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' orms of.medla seem to sprout up weekly, telev131on § mass
noA signs:of weakening, as its consequences are increasingly

| a}‘ccumﬁlated a large database that we have used to develop and
theoretical approach and the research strategy we call Cultiva-
alysis, which focuses specifically on television’s contributions to
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viewers’ conceptions of social reality. In this chapter, we summarize and
illustrate our theory of the dynamics of the cultivation process, both in the
United States and around the world. This chapter updates and expands
material presented in earlier editions of this book (Gerbner, Gross, Mor-
gan, & Signorielli, 1986; 1994; for more detailed treatments, see Signorielli
& Morgan, 1990; Shanahan & Morgan, 1999).

TELEVISION IN SOCIETY

Television is a centrahzed system of storytelling, I’cs drama, commercials,
news, and other programs bring a relatively coherent system of images
and messages into every home. That system cultivates from mfancy the
predispositions and preferences that used to be acquired from other “pri-
mary” sources and that are so important in research on other media.

Transcending historic barriers of literacy and mobility, television has
become the primary common source of socialization and everyday infor-
mation (usually cloaked in the form of entertainment) of otherwise het-
erogeneous populations. We have now reached an unprecedented junc-
ture at which television brings virtually everyone into a shared national
culture. Television provides, perhaps for the first time since preindustrial
religion, a daily ritual that elites share with many other publics. As with
religion, the social function of television lies in the continual repetition of
stories (myths, “facts,” lessons, and so on) that serve to define the world
and legmmlze a particular social order.

Television is different from earlier media in its ever-centralizing mass
production of a coherent set of images and messages produced for large
and diverse populations and in its relatively nonselective, almost ritualis-
tic, use by most viewers. Programs that seem to be intended for very dif-
ferent market segments are cut from the same mold; when surface-level
differences are wiped away, what remains are often surprisingly similar
and complementary visions of life and society, consistent ideologies, and
stable accounts of the “facts” of life. Exposure to the total pattern rather
than to specific genres or programs is therefore what accounts for the his-
torically distinct consequences of living with television: the cultivation of
shared conceptions of reality among otherwise diverse publics.

In saying this, we do not minimize the importance of specific pro-
grams, selective attention and perception, specifically targeted communi-
cations, individual and group differences, and research on individual atti-
tude and behavior change. But giving primary attention to those aspects
and terms of traditional media effects research risks losing sight of what is
most distinctive and significant about television as the common story-
teller of our age.
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Compared to other media, television provides a relatively restricted set
of choices for a virtually unrestricted variety of interests and publics.

- Even with the expansion of cable and satellite channels serving ever-
. narrower niche audiences, most television programs are by commercial
. necessity designed to be watched by large and heterogeneous audiences:

in a relatively nonselective fashion. Moreover, the general amount of
viewing. follows the lifestyle of the viewer. The audience is always the

- group available at a certain time of the day, week, and season. Viewing

decisions depend more on the clock than on the program. The number
and variety of choices available to view when most viewers are available

- to watch is also limited by the fact that many programs designed for the

same broad audience tend to be similar in their basic makeup and appeal

. (Signorielli, 1986),

In the typical U.S. home, the television set is in use for about seven

~ hours a day. The more people watch, the less selective they can be (Sