio-
logical psychology has come home.

A final conclusion is that several contributions included in this volume suggest
that cooperative European research projects on media are on the way up. For
example, the study on the cultivation effects of violent newscasts discussed by
Winterhoff-Spurk will be conducted in cooperation with Vitouch, who in turn
reports on a study that was conducted in close collaboration with a Slovak
research group. The study reported by Hasebrink et al. will be conducted jointly
with researchers from the Netherlands (Nijmegen U) and Belgium (Leuven U).
Livingstone's study is intended to take place in 6 to 8 European countries. It
should be noted that the Dutch participation in this cross-national study (van der
Voort & Beentjes) was a direct result of contacts made at Otzenhausen, indicating
that to some extent the workshop did succeed in promoting cooperative European
research,
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II. Media Appreciation and Use

An Audience-Based Approach to Assessing Programme Quality

Barrie Gunter

1. Introduction

The rapidly increasing number of television channels in different national markets
around the world is causing programme planners, schedulers and advertisers to
re-think their research strategies for the future. As the number of television
channels available to viewers increases one generally observed consequence is the
fragmentation of audiences. Established television channels which once domi-
nated the television market find their audiences being eroded, while the great
majority of new channels can only ever expect to achieve tiny audience shares.

As the television environment evolves in this way, more sophisticated and
subtle research techniques become necessary in order to understand and measure
how audiences are using and responding to programmes. While a great deal of
attention has been paid to measuring audience sizes in more technically advanced
ways with much emphasis placed on speedier data gathering and analysis, such
technical developments often remain insensitive to how viewers respond to
television. Some media scholars have pointed out that the standard audience
research measures used by the television industry are too simplistic, conceptually
and as well as methodologically, to represent the complex nature of audiences’
interactions with television (Ang, 1990; Livingstone, 1990).

As audiences fragment, information about how many viewers are watching
will need increasingly to be supplemented by data giving a better understanding of
how viewers react to programmes. Since many television channels will deliver
small audiences, greater commercial advantage will be gained by offering
programmes which are known to hold special appeal to viewers and in turn
provide a favourable environment for advertisers’ and sponsors’ marketing
campaign messages (Gunter, 1993a; 1993b).

Commercial pressures often coincide with regulatory requirements requiring
television schedules to deliver a specified diversity of programming and to
maintain certain standards in broadcasting. Such requirements add to the
pressures put upon broadcasters to become better informed about audiences and,
in particulat, to develop a better understanding of what makes good and bad
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programming in the minds of viewers (Mills, 1990; Television Audience
Assessment, 1983).

A number of countries (e.g., Canada, The Netherlands, United Kingdom) have
supplemented television industry measures of audience size with regular surveys
of audience reaction. Other countries have experimented with more localized or
limited duration experiments with audience reaction measurement (e.g., Australia,
New Zealand, United States) (Gunter & Wober, 1992). These surveys generally
provided some indication of how much programmes were appreciated or liked by
their audiences, regardless of how many viewers actually watched them. These
measures were usually based upon a single evaluative response to a programme
which survey respondents provided in viewing diaries after the end of the
programme or when they had watched enough of it to have formed an opinion.
Some surveys used more than one scale per programme (eg, Television Audience
Assessment, 1984), although the scales were nevertheless used separately rather
than in combination.

Although such techniques can be sensitive to programme changes or unusual
events occurring in programmes, they have two specific limitations in the context
of understanding why viewers like certain programmes more than others. First,
their unitary nature means that they reflect a global impression viewers have
formed of a programme, If programme appreciation falls, for example, a single
measure of ‘liking’ may reveal little about the reasons for this deterioration.
Second, these research techniques, like so many in audience research, request
opinions of viewers after they have finished watching a programme. Left to their
own devices, as most viewing panels are, viewers may provide their opinions
immediately after watching a programme or at some later point. Indeed, much
audience research takes place at some distance temporally from the viewing
experience about which respondents are questioned. This inevitably places a great
deal of reliance on the viewer’s memory. Where memory fails, viewers may
supply a less than accurate impression of their viewing experiences.

In recent years, increased concern about the issue of programme quality within
the United Kingdom, with the introduction of new broadcasting legislation, has
stimulated audience research in which the antecedents of programme involvement
have been explored in different ways. A number of distinct research methodo-
logies have been applied to investigate this subject (Gunter, 1993a). Some of these
techniques are more sensitive than others. One key issue which has been
addressed is the definition of attributes of programme quality. The underlying
concept behind this consideration is that programme standards can be opera-
tionalized in terms of the particular elements or features which audiences expect
popular exemplars of a particular genre to contain. If any of these central or key
ingredients fail to achieve the optimum expected provision, the programme will
disappoint.

Researchers who have looked to audiences for their expression of the defining
attributes of good quality programming have experienced mixed success so far.
Sometimes, viewers have been found to place more emphasis on the subjective
feelings characterizing their own viewing experience rather than articulate more
objective judgements about specific programme ingredients (Mills, 1990). As
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other researchers have found, however, forcing viewers to use pre-structured
evaluative scales purportedly representing programme features can yield a profile
of opinion about programmes which appears to be related to the make-up of the
production (Wober, 1990; Greenberg & Busselle, 1992; Wober & Fazal, 1993).

One of these studies yielded multi-dimensional measures of audience
evaluation of programmes (Greenberg & Busselle, 1992, 1994) in which genre-
specific programme attributes were identified for two separate categories of
programming. In respect of situation comedies, for example, five key factors
emerged as a result of audience samples; evaluative ratings of four different sit-
com episodes using a list of 44 bipolar attributes: ‘appreciation’, ‘real/funny’,
‘fairness’, ‘modern’, and ‘originality’. When the same instrument was applied to
the audience assessment of four action adventure programmes, again four factors
emerged: a general factor of ‘appreciation’, ‘realism’, ‘humor’ and ‘originality’.
Certain aspects of each of these factors were subsequently found to be significant
predictors of general perceptions of overall quality of the programmes concerned.

More recently, Wober and Fazal (1994) reported a study of British viewers’
opinions about two Australian soap operas, Neighbours and Home and Away, and
related viewers’ ratings of each programme along a range of descriptive attributes
to their overall appreciation of each serial. A number of these attribute ratings,
such as perceptions that the acting was good, that there was little bad acting, that
there was a benevolent atmosphere, and that the programme was not behind the
times, predicted overall audience enjoyment. The descriptive attributes used in
this study, however, derived not from viewers but from a combination of the
researchers’ own intuitions about soap operas and an analysis of reviews of each
serial by prominent television critics. Indeed, the researchers in this case found
that critics’ perceptions that these serials were popular because they were moral
tales was not supported by the opinions of viewers themselves. The morality
aspect of each serial did not emerge as a major predictor of general audience
appreciation.

This kind of research has usefully demonstrated that although a general
feeling of enjoyment plays a dominant part in the way viewers respond to
programmes, how good or bad a programme is judged to be cuts deeper than this
and may be determined by other programme attributes. For example, while
Greenberg and Busselle’s work provided respondents with a wide variety of
evaluative scales and obtained responses immediately after viewing of complete
programme episodes, the main question mark rests with the origination of the
evaluative scales themselves. The source for these scales on which heaviest
reliance was placed was previous research supplemented with the insights of
professional programme makers. While no criticism of these sources is intended
here, there is a legitimate query that can be made about the robustness and
representativeness of programme attributes derived in this way. Obtaining
responses to a large battery of statements about a programme genre may appear to
offer a comprehensive assessment of the programme’s perceived nature, but unless
viewers were given an opportunity to generate those statements in the first place
as a result of their own experience with that type of programme, it is difficult to be
sure that all the key ingredients have been included, or expressed in a way that
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viewers can relate to. The application of factor analysis to such data may appear to
yield a more manageable structure for such data, but whether or not those
dimensions produced represent the conceptual structure of that programme for
viewers, based on their acquired expectations of it, remains an open question.
What is needed therefore is a research methodology which gives respondents an
opportunity to indicate their own expectations of programmes based on personal
and direct experience with the programme under investigation.

One alternative way forward might be to go directly to viewers themselves
even before the atiribute scales are produced as a source of insights concerning
what those scales might be. In so doing, genre-specific measures, which may
underpin general audience enjoyment or perceptions of quality of programmes,
could be derived from the aspects of programmes which viewers themselves
identify during the viewing experience. As already noted, many research
techniques request opinions of viewers after they have finished watching a
programme; indeed, much audience research takes place at some temporal
distance from the viewing experience about which viewers are questioned. This
inevitably places reliance on a viewer’s memory. Where memory fails, viewers
may supply a less than accurate impression of their viewing experiences. To
overcome this problem, and to enable viewers to identify features of programmes
that are important to them, a more direct mode of audience reaction assessment
could be advantageous.

2. The Programme Analyzer Technique

This chapter presents findings from research which utilised a technique which
overcomes both the memory and source of programme attribute scales problems
by enabling viewers to provide evaluative responses in real viewing time and by
relating those responses directly to particular attributes and events in the
programme itself. The technique applied here is not a new one, but does represent
a fresh departure in the context of exploring the key generic attributes of
programme appreciation for particular genres of programming.

More than fifty years ago, Paul Lazarsfeld and Frank Stanton, Director and
Associate Director respectively of the Office of Radio Research in the United
States developed a technique which could yield direct audience response to radio
programmes (or advertisements) while respondents were listening. This device,
which passed through several stages of evolution and up-grading, became known
as the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Programme Analyzer. Stanton, who was also head of
audience research at CBS radio at the time, set up a ‘programme clinic’ through
which this technique was deployed to test audience reactions to radio
programmes. Participants in these experiments were self-selected volunteers,
recruited through announcements aired over the CBS radio station in New York.
These early tests were not ‘formative’ research in which assessments were made
of pilot programmes before transmission, but were conducted with transcriptions
of programmes which had already been aired.
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Lazarsfeld and Stanton subsequently gave rights to the advertising agency
McCann-Erickson to fund further research using the programme analyzer. Their
concern was with learning how to keep listeners from tuning out during
commercial breaks, but also conducted research to explore ways of improving the
flagging ratings of a radio soap opera "Dr Christian, Country Doctor" (Levy,
1982).

The technique received a mixed response from radio producers and writers.
Some found that it provided helpful input while others regarded it as an
unwarranted intrusion into the creative process. The technique nevertheless
remained in use and over the late 1940s and early 1950s, Lazarsfeld and his
colleagues developed it further. Social theorist Robert Merton, with Patricia
Kendall established a methodology to extend the data provided by the Programme
Analyzer, Follow-up interviews with respondents in small groups, which became
known as “focus groups’, after programme exposure and programme analyzed
ratings had been obtained, enabled the researchers to obtain qualifying evidence
related to analyzer scores (Merton & Kendall, 1946). The focus group technique
has become widely used in marketing research around the world since then. The
combination of programme analyzer and focus group is the model adopted by the
research reported in this chapter.

By 1954, fifteen different variants of the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Programme
Analyzer reportedly were in use. Since that time, new models have continued to
emerge, some of which are technologically enormously sophisticated. Response
profiles are no longer displayed via pen and ink on paper recording rolls, but are
entered directly into personal computers through which they can be instantly
displayed on a television monitor or large cinematic screen, or can be printed out
in a variety of hard copy chart forms.

Recent research carried in the United Kingdom has begun to explore the
efficacy of the programme analyzer technique in the context of investigating the
attributes of programme quality. Focus group discussions were combined with
viewing sessions in which respondents supplied moment-by-moment electronic
ratings of programmes while watching. The data from these sessions were used to
identify genre-specific attributes of programmes. These attributes were then
expressed as opinion statements and placed with nationally representative survey
samples in the UK to provide a further test of their significance as predictors of
reported soaps viewing of the programmes under consideration.

In one study, research with television quiz and game shows revealed seven
genre-attribute dimensions: Unpredictability, Tension, Contestants, Presenter,
Reward, Involvement and Plot. Each of these dimensions had distinct defining
features which were subsequently developed into evaluative statements about quiz
and game shows. These statements provided the substance of quantitative
measures of quiz and game show appeal which were then tested out among large
and representative samples of viewers. It emerged that genre-attribute scores were
predictive of reported past viewing and intended future viewing of quiz and game
shows. They were especially good as predictors of intended future viewing
(Gunter, 1995).



16 Barrie Gunter

3. New British Research

This research continued and was extended to a different programme genre. Soap
operas, or long-running serialised dramas, represent one of the dominant genres
on television. In Britain, soaps rank alongside the main national news bulletins as
a key stabilising element in the television schedules, occupying regular slots from
which they are rarely moved. The four leading soap operas in the UK are
generally the four most-watched programmes in the country, only occasionally
being displaced by programming events of unusual magnitude.

Understanding what makes soaps popular is a question which has challenged
media researchers for many years. The genre has been studied both qualitatively
and quantitatively (Gunter, McAleer, & Clifford, 1991; Livingstone, 1990; Wober
& Fazal, 1993). Traditionally regarded as a woman’s genre, these serials, which
deal with everyday problems in contemporary settings, have a substantial male
following as well - even though many men may not be willing openly to admit
enjoying these programmes to the extent that women do (Levy & Gunter, 1988).

To get closer to soap operas in understanding what underlies their appeal to
viewers, a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies were applied
in obtaining viewers’ evaluations and opinions of episodes from a number UK
drama serials, Four British-made soap operas were assessed utilising the
programme analyzer technique, follow-up group discussions and subsequent
national viewing surveys.

4. The Soap Opera Study

The research had two distinct stages. The first part comprised a qualitative study
of four UK-produced long-running serialized dramas which were being broadcast
on British television at the time of the research. The second part comprised a
series of four surveys with a national television viewing panel in the UK which
obtained genre-specific evaluative ratings on the same four soap operas. The
surveys took place between six and 12 months after the qualitative research.

4.1 Qualitative Research

Episodes from four well-known UK-produced soap operas were rated continuously
by small groups of viewers using an electronic Group Response System. After the
programme had finished, a group discussion took place in which elements of the
programme just viewed were examined in detail. Each session lasted two hours.
One session was run per soap opera.

Each session used a single group comprised of four men and four women, split
equally between middle class and working class social grades, and between two
age-bands (25 to 40 years and 41 to 60 years). The four British soaps studied were
episodes of Brookside (Channel 4), Coronation Street (ITV), EastEnders (BBC1),
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and Eldorado (BBC1). One soap episode only was shown to each group. Each
group was composed of three respondents who watched that particular programme
on a regular basis; three respondents who watched it occasionally, and two
respondents who had never watched that particular programme, but did watch
soap operas regularly or occasionally. The recruitment procedure ensured that all
respondents watched at least one soap opera at least twice a month,

Each session began with the moderator (an experienced market research
professional) explaining what would happen. The programme analyzer equipment
was explained to them and an initial opportunity was given to them to use it. This
dummy run enabled respondents to ask any questions about the equipment and to
resolve any problems they had in using it. The programme analyzer used in this
study was the Group Response System supplied by Interaction for Meetings
Limited (IML) and the fieldwork was organised and run by Continental Research,
a leading UK market research agency.

The session proper began with respondents being invited to complete a short
questionnaire eliciting information about their demography, general viewing
habits, and viewing and enjoyment of soap operas. This information was entered
via the push button key pad on the handset and was thus entered directly into the
computer. They then watched in full one episode of a soap opera. While viewing,
they indicated on their electronic handset how much they were enjoying that
particular episode. To provide these programme ratings the respondent turned a
dial which also formed part of the handset. Each respondent’s handset recorded
their responses second by second, the meter being calibrated from 1 to 100, and
being set to a mid-point at the start of the episode. Thus, respondents would turn
their dial to the right as their enjoyment of the programme increased and to the
left as it decreased, and this was in turn reflected in the movement of their
enjoyment line above or below the mid-point of 50. Their responses were invisible
to them at the time of initial viewing, but could be seen on a separate monitor by a
hidden operator who controlled the equipment.

After viewing the episode, a discussion ensued, led by the moderator,
concerning the factors that contributed to the enjoyment of soaps in general. At
this stage, many soap operas were alluded to and respondents were not directed
exclusively to base their views on the episode just watched. Subsequently,
respondents were shown both their individual and group average responses on the
screen and asked to elaborate on the particular elements within the programme
that may have caused sudden shifts in their level of enjoyment. This combination
of electronic Group Response System measures of ongoing enjoyment of a
programme and subsequent group discussion of what had just been viewed and
rated, served to generate a number of key statements about the genre under
investigation which could be further tested with larger, normative survey samples.

4.2 Survey Research

Surveys were carried out with a nationwide viewing panel recruited to be
representative demographically of viewers throughout the United Kingdom. This
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panel was in regular use by broadcasters. In total the panel comprised around
4000 individual viewers and aimed to achieve a usable return of 3000 respondents
every week. Sample design was determined by established population parameters
which were updated throughout the year by the television industry. Each week,
respondents received a viewing diary which was used to elicit measures of
appreciation of any programmes respondents had watched on the four main
terrestrial channels in the UK. In addition, respondents received a booklet which
contained both programme-specific questions and questions about other
broadcasting-related issues.

On four separate weeks a common set of questions was placed on this omnibus
survey relating to each of the four soap operas. Three questions were posed which
addressed viewing-related issues. The first question asked respondents: ‘About
how many times in the past four weeks have you watched [name of soap opera}?
Response options were: ‘five times or more’, ‘four times’, ‘three times’, ‘twice’,
‘once’, or ‘not at all’, The second question asked respondents whether or not they
had watched the soap opera at all during the previous week. The third question
addressed future viewing of the serial: ‘if you are available to watch television on
[times of broadcast of soap opera}, how likely are you to watch [name of soap
opera and channel] rather than any other programme on a different channels?’
Response options were ‘very likely’, ‘quite likely’, ‘not very likely’, ‘not at all
likely’ and ‘don’t know’.

The remainder of the questionnaire contained 26 attitude statements with
which respondents could evaluate each soap opera. These statements represented
eight dimensions which derived from the qualitative stage: Verisimilitude (‘The
story was believable’; ‘The characters were true to life’; ‘The language was
realistic and natural’; ‘The problems and situations faced by the characters were
the kind that people like me might face’; The scenery and setting were
believable’); Established characters (‘All the characters clearly belonged to the
local area’; ‘All the characters could easily have existed in real life’; “There were
a number of different characters with strongly defined personalities’; ‘There were
one or two strong women characters’; ‘Most of the characters were closely
involved with one another’; ‘You could really identify with some of the
characters’); Tension/drama (‘You constantly expected some kind of conflict or
confrontation to arise’; “There were a number of problems going on that surprised
and intrigued me’; “You couldn’t help being interested in how the characters were
reacting to what was happening’; ‘The unexpected often happened’; ‘The way
events unfolded kept me interested’); Entertainment/involvement (‘I was involved
with the characters and what was happening to them’; ‘I couldn’t wait to find out
what happened next’; ‘I would probably chat about this episode with family or
friends’; ‘There was a lot of humour and witty dialogue’); Coherence/cohesion
(‘There were one or two key places, like a pub or someone’s home, where the
characters often met’; ‘The characters’ behaviour and the storylines were
consistent with previous episodes’; ‘Each of the storylines in this episode had a
clear beginning, middle and end’); Technical professionalism (‘The camera work
balanced long and close-up shots’; ‘The scenery and props were authentic’;
‘There was always a smooth transition from scene to scene’; The acting was
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convincing and natural’); Contrast and balance (‘There was an interesting mix of
prablems being resolved and others left to be resolved later’; ‘There was a main
storyline, well balanced by one or two minor stories’; ‘There were moments of
explosive action contrasted with periods when nothing exciting happened’; ‘There
was a good mix of strong characters and weak characters’; ‘It included both light
and serious storylines’); and Plot/setting (‘There were a lot of individual
storylines at differing stages which confused me’; ‘The storylines continued for
too long’; “The setting was recognizable and reasonably familiar’; ‘The storyline
featured my favourite characters’).

In each case, respondents registered their views along a five-point scale where
5 = ‘agree strongly’; 4 = ‘agree’; 3 = ‘neither agree nor disagree’; 2 = ‘disagree’;
and ‘1 = ‘disagree strongly’.

5.  Part One: Qualitative Research

The results are presented separately for the qualitative and survey stages. The
results for the qualitative research are examined in three parts: (1) general profile
of opinion about the four soap operas; (2) identification of key dimensions of
enjoyment; and (3) tests for significant highs and lows in continuous responding.

5.1 General Opinions About Soap Operas

An overview of the sample’s responses, averaged across all four soap opera
episodes, revealed that there was no clear and consistent pattern of enjoyment
registered across each episode. This was doubtless a result of the degree of
variation in the nature and content of these serials. Although broadly consistent in
their likes and dislikes, viewers seemed to be somewhat divided in their relative
orientation. Some clearly preferred soap operas which depicted places and people
that were entirely familiar; others preferred a more diluted reality (with some
element of escapism). Additionally, there was a similar split between those who
liked the raising of major social themes and problems such as racism and AlIDs,
and those who preferred more mundane or lighter themes.

5.2 Dimensions of Enjoyment

Using the continuous electronic ratings of soap opera episodes as both a starting
point and a stimulus to steer viewers, focus groups conducted immediately after
viewing were run to investigate the features which were important or even
essential for a soap opera to be well-received by the audience. In all, the group
discussions uncovered eight dimensions of viewer enjoyment, which consistently
appeared across all groups regardless of the particular soap they had watched.
These dimensions were labelled Verisimilitude, Established characters, Tension
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and drama, Entertainmentfinvolvement, Coherence/cohesion, Technical profes-
sionalism, Contrast/balance, and Plot/setting.

The general factor of Verisimilitude was found to comprise a number of key
sub-components. Focus groups revealed that viewers felt that a good soap always
has a believable storyline, the characters had to be plausible to the viewer and the
language and speech used by characters needed to be both realistic and natural.
Verisimilitude was also related to whether the problems and predicaments raised
within the narrative were within the compass of viewers’ own experiences or
knowledge. Finally, viewers indicated that the scenery and setting needed to evoke
as authentic an atmosphere as possible, such that viewers feel that the serial is
being shot in a real location and not obviously in a studio or on a set.

Respondents cited EastEnders, in particular, as having situations with which
most viewers could identify, According to one female participant, aged 21 to 40,
"Everyday soaps have to be plausible, have to have situations you can relate to.
Have a look at EastEnders where they have arguments that result from the strains
of a family and you have been there yourself". The characters have to be plausible
to viewers and their behaviour must be consistent with real-life people or types.
Another female aged 21 to 40 remarked: "I think you have that with Brookside
like with that yuppie couple and the way they behave. I’ve seen it myself and you
know that’s reflecting the way it is out there".

There was agreement that all good soap operas must include a core set of
characters who are established over a period of time and are usually the focus of
attention. It was argued by group discussants that all the characters should have
personalities which are in tune with the atmosphere and setting of the programme.
Irritating but strong characters were felt to be essential. Female viewers, in
particular, thought that a good soap should include strong, independent women.
Additionally, viewers wanted to be able to sympathise with at least some of the
characters, often to the extent that the characters evoked a degree of emotional
response to their predicaments. The episode from EastEnders focusing on Mandy,
a new character, seemed to fail for some viewers precisely because she was not an
established figure.

Tension and elements of drama or unpredictability were found to be important
factors. Anticipation of a likely conflict or clash seemed to prompt high enjoyment
or involvement levels. In EastEnders, for example, there was the anticipation of
what one character who had been sent an anonymous and mysterious video tape
would find on it, and whether he would later find out who had sent it. Tension
was also achieved via the depiction of impending or unfolding tragedy. Sudden or
unexpected acts seemed to be another factor contributing to the tension during an
episode. Finally, unfolding drama was found to be a key ingredient. This often
included the gradual unveiling of a mystery via a combination of vehicles such as
tumout, conversation, and action.

Viewer involvement represented a factor that was largely a by-product of the
successful inclusion of certain other factors. Essentially, it was dependent upon
the extent to which viewers were involved with both the characters and the plot.
Better soap opera episodes seemed always to prompt viewers into wanting to know
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what happens next. It also meant that viewers would often adopt a caring attitude
towards certain characters, with whom they would empathize.

For some female respondents, involvement was manifest in the enjoyable
activity of chatting about a recent episode with a friend, which often further
enhanced enjoyment of the soap. A typical remark was one made by a female
respondent in the 21 to 40 age group: "I always talk with my friend after each
episode and we compare notes and discuss what we think will happen next".
Humour was a further ingredient which was closely tied to viewer involvement,
This was frequently associated with particular soap characters,

The coherence or cohesion of a soap opera included a number of component
factors. The first of these concerned the continuity of characters, which allowed
viewers to build up identification with and knowledge of established characters.
Continuity of plot was another identified factor. Here viewers wanted to see a
story being developed along a number of episodes. As one of the female respon-
dents, aged 41 to 60, remarked: "You get hooked and want to see the next episode
so that you have continuity; Brookside does that very well".

It was also argued, however, that within a single episode there should be
coherent and self-contained plot elements. Cohesion also included reference to the
physical setting which was best when it revolved around a tightly defined and
symbolic focal point. In British soaps, for example, this typically meant a local
public house, which served as a convenient meeting point for many of the
characters. The characters themselves seemed to be more interesting when they
had some relationship with each other and a physical and sometimes historical
closeness. Finally, viewers seemed to place importance on consistency in terms of
plot and characters. Quite simply viewers became annoyed if a character appeared
to be behaving inconsistently with his or her personality.

The factor of technical professionalism had four principal components. The
acting was enjoyable if it was perceived to be reasonably naturalistic and
animated. Wooden acting, devoid of emotion or depth was disliked. The camera
work was cited as important, especially when evoking the atmosphere of an event
by using a suitable mix of long and close-up shots. One male respondent, aged 21
to 40 commented: "Like the quiz in Coronation Street where it goes into Reg [the
quiz compere and a popular character in the serial] but then pans back to show the
whole pub and you get a feel for the atmosphere". The scenery and props also
needed to be as realistic and detailed as possible in order to suggest authenticity.
Finally, the editing was important. Viewers felt that it should allow for a smooth
transition from scene to scene.

The factor labelled contrast and balance essentially concerned the ability of a
soap opera to incorporate a balanced range of elements so that one element
functions as a foil to or contrast with another element. Such a balance was found
to be achieved via certain specific devices. One involved the use of one
predominant story which was tempered by one or two minor sub-plots. Indeed,
when this balance is not achieved, enjoyment levels remained fairly low. Contrast
was also found to be attained by balancing confrontation or mystery with
reconciliation or resolution.

On a similar theme, another feature enjoyed by viewers was any contrast
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On a similar theme, another feature enjoyed by viewers was any contrast
between everyday discourse among characters and heightened drama in the form
of some unusual event or a highly-charged emotional scene.

The final feature identified under this heading was that enjoyable soap operas
seem to include both strong, dominating characters and at least one passive or
weak character. This contrast in characterizations often created situations in
which tension was generated, particularly where viewers hoped that for once the
tables might be turned, with the weaker character showing some assertiveness.

The last major factor was plot and setting. The plot was found to work best
when in ‘rolling form’. In other words, in its ideal form, one storyline is in its
embryonic stage, one is in mid-stage, and one is being resolved. Viewers liked
plots which stimulated anticipation. This was generally achieved though the
establishment of mystery so that the viewer becomes keen to discover what
happens next. One respondent illustrated this point: "I think when you don’t know
what the answer is and it could be a number of things you tend to keep watching,
especially if its a real mystery and they keep you guessing" (female, age 21 to 40).

Length of plot was found to be important to the extent that it should not be
drawn out. Some soaps were felt on occasions to concentrate too long, almost to a
point of obsession, with certain issues and storylines. The plot was also felt to be
more enjoyable if the main story line had implications for a number of key
characters, rather than being restricted to one or two. "That way it holds you more
because they have included people you’re interested in and not sort of isolated to
one" (male, age 21 to 40). Finally, it was argued that the setting should be
recognizable and reasonably familiar; whether literally or via the context of the
locale.

5.3 Testing for Significant Highs and Lows

Charting the extent to which viewers found particular soap opera episodes
enjoyable revealed that programme enjoyment did not invariably maintain a
consistent level. Fluctuations in the electronic response profiles were examined
more stringently in order to establish which, if any, response shifts represented
statistically significant variations from average enjoyment levels for the episode.
For instance, when the enjoyment response shifts to a point above the mid-point,
when is it significantly above the average for the show? As the episodes examined
were of different lengths, ranging from 25 minutes to 30 minutes, the data
collected were standardised by time segment. Programmes were divided into 25
time segments with an enjoyment score calculated for each segment. The
statistical significance of each segment was then estimated separately.

In order to establish the significance of specific changes in apparent enjoyment
level, the enjoyment score for each of the n respondents was calculated for each of
the 25 time segments for which s(he) was viewing the show. From these scores,
the mean enjoyment level (xr) was calculated for each point in time, and at the
same time the variance (vr) of the enjoyment scores.

The standard error of the mean score at that point in time is then sr, where:
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st - sqrt (vr/n)

The upper 90% confidence limit at this time segment was then xr + 1.646*sr, and
the lower 90% point could be similarly calculated. If this range from the higher to
the lower point, for each of the 25 time segments, encompasses the mean value,
m, then the enjoyment score at time ¢ is not significantly different from the overall
mean for the episode. In reality, the overall mean, m, has some sampling error
associated with it but, as this is an average across 25 separate time segments, and
at least seven respondents were contained in each group, this was ignored for the
purposes of the current significance test.

The formal test was thus that the enjoyment score at time # xr, is not
significantly different from the overall mean, m, if:

xr - 1.645%sr < m < xr + 1.645%sr

In order to show this graphically, it was necessaty to draw the upper and lower
limit lines plus a straight line for the overall mean for each episode. When the
latter line ran above or below the upper or lower limit lines, then this would
represent significant high or low points in audience enjoyment. Graphically,
however, this test is not easy to apply. In order to provide a better graphical
solution, the equation was re-arranged as follows:

m-1.645%sr < xr <m + 1.645%sr

This is an entirely equivalent test; merely a re-arrangement for graphic purposes
of the above equation. Using this equation, the graphic data are easier to interpret:
the lines responding to m - 1.654*sr and m + 1.645%sr can be drawn, together
with the mean line xr. Whenever the mean value line crosses either the upper or
lower line, this represents a significant variation from the overall mean. Hence, it
then becomes a relatively simple task to examine how the average line varies over
the 25 time segments and to identify immediately where there were significant
high and low points in audience enjoyment. Having established the statistical test,
what results did it reveal?

The episode of Brookside did not show one significant peak. None of the 25
separate time segments exhibited any real move towards a significant heightening
of enjoyment or involvement (see Figure 1). The electronic scores reflected
comments made by viewers during the follow-up focus group in which the episode
was seen as "extremely flat and with no really enjoyable elements". Even the
ending, which had all the ingredients of drama, fell flat as the two characters
confronting one another, following an earlier incident, simply walked away from
what promised to develop into a violent altercation.
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Figure 1:  Significant High and Low Points: Brookside

The Coronation Street episode had one main theme and scored highly overall.
There was, however, more variance in the scores than in the case of Brookside.
The significant high points were associated with a quiz competition set in the
public house which featured many of the major characters from the serial (see
Figure 2).
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Figure 2:  Significant High and Low Points: Coronation Street

This formed the climax of the show. Even so, it was still not sufficiently dramatic
to produce audience enjoyment which was significantly higher than the average
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for the entire episode. The overall verdict would be a relatively routine
Coronation Street episode, with no significant peak, but still enjoyed by
respondents and with a positive build across its running time.

There were no significant high or low points either in the case of the episode
of EastEnders (see Figure 3). In general, this episode was out of character for the
serial and scored a lower overall level of enjoyment than all other soap episodes
examined in this study. The lack of high or low points indicated little involvement
of viewers in this episode and a real lack of tension and drama, core ingredients
for an effective soap episode.
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Figure 3:  Significant High and Low Points: Eastenders

Figure 4 shows that the episode of Eldorado contained a two pronounced peaks
and troughs.
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One peak achieved statistical significance and this occurred at the end of the
programme with the violent row between one of the leading male characters and
his girlfriend. The overall score for this episode, however, was low. Lack of
realism and character identification seemed to account for this reaction. The
episode was largely preoccupied with two sub-plots, one featuring the male
character referred to previously and his dubious business affairs and the other
concerned with a middle-aged, female character being visited by her son in
hospital. The male of dubious character was clearly the centre of any audience
involvement in the programme. As one male respondent, aged 21 to 40,
remarked: "He’s sort of interesting as the bad boy of the programme, so you watch
to see how he gets on. I was more interested in him than in that boring son and
his mum." Indeed, the other sub-plot failed to involve viewers at all. Another
respondent, this time a female aged 21 to 40 commented on this: "I just couldn’t
get into that. The characters were wooden and 1 just didn’t care what the son
thought of that guy [his mother’s boyfriend]. It was boring I suppose because they
didn’t seem to be real."

6. Part Two: Survey Research

The aim of the surveys was to investigate the significance of genre-specific
attribute scales developed in the qualitative stage in relation to reported viewing of
soap operas. The predictive value of genre-specific attributes in the context of
viewing targeted programmes was therefore tested with large samples of viewers
who provided opinions about soap operas they had watched in their own homes.
Results are reported from four surveys which investigated opinions about and
claimed viewing of the same four soap operas examined in the first part of this
research,

The analysis of survey data began by testing the internal consistency of the
eight genre attribute scales. Alpha scores were computed on the scale scores given
to items within each attribute dimension. On average across the four soaps alpha
scores achieved acceptable levels in every case: Verisimilitude (.80), Established
characters (.72), Tension and drama (.76), Entertainment/involvement (.80),
Coherence/cohesion (.65), Technical professionalism (.72), Contrast/balance
(.74), and Plot/setting (.72).

Three sets of multiple regression analyses were computed across all four soap
operas to investigate the significance of genre-specific attribute dimensions as
predictors of self-reported viewing of these programmes. The three dependent
variables in these analyses were the number of times respondents reported having
watched each soap opera over the previous four weeks, whether a particular soap
opera had been watched at all duting the previous week, and intended future
viewing of the soap opera. Regressed on each of these dependent variables in turn
were aggregate scores for each of the seven genre-specific attribute dimensions,
respondents’ age, gender, social class and total weight of television viewing.
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6.1 Predictors of Past Viewing

Table 1 shows the results of multiple regression analyses which examined
predictors of viewing of soap operas over the previous four weeks. Only
statistically significant beta weights are shown. All four regressions achieved
overall statistical significance. Gender emerged as a significant predictor of past
four weeks’ viewing in the case of three out of the four soaps, age in the case of
one, social class for two, and total television viewing for all four, Women watched
Brookside and EastEnders more frequently than men. Older viewers watched
EastEnders more frequently than younger people. Brookside and Coronation
Streer had different social class profiles; the former was watched more by middle
class viewers and the latter more by working class viewers. Finally, heavier
viewers in general were more likely than lighter viewers to have watched more of
every soap except Brookside. With the latter soap, lighter television viewers had
seen more episodes over the previous four weeks than had heavy television
viewers.

Among the genre attributes, the most consistent predictors of past soaps
viewing were Tension and drama which was significant with all four
programmes, Entertainment/involvement and Technical professionalism in the
case of three out of four programmes. Neither of the latter two dimensions
predicted past viewing of Eldorado. Other genre attribute dimensions emerged as
significant predictors of past four weeks’ viewing only with regard to one or two
of the serials surveyed. Contrast and balance was a significant predictor of past
viewing of Brookside and Eldorado; Established characters emerged only with
Brookside; Plot and setting emerged only with Eldorado;, and Coherence/
cohesion emerged only with Coronation Street. In every case, stronger scoring on
these dimensions predicted more frequent reported viewing of the soap opera over
the previous four weeks.

Table 1: Predictors of Soap Opera Watching Over Past Four Weeks

Brookside Coronation Street |East Enders Eldorado
Beta T Beta T Beta T Beta T
Sex 0.06 2.22* - - 0.05 2.44* - -
Age - - - - -0.18 |[-9.30***] 0.11 | 4.52***
Class 0.07 | 2.54** | -0.11 | -4.75%** -0.09

Weight of View. | 0.08 | 2.92** [ -0.1 | -475***]| -0.11 | -5.66***| -0.09 | -3.4***
Realism - - - - - - - -

Characters -0.12 | -2.43* - - - - - -
Tension -0.45 | -84*** | -0.07 -2.01* -0.3 -8.68***| -0.31 | -6.82***
Involvement -0.08 | -2.04 | -0.37 | -10.8***| -0.23 | -7.04*** - -
Coherence - - -0.06 | -2.12* - - - -
Tech. Prof. -0.3 | -6.62***| -0.06 -1.95* -0.08 | -2083** - -
Balance 0.14 | 3.38*** - - - - -0.19 | -4.20***
Plot - - - - - - -0.22 | 5.5

*++P<0.001; **P<0.01; P<0.05
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A second multiple regression analysis examined predictors of viewing the
previous week’s episode of the soap opera. The independent variables were the
same as the previous analysis. The results are presented in Table 2. The total
amount of variance accounted for by the independent variables, as indicated by the
adjusted R square, was generally smaller in respect of previous week’s viewing
compared with previous four week’s viewing. Nevertheless, all four multiple
regressions achieved statistical significance. The beta weights revealed that a
number of demographic and genre-attribute dimensions were individually
significantly predictive of reported previous viewing.

Among demographic variables, age emerged as the most consistent predictor
across all four soaps; gender, social class and weight of total television viewing
each emerged as significant predictors of reported viewing in relation to two soaps
(although not the same two soaps in every case). Where significant, these results
indicated a greater likelihood of viewing the previous week’s episode of the soap
in question among women, older respondents, working class respondents and
respondents who were heavier viewers of television in general. Likely previous
week’s viewing of soaps such as Brookside and Eldorado, whose audiences were
generally much smaller than those for Coronation Street and EastEnders (the two
most watched programmes on British television) were understandably more
sensitive to whether respondents were generally heavy television viewers or not.

Table 2: Predictors of Soap Opera Watching During Previous Week

Brookside Coronation Street |East Enders Eldorado

Beta T Beta T Beta T Beta T
Sex 0.10 | 3.19%=* - - 0.06 2.44* - -
Age -0.11 | -3.47***| -0.07 | -2.94** | -0.06 | -2.51** | -0.1 -3.24
Class - - -0.05 | -2.35** | 0.05 2.25* - -
Weight of View.| 0.1 | 3.24*** - - - - 0.06 2.04
Realism - - - - -0.14 | -3.98**+ - -
Characters - - - - - - - -
Tension -0.24 | -3.97**+* - - -0.15 | -3.51***| -0.25 | -4.97***
Involvement -0.24 -4.48 | -0.32 [-11.17**4 -0.24 | -6.3*** - -
Coherence - - - - -0.08 | -2.61** | 0.09 2.03*
Tech. Prof. -0.31 | -6.11***%] -0.12 | -4.3*%** - - - -
Balance 0.16 | 3.34**+ . - 0.07 2.1* -0.31 | -5.84*++*
Plot - - - - - - - -

***¥P<0.001; **P<0.01; *P<0.05

Among the genre-attribute dimensions, not one emerged as a significant predictor
of reported past week’s viewing fo all four soap operas. Tension and drama,
Entertainment/involvement and Contrast/balance emerged as significant
predictors for three out of four serials. Technical professionalism and
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Coherence/cohesion each emerged as a significant predictors of reported past
week’s viewing of two soap operas, and Verisimilitude emerged with just one soap
opera. Two dimensions, Established characters and Plot/setting failed to emerge
at all. In every instance, with the exception of Eldorado the results indicated that
stronger genre-attribute scores were predictive of increased likelihood of having
watched the serial at least once during the week before the survey week. This
result was also true of Tension and drama among Eldorado viewers. However,
among the same viewers, those who claimed to have watched this programme during
the previous week were also more likely to rate it lower in terms of
Coherence/cohesion and Contrast/balance.

6.2 Predictors of Intended Future Viewing

Survey respondents were asked to estimate the likelihood with which they would
watch a soap opera again the following week if available to watch television at
that time again. A multiple regression analysis was computed with the same
demographic and genre-attribute predictor variables as the two previous multiple
regression analyses. Each regression analysis achieved overall significance for all
four soap operas, with a greater amount of total variance being accounted for by
the predictor variables than was found in respect of reported past viewing.

Table 3: Predictors of Intended Future Watching of Soap Operas

Brookside Coronation Street |East Enders Eldorado

Beta T Beta T Beta T Beta T
Sex 0.11 | 4.24*** - - 0.07 3.6%* - -
Age - - 0.05 2.55%* 0.04 2.36* -0.09 | -3.41***
Class - - -0.08 | -421%**| - - - -
Weight of View. | 0.13 | 4.78*** - - - - - -
Realism -0.17 | -3.73*** R - -0.13 | -4.52%** - -
Characters - - - - - - - -
Tension -04 | -7.73***| -0.17 | -4.92***] -0.26 | -7.68***| -0.2 | -3.82***
Involvement -0.15 | -3.45***| -0.36 |-10.85*** -0.28 | -8.55***| -0.23 | -4.59***
Coherence -0.08 | -2.01* - - - - - -
Tech. Prof. -0.3 | -5.99***| -0.08 | -3.1** - - - -
Balance -0.14 | -3.39%** - - - - -0.1 -2.34*
Plot - - -0.08 | -2.92** | -0.09 | -3.27***| -0.22 | -5.21***

**xP<(.001; **P<0.01; *P<0.05

Among the genre-attribute dimensions, the most consistent predictors of intended
future viewing of soap operas were Entertainment/involvement and Tension and
drama which were significant across all four drama serials studied here.
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Plot/setting was a significant predictor of intended future viewing of three out of
the four soaps, the exception being Brookside. Intended future viewing of two out
of the four soaps was predicted by Verisimilitude, Technical professionalism and
Contrast/balance. Finally, Coherence/cohesion was significantly predictive in the
case of one soap opera - Brookside. Only one genre-attribute dimension,
Established characters, failed to emerge as a significant predictor of intended
future viewing for any of the four soap operas. These results indicated that
stronger genre-attribute scores predicted greater likelihood of future viewing of a
soap opera.

7. What Makes a Quality Soap?

This research revealed eight dimensional attributes of soap opera appeal for
viewers. In each case, more specific elements were identified which were derived
from viewers’ discussions of the content and format features of the specific
episodes they watched. This analysis of four British soap operas revealed that
despite their particular idiosyncrasies, generic dimensions were emergent which
to some degree characterized each serial. It serves as an illustration of a mode of
investigation designed to reveal generic features underlying viewer enjoyment of a
particular programme genre. The methodology might usefully be applied to other
programmes from the same genre or to an analysis of the attributes of appreciation
of other genres. Having been successfully applied to two distinct genres - quiz and
game shows (Guanter, 1995) and soap operas - it would appear to be a fairly robust
methodology.

The programme analyzer technique, derived from the early work of Paul
Iazarsfeld and Frank Stanton (see Levy, 1982) can be used to generate a moment-
by-moment profile of viewers’ enjoyment within a programme and also provides a
valuable stimulus for discussion, enabling viewers to focus on specific programme
attributes more clearly and succinctly than may be possible otherwise. The
technique’s key advantages are that it brings audience response into direct contact
with specific aspects of programme content and circumvents the problem of the
reliance that is placed on audience memory for programme events by typical post-
viewing tests of audience reaction. One further step is to test the emergent
evaluative scales among larger, representative audience samples. Statements of
opinion can be generated from the attribute descriptions elicited by this research
which can be applied to obtain viewers’ opinions about further episodes from
these and other soap operas in the natural viewing environment. Such evaluative
data can, in turn, be related to data on general appreciation and viewing loyalty to
the series or serial in question.

The more stringent examination of the electronic enjoyment scores indicated
that such data can be examined in a number of ways. Significant high and low
points in viewers’ enjoyment of a programme, or the absence of them, can be
statistically defined. These data have value in their own right as well as enabling
the group moderator to identify points in the programme which need to be
examined further in group discussions. This indicates that the guidance given to
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the moderator by first asking respondents to view, monitor and evaluate a
complete soap episode can bring viewers closer to the contents of the programme
when discussing why they like or dislike it. Specific features within the
programme can be highlighted, eliciting information which could be of great
practical use to programme-makers in striving to maintain the appeal of an
already popular soap or when trying to revive the fortunes of one that is losing
ground.

The explanations for shifts in continuous electronic ratings of programme
enjoyment elicited information about key genre-specific attributes the significance
of which can be further explored in relation to naturalistic viewing behaviour. The
current research employed qualitative techniques to generate a battery of attitude
statements representing the eight genre-attribute dimensions for soap operas.
When these were administered to national viewing panels who used the scales to
rate soap opera episodes they had watched at home, aggregate scores on a number
of the genre-attribute dimensions were found to be related to reported viewing of
these programmes. Some genre-attributes, most notably Tension and drama,
Entertainment/involvement and Technical professionalism, were more consistent-
ly related to reported viewing than were others. These three dimensions appeared
to be important in a general sense to the attraction of audiences to soap operas.
Equally, the results indicated that frequency of viewing a soap opera was not
conditional upon it scoring well on all eight dimensions. Some genre-attribute
dimensions emerged as significant predictors of past viewing only in the case of
particular serials.

Aunother important finding was that genre-attribute scores overall were more
powerfully predictive of intended future viewing than of self-reported previous
viewing of soap operas. With regard to intended future viewing, higher genre-
attribute scores on any of the eight dimensions predicted an increased likelihood
of watching the soap again. While the same pattern was also found between
aggregate genre-attribute dimension scores and self-reported past viewing of
soaps, this was not invariably the case. For example, survey respondents who
reported having watched Eldorado during the previous week, gave this serial
lower scores on two genre-attribute dimensions, Coherence/cohesion and
Contrast/balance. This may indicate that viewers’ impressions of soap operas
build up as a function of past viewing experience, with such impressions being
positive in the case of some dimensions and negative in other respects. The
likelihood of intended future viewing, however, will depend upon the extent and
strength of positive impressions about a programme. As the number of key genre-
attributes on which a programme scores positively increases, so too does the
likelihood that viewers will want to watch that programme again given the
opportunity.

8. Perspectives for Cooperative Research

The research discussed in this chapter represents a practical approach to exploting
issues of quality in television broadcasting from the perspective of the audience.
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This particular focus is designed, in part, to move away from the elitist posturing
which frequently characterizes debates about quality in programming. Quality
should not be, but often is, confounded with certain types of ‘high brow’
programming (Broadcasting Research Unit, 1989). On the contrary, quality can be
considered as a characteristic of any programme genre, regardless of its intended
audience. Indeed, ‘quality’ may depend critically on what is expected of a
programme by its audience (Mulgan, 1990).

Quality in broadcasting as an issue, is not confined to one country. It is an
international issue which warrants an international enquiry. An earlier attempt to
study this topic cross-nationally resulted in a variety of different research
perspectives being invoked to analyse and define quality in television broadcasting
(see Ishikawa & Muramatsu, 1991; Ishikawa & Tsuchiya, 1992; Tsuchiya &
Obara, 1993, 1994). Unfortunately, no common theoretical or methodological
underpinning of these research efforts was present at the outset, nor did it emerge
from the work that was completed. If the issue of quality in broadcasting is to be
developed as a topic of research, a more systematic theoretical and conceptual
linkage between studies in different countries needs to be established.

Despite national and cultural differences between the member states of the
European Union, the move towards economic and political unity will encourage
the establishment of harmonised, if not standardized, procedures for assessing the
performance of the major economic and cultural entities and acitivities among
member states. Media psychologists in Europe have a major part to play in
developing a common understanding of what audiences in different European
regions regard as quality in the context of major cultural commodities such as
television programmes. Such research, if conducted effectively within a
conceptual framework which reflects and represents the full range of intra-
national nuances in relation to the way television is used and responded to in
different parts of Europe, could have important implications for theory
development in the study of television audiences and for the creation of effective
and relevant pan-European broadcasting policies and regulations.
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Parasocial Interaction with People on the Screen

Uli Gleich

1. Imtroduction

The following paper deals with social interactions of TV viewers with people on
the screen, so-called ,,parasocial interactions” (Horton & Wohl 1956). It presents
the results of an empirical study, which is embedded into a broader research
program concerning the social and emotional dimensions of TV viewing behavior,
This research field is one of the areas of special interest at the Institute of
Communication Psychology and Media Education at the University of Koblenz-
Landau.

The study to be presented here was conducted to give some answers to the
following research questions:

* To what extent does parasocial interaction occur in a sample of German
respondents?

* What are substantial predictors of parasocial interaction (e.g., sociodemographic
data or TV motives)?

* Is parasocial interaction a uni-dimensional construct, as it was treated by most of
the authors? Or are there indications to treat parasocial interaction as a multi-
dimensional construct?

* Are there differences in parasocial interaction between German and American
respondents?

These questions emerged from the inspection of the field of research on parasocial
interaction, which is (to my opinion) characterized by some pitfalls and deficits
regarding the theoretical conception of parasocial interaction and particularly its
empirical investigation. Therefore, in the next section, the original considerations
of Horton and Wohl are shortly reviewed and a brief presentation of empirical
findings is given.

2. Parasocial Interaction

The growing body of knowledge on social needs as reasons for TV viewing has
also drawn attention to the importance of persons on the screen (TV persons) for
the audience. The presence of TV persons may be called a ,,conditio sine qua non“
for some social needs to be satisfied as well as for some TV motives to be labelled
as ,social“. TV viewing motivation based on social needs such as those of social
comparison, social validation (,,social utility) and companionship directly results
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in (or implies) processes of social perception and evaluation of TV persons.
Furthermore, these processes may be accompanied by emotional reactions.

How are TV persons perceived, and how do viewers react to them? In what
sense are they ,active® with regard to the TV persons? Already in 1956, Donald
Horton and Richard R. Wohl described the process of television viewing in terms
of a particular interaction between people in front of the screen and those acting
on the screen. Analysing host-presented TV programs, they argued that TV
consumers respond to the media-personnel with ,more than mere running
observation“ (Horton & Wohl, 1986, 186)". They proposed that viewers interact
with the people on the screen in a way that is comparable to real social
interaction. Horton & Wohl called this special form of mediated communication
»parasocial interaction®. The underlying television viewing situation resembles a
face-to-face situation as the performers on the screen address the audience in a
way similar to communicative acts in real interpersonal interaction. Given this
illusion of a face-to-face situation, the TV person ,makes available nuances of
appearance and gesture to which ordinary social perception is attentive and to
which interaction is cued“ (Horton & Wohl, 1986, 185).

The crucial difference between real social interaction and parasocial
interaction (PSI) lies in the lack of reciprocity for the latter. During TV reception,
the viewer retains his/her role as a recipient of televised communication offers. In
fact, he/she cannot actually create or influence interactions with the performer on
the screen. For this reason, some authors claimed that PSI cannot be subsumed
under the , classical “ definition of interaction, because there is no possibility of
dialectical development on the basis of mutual definition and interpretation of
communicative acts (e.g. Posner, 1985, 244). However, the idea of interaction, as
proposed by Horton and Wohl, goes beyond this narrow definition. These authors
assumed that the audience’s activities are not limited to either cognitive or
emotional reactions to the people on the screen, but also represent social
processes, which go beyond mere attitudes towards TV performers. The quality of
parasocial interactions is determined by cognitive and imaginative activities of the
individuals, in which the viewers ,broaden® the visual, verbal and nonverbal
patterns of tommunication offered by the media persons. To put it in other words:
Parasocial interactions are created by inner participation, they are imaginative and
take place in the mind of the viewers. Thus, parasocial interaction can be viewed
as a process of ,imaginative communication of the viewer with the TV person
during the reception process (Krotz, 1996) which is characterized by the same
cognitive and affective aspects as real social interaction (Horton & Wohl, 1986).

! The following citations of the year of publication and pages refer to the reprint of Horton and Wohl's
original article: Horton, D. & Wohl, R. (1986). Mass communication and parasocial interaction:
Observation on intimacy at a distance. In G. Gumpert & R. Cathcart, R. (Eds.), Inter/Media. Interpersonal
communication in a media world (pp. 185-202). New York: Oxford University Press.
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3. Empirical Research on Parasocial Interaction

Horton and Wohl elaborated the concept of parasocial interaction on the basis of
observational evidence, but did not study it empirically. Since the seventies, their
idea has been adopted by various media researchers either implicitly or with direct
regards to the original PSI-concept. For instance, parasocial interaction has been
studied as a pre- or post-communicative phenomenon, in other words as one
possible motive or gratification outcome of TV viewing amongst a number of
other motives or gratifications. In these studies, parasocial interaction was not
conceptualized as a unique construct; its measurement was reduced to a few items,
which in most of the cases were subsumed (or ,,hidden) under the label of othet
motive-dimensions, such as passing time, escape, entertainment, utility and
information (e.g. Rayburn & Palmgreen, 1984; Levy & Windahl, 1984; Carveth &
Alexander, 1985; Donohew et al., 1987; Livingstone, 1988; Babrow, 1987, 1989;
Lin, 1993). Thus, parasocial interaction was not treated as a clear-cut concept
(sometimes it wasn’t even labelled as ,parasocial interaction“); neither was a
concise definition of parasocial interaction formulated nor were explicit items
developed to measure it.

Other studies focussed more directly on parasocial interaction and considered
it a more central variable of interest. Analysing viewers’ perceptions of TV
persons, Houlberg (1984) found aspects of parasocial interaction forming a
stronger factor (resulting in 5 items, e.g., ,Daily visit [of the TV person; UG]
helps make my problems easier to handle“, ,I like to know more about [TV
person; UG] off the job“; 426) than perceived physical attractiveness and
professional competence of TV persons. Levy (1979) also differentiated between
the mere judgement of media persons and aspects of PSI but developed only a very
short scale (3 items) to measure PSI. The finding that more than 50% of the
respondents agreed with the statement ,,The newscasters are almost like friends
you see every day“ was interpreted as evidence for the existence of parasocial
interaction. In an earlier study with Swedish children, Rosengren et al. (1976)
differentiated between identification with media persons (,,vicarious interaction®),
capture (as a combination of identification with one of the persons in the
programme viewed, and imaginary interaction with other persons in the
programme), and parasocial interaction (3 item-scale, e.g., ,,Sometimes it almost
feels as if someone in the programme is talking directly to me“; 366). Using a
multitrait-multimethod approach, they found a clear distinction between the three
concepts. Nordlund (1978) measured ,,media interaction“ (as TV person-related
involvement, 4 items, e.g., ... talking about TV persons with others“) and found
correlations with preferences for specific contents and media dependency.

As these examples show, there was no conformity in conceptualizing and
measuring parasocial interaction in the mentioned studies, so that their
contribution to an empirical clarification of PSI is limited. In 1985, Rubin, Perse,
and Powell (1985) developed the ,Parasocial Interaction Scale“ which focusses on
parasocial interaction in a more elaborate way. The scale consists of 20 statements
to which respondents can agree or disagree on a five-point rating scale. This
instrument was used (in the original or modified version) in a couple of studies
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(mainly in the United States) to assess parasocial interaction (e.g. Rubin & Perse,
1987; Rubin & McHugh, 1987; Perse & Rubin, 1989; Perse, 1990; Grant, Guthrie
& Ball-Rokeach, 1991; Auter, 1992; Turner, 1993). In these studies, which
focussed mainly on news personnel, positive correlations emerged between
parasocial interaction and:

* news affinity, perceived realism of the news and emotional involvement (Rubin,
Perse, & Powell, 1985; Perse, 1990),

* postviewing discussion, postviewing cognition, attention (Rubin & Perse, 1987),
* social attraction of the TV person (Rubin & McHugh, 1987),

* media dependency (Grant, Guthrie & Ball-Rokeach, 1991),

* similarity between self and TV person (Turner, 1993),

* intimacy evoking communication of the performer (Auter, 1992).

This short review of research, however, should not give the impression that the
topic of parasocial interaction has been examined thoroughly and in detail.
Although the concept has been increasingly discussed in recent years, empirical
research is still unsatisfactory. This situation might, on the one hand, be due to
the weak theoretical foundation of the concept within the quoted studies, resulting
in a variety of different operationalizations (e.g., as a motive or gratification
outcome of television viewing; e.g., Hippel, 1992). On the other hand, especially
in Germany and in many other European countries, research on parasocial
interaction has been neglected in the past. Since Teichert (1972; 1973) adopted
the concept under the perspective of Symbolic Interactionism in Germany, only
two empirical studies have been conducted (Fabian, 1993, Schorr-Neustadt,
1994). Thus, research on parasocial interaction in Germany is still at the very
beginning and has just taken its first step.

4. Research Questions

The purpose of the present study was to conduct an empirical analysis of
parasocial interaction with a sample of German TV viewers. In a first step the
study focussed on the question to what extent TV viewers report parasocial
interaction. To measure PSI, a translated version of the PSI-scale (Rubin et al.,
1985) was used. In a next step the relationships between (reported) parasocial
interaction and sociodemographic data (e.g., age), TV viewing behavior and TV
motives were analysed to test the significance of these factors for predicting PSI.
Contadicting the statement that parasocial interaction is a uni-dimensional
construct (e.g., Rubin et al., 1985; Turner, 1993), multi-dimensionality of PSI was
assumed. Therefore, in a next step the underlying dimensional structure of the
respondent’s answers was examined by factor analysis. Finally, the extent of
parasocial interaction found in the German sample was compared with the results
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of an American study (Rubin et al., 1985). The results will be discussed in view of
the appropriateness of the instrument administered to measure PSI (PSI-scale),
and suggestions for further research will be made.

5. Method

In a first step, the Parasocial Interaction Scale (PSI-scale) (Rubin et al., 1985) was
translated into German. Some statements were modified according to specific
differences between German and American presentation formats of TV content
(e.g., news programs). Three items were added in order to differentiate statements
of the Rubin scale. The questionnaire also contained sociodemographic items,
measures of TV viewing behavior, such as the amount of viewing, the social
situation while viewing (alone or with others), and TV motives. Before answering
the 23 parasocial interaction items, respondents were instructed to name their
favorite TV person. Extending the PSI-scale of Rubin et al. (1985), which asked
only for news-presenters, the questionnaire also asked for the favorite TV person
in entertainment programs, such as game-show hosts. An overview of the
questionnaire and a few examples of the wording of the parasocial interaction
items are presented in the following table.

Table 1: Categories of Variables Used in the Questionnaire
Categories Examples

sociodemographic | age, sex, education

data

TV viewing amount of viewing;

behavior viewing with others

TV motives 37 items adopted from earlier research, emerging in 5 dimensio!
(factor analysis):
- social utility (e.g., to learn from TV; to share the experiences o
others)
- escape/company (e.g., to escape from problems; to avoid bein,
alone)

- entertainment/suspense (e.g., because it’s amusing; because it’s
gripping/fascinating)

- information (e.g., to get information)

- interest in TV person (e.g., to see certain persons)

favorite TV person| news personnel

entertainment personnel
parasocial 23 items, for example:
interaction Ifind (...) to be attractive

I look forward to watching (...) on the program

I see (...) as a natural, down-to-earth person

If there was a story about (...) in a newspaper or magazine, I would
read it

I think my favorite (...) is like an old friend of mine

I would like to meet (...) in person

1 feel sorry for (...) when he/she makes a mistake

1 sometimes make remarks to (...) during the program
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The questionnaire was administered to 197 German respondents at the end of
1994. Table 2 shows the sociodemographic data of the sample and aspects of TV
viewing behavior.

Table 2: Sociodemographic Description of the Sample (n=197) and TV

Viewing Behavior

average size of household 3 persons

average amount of TV sets 1.6 sets

penetration with cable- / satellite-TV 47%

sex male 36.5 %
female 63.5%

age (mean: 35) 17-25 29%
26 - 40 43%
41-55 21%
56 + 7%

TV viewing 1- 2 hours/day 64%
2 -3 hours/day 25%
3 -4 hours/day 7%
4 + hours/day 3%

Subjects lived in households with an average size of three persons. They possessed
an average of 1.6 TV sets. Nearly half of the subjects were able to receive cable or
satellite TV. Almost two thirds of the respondents were women. The mean age
was 35 years. Over 60% reported watching TV up to two hours per day. Thus, the
sample is skewed with respect to the subjects’ sex as well as to the duration of TV
viewing. In comparison to the results of audience research in Germany (e.g., the
GfK data), the daily amount of TV viewing is underestimated. As far as
generalization of the results is concerned, the present sample is evideatly not
representative for the German population. However, one advantage of this sample
is that it is - at least to a certain extent - comparable to the sample of the Rubin et
al. (1985) study, which also consisted of younger people (mean age: 27) and more
women (62%) than men (38%). Still, one cannot overlook the fact that it is
impossible to conduct a direct comparison (e.g., with statistical means) between
the two samples, However, on a descriptive level, some conclusions can be drawn
and some insights are provided when looking at German versus American TV
viewers.

6. Results
6.1  Favorite TV Persons
Most of the respondents in the sample (92%) named at least one favorite TV

person, namely prominent newscasters (e.g., Ulrich Wickert, Sabine Christiansen
or Friedrich Kiippersbusch) or hosts of entertainment and talk shows (e.g.,
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Thomas Gottschalk, Margarete Schreinemakers, Harald Schmidt, and Giinther
Jauch). Data revealed a high correspondence between not naming a favorite TV
person and missing data in the PSI-scale. There was a significant difference
between men and women in choosing their favorites. Whereas men showed a
stronger tendency to choose same-sex TV persons, the favorites of women were
more equally distributed to male and female TV persons (see Table 3).

Table 3: Choices of Male and Female Favorite TV Persons

sex of favorite TV person
sex of respondent male female row total
male 50 12 62
34.2%

female 75 42 117

] 65.4%
column 125 54 179
total 69.8% 30.2% 100.0%

Chi-Square Pearson: 5.26; p<.023
Contingency coefficient: .169; p<.021

6.2  Parasocial Interaction

How did the viewers respond to the PSI-scale with their favorite TV persons in
mind? Responses to the 23 items were summed up and averaged. Cronbach's
alpha for the scale was .86, which is quite satisfactory when compared with other
studies using the PSI-scale (Rubin et al., 1985, reported an alpha of .93; Rubin &
McHugh, 1987, .88; Perse & Rubin, 1989: .85; Perse, 1990: .91; Auter,
1992: .81). Given a minimum of 1 (,strongly agree”) and a maximum of 7
(,,strongly disagree) the mean score (PSI-score) was M = 4.15 (SD = 1.91). This
finding corroborates the results of previous studies in which similar ,intensities”
of parasocial interaction were found (e.g., Rubin et al., 1985: M = 2.7; Rubin &
McHugh, 1987: M = 3.3; Fabian, 1993: M = 3.4; each on a five-point scale).
Although the overall PSI-score is ,,only“ located on a middle level, it indicates
that TV viewers do respond to people on the screen with ,,more than mere running
observation®, as Horton and Wohl (1986, 186) have claimed.

To check for individual differences with respect to the extent of PSI, analyses
of mean differences between subgroups of the respondents (t-tests) as well as
correlations (e.g., with TV motives) were computed:

1. The overall PSI-scores obtained with regard to different TV favorites did not
differ between news personnel and persons appearing in entertainment
programs,
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2. No significant overall gender difference was found. However, women showed
a stronger tendency to evaluate the thoughts, feelings and attitudes of the TV
person than men did. In short, women put themselves into the place of the TV
person to a greater extent than men did.

3. Older respondents reported higher levels of parasocial interaction than
respondents in younger age groups did. Especially subjects who where 56
years and older perceived their favorite TV person more often as a friend
coming to their home and being a pleasant companion throughout the program
than did younger subjects. Missing the TV person was more intensive in this
age group than in younger groups.

4. Parasocial interaction significantly correlated with the amount of TV viewing.
The more people watched, the more they reported parasocial interaction. This
was true for the overall mean and for the majority of the single items.

5. Watching alone or together with others also seemed to have an influence.
People who usually sit alone in front of the screen reached higher overall PSI-
scores and missed the favorite TV person more than those watching together
with others.

6. There were significant correlations between parasocial interaction and TV
motives, as the following table shows.

Table 4: Pearson Correlations of Parasocial Interaction (Overall PSI-Score)
with Television Motives
TV motives (see Table 1)
social utility| entertainment | escape / information | interest in
/ suspense company TV person

PSI-score
3 53 .39 42 .26 43
N (184) (183) (183) (183) (183)
Significance P=.000 P=.000 P=.000 P=.000 P=.000

Parasocial interaction was obviously linked with the age of the respondents, the
amount of TV viewing and the viewing situation. Furthermore, significant
positive correlations with all TV motives emerged. These variables can be
interpreted as prerequisite (in the sense of antecedents) to the actual process of
TV reception (e.g., determining the TV viewing selection process). Parasocial
interaction, as conceptualized by Horton and Wohl, refers to the recipients’
activities occurring during the viewing process. Hence, the question emerges to
what extent the variables mentioned above are significant predictors of PSI. To
test the contribution of age, amount of TV viewing, social situation during TV
viewing, and TV motives to the explanation of parasocial interaction, a stepwise
multiple regression analysis was computed. The results of the procedure are
presented in Tables 5 and 6.
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Table 5: Results of the Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis I

predictor step no. multiple R | adjusted R | F significancd
square

social utility 1 51 25 60.04 .000

interest in TV 2 57 32 41.50 .000

person

age 3 .59 33 29.74 .000

escape/ company | 4 .61 .35 24.59 .000

The results indicate that PSI can be predicted by age and the three motives ,,social
utility, interest in TV person“ and ,escape/company“. Together, the four
variables accounted for 35% of the total variance of the criterion variable (PSI).
The other variables (amount of TV viewing, social situation while watching, and
the TV motives ,,entertainment/suspense” and ,,information“) were excluded from
the equation. The analysis of the relative weight of the four contributing variables
indicated that ,social utility” (8 = .30) and ,jinterest in TV person“ (B = .25) were
substantial contributors; ,escape/company” (B = .18) and age (B = -.17) were
moderate positive resp. negative contributors to the explanation of parasocial
interaction., The TV motives information“ and ,entertainment/suspense”, the
amount of TV viewing, and the viewing situation proved to be negligible
components of the equation (see Table 6).

Table 6: Results of the Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis II: Beta
Weights of the Entered Variables after 4 Steps

predictor beta T significance
social utility .30 4.05 .000
interest in TV person 25 375 .000
age -17 -2.65 .008
escape/company 18 2.51 013

Watching television in order to get socially useful information and to ,meet”
certain persons on the screen emerged as the strongest predictors of parasocial
interaction. Hence, looking at the viewer’s motives for watching television,
especially at those referring to his/her ,social needs*, helped to explain parasocial
interaction. They can be seen as important determinants on the ,pre-
communicative side“ of the TV reception process having a significant influence
on the intensity of parasocial interaction during TV viewing. The more moderate
contribution of the ,escape/company* motive to the equation might be due to the
fact that the gratification outcomes when watching television in order to escape
from daily problems might not necessarily be connected with the appearance of
certain TV persons. In other words: For the satisfaction of the escape/company
need the appearance of the favorite TV persons is probably not that important as it
is with regard to the TV motives ,social utility and interest in TV person®.
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Furthermore, the results indicate that parasocial activities are more likely with
older respondents.

6.3  The Structure of Parasocial Interaction

Although several authors (e.g. Rubin et al., 1985; Turner, 1993) declared PSI to
be uni-dimensional, it seems that different dimensions of ,,being active” with the
TV person were being measured with the PSI-scale. This idea is supported by two
observations.

1. As a superficial inspection of the items shows, the PSI-scale refers to various
reactions and activities of the viewer while watching his/her favorite person on
television (see also Hippel, 1992). It takes into account different ,levels of
dyadic communication®, ranging from person perception to overt interactional
behavior with regard to the TV person, namely:

merely perceiving and judging a TV person (items a, c),

having some kind of relationship with a TV person, e.g., as a friend (item e),

experiencing feelings and empathy (item g),

directly interacting with a TV person (item h).

2. A closer look at the descriptive results regarding the single PSI-items in the
studied sample revealed differential reactions of the respondents. There are
items to which the subjects definitely agreed. Examples for agreement are the
following statements:

-, Joking around of (...) makes viewing easier (M = 2.33)
- ,JIsee(...) as a natural, down-to-earth person“ (M = 2.70)
- I watch another program when (...) changes television program“ (M = 2.70)

- I look forward to watch the program with (...) (M = 2.71)

With some other statements, respondents definitely disagreed, for example:
- I sometimes feel (...) speaks directly to me*“ (M = 5.77)
»Sometimes, I talk to (...) while watching” (M = 6.13)
- ,JI’m ashamed, if (...) makes a mistake” (M = 6.27)

Another group of items are located in the middle range of the scale, such as the
following items:

- I like hearing (...)’s voice in my home” (M = 4.30)
-, Itryto get more information about (...) (M = 4.21)
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-, Jwould like to meet (...) personally”“ (M = 4.23)
- lthink (...) is attractive” (M = 4.24)

A factoranalysis was computed in order to identify the underlying dimensions of
parasocial interaction. Following the Kaiser-Guttman criterion and the results of
an additional Scree test, a three-factor solution was preferred. The results of this
procedure are presented in the following table.

Table 7: Principal Components Analysis of the PSI Items with Varimax
Rotation
(Note: Only factor loadings greater than or equal to .45 have been
included)

Factor 1 | Factor 2 | Factor 3
Paraphrased wording of the PSI statements

... I feel as if I am part of their group .78
... sometimes I feel (...) is directly speaking to me .76
... I like hearing the voice of (...) .64
... feel comfortable as if I were with friends 63
... like to compare my ideas with those of (...) .62
... favorite (...) is like an old friend .58
... watching the program shows me what (...) are like 53
... Ifind (...) to be attractive 48
... [would like to meet (...) personally 47

... I would read stories about (...) in magazines

... if (...) appeared on another program, I would watch it .74
... look forward to watching (...) 73
... (-..) seems to understand what I want to know .64
... when (...) shows feelings, it helps me to make up my mind .62
... when (...)’s joke around, it makes watching easier .62
... I definitely notice when other (...) presents program .60
... (...) keeps me company while watching 47 St
... not satisfied when other (...) presents program 49

... see (...) as down-to-earth person

... ashamed, when (...) makes a mistake 74
... sometimes make remarks to (...) .62
... feel sorry for (...) when making a mistake 61
... I miss (...) 49 52

As the results of the factor analysis show, it is plausible to assume a three-
dimensional underlying structure of PSI items. The strongest factor is labelled
,companionship® and describes TV viewing as being together with a ,friend“.
Most of the statements loading on this factor refer to the viewers’ feelings of
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companionship with the actor in the program. TV persons are perceived as ,,good
friends* who create a warm and pleasant atmosphere when appearing in one’s
home. In general, there is an interest in the person on the screen connected with
sympathy for him/her and personal emotional bonds.

Factor 2 is interpreted as ,person-program interaction“ (,TV person and
program belong together). It includes statements which focus on attributes of
performers in connection with the evaluation of the specific program. This points
at the specific functions that the TV person has for the viewer when watching the
program, especially being a good host, and making the show easy to follow and
understand, Obviously, viewers see the TV person and the program as a unit, so
that liking of the program is related to liking and positive thoughts or feelings
about the program’s actor.

Factor 3 represents ,,empathetic interaction” (and direct interaction with TV
person) and describes intensive affective reactions (e.g., feeling sorry for the TV
person) or overt interaction behavior (e.g., talking to the screen). TV persons are
perceived and treated as real interaction partners and integrated into a real
(though imaginative) communication process.

As the results of the factor analysis show, the PSI-scale (as it was used in the
present and other studies) does not measure parasocial interaction as a uni-
dimensional construct. It measures different aspects of recipient activities towards
TV persons. The most important seems to be the personal relationship with the
TV person which is based on the evaluation of personal attributes of the TV
person and implicating positive ,rewards“ when ,,meeting® this TV person.

Only with regard to the third factor, viewer’s activities could be claimed as
parasocial ,interaction® in the sense Horton and Wohl conceptualized it, namely
as activities occuring directly during the reception process. Agreement with these
items requires either explicit interactive behavior (e.g., ,,I sometimes talk to him*)
or cognitive activities of the recipient which are highly ,interactive“ (e.g. ,,I feel
ashamed when he makes a mistake“). However, the (reported) intensity of such an
interactional type of behavior is not very substantial. Two interpretations of the
latter result are possible. First, there is a possibility that such behavior or
cognitions do actually not occur. Second, such explicit behavior or cognitions may
occut, but cannot be measured appropriately by the used instrument. The items
may provoke negative reactions, or respondents may be not aware of ,extreme
parasocial activities. However, studies in which the behavior of TV viewers was
directly observed during TV viewing were able to demonstrate that direct
interactional behavior of viewers does occur (e.g., Holly, 1993). More research
must be done on this methodological problem of measuring different forms of
parasocial interaction.

6.4  Comparison with Rubin’s Results
The last part of the present study was aimed at comparing some general results of

the German study with the findings of the Rubin et al. (1985) study. Do German
and American TV viewers report similar intensities of parasocial interaction with
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TV persons or are there crucial differences? In order to compare the results of
both studies, the answering scales (seven-point scale in the German questionnaire,
five-point scale in the Rubin et al. questionnaire) were transformed, resulting in a
minimum of O for ,total agreement“ and a maximum of 6 for ,total
disagreement“. The three additional items of the German version of the PSI-scale
were excluded for this research step, so that only those 20 statements that were
identical in both versions were compared. It must be considered however, that it
was impossible to conduct a direct comparison using statistical testing of
differences between the two samples. Thus, the following results are limited to a
general overview on a descriptive level. Figure 1 shows the transformed means of
the individual items in both samples. They have been sorted with regard to the
outcome of the factor analysis reported above.
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Figure 1:  Parasocial Interaction Scale: Means of the 20 Items and Overall
PSI-Score in the Two Samples (Gleich, 1994; Rubin et al., 1985)

When looking only at the overall PSI-score, the difference between the German
and the American respondents is not very pronounced. However, a closer
inspection reveals interesting divergences between the two samples. First, the
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distribution of the single-item means was analysed by treating them as a data
sample (N=20) and computing simple descriptive statistics(see table 8).

Table 8: Statistics of the distribution of single-item means in the two samples
(N=20)
Mean Stddev | Variance | Minimum | Maximum]| Range
Rubin et al. 3.64 54 29 227 4.29 2.02
Gleich 3.15 1.18 1.38 1.17 513 3.96

As can be seen in table 8, the single-item means of the German respondents had a
greater range (lower minimum and higher maximum) and a higher variance. The
statistics of the distribution of means revealed that the reactions of the German
respondents were more ,extreme“ than the answers of the American sample, This
is true for agreement with certain items as well as for disagreement with other
items used to measure parasocial interaction. To allow some more detailed
conclusions on a single-item level, the difference between the answers of German
and American respondents was computed for each item (the results are shown in
figure 2).
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Figure 2: Mean differences between the German and American samples
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For 7 of the 20 statements there was a stronger agreement of American
respondents. Especially on item 4 (,,I feel sorry for TV person when making a
mistake®), item 8 (,,I feel comfortable as if I were with friends*) and item 15 (,,I
sometimes make remarks to TV person) American respondents had noticably
higher scores (up to one scale-point) than the German subjects. On the other
hand, Germans agreed more strongly with 13 of the 20 statements, especially with
item 13 (,,I look forward to watching TV person®), item 12 (,,If TV person appears
on another program, I would watch it“), item 11 (,, TV person keeps me company
while watching®), item 22 (,] am not satisfied when other TV person presents
program®) and item 3 (,,When TV person shows feelings, it helps me to make up
my mind*).

It seems that American and German respondents emphasized different aspects
of parasocial interaction. Whereas American subjects agreed more strongly with
statements encompassing the spectrum of strong empathetic reactions to real
interactive behavior, German respondents seemed to bring a positive evaluation of
a TV person in connection with the program in which the person appears. In other
words, their judgment of the TV person could be based to a greater extent upon
the evaluation of the TV person within the context of the TV program (e.g.,
professional competency) than in the case of Americans. The stronger agreement
of Americans to statements referring to direct interactive behavior could be due to
various reasons. For example, Americans may be generally ‘better acquainted’
with their favorite TV person, implying that there is a higher perceived degree of
intimacy as well as a more distinct (parasocial) reaction. The finding could also be
explained in terms of a more ‘open’ response behavior of Americans, in which
social desirability bias plays a smaller role than in the German findings. However,
due to the purely descriptive character of the findings presented here, the
conclusions are merely hypothetical in nature and must be verified in
appropriately designed cross-cultural studies with matched samples.

7. Discussion

The study reported presents the results of an empirical study on parasocial
interactions between TV viewers and TV persons. It should be kept in mind that
the results cannot be generalized because the sample was not representative of the
average German TV viewer. Also, it must be noted that the subjects responded to
the questionnaire with their special favorite TV person in mind. Thus, the results
may not be generalizable to the relations between viewers and TV persons in
general. The descriptive analysis revealed moderate to substantial agreement with
most of the 23 PSI items. Obviously most of the viewers have at least some extent
of parasocial cognitions with respect to their favorite TV persons. They are related
to the personal perception of the performer, the evaluation of professional and
personal attributes and relationship aspects. This result supports the assumption of
Horton and Wohl (1986) that viewers ,meet“ TV persons on the basis of social
cognitions and not only in the sense of mere perception. The results show that
parasocial interaction with TV persons does exist in one way or another and that
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the TV persons are relevant to TV viewing and program selection behavior. This
has implications with regard to the different functions TV persons can have for
the viewer. Dependending on many intervening factors (e.g., motives, social
setting, expected outcome of TV viewing), the viewer can meet TV persons in
different ways and on different levels: from mere perception to an intensive
relationship.

The results of the factor analysis support the assumption that the PSI-scale

measures different dimensions of parasocial interaction. Only some of the
statements refer to direct parasocial interaction. Two additional strong factors
were found, one relating to the evaluation of the media person within the
mediated context (e.g. the program he/she presents) the other relating to the
emotional bonds with the TV person. This last factor refers to the positive social
relationship the respondent may develop with the media person(s) over time,
especially with those who appear on the screen regularly and over a longer time
period (such as news-presenters, hosts of game or entertainment shows, or figures
in serials). Viewers might feel connected to particular TV persons in a very
intensive way and share a ,common history* with them over a longer period of
time. Horton and Strauss (1957) discussed this connection between actual
parasocial interaction and the development of parasocial relationships between
viewers and TV persons:
»Over the course of time, direct and indirect interplay between perfomers and
audience binds them together in a common institution (...) wich has its own well-
understood values and norms of reciprocal behavior derived from the common
social matrix, its own history and course of mutual development. (...) The
relationship built up, and the unterstandings that sustains them, seems no
different in kind from those characteristics of normal social life; and the symbolic
prosesses mediating them are likewise the same (...)“ (Horton & Strauss, 1957,
587)

The viewer’s definition and perception of roles within parasocial relationships

is claimed to be similar to primary relationships (e.g., friendships) and include
sociability, sympathy, and intimacy:
» The relationship of the devotee to the persona (= TV person; UG) is, we suggest,
experienced as of the same order as, and related to, the network of actual social
relations. This, we believe, is even mor the case when the persona becomes a
common objekt to the members of the primary groups in which the spectator
carries on his everyday life. (...)“ (Horton & Wohl, 1986,202)

Although many authors (e.g. Levy, 1979, 72; Caughey, 1984, 40; Mikos,
1991, 73; Cerulo, Ruane, & Chayko, 1992, 117) have accepted the view that
recipients may establish longer-lasting relationships with TV persons and ,know
such a person in somewhat the way they know their chosen friends“ (Horton &
Wohl, 1986, 187) parasocial relationships have not been studied systematically
until now. To what extent TV persons are integrated into the existing social
context and what kind of rewards or gratifications viewers get from having a
relationship with TV persons has not been analysed yet.

However, there is at least some evidence strengthening the argument that it
seems fruitful to focus on aspects of the relationship within the research on
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parasocial processes. Koenig and Lessan (1985) asked subjects to rate TV persons,
persons in the social environment of the subjects (e.g., friends, acquaintances),
and themselves on a number of bipolar adjectives. The results indicated similar
proximities between the pairs ,self and friend“ and ,,self and favorite TV person“.
,In regard to distance in semantic space (...) the term ‘quasi-friend’ appears
appropriate in describing the relationship between viewer and a favorite TV
personality“ (Koenig & Lessan, 1985, 265). The result of a study by Altstotter-
Gleich (1994) using Kelly’s Repertory-Grid Technique supports this finding.
Given the free choice of role pairs to compare within a triad (e.g., best friend,
father, ideal self, actual self, favorite TV person, etc.), subjects most often chose
the pair ,,best friend“ and ,favorite actor” to make similarity judgements. Besides
physical attributes (like attractiveness), the categories of comparison included
personal attributes such as social competence, sympathy, etc. These results allow
for the following conclusions: (1) Evidently, people have no difficulty in
comparing real persons with fictional TV persons; the fact that the latter persons
appear only on television seems to be no reason for the subject to refuse the
judgement and/or comparison task. (2) Obviously, subjects used the same or
similar cognitive categories to judge real and fictional people. Therefore, the
assumption may be justified that for TV viewers it is quite normal to ,,construct®
TV persons and their roles within a parasocial relationship in a similar way they
,construct® real persons.

However, neither the differential qualities of parasocial relationships have
been studied nor have the conditions and determinants of the development of
parasocial relationships been analysed in detail. Questions like "What do
parasocial relationships mean to the viewers in the context of their social life?" or
"How intensive and important are such relationships?" have hardly been
examined to date. These conclusions as well as the results of previous research
work should stimulate further studies on the quality of relationships between
viewers and TV persons with more subtle methods, because:

* the significance of a TV person for the viewer (e.g., ,,as good friend“) may be
reflected in longer lasting emotional bonds and relationships;

* the relative importance of a TV person within the individual social network of a
viewer can be identified more precisely if the quality of the relationship with the TV
person (e.g., emotional and intellectual ,rewards“) is analysed and compared to
real-life persons;

* concepts and instruments of ,social analysis“ (Caughey, 1984, 28) may be derived
from social-psychological relationship research and applied to parasocial
relationships.

The comparison with American data showed that it may be justified to claim
cultural biases with regard to the results of research on parasocial interaction.
Because PSI has been examined mainly in the United States, it is not surprising
that differences in parasocial interaction appear when comparing findings to data
from other countries (here: Germany). This result is corroborated by a Finnish
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study. Isotalus (1995) tested the PSI scale (Rubin et al., 1985) on a small group of
24 Finnish students. They were asked to respond to the questionnaire and,
additionally, to comment on it. It was found that half of the subjects were unable
to respond to the statements concerning their favorite newscasters, simply because
they had none (this was not true for the German sample). Furthermore, they had
difficulties with respect to the evaluation of the newscasters’ own opinions
because Finnish news presenters do not usually articulate their own ideas about
news contents. In sum, the scale was characterized as being too ,,American® (64).
However, the results of this Finnish study suggested that parasocial interaction
with a newscaster was something that Finnish viewers were not unfamiliar with.
Furthermore, Isotalus (1995) presumed distinct differences in the quality of
parasocial interactions between the two cultures. However, the question "What
exactly are the crucial differences?" has not yet been answered and raises several
issues to be addressed by further research. One interesting question could be if
differences also occur between narrower cultural entities, for example within
Western Europe. More research needs to be done on this topic.

Despite the fact that parasocial interaction was not on the top of the agenda of
European media researchers for a long time, the rising interest in social and
emotional dimensions of TV viewing behavior will hopefully stimulate research
on parasocial interaction and relationships, especially in a broader European
context. Many questions have been left unanswered, for example:

* What is the ,state-of-the-art* of research on parasocial interaction and relationship
in different countries? -

* Towhat extent are levels of interaction with and quality of relations to TV persons
comparable among different countries or regions? When compared with the Rubin
outcomes, obvious differences appeared to exist between American and German
respondents,

* Are there cultural differences in the way TV performers communicate with their
audiences and do these differences emerge in different kinds of parasocial
interaction and / or relationships?

* And last but not least: With regard to the rise of interactive media, will new forms
of interaction and relationships with media-persons develop in the future?

The use of different methodological and theoretical approaches seems promising
for future research on parasocial interaction and relationships in a European
context.
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Changing Audiences for Changing Media: A Social Psychological
Perspective

Sonia Livingstone

1. A Social Psychology of Audiences?

As this book conjoins psychology and media studies, it seems an appropriate place
in which to consider the specific contribution of social psychology to the study of
the mass media audience’. In Livingstone (1990), I traced the parallel and often
overlapping histories of social psychology and audience theory during the past
seven or eight decades, arguing that while audience theory has often depended
upon social psychological theory (for example, in its studies of media effects, or in
its current interest in social cognition), its concurrent interfaces with other
disciplines such as those concerned with production, institution, culture and text
have enriched audience theory in ways which social psychology would do well to
follow. The enriching effect of such interdisciplinarity has been particularly
successful recently in the emergence of a critical/cultural theory of audiences
(Morley, 1992; Radway, 1985; Silverstone, 1994) which has reframed the theory
and methods of audience research in productive and provocative new ways. Thus,
critical audience research is developing a complex analysis of the interpretation of
programmes, conceived as texts rather than messages, where these interpretations
are located in the cultural contexts of reception.

Yet in reframing audience theory, researchers have often explicitly defined
themselves against the psychological, commonly invoking the label of 'social
psychology' to describe to-be-rejected approaches, whether of the passive,
mindless audiences of effects research or of the overly active, individualistic
audiences posited by uses and gratifications theory (Blumler, Gurevitch & Katz,
1985)%. Thus, despite the historical links between social psychology and audience
theory, recent critical audience research has tended to mark its distance from
social psychology, and the term is often used pejoratively to signify
administrative, reductionist or positivist research (see for example, Morley's
introduction to The Nationwide Audience, 1980). And yet, social psychology
might seem a highly appropriate field with which to theorize the active viewer.
For example, Katz (1987) conceives of the advances of critical audience research
precisely as offering a social psychology of audiences when he suggests that

'In addressing this issue, I will expand on a theme raised in my earlier work on audience reception of media
(Livingstone, 1990) and on audience consumption of media technologies (Livingstone, 1992; Lunt &
Livingstone, 1992).

“These theories are generally characterised in a stereotypical form in order to set up the straw persons
against which new developments can be claimed successful.
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'decoding is now conceptualized as a social psychological process via which
viewers enter into "negotiation" with a text' (p. 38).

Some clarification is therefore needed concerning the contribution of social
psychology to audience research, which I shall attempt below. At the same time,
the critical study of audiences is itself coming under fire for a range of reasons,
including the charges of a fetishisation of the audience (Ang, 1990), a celebration
of the supposedly subversive audience (Gitlin, 1990; Seaman, 1992), an
objectification of the audience as 'other' (Erni, 1989), and a reification of an
inappropriately homogenised audience (Allor, 1988). For these critiques, a
response is also needed, as few of these critiques are, it seems, being answered by
those in the full swing of audience research. While I offer a response to these
growing critiques elsewhere (Livingstone, 1996), in the present paper I want to
draw together these two lines of criticism by reconsidering the role of the social
psychologist in developing and addressing the problems of audience theory.

2. The 'New Himmelweit Project’

As this book also concerns the prospects for co-operative empirical research, I will
pursue this theme through the presentation and discussion of a new, comparative
research project on children and young people's involvement with old and new
media (Appendix I; see Livingstone & Gaskell, 1995).

The research project, entitled 'Children, Young People and the Television
Screen', is conducted in association with the Broadcasting Standards Council, and
is funded jointly by The Leverhulme Trust, British Telecom, the BBC, ITC,
Yorkshire Kyne-Tees Television, and the EU. The project will be conducted in
conjunction with similar teams in six to eight other European countries. The
study, which is just beginning, is conceived in part as a replication and extension
of the study conducted by Hilde Himmelweit and her colleagues during the 1950s
as television was entering British homes (Himmelweit, Oppenheim & Vince,
1958). That study, published as Television and the Child nearly forty years ago,
offered a social psychologist's answer to a question of pressing public concern:
What is the effect of introducing television into the everyday lives of children? It
also, significantly, answered the question of pressing concern to the emerging
social sciences of how should such a research problem be studied. Television and
the Child set a social psychological model for research into the effects of
television on its audience which has been hugely influential in framing theories
and methods of audience research over the subsequent decades.

In the 1990s new forms of media are entering, or about to enter, the homes of
children and young people in Britain and elsewhere. We now face the task of
rethinking the appropriate theories and methods for studying this new research
problem, following forty years of social change and forty years of academic
research and debate in the field. Clearly, since the early days of television there
have been considerable changes in many aspects of children's lives. How are new
interactive digital media entering and possibly transforming our homes? Domestic
ownership of many forms of media, and interest in acquiring further accessories,
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is still rising - in terms of numbers of sets, diversity of cable and satellite
channels, numbers of domestic decoders, ownership of video cameras, games and
recorders, personal computers with CD-rom, telephones (including mobile phones
and modems), and so forth (Broadcasting Standards Council, 1994; ITC, 1995).
In sum, technological developments, together with relatively low prices and high
consumer demand, are resulting in qualitative and quantitative changes in the
opportunities available to audiences. Significantly, it is households with children
that are leading the way towards what may be called 'media-rich' homes, and
many of the latest acquisitions are sited in children's bedrooms rather than in the
main family living room.

However, the mass media have become so highly integrated into all aspects of
everyday life that it is no longer possible to make straightforward comparisons
between those with and without television, as could Himmelweit et al. and their
contemporaries in America (Schramm et al., 1961). While it is true that specific
comparisons can be made between, for example, children with and without cable
or satellite television, or with and without a home computer, the more important
point is that multiple forms of media are now present in increasingly diverse ways
in people's everyday lives (Silverstone, Morley, Dahlberg & Livingstone, 1989).
The key research issues can no longer be conceived in terms of simple 'effects’, but
rather we must discover the diverse modes of participation in media environ-
ments, depending on background, opportunities and interest.

3. Reconceptualising the Audience: A Multi-Level Analysis

Before pursuing the issues raised by our new project, let us consider the
difficulties of generating an integrated account of media audiences. Part of the
problem is that of disciplinarity. The study of mass media has been split into two
distinct, and sometimes opposing, schools, known as administrative and critical
mass communications, generating debates over the role of ideology and culture in
mass communication, the epistemology of social science methods, the contrast
between ritual/symbolic and transmission models of mass communication, and the
role of the viewer (Carey, 1975; Livingstone, 1990; Moores, 1993). In the last
fifteen years, a degree of convergence has occurred which allows some productive
agreements about the agenda and conduct of media research. Interestingly, this
has been less true as yet for research on the child audience (with notable
exceptions such as Hodge and Tripp, 1986), where it is typically assumed that
children are most appropriately studied by psychologists, following a broadly
administrative, paternalistic approach, while adults (and youth), being part of
society, require a more sociological analysis. Recent emphases on contexts of
media use and on breaking down the public/private boundary have now linked
research on children, via the family and issues of domesticity, gender and locale,
to audience research on adults.

To understand the significance of this new recognition of the social
psychological contexts of media engagement, we need first to challenge a common
alignment between audience research and a social psychological perspective on
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the media. When the field of media research is divided into the traditional
domains of production, text and audience, the assumption is often made that the
audience domain is the one appropriate for study by psychologists. When, by
contrast, more integrative conceptions of the field are expressed - for example,
arguing for an interactive text-reader approach to audience reception of media
texts, or for a more contextualised or politicised approach to audiences - then the
scope for psychological study is apparently even further reduced®. This reduction
of the scope for a psychology of audiences (a by-product of the development of
critical audience research) is, it must be acknowledged, based on a valid critique
of certain tendencies in audience research towards psychological reductionism,
individualism and a naivety regarding political or cultural contextualisation®,
Rather than excluding the contributions of one discipline or subdiscipline, which
often results in a reinvention of the wheel as other disciplines strive to fill in the
gaps, 1 suggest that these critiques could be circumvented if the concept of
‘audience’ was rethought.

Specifically, the concept of audience would be better used analytically to
describe the relations between people and media, with implications for every level
of abstraction from the individual to the cultural/feconomic, rather than
referentially (or as a social fact) to refer to a mass of individuals. In other words,
rather than proposing an entity called the audience, and then asking what it is
like, resulting in a series of problematic questions about the nature and
functioning of such a reification, we can include a broad set of questions about
how people engage with media under the heading of audience analysis. This will
include traditional questions about who engages with what media, when and why,
but will also include issues such as the implied audience in media texts, the
imagined audience in the institutional organisation of media forms, and
abstractions such as the audience as market, public or consumer within economic
and political debates about the media. The concept of the audience can then be
recognised as of significance in arguments at, say, the level of the political
economy as well as, albeit in a different way from, its significance in arguments
about individual media use or domestic rules of media consumption.

*It has also been problematic for an integrated account of audiences that the much criticised effects tradition
has been largely a social psychological one (Livingstone, in press). Many of the debates over effects are also
(or, are really) debates over the theories, methods, and assumptions of the discipline of social psychology
(as distinct from its actual or potential subject matter).

*For example, the argument against homogenous audiences, and homogenous (or channel-irrelevant) media
is clearly correct. We should move beyond further rehearsal of arguments about how audiences and media
are plural and diverse, instead setting ourselves the empirical task of discovering the similarities and
differences among these audience/media relationships (even to the extent that we may discover certain mass
media or mass audience phenomena). More generally, in acknowledging the validity of many of the
critiques made of social psychology and its contributions to audience research, one can note that social
psychology has in fact been grappling with its own internal critiques along similar lines ever since the so-
called crisis of the field (Harre & Secord, 1972).
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Such a multi-level analysis would begin to address some of the recent critiques
of audience research’ by acknowledging the relevance of audience research to all
levels of analysis, given that all theorising about the media contains an implicit, if
not explicit, set of assumptions about the audience which empirical work can and
should address. For example, not only is it important to avoid an individualistic
account of the audience but it is surely also important to critique societal level
analyses which, because they do not recognise the implied audience in their
argument, leave little space for a multi-level analysis which integrates arguments
across the various domains of audience research. For example, Cohen (1995)
cautions those optimistic about the social changes to be brought about by new
media by offering a series of relatively pessimistic conclusions regarding the likely
economics of new media technologies. While couched in economic rather than
audience theory, his claims are based on two sources of data, both concerned with
audiences. First, that audiences are 'conservative'; for example, he suggests that if
the video-on-demand market will resemble that of the video rental market, then
the size of that market will be too small to justify the financial outlay for
suppliers. Second, that market research conducted among actual users shows
people to be 'mean’ and so unlikely to pay out significantly for video-on-demand.
My point is not to question the economic argument but to make it explicit that
whether the video rental analogy is appropriate, or whether the market research is
informative, depends on knowledge of diverse audiences' daily practices, everyday
contexts of media use and constructions (future as well as present) of the
meanings of goods and services, as well as of their disposable income and
acquisition preferences.

It is clearly important to check that our analysis is coherent across these
analytic levels, so that when we look across the whole picture, findings obtained at
any one level are interpreted in the context of the other levels. The result should
be a coherent theorisation of the audience. For example, political theories of the
public sphete or the citizen-viewer should not clash with sociocultural theories of
active readers or of local subcultures; economic theories of conservative audiences
should be integrated with cultural studies theories of creative, subversive or
resistant audiences. For our present purposes, an important conclusion is that it
becomes no longer necessary for all these audience research issues to fall within
the province of the psychologist; rather (social) psychological approaches should
interact with other approaches to audiences.

4. Reconceptualising the Social Psychological

If the psychologist of the media is no longer simply or necessarily the one who
studies the audience, then the social psychological may also be redefined. Such a
task is pressing, given the perceptions by audience researchers that social

SFor example, Seaman (1992) wants a clearer link between audience theory and political economy, and
Allor (1988) is concerned that without this, research is generating an undertheorised, overhomogenised
view of the audience as 'an abstracted totality' (p.219).
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psychology offers reductionist, homogenising, or nonpoliticised analyses in
contrast to the analyses of sociologists, cultural studies etc®. A further advantage
of the multi-level approach outlined above, which identifies a series of linked
analytic levels from the individual to the cultural, is that it locates the social
psychological level as somewhere in the middle and, crucially, as in dialogue with
the other levels of analysis. Hence, we may propose that interdisciplinary audience
research investigates issues at the levels of individual preferences and choice,
social relations (family/peer/work/etc), household and community subcultures,
stratified societal patterns of work and leisure, and culture/ideology (including
cross-national, comparative factors).

A series of integrating assumptions are needed to link these multiple levels of
analysis. Specifically, rather than make the mistake of unidirectional, linear
models, one should assume interaction and feedback between all levels. Second, to
counter the charge of psychological reductionism, it would seem appropriate to
assume that the more societal levels will act as a constraining context for the more
individual levels rather than vice versa. Within this general framework, at each
level one can ask about the distribution of practices, resources and constraints
over time and space.

For example, the many questions to be asked about children and young
people's involvement with old and new media may be organised in terms of these
different levels of analytic abstraction. We may ask whether an individual
responds to a new technology by appropriating it to a familiar pattern of use or by
transforming existing priorities and meanings in accordance with the new
possibilities which the technology affords. The same may be asked at a societal
level also: for example, are culturally shared meanings and practices stratified by
social class or by gender in terms of either absorption into or transformation of
preexisting meanings and practices? Each level of analysis has proved important
in the past research literature and is likely to be relevant to future research on the
broad problematic of new media. It would therefore seem preferable to integrate
findings concerning the use, meaning and impact of media across these different
levels rather than to prioritize or neglect some over others.

Our basic research questions, such as what do we mean by 'new' media, may
themselves be subjected to this multi-level analysis. Indeed, the 'new media’
question nicely illustrates the importance of the social psychological level of
analysis. Much of the academic and public discussion about new forms of media
focuses on technological developments, technical capacities and the nature of the
individual user-interface. However, at the level of social relations, many media
with which we are now familiar may still be counted as relatively new, for an
analysis which focuses on social and domestic contexts of media use emphasises
how media which have been incorporated into domestic routines for more than a
generation (terrestrial broadcasting, both television and radio) are significantly
different not only from media which are currently being adopted by a (growing)
minority of households (cable television, camcorder, home computer with CD-rom

®This is partly due to the historical separation of psychological from sociological forms of social psychology
(see Farr, 1991).
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and modem) and media which may be adopted in the coming decade, subject to
development, access and availability (interactive teletext, multimedia, home
shopping, internet) but also from media which have become familiar for most
households over the past 10 or so years (video recorder, satellite television,
teletext, games computer). Only the former, 'old' media were familiar in the
upbringing of the present-day generation of parents and so would have been
incorporated into their formation and understanding of domestic routines and
relations. The domestic context in which children today relate to media surely
depends not only on what people are now familiar with but also on the media
biographies of their parents and teachers. Thus the contexts within which they are
bringing up their own children were conceived originally to include television but
not the more recent media forms. For the newer media, adjustments to these
routines and relations have been recently, or will yet be, required by both parents
and children, if they are to be adopted successfully. Some of these, such as the
video, are now familiar to most children, others are more familiar to children than
their parents, others still are new to both. But all mark a difference between the
upbringing of today's children and their parents.

To return to my more general argument, the point of arguing for specifically
social psychological phenomena, reducible neither to individuals nor to societal
structures, is not, as social science becomes increasingly interdisciplinary, to
argue the case for one particular discipline or subdiscipline. Rather, it is to
acknowledge the reasons why the subdiscipline of social psychology has been
targeted as a scapegoat for the limitations of audience research hitherto and,
simultaneously, to open the way for a recognition of the valuable contribution to
audience research which social psychology can in fact offer. This requires
conceptualising social psychology not as a reductionist but as a fundamentally
interactionist position (see also the social action approach to audiences; Anderson
& Meyer, 1988). I have argued earlier (Livingstone, 1990) that social psychology
contains a broader range of perspectives, methods and theorising, including
critical approaches, than is captured by the effects or uses and gratifications
traditions of audience research’. For example, the integration which is occurring
between social cognitive theories of text comprehension with critical theories of
audience reception looks to be a productive route for future development (e.g.
Corner, 1995; Graber, 1988; Lewis, 1991; Philo, 1993)°. Thus, one can
acknowledge the importance of studying viewers' social knowledge (cognitions,
schemas, frames), their social motivations (uses and gratifications, preferences
and choices), and their social relations (family and peer connections,
gender/ethnic identities, group and community links) provided ome also
emphasises the relevance of this level of analysis not only to media uses and

"Interestingly, in 'How to look at television' (1954/91) Adorno argues for the need for a sociopsychological
analysis (including depth psychology) of the mechanisms of television in order to sensitize the public, and to
improve television more generally.

®Moreover, effects research would appear particularly inappropriate for the new media, for the interactivity
of these requires a non-linear model of communication.
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impacts but also to a societal analysis of media in relation to culture, politics,
economy, institution and ideology.

5. Reviewing the Himmelweit Project

How shall we now evaluate the Himmelweit study for its influence on the study of
the child audience (or of social psychological approaches to the audience more
generally)? The study embodied a particular conception of social psychology
which reflected the definitions of the discipline at the time. Today we might want
to reconstruct the nature of a social psychological perspective on the media
audience. For Himmelweit, a social psychological analysis involved the
combination of intra-individual and demographic measures’. However, much
recent research has emphasised the social psychological or microsociological
processes which mediate between individual processes and societal/
economic/cultural structures. The focus has shifted, then, from an emphasis on the
combination of individual and societal variables to an emphasis on the interaction
between a social conception of the individual and societal structures conceived so
as to leave space for agency; hence the concern in recent audience research with
meanings, practices, parasocial interaction, socialization, domestic spaces and
relations, and so forth.

In relation to children and new media, one would wish to contextualise
children's choices, interests, fears, interpretations at an interactional social
psychological level of analysis (domestic rules and routines, processes of
socialisation, social networks or subcultures). For example, the importance of the
familial or domestic context in shaping children's patterns of engagement with
media has been recognised as an important focus for research in recent years
(Goodman, 1983; Palmer, 1986). Rather than simply construing the child as
having an individual relation to the media, making personal decisions as to
acquisition, use, organisation of time, and so forth, one must also emphasise the
child's location in a family context with cultural, social and material parameters.
Thus questions arise concerning domestic facilities (or spatial arrangements),
patterns of family dynamics (or temporal arrangements), material conditions, and
so forth in mediating between the child and the screen. For example, with
multiplying ownership of domestic technologies, what are the implications for the
balance between public and private spaces for leisure, for domestic regulation and
family negotiations?'’

Yet Television and the Child offers more than is commonly reported in
secondary sources. In the first place, its appropriately cautious findings regarding

°Given the changes in British society since the mid-50s, her demographic measures of gender and social
class now seem too restrictive for the present day, with issues of location, ethnicity, religion and family
structure all pressing their claim.

%Iy Television and the Child, parents and teachers were conceived as agents in rather than objects of the
research process: the shift to seeing parents as part of the subject matter rather than as outside it is a further
indicator of theoretical and methodological changes from the mid-50s to the mid-90s.
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the elusiveness, diversity and context-dependence of media effects have since been
echoed by numerous studies. More importantly, the study contains far more than a
study of effects, for many of the findings, and the children's voices themselves are
revealing also of interpretations, meanings, everyday practices, and social
relations, telling us much about the cultural context within which television
arrived in Britain'',

There is, consequently, an exciting comparison to be made between the
transition to television during the 1950s in Britain, which involved the creation of
a mass child audience', and the transition to new forms of media (both more
diversified and more interactive) for the child audience(s) in the 1990s™. The
focus of the new project is on children and young people's involvement with the
mass media in a time of rapid changes in domestic electronic media. By
involvement, we mean that combination of meanings and practices which serve to
incorporate the electronic media, 'old' and 'new!, into the everyday lives of
children as they develop into young people. Clearly, new media forms raise new
issues'’, and they constitute a new context within which children continue to
engage with old media. How do children perceive the various opportunities
available to them? What influences their choices? What do they gain from their
involvement with (or restricted access to) old and new media?

6. A Comparative Perspective

Television and the Child investigated four main types of effect: displacement
effects (children's leisure choices); programme content effects (children's
perceptions of meanings); effects on family life; and effects on children's
emotions. The guiding assumption, which the research supported, was that
television has a diverse range of effects on children and that these differ for
different groups of children. It is noteworthy that the findings from this British
project were highly similar to those from the major contemporaneous

"Indeed, one might more generally argue that there is more of interest to be found in the social
psychological studies and theories reported to date than would appear by a labelling of these as 'effects
research’.

This is not to deny the importance of earlier media (e.g., cinema, radio, comics and magazines) for the
child audience. However, as social science research and public concern about media effects has focused on
television, and as new forms of media and multimedia increasingly centre on the domestic small screen, our
major focus is on television, including the ways in which television has displaced other mass media.

“The audience is arguably also more diversified. For example, in 1958 Himmelweit et. al. were able to
suggest that the 13-14 year olds in the sample could be taken as indicative also of the adult population; the
emergence of adolescence and youth culture during the late 1950s and 60s have fundamentally changed our
conception of the transition from child to adult.

“Future media may offer a significant degree of genuine interactivity between medium and user (e.g.,
interactive teletext, multimedia, home shopping, internet), in terms of mutuality and exchange of roles
involved in a two-way interaction, the degree of user control and management of content and timing of the
interaction, and the individual and asynchronous rather than shared mass experience which results. In
content terms. interactivity also signals the increasing combination of information, entertainment and
education (hence infotainment, edutainment).
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investigation in America (Schramm, et al., 1961). However, can we assume that
the situation in different countries is similar today, regarding the uses of either old
or new media? Perhaps surprisingly, little or no research of similar scale has since
attempted an indepth and comprehensive investigation of children's media use.
Most research has been conducted in America which probably has the best picture
of children's media use, although in Northern Europe and Scandinavia,
particularly, a considerable body of research exists.

Adopting a more international or comparative focus, it is apparent that there
are considerable similarities and differences in the patterns of domestic techno-
logical adoption and change, resulting in a new, global approach to mass
communications. Thus, within Europe, considerable differences in media
ownership exist. For example, Britain has among the highest proportion of two-
set households and of video game hardware in Europe and among the lowest
adoption of cable and satellite television. Indeed current data suggests a range of
differences in available media across Europe, rates for cable and satellite
television, video recorders, videogames, camcorders, PCs with CD-rom, and so
forth. To some extent, it may be claimed that all European countries are on the
same trajectory of availability of media, but at different points: some still only
have one channel, others have many; multimedia facilities are rarer in some
countries than in others. Research is needed to establish the facilitating,
reinforcing and dampening factors affecting this trajectory (Schultz, 1992). Not
only the pace but also timing of the introduction of media differs; for example,
Germany has long had cable television but has only recently introduced satellite
television, the reverse of the position in Britain. While part of the explanation
concerns policy, economics, geography and language, a full explanation will
include the cultural and social psychological factors which both determine and are
themselves affected by patterns of consumption and use.

Cross-cultural comparisons reveal differences in, and the importance of, what
we might call the cultural construction of childhood. For example, Netherlands
and Israel have taken opposite approaches to the introduction and regulation of
media partly because of different responses to the supposed threat of American
imperialism. While Dutch culture reflects relatively little anxiety about global
imperialism, in Israel the very introduction of television was significantly delayed
until recently for just this reason. Similarly, while both Britain and France have
heavily regulated media systems, the prospect of the increasing impossibility of
regulation raises significant moral anxieties (concerning standards and conduct)
for the British and nationalist anxieties (concerning identity and language) for the
French. Cultural constructions of childhood, which are themselves historically
conditioned, also have concrete consequences for the domestic environment, for
parental regulation may be presumed to follow the cultural anxieties, even moral
panics, in society more broadly. They represent a key context for the interpretation
of findings.

For the 'new Himmelweit project', a comparative dimension to the research is
already underway. Research teams in several European countries are planning
parallel or related research projects to that being conducted in Britain. A seties of
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networking meetings will keep the comparative issues at the forefront of thinking
about research design and data interpretation. The advantage of a comparative
perspective is not only to challenge research preconceptions but more importantly
to distinguish features of the relation between children and media which are
common to the child audience across, at least, Western democracies, from those
which are nationally exceptional as a consequence of specific societal factors or
media systems (Blumler et al., 1992)."°

7.  Conclusions

Compared to research conducted following the 1950s, when television was first
introduced on a mass scale into Europe, the present situation of vastly increased
range of channels and media/information facilities delivered through the
television screen raises more complex theoretical and methodological issues for
the charting of changing relations between children and media in the 1990s. For
the past 40 years, the heyday of the mass broadcast audience, audience research
has adopted a set of assumptions which framed the theory of audiences and which
now no longer hold true.

When the audience was largely singular, with everyone receiving the same
broadcasts at the same time on their one TV set, research could make a series of
assumptions which, whether true or not, simplified the research questions. Thus,
the viewer has traditionally been conceived as a white, heterosexual, suburban
member of a nuclear family, exercising a moderate degree of liberal choice and
failing, sometimes, to defend him or herself adequately against 'TV reality'. Media
were singular too: musicologists were separate from television audience
researchers, film theorists rarely talked to educationalists or information
technology specialists. Yet the young person growing up today lives in a mixed
media environment, attending to multiple media simultaneously, directly
integrating media, seeking out thematically related contents across different media
forms, and so forth. Methodologically speaking, when the one set, with its few
channels, was in the living room, viewing practices (and power relations) within
the family system were easier to map. As the economic and technical determinants
of media systems are changing, increasing asynchronicity of viewing, multiset
households, plurality of channels, interactivity of media and blurring of the
producer/consumer boundary are the result.

Nationally, this new environment is less easy to regulate than before;
domestically it is less easy to supervise than before. As the experience of the
media, once common across the nation, becomes increasingly a diversity of
experiences shared only within specific subgroups, there is increasing scope for
social, psychological and cultural factors to determine who watches what and
why, and so issues of practice, meaning, identity, desire, conflict, subculture and

““The theoretical and methodological problems with comparative research should pot, however, be
underestimated (Swanson, 1992).
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so forth become increasingly complex (Bausinger, 1984; Breakwell & Fife-Shaw,
1987; Turkle, 1984). However, rather than reject 'old' research as out of date, we
should treat it as both indicative of its period and as a point of comparison with
the present so as to draw out the processes which account for the trends,
continuities and discontinuities which have been observed over time. The
continual emphasis, when discussing media, on newness, change, trends or
consequences, suggests that the analytic focus, and especially the focus for
comparative analysis, should be on processes rather than on states. Thus, while
many of Himmelweit et. al.'s findings are still supported by research today, it may
be that these 40 year old findings best describe a period dominated by broadcast
television for a mass audience, and that new, more interactive and more
fragmented forms of media will require a new audience research agenda in
addition to the establishing of a set of new baseline data for future comparisons.
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Appendix I: The Research Project

Project Directors: Sonia Livingstone and George Gaskell, LSE

Objectives

The proposed research aims to provide a comprehensive and systematic account of
the impact of the old and the new media on young people. The broad objectives
are:

* To discover the various ways in which new uses of media are already widespread
among young people, or whether these remain, particularly for more interactive
multimedia uses, potential rather than actual;

* To identify existing patterns of use of the old and the new media and how these
relate to socio-demographic characteristics;

* To locale this detailed picture of children's current media-related activities in the
context of schooling, leisure and family;

* To explore the significance and meanings which children attach to the electronic
media.

We hope that a systematic and comprehensive study will provide a benchmark for
the academic assessment of the impact of technology in society in relation to the
complex inter-relationships between competing influences on the development of
the character and behaviour of young people.

Research Methodology

The British programme of research involves phased, multidisciplinary design,
combining qualitative and quantitative methods, and will be conducted by a
multidisciplinary research team comprising academics from social psychology,
media and communications, social anthropology, and social science methodology.

The study is comparative in several respects. First, sufficient similarities
between the original Himmelweit study and the present onme will allow a
comparison in the lives of children between 1950s and 1990s, in order to chart
broad social changes. Second, the design will compare children of different ages,
gender, and social/educational background in order to trace the different
meanings and uses of new media within the population. Finally, the study will be
conducted in parallel with research groups in other countries (depending on
funding), using a common, or at least comparable, research design for the purpose
of cross-national comparison.

The age groups to be included in the research design span middle and late
childhood to adolescence and early adulthood: it is expected that the differing
expectations upon them, their different relations to peers, family and school, and
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their intellectual and emotional development will all have impact on their relation
to media, in addition to the influences of differing genders and social
class/material contexts.

The programme comprises three overlapping phases as follows.
- Phase 1

The design of the proposed qualitative research project will involve a series of
group discussions with children of different ages (from 6-17 years old),
backgrounds and technical literacy skills. The objective will be to provide an in-
depth picture of the place that media use occupies in everyday life, to describe the
type and extent of different media experiences, and to relate these to lifestyles
associated with different patterns of consumption. Clearly, for children, a creative,
game-oriented, approach to qualitative data collection, will be needed. The
decision to use qualitative research methods was made because qualitative
methods in general, and the group interview in particular, have many advantages
when little is known of the area and when the problem focus is novel and rapidly
changing. There is, as a consequence, little on which to base an a priori survey
design, and little knowledge of which of the many available theoretical
perspectives will be the most productive. While we are concerned to discover
rather than impose preconceptions on the perspectives of the children, a rigorous
yet broad-ranging coding strategy is required to interpret the findings in a
systematic rather than merely illustrative fashion.

— Phase 2

In this phase the emphasis will be on extending and quantifying the insights from
the qualitative research. A battery of instruments and questions will be
administered to a large national sample of 1500 young people. The survey will
incorporate questions addressing findings from the qualitative research as well as
those reported in the relevant literatures, in addition to basic questions covering
patterns of media ownership and use. As we are addressing a new problem,
namely children and young people's response to new media technologies, our
approach will be broadly inductive. Data from surveys seldom speak for
themselves; for interpretation they require a more detailed and contextualized
understanding of qualitative research. Hence our choice of a multi-method
approach. It is most likely that this phase of the research will be conducted in
parallel in several other European countries.

- Phase3

To capture the impact of change as new facilities enter the home, as well as to
chart media influences on child development over time, it is proposed that
members of the sample would be contacted on a second occasion, as discussed
above. This may take the form of (1) a follow-up social survey on the full phase 2
sample, or (2) a follow up survey on some selected groups or, (3) the re-
interviewing in depth of some respondents so that their experiences over the
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period can be assessed in a more qualitative way. It is important to note that
media use following acquisition is likely to follow a certain trajectory, rather than
simply mark a shift in behaviour, possibly beginning with heavy use and then
tailing off as pre-existing patterns reassert themselves.



The Contribution of Media Psychology to User-Friendly
Computers: A Proposal for Cooperative Work

Roland Mangold

1. Introduction

Since personal computers with powerful software systems have become affordable,
they are available to almost everyone in the workplace and at home. With them, it
has become much easier and more efficient to perform tasks like writing a
manuscript, computing statistical comparisons, storing and organizing addresses
in a database, or designing presentations for an audience. However, the usability
of computer software very much depends on the design of the interface that is
presented to the user. That is, user-software interfaces can vary with respect to
their user-friendliness. A few years ago, for example, output of computer
programs was character-based, which means that alphanumeric messages were
displayed on a text screen to the user. In order to execute functions provided by
the software system, command names had to be typed in from a keyboard. For
that, the user had to remember quite a number of different names that were
assigned to functions of the program, which could put considerable load on his or
her memory capacity and retrieval processes. With these character-based
machines and programs, user-software interaction could be tedious work,
especially for novice users.
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Figure 1: Example of a Graphical Software Interface (Word 6.0 for Windows)
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By contrast, modern software-systems are provided with graphical sofiware
interfaces (see an example in figure 1). With such interfaces, the user can execute
a function by simply manipulating an associated interface element (like an entry
in a menu or an icon on a toolbar) with the mouse pointer. In addition, for many
functions one- or two-key shortcuts are defined. Feedback about effects of user
actions (e.g., manipulating an interface element or an object) and system states
continuously is given to the user. For example, a button pressed with the mouse
pointer moves down at the same time, and text lines formatted as bold will also be
displayed bold on the screen immediately.

As a further characteristic feature of modern software interfaces, for many
functions more than one way to execute them is offered to the user. For example,
one can format a text line bold either by selecting a menu entry, by clicking on an
icon in a tool bar, or by typing in a particular combination of keys on the
keyboard. Multiple selectability allows the user to adopt his or her preferred style
of interaction with the software interface. In addition, the composition of many
graphical interfaces can be modified, and be adapted to the needs of the user or
the constraints of the tasks the software is used for (individualization). Selection
of a presented command (instead of typing command input), continuous feedback,
and individualization are three reasons why graphical software interfaces are
conceived of as being considerably more user-friendly than the older character-
based interfaces described before.

Software systems with graphical interfaces should be expected to facilitate
effective and efficient task solutions, and at the same time they should allow the
user to work satisfactorily. 1t is surprising, however, that despite of the advan-
tages of modern graphical software interfaces, still many complaints of users
about problems when working with them are reported. For example, many users
are confused by the great number of interface elements and the complexity of their
arrangement (Der Spiegel, 1994). Software companies tend to integrate as many
different functions as possible into newly developed software systems to offer
high-performance products to their buyers. However, as all functions provided by
the system must be accessible with at least one interaction element of the
interface, these software systems also tend to come with interfaces of
overwhelming complexity. As a consequence, functions that could be used to solve
a particular problem effectively and efficiently may not be available to the user. As
a result, only a small fraction of the functions provided by software systems is
actually used (Potosnak, 1990). In addition to decreased efficiency, users also may
experience feelings of dissatisfaction, frustration, anger, and/or stress when they
are confronted with software interfaces that are highly complex. Further research
on the problems users have when interacting with graphical user interfaces
therefore is called for.
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2. The Software-Ergonomic Approach to User-Friendly Computers: Some
Limitations

Principles for the design of user-friendly software interfaces that serve the purpose
of providing both effective and efficient task solutions and satisfactory work
conditions are formulated in the field of software ergonomics. Well-designed
software interfaces should allow the user to solve all of his or her tasks in
minimum time and with minimum effort, and at the same time should not cause
any feelings of dissatisfaction or frustration.

In software-ergonomic research, principles for good interface design may be
based on general knowledge about the architecture and functioning of the users'
perceptual and cognitive systems. Empirical studies are carried out in which
selected aspects of a software interface under investigation are manipulated, and
in which the effects of these manipulations on selected aspects of the users'
performance are observed. For example, buttons either with names or with icons
might be assigned to certain functions. It then might be timed which of the two
interfaces enables the user to find the fastest solution of a given number of tasks.
Alternatively, it might be observed how many tasks can be solved within a fixed
amount of time, or which of both interfaces can be mastered fastest by a novice
user.

In software-ergonomics, researchers from computer science and psychology
cooperate in order to create user-friendly interfaces (cf. Maas, 1993). The work of
computer scientists is focused on technical aspects of the machine, that is, they are
constructing computers which are maximally powerful and efficient. Computers
with a huge storage capacity and short processing cycles allow even complex
functions to be executed in times short enough not to challenge the users'
impatience. Thus, fast and powerful computers are a necessary precondition for
the combination of software-systems with graphical interfaces. Computer
scientists also are involved in the development of new techniques by which, for
example, spoken language commands or the manipulation of task objects in
virtual reality are made possible.

There are two branches of psychology that significantly contribute to the
development of the principles for user-friendly software design. Theories and
empirical studies from cognitive psychology deal with processes of the human
cognitive system. Topics of research include the perception of visual information
in complex contexts as well as the subsequent processing of this information
leading to evaluations, decisions or actions. During interaction with a software
system, the elements of graphical software interfaces must be perceived prior to
the user's manipulation. In addition, feedback from the system must be evaluated
by the user, decisions about appropriate actions must be made, and manipulative
actions the user has chosen must be executed. Findings concerning the human
cognitive system - like the Gestalt principles of perception or restrictions in
processing capacity of working memory - should be taken into consideration
when complex graphical software interfaces with many interaction elements are
programmed.
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As discussed above, personal computers and software systems are used with
increasing frequency at workplaces, and thus must be conceived of as important
aspects of working conditions. According to fundamental principles of modern
management, working conditions are to be designed so that they satisfy both the
needs of the organization that is, lead to effective and efficient working, and the
needs of the members of these organizations, who want to do the daily work as
pleasantly and stress-free as possible. That is where theories and empirical
findings from the psychology of work are getting relevant for software ergonomic
research,

Without doubt, the joint effort of computer scientists and psychologists in
software ergonomic research has brought about many insights into the principles
of interface designs that are adapted to human needs. However, as pointed out
earlier, many problems (e.g., reducing the high complexity of modern graphical
interfaces) remain to be solved. One reason for limited success of research in
software ergonomics lies in the separation of software development and research.
Software systems and software interfaces are constructed by companies which are
forced to offer software systems with ever increasing functionality and many new
features within short update periods. On the other hand, studies on the impact of
different versions of software interfaces on the user mainly are conducted by
research groups in university institutions. That is, scientific evaluation of software
is subordinate to software development, and hence, only a limited influence of
findings from evaluative research on the design of commercially available
software systems is noticeable. As an example, a software company might design
the interface of a new software system in analogy to an office, in which the user
can manipulate objects. Research groups in software ergonomics may analyze the
psychologically relevant impact of this new interface feature as soon as the new
software system is available to them. It is obvious that results from these studies
are gained too late in order to be taken into consideration for the decisions of how
to shape the new program feature. For subsequent versions, which again may
come with many new features, research findings might have become obsolete
already.

It must be pointed out that research on software design also is done in usability
labs of some software companies. However, as far as I can see, these laboratories -
as do university research groups - suffer from the fact that they mostly test and
evaluate software that is already in the final state of development. Again, due to
the short cycles of the production of new software versions, only a limited
influence of laboratory results on new programming projects is to be expected.

But it is not only the time lag between new developments in software interface
design and evaluative effect studies that is responsible for limited user-friendliness
of graphical software interfaces. In addition, restrictions are inherent to the way
software ergonomic research is carried out (Mangold-Allwinn, 1994). In
theoretical assumptions and in empirical studies, certain aspects of human-
software interaction are overemphasized, whereas other aspects are neglected.
Accordingly, cognitive aspects of user-software interaction are dealt with more
intensively in software ergonomics than are emotional aspects. This preference of
cognitive as compared to affective states of the user probably is a consequence of
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the fact that - for traditional reasons - cognitive psychology, instead of the
psychology of emotions, joined the field of software ergonomics. When effects of
different design aspects are evaluated, data collection methods in evaluative
studies most frequently are tailored to capture the results of these manipulations,
but not the interaction process itself (that is, temporary and transient states of the
user usually are considered to be irrelevant). The central focus on cognitions
(instead of emotions) and on results (instead of processes) probably is a side-effect
of the prevailing perspective in software ergonomics, according to which the
user's interaction with a software interface is conceived of as using a tool. As an
alternative, however, user-software interaction also might be observed and
explained within the framework of communication (with a software system). The
advantages of such an approach will be outlined in the next section.

3.  User-Software Interaction as Communication with a System

As mentioned previously, in software ergonomics, computers and software-
systems preferably are seen as tools that are given to the user in order to solve the
tasks he or she is faced with at the workplace or at home. Tools are passive in
nature, and the use of tools predominantly is conceptualized as a flow of
information from the user to the tool, but not from the tool to the user. It is
important for tools (o function in a way the user intends with his or her
commands, but it is less important that tools give feedback to the user or re-act.
Furthermore, when using a tool, the final result of manipulating objects with it is
more important than the different temporary states the user experiences during
work. Accordingly, the feelings or emotions a user has when using a tool
generally are not conceived as being a relevant aspect.

However, users and software systems also can be conceptualized as partners
involved in communicative interaction. The user sends commands to the software
system (by manipulating the interaction elements of the graphical software
interface), and the software system changes its internal states according to the
functions that are associated with the commands given by the user. In turn, the
software system sends information to the user about its internal states, about the
progress of function execution, and about possible problems that arise when trying
to do what it is told by the user. (Sending feedback to the user is carried out with
the help of display elements that are provided by the graphical software interface.)

A communication perspective is more strongly process-oriented than is the
tool perspective. In communication research, temporary or intermediate states of
the communication partners are studied with the same intensity as the (final)
results of the communicative interaction. Furthermore, not only cognitive
(intermediate or final) states of the communication partners are studied but also
affective-emotional (intermediate or final) states. It may be concluded that within
a communication-oriented approach to user-software interaction, research also
will be concentrated on temporary (as opposed to final) and on affective-emotional
(as opposed to cognitive) states of the user when interacting with the software
system.
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When a user and a software system are communicating with each other, the
user is sending commands to the system in order to perform certain tasks, and the
software system is sending feedback about changed states to the user. Within this
exchange of information, the graphical software interface is the medium that
carries all information from the user to the software system and vice versa.
Psychological aspects of mediated communication are studied in media
psychology, and research on mediated communication focuses on cognitive and
affective-emotional states as well as on temporary and final states of
communication partners.

4.  The Study of Mediated Communication in Media Psychology

One form of mediated communication studied in media psychology is mass media
communication, which may be conceptualized within the Shannon and Weaver
(1949) model of one-way communication from a sender to a recipient. According
to this model's distinction of sender, message and recipient, research topics in
(mass) media psychology may be classified as sender-oriented, as message-
oriented or as reception-oriented (Winterhoff-Spurk & Groebel, 1989). In
reception-oriented studies, short-term as well as long-term effects of media (with
different formats and/or different contents) on recipients are observed. For
example, there is a line of research on the motives and gratifications that
determine the recipients' selection of channels and programs. In production-
oriented studies psychologically relevant aspects of media production are of
interest. For example, there are studies on characteristic personality traits of
television producers or on the decision processes involved in the selection of
information for news broadcasts. Media of different formats and contents are
introduced as independent variables in reception-oriented studies, and as
dependent variables in production-oriented research studies. Consequently,
detailed descriptions of content and form of media are needed which are gained
from content analyses carried out in message-oriented studies.

A second subject of research in media psychology with an increasing
importance is mediated interpersonal communication. As soon as two
communication partners are locally or temporarily too distant from each other to
engage in face-to-face communication, communication between individuals must
be based on a medium. Technical devices like telephones, answering machines,
video cameras, or computers, can help to overcome distances, and with them
messages also can be stored over time (Winterhoff-Spurk, 1989). Studies of
mediated interpersonal communication are oriented towards the effects of media
design on the communication partners (e.g., written communication with chat
software or electronic mail, vocal communication with telephones or answeting
machines, audiovisual communication with video-devices and video tapes) as well
as towards the communication process itself.

For the study of media effects on communication partners (which include both
recipients of mass media communication as well as partners in mediated
interpersonal communication), methods are required which are appropriate for the
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measurement of all variables considered relevant in theoretical assumptions.
These methods should provide techniques for detailed categorizations of media
contents and formats, and they also should provide methods for continuous
observation of cognitive as well as emotional states and processes of the persons
involved in communication.

Studies of media influences are concerned with long-term and short-term
effects. For the study of long-term effects, observations, interviews,
questionnaires, and psychological tests are appropriate. In order to adequately
comprehend short-term effects, however, more complex settings are necessary.
For example, at Saarbriicken university a laboratory for media research has been
put together, which is specifically designed for the study of short-term effects in
mass media reception.

The laboratory includes the following techniques for data collection and data
processing:

* A detailed description of media (e.g., films, news, commercials) implies the
separation of media content into segments, and the classification of the segments
according to a system of categories for media formats and contents (e.g. transitions
between scenes, camera perspective, camera movement, scene contents, sound,
music). In the laboratory, analyses of media are carried out with a computer-based
system: A videorecorder can be controlled using a computer screen, which displays
buttons for play, fast forward and backward search, and single step movements of
the video-tape. The system also includes a multi-media interface for the display of
the video picture, and a system of categories and subcategories for a fast
classification of pre-defined segments.

* During reception of audiovisual media, visual information is sequentially selected
and read in by the recipient. Selectivity means that different elements of the scenes
displayed in the media are attended to with different intensity. (It is assumed that
information elements with higher attention values are more important for
subsequent information processing than scene elements with low attention value.)
Information selection is controlled in the laboratory by recording the recipient's eye-
movements. Attention values for scene-elements can be computed by relating the
duration of periods, in which particular elements of the scenes displayed on the
screen are fixated, to the total duration of the scene.

* During media reception, recipients experience affects and emotional feelings,
which are accompanied by varying states of arousal. In the laboratory,
physiological parameters like heart beat frequency, breathing frequency, and skin
conductance are measured. On the basis of the values of these variables, indicators
for dynamic variations in arousal are computed.

As was mentioned before, the Saarbriicken laboratory predominantly is used for
the study of mass media effects on recipients. But the same laboratory facilities
also may be applied to the investigations of psychological processes during
mediated interpersonal communication. If we assume that two communication
partners interact with each other in computer-mediated communication, then
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attention and arousal of one partner, who is located in the laboratory, can
continuously be measured using the devices described above. For example, in an
experiment different media can be provided for communication purposes (textual
communication with a terminal, voice communication with telephone, audiovisual
communication), and the impact of these manipulations on the communicator's
visual information selection and on temporary affective states can be determined.

5. A Media Psychology Approach to the Study of User-Software Inter-
action

As was argued before, re-direction of the perspective of software ergonomic
research from a tool-use oriented towards a communication oriented approach,
implies that research should focus on affective-emotional states and on process
aspects of users. As can be seen from the description above, in media psychology
both in theoretical assumptions and in empirical studies temporary as well as final
states, and cognitive as well as affective-emotional states of the participants in
mediated communication are taken into consideration. When a user's interaction
with a software system is interpreted in communication terms, this interaction is a
variant of mediated communication, by which the flow of information between the
user and the software system is mediated by the graphical software interface.
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Figure 2:  The Bottleneck of Mediated User-Software Communication
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It is this medium that allows the user to send commands and other information to
the software system by manipulating interaction elements of the interface with the
mouse. And the software system provides information to the user about its internal
states, it gives feedback, and it sends error messages using display elements (like
value indicators or message boxes) of this medium. In this view, the graphical
software interface is conceived of as a bottleneck, and all information that is
exchanged between the user and the software has to go through it (see figure 2).

In studies on cognitive and emotional states of users in the process of
interacting with a graphical software interface (as medium), aspects relevant for
observation include the user's plans, considerations, expectations and decisions,
when he or she intends to execute a function. The action the user has decided for
is executed, that is, the appropriate interface element for the function is
manipulated. Action execution normally is accompanied or followed by a system
feedback. The new state of the system brought about by function execution is
evaluated by the user. Dependent on the results of this evaluative process, the user
may consider and plan further actions (for example, if the manipulation of an
interaction element failed to transfer the system into the intended state).
Evaluation of system responses can cause affective states of the user to occur
(especially in the case of failure).

In order to catch all aspects that are relevant to user-software communication
mediated by a graphical software interface, the total interaction process is
segmented into a sequence of interaction cycles (see figure 3).
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affective

evaluatio
1on states

memory perceptual
retrieval information

execution

Iselection of aclioﬂ

Figure 3: Interaction Cycles in User-Software Communication
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An interaction cycle is triggered as soon as the user pursues a goal (e.g., when he
or she wants to format a text line of a manuscript in bold-face style). Goals
normally are subgoals of a superordinate goal (e.g., formatting a manuscript for
proper printout). For finding the appropriate interaction element and the
appropriate way of manipulating it, the user has to generate a plan, which is based
on information retrieved from long-term memory and on information perceived in
the graphical software interface displayed on the computer screen. Expectations
concerning the effects, resulting from the different actions taken into
consideration, also are parts of the user's plan. Planning eventually ends up in a
decision for an action, and the selected action is executed. Effects of action
execution are displayed - as system feedback - on the computer screen. Feedback
information then is evaluated by the user, mainly with respect to the subgoal
pursued during the current cycle. Evaluation also might bring about certain
affective states in the user. Then the next cycle is initiated.

Unlike other models of user-software interaction in software ergonomics, the
model described above incorporates the search for visual information as an
important component. Perceptual processes are controlled by the user's
expectations. (In studies in software ergonomics, information seeking behavior
has only rarely been measured and analyzed.) A second important extension of the
model involves the affective or emotional states of the user, which occur parallel
to or as a consequence of evaluative reactions. (In software ergonomic research,
affective-emotional states tend to be totally neglected. For example, although the
book by Wandmacher (1993) gives an excellent and comprehensive overview of
findings from software ergonomic research, it fails to refer to satisfaction/
dissatisfaction or similar feelings of users during the interaction process.) The
relevance of affective states, however, becomes obvious when a user repeatedly
has failed to bring about an intended state in the software system because he or
she was unable to find the adequate action for it. In these situations, feelings of
frustration or anger or even stress reactions are to be expected.

6. A Laboratory Setting for the Investigation of User-Software Communi-
cation in Media Psychology

For a comprehensive understanding of the psychological processes experienced by
users of graphical software interfaces, detailed descriptions of the various states
users go through during interaction cycles must be obtained. To this end, an
appropriate experimental setting is required in which appropriate data collection
methods are combined. As was argued before, such a setting includes data
collection methods similar to those characteristically found in laboratories for
media psychological studies, That is, the components of the Saarbriicken
laboratory also can be used for detailed investigations of user-software
interactions.
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In the laboratory, interaction cycles are observed and described in the following
way:

* As was explained in the model, dependent on the current subgoal the user will
generate a plan of what and how interface elements must be manipulated in order
to achieve the intended results. The user has knowledge about the behavior of
interface elements, when they are manipulated with the mouse pointer or the
keyboard. Expectations about the effects of manipulations are deduced from this
knowledge. Goals and plans can be inferred by performing a media analysis on
recordings of thinking-aloud protocols of the user. Expectations and the user's
knowledge are determined using the same procedure.

*  Knowledge from long-term memory is complemented by visual information, which
is displayed on the screen and is perceived by the user. Attention to interface
elements varies dependent on the user's expectations. Information seeking behavior
can be described by computing the distribution of attention to alternative interaction
elements by recording eye movements and fixations that are within corresponding
areas of the interface display on the screen.

*  The user has to decide which of the actions considered in the plan will bring about
the desired system state. Subsequently, the action selected by the user will be
executed, i.e., a selected interface element will be manipulated. After action
execution, the user can observe the interface's display elements for feedback which
will help to evaluate the effects of his or her manipulation. Decisions that are made
based on information from perception and memory retrieval can be derived from
verbal data recorded on the video tape. A media analysis of the user's behavior also
recorded on the tape will provide information about his or her actions. Information
about evaluations of effects of an action again should be contained in verbal
protocols.

* Evaluations of manipulation outcomes can - especially in the case of failure - cause
affective reactions, which are correlated with intense arousal states. Indicators for
affective reactions can be found in nonverbal behavior shown by the user on the
video tape (like mimic face reactions, for example), and in verbal comments. The
intensity of arousal can be determined by means of physiological data measured in
the laboratory.

A special feature of the Saarbriicken laboratory facilities is that all data are
measured and displayed in relation to the same time axis (see figure 4). With this
feature it is possible to uncover correspondencies between values of different
variables at the same time, and it also is possible to uncover systematic sequences
of values either within one variable or across different variables.
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Figure 4: A Multi-Channel Description of User-Software Interaction

7. Interacting with Multi-Media Interfaces: A Challenge for Worldwide
Cooperative Research

In the introductory section of this paper I have pointed out that - despite of the
progress user-software interfaces have made in the last few years - there are still
many problems with respect to operability that remain to be tackled. In order to
come to graphical interfaces that are really user-friendly, comprehensive and
detailed descriptions of both the cognitive as well as affective-emotional states of
users within all phases of interaction should be registered and analyzed. Due to a
prevailing tool-use perspective in software ergonomic research, our understanding
of process aspects of users' interacting with a software interface, and of their
affective states during interaction is only limited. We propose to conceive of user-
software interaction as a form of communication between user and software,
mediated by the graphical software interface. Within this new focus, theoretical
assumptions and data collection methods from media psychology can be
incorporated in the study of interface design principles, because theories and
methods in media psychology are directed towards both cognitive as well as
affective states of communication participants and are process-oriented in nature.
A laboratory setting has been described, in which detailed and thorough
studies of the interaction process can be conducted. A number of variables of
different kinds can be measured with the apparatus, and because all data are
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related to the same time axis, systematic constellations of values (of different
variables at the same time or sequences of values) can be analyzed.

In my view, software-ergonomics and media psychology will grow together in
the years to come, With respect to current developments in media technology:
multimedia computers (as means for information and communication) have
become strong competitors to more traditional mass-communication media (like
newspapers or television), and this trend seems to be reasonable and neccessary.
For example, currently approximately fourty million users of the word-wide-web
(WWW) are retrieving information of various kinds from numerous web-servers,
and the Internet is used for business transactions, for entertainment purposes, for
commercials, for verbal and audiovisual communications, and many other
services. However, all interactions in the net are executed with the help of
graphical user interfaces (which are enhanced by sound, animated graphics,
video, and the like). Although technical standards of information providers in the
WWW (computing devices and authoring software for the development of multi-
media web-pages) are very high already, many providers experience a lack of
knowledge about the effects of web pages have on recipients. As a media
psychologist, I am frequently asked by web providers about an information design
that would be maximally instrumental with respect to the providers’ goals.

In addition, web pages are interactive, that is, they contain interaction
elements (hyperlinks for jumps to different documents spread all over the world,
forms to be filled out with information by the user, buttons to perform intended
actions). Consequently, software ergonomics as well as media psychology will
become more and more important both for research and for advice. As the WWW
is a complex of world-wide dimensions, in order to master the problems of a
future multi-media world, cooperations are urgently needed between both
disciplines not only at the European but even at a world-wide level.
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III. Aggressive and Emotional Reactions

Effects of Extremely Violent Audiovisual Products on Young
People's Aggressive Behavior and Emotional Reactions

Tom H. A. van der Voort & Johannes J. W. Beentjes

A baby wrapped up in a white sheet is being carried into the
forensic laboratory. Less than an hour ago, so we learn from the
commentary that accompanies the pictures, the baby was still
resting in the lap of her mother who had just arrived at a U.S.
airport. The little white bundle is laid down on the dissection table.
The sheet is removed, uncovering the rigid body of a dead baby. At
a single glance, it is clear that the baby has been on a dissection
table before. Her body appears to have been cut open from sternum
to pelvis, and closed again with coarse stitches. The stitches are cut
loose one by one. In the gradually increasing opening of the skin
transparent plastic comes into sight, covering a white substance.
The hand of the pathologist disappears in the child’s body, and
takes out a plastic bag filled with heroin. The voice-over explains
that the baby has been killed for the very purpose of this drugs
transport.

1. Introduction

The lead of this article does not give a description of an excerpt from a feature
film but describes an episode from a videotape showing real-life occurrences. It is
the first episode of part 5 of Faces of Death, a video series that recently caused
quite a stir in both Dutch newspapers and political life. Within the space of 7
hours, the videotapes provide a compilation of more than two-hundred
registrations of murders, fatal accidents and other occurrences related to death.
We are able to witness these events because a camera was present which recorded
the occurrences on the spot. The makers of the series claim that all of the shots are
authentic. By the video distributor's own admission, however, only about 90% of
the sequences shown in the series are authentic (Snoeijen, 1994).

As early as ten years ago, part 1 of Faces of Death was a bestseller in the
United States. Recently, the videotapes have become very popular in the
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Netherlands too, especially among secondary school students. A survey conducted
among a representative sample of 13- to 19-year-olds showed that 35% of Dutch
secondary school students had watched at least one part of the series. Recently, the
Dutch State Secretary of Welfare and Sports, Mrs. Erica Terpstra, as well as a
number of members of the Dutch Lower House have joined the group of viewers
of Faces of Death. They watched part 4 of the series, which young people perceive
to be the most ‘sensational’ part (Nikken, 1995). In Mrs. Terpstra's view, this tape
was ‘despicable, distasteful, and entirely unsuitable for children.” She requested
her colleague, the Minister of Justice, to examine whether it was possible to
prohibit the dissemination of these tapes to juveniles by amending the law. One of
the members of Lower House made a plea for taking more drastic action. She
argued strongly in favor of declaring a complete ban on dissemination of the
series, not only to young people but also to adults. The latter proposal was waved
away by opponents who called a complete ban ‘paternalistic,” ‘outrageous,’” and
‘senseless.’

In our view, the appearance of the series Faces of Death is not an isolated
phenomenon but is part of a broader trend that is characterized by a hardening
and an increase in realism of violent portrayals to which young people are
exposed. This shift in the moral standards imposed on violent portrayals is
discernable in movies, video films, video games, and, to a lesser degree, also on
television.

In this paper we discuss the influences that extremely violent movies, video
films, and video games may exercise on young people's emotional reactions and
aggressive behavior. First, we will give a rough sketch of the tendency to
represent violent portrayals in audiovisual products in increasingly graphic and
realistic forms. Then, we will shortly go into the research findings on the results
of exposure to (television) films which contain less extreme forms of violence. On
the basis of insights gained from research on the impact of mild portrayals of
violence, we will make an estimate of the possible effects of exposure to extremely
violent audiovisual products, a field of research that is still in its infancy.
Subsequently, we will discuss a number of popular arguments which are advanced
to take the edge off the thesis that watching violent portrayals can have adverse
effects on children. Finally, we will comment on the role that the government
should play in the regulation of the dissemination of violent audiovisual products
to juveniles.

2. Extremely Violent Audiovisual Products

2.1  Ultraviolent Cinemafilms

During the past decades, the standards applied to the violence included in
cinemafilms have been liberalized to a great extent. This relaxation of the rules

concerning what is acceptable film violence was partly due to the advent of
television, which led to a strong decrease in cinema attendance (Knulst, 1989). In
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an attempt to bring the television viewer back to the cinema, increasingly violent
films have been produced. The amount of violence shown appears to increase pet
sequel. Whereas Robocop I counts ‘only’ 32 victims, the number of victims in
Robocop 2 has run up to 81. From part I to part II, the number of bodies counted
in Die Hard rises from 18 to 264 (Plagens, Miller, Foote, & Yoffe, 1991).

Not only the number of brutal acts increases, but also the bloodiness of the
images. The portrayals of both the violent acts and the harm inflicted have
become increasingly graphic. Moreover, the typical ultraviolent cinemafilm does
not seek to evoke sympathy for the victim. On the contrary, in many movies the
message is that injuring a person is funny. In the film Another 48 hours, Eddie
Murphy stops a fight in a cowboy bar by shooting one of the troublemakers in the
leg. As the man collapses on the floor, shrieking in pain, Murphy smiles and says:
‘Sorry about the kneecap, I got a little... excited.” In Hudson Hawk, the hero
decapitates one of the bad guys with his own rapier blades, then tells the headless
corpse: ‘I guess you won't be attending that hat convention in July.’

How much the norms concerning acceptable movie violence have been
stretched through the years becomes apparent from examples of older violent
movies which were condemned as shocking and dangerous in their time, but
which look mild from today's perspective. The Jimmy Cagney film, Public Enemy,
which in present-day's eyes is innocent and even tasteful, was denounced in the
1930s for its ‘sensational’ murders ending in what a reviewer at that time named
a ‘general slaughter.” In fact, this ‘general slaughter’ amounted to a grand total of
eight deaths in the course of the entire picture - and each of these killings took
place out of screen (Medved, 1993).

The dissemination of ultraviolent movies is not limited to movie houses and
videotheques. More and more ultraviolent movies are broadcast by television
stations, with the result that such movies, without any need to visit a vidotheque
or movie house, are brought directly into the living room.

2.2 Horror Video Films

The above-mentioned critic, who was shocked by the violence shown in Public
Enemy, would probably turn in his grave if he were exposed to today's horror-
filled video films. In video nasties, slaughters do not take place out of screen but
are shown down to the smallest gory detail. Unlike such earlier horror films as
Count Dracula and Frankenstein, the modern horror film does not suggest acts of
violence using dramatic techniques, but the camera registrates one gory scene
after another, with obvious pleasure. From the classic horror film a new genre of
murders, rapes, slaughters, and bloodsheds has evolved (Der Spiegel, 1984). A
survey conducted in the United Kingdom found that 33 percent of 7- to 8-year-
olds had watched at least one video nasty, a percentage that had risen to 50 among
15- to 16-year-olds (Barlow & Hill, 1985). This survey was conducted ten years
ago, at a time when only a minority of the households possessed a videorecorder.
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Of course, in video shops one can get not only horror films but also, though
somewhat delayed, the ultraviolent cinemafilms discussed above.

2.3 The Video Series 'Faces of Death'

Unlike horror films and ultraviolent cinemafilms, the video series Faces of Death
does not tell a fictitious story. In all, the five parts of the series contain 236
separate film episodes that feature real-life occurrences in which humans or
animals come to meet a nasty end. In the series, death has five faces. The category
‘accidents and natural disasters’ is most frequently represented (see Table 1). The
viewer is confronted with aircrashes, railroad disasters, car accidents, burnouts,

Table 1: Frequencies of Five Types of ‘Faces of Death’ Shown in the Video
Series and Percentage of Segments Showing the Incidents that
Provoked the Lethal Event

“‘Faces of Death’ Part1 Part2 Part3 Part4 Part5  Total

Accidents, Nat. Disasters 12 15 4 16 24 71
25% 60% 50% 81% 58% 58%

Murders, Suicides 8 2 4 11 23 48
505 0% 50% 55% 17% 33%

Terrorism. State Violence 7 9 5 11 9 41
57% 33% 100% 100% 11% 59%

Violence with Animals 16 11 5 4 1 37
75% 91% 80% 100% 0% 81%

Diseases 4 5 2 4 3 18
0% 0% 50% 25% 0% 22%

Miscellaneous 5 8 2 4 2 21
40% 0% 50% 25% 0% 19%
Total 52 50 22 50 62 236
48% 44% 68% 76% 31% 50%

and flood disasters. The camera cannot get enough of the mutilations of the
victims. More striking are perhaps the images of ‘little’ accidents and stunts that
end in disaster. The impact of the images is intensified by the panic reactions of
the bystanders.

The second face of death consists of images of murders and suicides. In many
cases, only the mutilated victims are shown. The most deeply affecting sequences,
however, also show the act itself. For example, one sees a video recording, made
by the culprit himself, of a throat being cut in an agonizingly slow manner. The
third face of death is provided by images of terroristic attacks, executions, acts of
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war, capital punishment, and other types of force sanctioned by the authorities.
The sequences shown contain many shots which the editor of a television news
program would probably leave out.

The fourth face of death involves images of the killing of animals. One sees
shots taken from a slaughterhouse, but also a rabbit which, after its throat has
been slit, is brought to the mouth for drinking the fresh blood. A surveillance
camera records how an intruder is literally torn by two watch dogs. The last face
of death consists of images of exotic diseases and curious remedies, for instance,
an exorcism applied to a juvenile female psychiatric patient.

Part of the segments look familiar because similar or identical film footage has
been broadcast earlier in news and sports programs and in documentaries.
However, the videotapes also contain quite a few segments which, measured by
prevailing standards, are too vulgar to be broadcast. As mentioned before, part 4
of the series is regarded by young people as the most sensational one, The reason
may be that this part contains the highest percentage (76%) of segments which
show not only the fatal consequences but also the actions which produced the
events; so one sees, for example, not only a headless corpse but also the
decapitation itself (see Table 1).

Whereas the authentic violent portrayals on television are usually meant to
inform us, Faces of Death intends to amuse and shock the viewers. In the video
series, the entertaining qualities which are attributed to television violence are
extended to include authentic violence. The producers of Faces of Death seem to
have a different opinion, at least, they make it appear that way. According to the
text on the video box, the images are meant to encourage us to reflect on the
preciousness of life. Admitted is that the images are ‘sensational’ and often ‘too
hard’ and ‘too gruesome.” But reality can and has to be shown to come to a better
world. This peaceful message is apparently wasted on some people, because young
and sensitive viewers are definitely advised against watching the videotapes.

2.4  Video Games

The violence shown in video games becomes more realistic too. Until recently, the
actors involved in video games were rather abstract characters. But recently,
increasingly realistic games have come onto the market. In Mortal Combat, which
was released in 1993, the actors fight until their opponent dies, which can be
achieved by chopping off the enemy's head or by pulling out his heart. In the
present edition, the fighters still move a little woodenly. The game Night Trap,
however, uses realistic video pictures. Monsters are threatening a girl who will
slowly be strangled if the player fails. The industry is working hard to adapt the
so-called virtual reality system for game computer use (Funk, 1993). This system
offers a three-dimensional experience. In the next few years, more and more
sophisticated games, which will increasingly approach reality, will come onto the
market. This offers excellent educational opportunities, but it can also reinforce
the realistic blood spiral.
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3. Effects of Audiovisual Violence
3.1 Moderately Violent (Television) Films

The question now is how the above-mentioned innovations in the supply of violent
portrayals affect children and young people. We will confine ourselves to the
possible effects on viewers' aggressive behavior and emotional reactions. Little
research attention has been paid to the effects of extremely violent portrayals.
However, on the basis of insights gained from research on the effects of more
moderate types of media violence, it is at least possible to make an educated guess.

A recently published meta-analysis, which summarized the findings from 217
independent studies, concluded that watching media violence is likely to have an
aggression-stimulating effect (Paik & Comstock, 1994). The size of this
stimulation effect appeared to depend on the type of aggressive behavior involved.
Watching media violence had a medium effect on such noncriminal.acts as
fighting, hitting, pestering, and twisting someone's arm. The effects on seriously
harmful, criminal violent acts (e.g., homicide), however, were statistically
significant but small.

In our view, the most lucid explanation for the aggression-stimulating effect of
watching film violence has been given in Bandura's (1973) observational learning
theory. According to this theory, a child learns by observing what people do on
television, how they do it, and how they fare. By observing the behavior of violent
film models the child acquires, intentionally or unintentionally, new aggressive
behavioral patterns. In exceptional cases, the violent film actions are so inspiring
that the child is encouraged to put what he or she has seen into practice. Far more
important than incidental imitation effects are, however, the general lessons a
child may draw from violent portrayals. Inhibitions with respect to aggressive
behavior may be removed when the child is left with the impression that
aggression is a suitable way of resolving conflicts. In this context, it is particularly
important how the ‘good guys’ in films behave themselves. There is no reason to
fear that children pattern themselves on the violent actions of the ‘bad guys,’
because children are usually inclined to reject their violent behavior altogether
(van der Voort, 1986).

Not all violent scenes have the effect of removing inhibitions with respect to
aggression (van der Voort, 1986). A first requirement is that the violent film
actions make a credible impression, because violent actions which, in children's
eyes, are out of touch with reality have little instructional value. Second, the
violent actions of the hero must be either rewarded or left unpunished. Third, the
child must regard the violent actions as justifiable. Finally, the child must derive
some pleasure from watching the violent scenes. When the violence portrayed is
experienced as frightening and distasteful or when the viewer feels pity for the
victims of violence, watching film violence may serve to inhibit aggression.

Fright responses to film violence may therefore be seen as a beneficial effect,
that is, if the fear reactions are limited to the viewing experience. Things are
different, however, when fear reactions endure beyond the viewing experience,
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resulting in long-term stress responses characterized by sleep disturbances,
recurring thoughts of a disturbing nature, and nightmares (see Cantor, 1991, for a
review). Not surprisingly, extreme fear reactions rob the viewers of their appetite
for watching the film in question, whereas mild fear reactions need not interfere
with the viewers' appreciation of a film (Cantor & Reilly, 1992). The in itself
beneficial fear reactions may decrease, however, when the viewer is repeatedly or
frequently exposed to the same or similar violent portrayals (Comstock & Paik,
1991). Primarily, children's emotional reactions to violence shown on television
are reduced, but seeing violent movies may also result in habituation to violence
in real life (Drabman & Thomas, 1974).

3.2 Ultraviolent Cinemafilms

When we apply the insights just mentioned to the ultraviolent cinemafilm, the
conclusion must be that this type of film is likely to stimulate aggression in all
respects. First, these films are generally experienced as credible and realistic.
Second, the violent actions of the heroes are highly successful and go unpunished.
Without a hitch, the hero eliminates one bad guy after another. Third, the violence
used by the heroes make a justified, if not humorous impression. Finally, feelings
of sympathy for the victims do not obstruct the viewer's appreciation of the violent
actions of the heroes, for the suffering of the victims is played down in the film or
even completely ignored. The ultraviolent cinemafilm, therefore, is not very likely
to evoke empathic reactions. Rather, the exposure to dozens or sometimes
hundreds of killings per film will lead to habituation.

3.3 Horror Films

For young people who are only occasionally exposed to horror films, this film type
is more likely to inhibit than to stimulate aggressive tendencies. First, although
the violent actions themselves look ghastly real, the stories are far remote from the
realities of daily life, as zombies play a leading part. Second, the violent actions
performed by the human characters are far from successful, and in many horror
films evil triumphs over the human actors in the end (Rosenbaum, 1975). Finally,
the suffering of the human characters is put on the screen in great detail, and one
after another they are horrifyingly murdered and also frequently raped.
Presumably, the ‘normal’ reaction therefore is fright and disgust.

The latter thesis is confirmed by a German study in which 60 university
students were exposed to the cannibalistic horror film Eaten Alive (der Spiegel,
1984). After a couple of minutes, a dozen of subjects left the room because the
film turned their stomachs. The others stayed, as they did not want to be taken for
‘softies’. The film made a profound impression. Even weeks later, everyday
occurrences carried the subjects back to the film. One subject's appetite was
spoiled during breakfast because the marmalade sandwich he was just about to eat
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evoked reminiscences of the girl's breast that cannibals cut off in the film.
Another subject was reminded of the film while consuming his favorite icecream
with cherry juice, which brought the bloodbaths back to mind. In a third subject,
the watching of her houseplants called up an association with the thick jungle in
the film, and at once, the cannibalistic film images came up again. Serious
emotional consequences have been observed among young children who, in some
cases during a children's party, were exposed to a horror film. Case studies have
shown that horror films may create, especially in mentally unstable children,
acute anxiety states which require psychiatric treatment (Short & Zaw, 1994).

The emotional reactions to horror films described above apply to the
occasional viewer, who tends to be sensitive to the feelings of pain experienced by
victims in the film, The real devotee of the genre, however, is seldom inclined to
adopt the perspective of the victims in the film. A recent study has shown that
young people who take particular pleasure in watching horror films generally are
unempathic viewers who do not or scarcely sympathize with the grief inflicted on
the victims. This is the very reason why the fan of this genre is able to emotionally
endure these films (Tamborini, Stiff, & Heidel, 1990). Undisturbed by the
suffering of the victims, the devotee can enjoy the goose flesh he gets from the
film - the true fans are almost always males - for he does feel aroused. The
devotee, therefore, scores high on scales measuring sensation seeking, and so far
his personality profile looks innocent. However, many devotees also appear to take
particular pleasure in watching the type of cruel and exploitive behavior that
horror films often contain (Tamborini, 1991). In view of the macabre attitude with
which the devotee consumes this genre, it may very well be that watching graphic
horror may increase the aggressive behavior of these young people. This
assumption is supported by an experimental study in which the facial expressions
of children who watched a mildly violent film were recorded photographically.
The aggression-stimulating effect of the film appeared to be most pronounced for
children who watched violent scenes with visible pleasure (Ekman, Friesen,
Harrison, Zlatchin, Malmstrom, & Baron, 1972). Further research is needed to
verify the assumption that watching horror films increases aggression in the
devotee of the genre. Research has shown, however, that watching a series of
horror films in which women are subjected to extreme violence can have a
desensitization effect. As a result of watching ten slasher films, university students
showed a lessened sympathy with victims of rape, and they were inclined to take
the grief caused by rape more lightly (Linz, Donnerstein, & Penrod, 1984; 1988).

3.4 Video Games

The extremely violent video game seems to be cursed with all the stimulus
characteristics that increase the likelihood of the occurrence of aggression-
stimulating effects. First, these games look very realistic, and instead of being an
observer the player himself is the aggressor. Second, each successful aggressive
action of the player is rewarded with points and/or sound and visual effects. Third,
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justification of aggression is an intrinsic characteristic of the game, because the
player is given the assignment to strike the enemy's head off his trunk or to tear
out his heart. Finally, the play must be appealing, for otherwise one would choose
to play another game.

Among young children, aggression-stimulating effects have been established
with considerably less realistic violent video games (Cooper & Mackie, 1986;
Schutte, Malouf, Post-Gorden & Rodasta, 1988; Silvern & Williamson, 1987). It
seems likely that more realistic versions of the aggressive video game will have
stronger effects.

3.5 Faces of Death

Finally, what can be said about the possible effects of the video series Faces of
Death? Because the videotapes show real-life occurrences, the viewer may very
well learn a lesson from the series. That lesson is by no means cheerful. One is
reminded that planes can crash and trains may be derailed, and sees the many
corpses. One sees that people who are engaged in stunts and certain branches of
sports may come to a nasty end, and that one has to look out for certain animals.
One sees that terrorists, murderers, burglars, and authorities can do terrible
things, and sees the horrible consequences. If the videotape does not show that a
murderer paid for his crime with his own life, one hears whether he is sentenced
to life imprisonment, or to death. And, for the sake of completeness, the series
shows how the death penalty is carried out by means of an electric chair.
Aggression is never rewarded, nor presented as attractive, nor justified in any
way.

With a different type of commentary, and after removing or censoring the most
horrible and shocking episodes, part of the footage could very well be used in an
educational curriculum. For example in a curriculum designed to counteract risk
behavior, or to help students look through the romanticized image of violent
actions that is presented in fictional television films. To be sure, the series is
disgusting and distasteful, but the episodes shown are more likely to reduce than
to stimulate aggressive tendencies. However, this would seem true only for
undisturbed youngsters who watch the series only occasionally - out of curiosity or
to be able to join in a conversation about the series. On mentally unstable
youngsters, who watch the videotapes not with disgust or fright but with pleasure,
the series can have the effect of increasing their aggression.

That disgust is a common reaction to Faces of Death is exemplified by a
journalistic experiment in which youngsters aged 13 to 18 were requested to
watch the episode described in the lead of this article (van Gageldonk, 1995).
Prior to this episode, the youngsters watched nine episodes from various
ultraviolent cinemafilms and horror video films. Three groups of youngsters
commented upon what they had seen: a group of grammar school students,
members of a sports school specialized in martial arts, and a number of youngsters
from a backstreet district. Each of these three subgroups could appreciate at least
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some episodes from the violent films and the horror videos. But the episode from
Faces of Death was labeled as ‘disgusting’ or ‘sick’ by each of the three
subgroups, although a couple of disadvantaged youngsters claimed not to be
affected by either this or the other episodes.

In addition to feelings of disgust, authentic violent images may also evoke
feelings of fear. For example, a German study found that a television program that
approaches the viewers with the request to provide clues to unsolved crimes
increased the fear of violence particularly among girls (Groebel, 1981). Among
fans of Faces of Death who do not want to miss one single part, however, the
series may result in a desensitization effect.

In sum, aggression and desensitization effects seem most likely to occur with
ultraviolent movies. With horror videos, the effects are limited to a small
subgroup of devotees of this genre. As the authentic violence shown in Faces of
Death does not justify or romanticize the use of violence in any way, the subgroup
that takes particular pleasure in watching these tapes is probably quite small.

4. Disclaimers

In the preceding discussion, we have assumed that watching violent images on
television or video can increase children's aggression. This assumption has been
challenged by producers and distributors of violent films through various
arguments. Five of the most frequently presented disclaimers will be shortly
discussed.

Disclaimer 1: Printed stories are often no less violent than films

One prevalent disclaimer is that death and violence are also frequently included in
printed stories, whereas nobody seems to complain against that. Many fairy tales
are full of violence, and even the Bible may be seen as a highly violent book.
Someone once remarked that one of the most violent stories he had ever
encountered as a child was not televised but told in church on Good Friday.

This argument contains three misconceptions. First, the assumption is by no
means that exposure of children to violence is wrong in all cases. There are
violent stories that can elicit aversion to aggression and compassion for the
victim. The Story of the Crucifixion that is recounted on Good Friday is an
excellent example of just that.

A second misconception is that acts that in adults' eyes are violent are also
seen as such by children. In the eyes of the young child, however, the ‘violent
acts’ in fairy tales are not violent at all. When the hunter cuts open the wolf and
Little Red Riding Hood and her grandmother step out of the wound, the young
child does not realize that these two have just escaped a certain death. Nor are
young children surprised when the wolf remains quietly asleep while being cut
open. The eating of grandmother and Little Red Riding Hood occurs in a different
reality separated from everyday reality. In the child's perception, this event is
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similar in status to the game in which the parent pseudo-menacingly says: ‘I will
eat you!’

The third misconception is that stories which are read or listened to are
thought to have a similar impact as audiovisual stories. However, the impact of an
audiovisual story is considerably stronger. The difference between reading a story
and watching a story can be illustrated by the reactions of the audience that, now
100 years ago, was exposed to moving film images for the first time. Upon seeing
the silent images of a train engine that seemed to move right into the theater,
many spectators fled in panic. The impact was even greater when, at the end of
the 1920s, sounds were added to the silent images. The greatest impression was
not made by speaking, singing, and music, because viewers were already used to
explanatory comments made by a cinema speaker and music played by a cinema
orchestra. The greatest miracle was the everyday noise that was added to the film
images, such as footsteps, barking and the clanking of chains (Dibbets, 1993).

The impact of film images goes beyond the impact of books, not only because
there is a high correspondence between event and its reproduction on film, but
also because film images may be consumed at a very young age, when children
are 2 to 3 years old (Liebert, 1974). Except for stories read aloud by the parent,
the world of the book, however, does not open until children are getting to the age
(6 to 7 years) where they are ready to read. Moreover, books meant for adults are
not easily accessible until the child is at secondary school. In addition, children
spend much more time on audiovisual media than they have ever spent on
reading.

Disclaimer 2: Watching violence leads to a release of aggression

A second argument is that seeing violent images has a reductive effect on
aggression because while watching, the child is relieved of aggressive feelings. By
watching violent images, children would clear themselves of their aggressive
impulses in an innocent way, without causing annoyance to others. However,
research has never demonstrated that violent films can reduce feelings of
aggression through emotional release (van der Voort, 1986). Research has shown,
however, that watching violent films can reduce aggression by suppressing
feelings of aggression, a reductive effect that may occur if the viewers experience
what they see as unpleasant or frightening.

Disclaimer 3: Films teach that crime does not pay

Another common misconception is that crime films offer children highly sensible
moral lessons, because the ‘bad guy’ is punished for his misdeeds in the end. On
television, the risk of being caught is extremely high and even considerably higher
than in reality. Indeed, it does no harm if children get the impression from films
that crime does not pay. This argument disregards, however, that children are
guided not by the violent actions of the bad guys but by those of the good guys.
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When the hero makes excessive use of violence with visible pleasure and success,
the moral lesson the film teaches still is that aggression is a suitable way to solve
problems. However, not all police films convey such a message. In some police
series, e.g. Hill Street Blues, the police generally are very reluctant to get involved
in acts of violence. Some episodes even show that police officers end up in the
dock themselves because they violated instructions on the use of force. Such
episodes would fit well in an educational curriculum designed to counteract
aggression,

Disclaimer 4: Only children already predisposed to aggression are susceptible

Another prevalent disclaimer is that watching media violence increases
aggression only in aggressive or mentally disturbed children. There are indeed
indications that disturbed and aggressive children are more susceptible to the
aggression-stimulating effect of television violence, and there are various other
characteristics of children and their environment that codetermine children's
susceptibility (van der Voort, 1990). This does not imply, however, that seeing
viclent images affects only a very small subgroup of children. Of course,
stimulatory effects on the use of criminal forms of aggression are limited to a
small subgroup of children. If milder forms of aggression are at issue, however,
the influence of violent images may extend to a much larger group of children, It
appears to be a myth, for example, that only boys are susceptible to the
aggression-stimulating effect of violent images. A meta-analysis showed that
among young children - the most vulnerable age group because their norms have
yet to develop to a large extent - , there is hardly any difference in susceptibility
between boys and girls (Hearold, 1986). At an older age, boys have indeed been
found to be more susceptible than girls, but the difference between the two sexes
proved to be much smaller than was generally assumed (Paik & Comstock, 1994).

Disclaimer 5: The impact of audiovisual violence has not been proven

Finally, it is sometimes claimed that there is no proof whatsoever that seeing
violent images can increase children's aggression. In our view, it is indeed
questionable whether watching violent images contributes to the use of criminal
aggression, because the available research evidence is not completely convincing.
However, behavioral scientists almost unanimously agree that seeing violent
images may encourage the use of noncriminal forms of aggression. The latter
effect has been convincingly shown by both well-controlled laboratory studies and
field experiments. A recent meta-analysis has refuted the assertion that laboratory
experiments have only shown that seeing violent films can have a stimulatory
effect on aggressive behaviors which are sanctioned by the experimenter (Wood,
Wong & Chachere, 1991). The meta-analysis was applied only to laboratory and
field experiments investigating film effects on subjects' spontaneous aggression,
that is, aggression as assessed through direct observation of free social
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interactions with others in such natural settings as playgrounds, classrooms, or
canteens. The meta-analysis showed that violent films may increase the use of
aggression in unconstrained interactions with friends, classmates, and strangers.

5. Regulation

What then should be done about the series Faces of Death? In our view, a total
ban on the distribution of the series would go too far for three reasons. First, if one
would decide to ban Faces of Death, there are quite a few other questionable types
of film which should be forbidden as well. A ban on Faces of Death therefore
would lead to a restoration of censorship of films watched by adults, a type of
government intervention which was abolished in the Netherlands 20 years ago.
This remedy seems worse than the disease. Second, a ban creates a circuit of
forbidden fruits, increasing their attraction. Finally, there is little reason to fear
that Faces of Death will have disastrous effects on children. For the great majority
of children, the series will primarily gratify their curiosity, and incite fear and
aversion for aggression. Of course, this is not to say that the series is suitable for
young viewers, because the fright reactions may be extreme and frequent exposure
to this type of images may have desensitization effects.

Instead of issuing a complete prohibition on distribution, the government
should take measures that restrict children's access to Faces of Death and other
audiovisual products that are not fit for young viewers.

Age Sweden Netherlands France UK Germany

6 6 up

11 11 up
12 12up 12 up 12 up 12 up

15 15 up 15 up
16 16 up 16 up 16 up

18 18 up 18 up

Figure 1: Age Groups Distinguished in the Film Classification Systems of
Five European Countries
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One measure involves the classification of cinemafilms and video films according
to the age group for which they are fit. As increasingly violent video games are
being produced, it is advisable to extend film classification to include video
games. As shown in Figure 1, European countries are far from united about the
age boundaries that should be distinguished in the classification of audiovisual
products. The two most important differences between the five age classification
systems shown concern the maximum age limit used (15 years in Sweden, 16
years in The Netherlands and France, 18 years in Great Britain and Germany),
and the presence or absence of an age boundary at the level of 6 or 7 years. In the
Netherlands, France, and Great Britain, children under 12 are considered to be
one group, although in Great Britain a PG (Parental Guidance) rating may be
assigned to films which are considered unsuitable for young children unless they
watch them in the company of a parent. In Sweden and Germany, however, an
age limit for young children (6 or 7 years) is used.

Considering the ultraviolent audiovisual products which have come onto the
market, it may be questioned whether the maximum age limit employed in the
vatious classification schemes is high enough. Should 15- to 16-year-olds be
allowed to see all films, or is it advisable to set the maximum age limit at 18
years, as the U.K. and Germany do? Research into the cognitive development and
reactions to violent films of children under 12 provides a number of clues for
setting age boundaries for younger children. This research supports, for example,
the Swedish and German decision to distinguish between young children under 7
and older children between 7 and 12 years (see Wilson, Linz & Randall, 1990).
Unfortunately, such research-based knowledge does not exist with regard to
children older than 12. For setting age limits for youngsters above 12, one
therefore has to rely on common sense. The present maximum age limits may be
too low because they have been fixed at a time when the violent content of
audiovisual products was less extreme. It may be advisable to raise the maximum
age limit of 16 years, as applied in The Netherlands, to for example 18 years, like
in Great Britain and Germany.

Another measure to regulate the supply of extreme audiovisual violence
concerns the time at which television films considered unsuitable for young
viewers are broadcast. The Dutch rules about the starting times for films classified
as unsuitable for children under 12 to 16 years of age - namely 8 p.m for films
classified for 12 years and older, and 9 p.m. for films classified for 16 years and
older - do not seem to correspond with the time at which children younger than 12
or 16 years are sent to bed. In Germany (10 p.m.) and France (10.30 p.m.),
starting times seem to be more in accord with the times at which young people
usually go to bed.

Of course, age classification does not guarantee that children are shielded from
products that are not meant for their eyes to see. An unintended side effect even
may be that a high age rating increases attraction. Nevertheless, age ratings can
help well-meaning parents, and for them such guidelines are intended.
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6. Perspectives for Cooperative Research

Regulation of the dissemination of audiovisual products to young people is an
interesting area for international research. To begin with, the film classification
systems and the criteria that underlie film ratings in various countries should be
compared more extensively than was done in this article. Another point of interest
is the extent to which film ratings are actually used by parents as a guide in
selecting films for their children.

The effectiveness of regulation policies employed in various countries may be
subjected to comparative research as well. First, research could address the
question whether a strict regulation is effective. Do more strict regulations result
in a decreased supply of extremely violent audiovisual products, or is such a policy
annulled by an increase in illegal supply? Second, it may be investigated if various
classification systems are successful in restricting the number of children who
watch films considered unsuitable for their age. Finally, different regulation
systems could differentially affect the perception of extremely violent audiovisual
products. Does a permissive policy on extremely violent films and video games
affect the viewers' attitudes toward violence?

A third topic for cross-national research concerns the effects of seeing extreme
audiovisual portrayals on children's aggtessiveness. It seems advisable to conduct
a new cross-national panel study, similar to Huesmann and Eron's (1986)
comparative panel study. Unlike the latter study, this new panel study should
address not only the longitudinal effects of watching violent television programs
but also the effects of violent video films and video games.

Finally, in order to arrive at a further justification of the film rating systems
and the age limits involved, more psychological research is needed on the
subjective experience of violent audiovisual products and their emotional and
behavioral effects.
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Violence in TV News: The Cultivation of Emotions

Peter Winterhoff-Spurk

1. Looking at TV or Looking Away from TV? The Difficult Dealing with
Pictures of Horror on TV

The burning monk, children fleeing from napalm bombs, the execution of a
Vietcong officer in front of the camera; The Vietnam war changed TV news
reports decisively. The cruelty of the "first television war" (Harris, 1989, p. 152)
was transmitted to the living rooms every evening and quite a few journalists and
media researchers believe that this shortened the war considerably. However,
Vietnam has certainly led to a permanent change in the way of reporting on TV.
Pictures of horror have become perfectly common, initially in the USA and since
then in Europe as well.

These changes are shown in recent content analyses in Germany carried out on
behalf of the Landesanstalt fiir Rundfunk NRW, by the TV station RTL and by the
Konrad-Adenaur-Stiftung (Groebel & Gleich, 1993; Merten, 1993, Pratsch-
Hucko, 1992). Violence was found in the news less often than in other types of
programmes. If violence was shown, however, it concerned particularly severe
cases, resulting frequently in the death of those concerned. "The gap between TV
reality and the real world gets the bigger, the more the intentions of transmitting
information move into the direction of sensation", Kriiger (1995) sums up this
development in a study of the Kolner Institut fiir Empirische Medienforschung
(IFEM).

It can be asked, whether these extremely violent news reports are suitable for
serving as a basis of an unbiased political discussion and political action of
citizens as prescribed by normative news theories (compare, for example, Roegele,
1977). They possibly have the opposite effect: the retreat into a private idyll. In an
article published in the German newspaper "Die Zeit" of January 1995, the
problem is described like this: "In the 185 nations on our globe, human beings
tear each other apart in more than thirty armed conflicts every day. The pictures
of some of these conflicts we get delivered freely into our homes. And we can
hardly bear even these. Shall we look at them or shall we look away from them?"

2. "Cultivation of Beliefs": The Scary World of Heavy Viewers

The main idea of the "cultivation of beliefs"-approach, which goes back to George
Gerbner (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorelli, 1986; Signorelli & Morgan,
1990), is the assumption that TV is the central socialization agent in the
American society. The effects of TV consist less in the conveyance of specific
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attitudes and opinions than in the cultivation of basic political attitudes towards
social reality.

The basic paradigm of his empirical procedure is first of all always a content
analysis of TV portrayals of certain groups of people, events or patterns of
behaviour. This is compared with available characteristic features of the so-called
real world and thus allows finding differences between the so-called TV world
and the real world.

In this connection, first- and second-order beliefs are distinguished. The
former are frequency estimates of certain events or groups of people (for example,
the percentage of violent crimes in a society), the latter are generalized attitudes
(for example: politicians are not interested in the problems of the average citizen).
Finally, viewers are asked for an assessment of these "beliefs" and heavy viewers
are assumed to give answers corresponding to the TV world.

On the basis of comprehensive content analyses of violence on TV, Gerbner
assumes that especially heavy viewers consider the real world to be more scary. In
other investigations he claims to have found that the heavy viewers are more
afraid to walk through the city at night alone, are more inclined to protect
themselves from crimes by weapons, dogs or locks. They also tend to consider the
general situation in the world to be worse, have little confidence in politicians and
consider the birth of children into such a world to be irresponsible. The sum of
these opinions Gerbner calls the "scary world of heavy viewers".

Gerbner's ideas caused a sensation; they did not stand uncontradicted for a
long time either (Hirsch, 1980; 1981). Critics argued - among other things - that
Gerbner classified his subjects among the heavy viewers in one investigation,
whereas in another investigation they were classified as average viewers, although
the time they spent in front of the TV set remained the same. Furthermore, only
small influences of the amount of TV viewing on the scary world view were found
in multivariate analyses (between 1 and 6%), whereas formal education had a
much higher influenc.

Fortunately, these findings evoked a highly productive controversy (Hawkins
& Pingree, 1982) and numerous further studies by several independent groups of
researchers. These studies showed, for example, that heavy viewers have more
confidence in medicine, the police, the army, the educational system, organized
religion, the press, TV and the trade unions than light TV users. On the other
hand, they mistrust big companies and the sciences. Moreover, heavy users often
overestimate the frequency of doctors, lawyers, businessmen, certain diseases
(infarct, cancer), divorces and prison sentences in the real world (McGuire, 1986).

In one of our own studies we let 13- to 15-years old pupils assess situations
which could occur on TV and in real life. For one group we introduced the situati-
ons with the preliminary remark "You watch on TV...". For the second group in
the experiment we introduced the situations with "You see .. in the
neighbourhood". For each situation the subjects could give a so-called TV answer
and a reality answer. According to Gerbner we expected in general that the heavy
viewers would give more TV answers and the light viewers would give more
reality answers. We found, however, that the TV version of the questionnaire
above all evoked TV answers, and the reality version reality answers. The variable
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"amount of TV viewing" only showed a slight tendency to confirm Gerbner's
hypotheses. Cultivation effects generally were found only, if the situations were
not known sufficiently from the viewers' personal experiences.

Because of these and other results we modified Gerbner's basic hypothesis. We
assumed that viewers do not store all (real life and TV) information in one
homogeneous long-term memory. The reactions of our subjects rather suggest that
there are at least two different memory stores, one for (a) real life information (=
"real life memory"), and the other (b) for information transmitted by the media (=
"media memory"). The real life memory comprises information about the subject's
immediate environment; the sociologist Alfred Schiitz (1971) calls the corre-
sponding area of reality "the world in actual reach". For the media memory, we
suggest a further segmentation. According to Schiitz' (1971) "world of potential
reach” we propose one store with real but TV mediated information ("mediated-
real") and another memory store for all information which is supposed not to exist
("mediated-fictional").

In evaluation studies of a German news programme for children we found
further evidence for such a differentiation (Winterhoff-Spurk, 1988). We asked
our subjects identical first- and second-order-questions about the world in actual
reach ("your home town") and about the world in potential reach ("in Germany").
The subjects had to give frequency estimates of violent crimes, politicians, people
out of work, AIDS sufferers and so on. For the second-order-beliefs we used the
same questions as Gerbner did (e.g., whether one can trust people or politicians).

Here, it turned out as well that the subjects were very well able to distinguish
between the two areas. The "world in actual reach" was usually judged to be less
scary than the "world in potential reach”. This is the well-known "the grass is
greener in my own yard" phenomenon (Culbertson & Stempel, 1985). However,
the extremely high overestimations of violent crimes, young people out of work,
the number of politicians (25% of the German population!), the number of AIDS
sufferers (an overestimation by the factor 120!) about the "world in potential
reach” were alarming (Winterhoff-Spurk, 1989).

Cultivation effects (or better: learning effects) we found against the
background of this division as well: Especially the worse educated and
underprivileged children, who watch news and information programmes often and
with little viewing intensity, judge Germany much more negative than other
groups do (explained variance of "amount of TV viewing": 35%). Little evidence
we found, however, for a transfer of knowledge from the media memory to the
real life memory - that means for the cultivation effect in its true sense.

3. Between Content and Effect: Contributions of Media Psychology to
Cultivation Research

The relatively small connections between the amount of TV viewing and beliefs
should not tempt into considering Gerbner's basic idea closed. On the contrary,
there are - especially from the point of view of psychology - the following
possibilities of elaboration (see for example Potter, 1991, 1993; Tapper, 1995).
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(i) Perspective of use. To start with, Gerbner does not explain why viewers
watch violent programmes at all. According to his basic idea they would actually
have to avoid the reception of violence, because fear generally is a stimulus
leading to aversion. American studies (Stauffer, Frost & Rybolt, 1983; Rubin
1986; Wenner, 1985), however, show that especially the interest in bad news is
much higher than in good news. Particularly, news about wars receive the highest
interest (Haskins, 1981). In general it turned out (Stauffer, Frost & Rybolt, 1983;
Rubin, 1986; Wenner, 1985) that between 40% and 50% of the population judged
news as entertaining, comfortable, relaxing, and cheaper than other activities
(Bogart, 1980).

Wenner calls the variety of motives in news a "gratification web", which is
illustrated by the following picture:
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Figure 1: Gratification Web from Wenner (1985)

The system consists of the two dimensions "orientational" and "social", out of
which four segments are built. The "orientational gratifications" contain the
motive of being informed as a basis of political action. The "social gratifications"
comprise the wish for information in order to be able to join in the conversation in
one's personal circle of friends. Watching news to see special anchormen or -
women, is a motive that belongs to the "para-social gratifications". Finally, news
also can be watched because viewers want to be entertained, hope for excitement
or at least diversion (= "para-orientational gratifications").

Our scheme may serve to eludicate that viewing the news is a multifunctional
media activity. The pleasure in bad news can probably be explained best by the
para-orientational gratifications. Investigations into "sensation seeking" show for
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example (e.g., Zillmann, 1991) that viewers with a high score in sensation
seeking like to watch dramatic news. For instance, in the news about the
Challenger catastrophe especially "sensation seekers" wished to watch repeatedly
the pictures with the faces of the family members during the explosion of the
rocket (Sparks and Spirek, 1988).

(ii) Violence on TV. Gerbner's team specified violence as visible physical
aggression (Gerbner & Gross, 1980), which protagonists exercise with or without
weapons against themselves or against others. According to content and form
analysis of reality-TV programmes, which we carried out some time ago
(Winterhoff-Spurk, Heidinger & Schwab, 1994), this definition seems to be too
general. Presentations of violence also vary considerably with regard to formal
features such as length of the angle, guiding and perspective of the camera, the
way music is added to the film. Crimes, for example, were mostly shown by close-
up shots (73%), which are given dynamics by pan shots (26%), zoom shots (14%),
and living camera (16%). A detailed analysis of the presentation of violence in
news programmes is advisable, which considers aspects of content and of form
and which should also include violence against objects.

(iii) The process of reception. If we had only acted according to Gerbner's
approach in connecting content analyses with attitudes, we would have managed
little more than the behaviouristic (S-R) paradigm. After the cognitive revolution
in psychology, the process of information processing - from visual perception to
storage in the long-term memory - has to be analysed in detail (Harris, 1989).

(iv) Perspective of effects. In addition to first- and second-order-beliefs
researchers in cultivation effects hardly investigated other (for example,
emotional) reactions of viewers. Nevertheless, researchers within the field of
cognitive psychology have pointed out that cognitive processes of information
processing are closely connected with emotional processes (LeDoux, 1995).

According to appraisal theories (Bierbaumer, 1983; Lazarus, 1991; LeDoux,
1995; Mathews & MacLeod, 1994; Roseman, 1991; Scherer, 1984 etc.), all
external stimuli are submitted to a continuously cortical and cognitive evaluation,
which leads to corresponding emotional states. The question has to be asked how
these processes can lead to the aquisition of patterns of emotion being effective for
the longer term; one could speak of "cultivation of emotions" as well. The
theoretical explanation might be found in the process of habituation: Regular
watching of violence in the news probably leads to getting used to it, with the
result that emotional reactions and gratifications connected with this behaviour
level off (Zillmann, 1991).

Above, we outlined some theoretical aspects for extension and specification of
cultivation research, which will be dealt with in a research project that is to start
soon.
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4. SAARSYS1, DEBIC and NEUROLAB: Preparatory Work for an
European Research Project

The title of the project will be "Violence in the news: The cultivation of
emotions". The study will be carried out in cooperation with the Ludwig-
Boltzmann-Institut fiir Empirische Medienforschung (LIFEM) in Vienna. It shall
consist of the following steps:

(i) Perspective of use: questionnaires
In uses-and-gratifications studies a great number of motives are mentioned that
are supposed to play a role in the choice of TV programmes in general. On the
basis of these results and following Wenner's gratification web (1985), we hope to
create a typology of news viewers by means of factor and cluster analyses.

(ii) Content analysis: SAARSYS1
The next step consists of a detailed analysis of news programmes. To this end, we
developed an analysis system, which allows a precise analysis of news according
to categories of content and of form.,

By means of the computer program "Video-As", a video recorder is controlled.
The video pictures appear together with the categories of evaluation on the PC
screen. The data can be dealt with immediately after the analysis either by means
of an included statistics program or by means of other programs.

(iii) The process of reception: DEBIC94
The way in which the visual perception of news programmes takes place can be
registered - among other things - by means of measuring eye movements, To this
end we bought a corresponding system for the measurement of eye-movements
(DEBICY4), which enables us to record fixations and saccades as well as changes
in pupil size.

(iv) Gratifications: NEUROLAB
Finally, for the measurement of the immediate affective reactions, we experiment
with the respiratory rate, pulse rate and resistance of the skin. Such effects can be
proven better by an analysis of the resistance of the skin, whereas the two other
parameters altogether react slower.

(v) Cognitive reactions: Verbal protocols
It is often hardly possible to infer the affective states only from physiological
patterns of reactions. For this reason, self-report data have to be collected parallel
with the non-self-report data. One possibility would be the use of the method of
thinking aloud.

(vi) Long-term effects
The last step will consist of the investigation of long-term reactions, which also
will include - apart from Gerbner's questions - political attitudes.

We expect to find (a) two general factors in the analysis of the motives for use:
The viewer who wants to be informed and the viewer who wants to be entertained.






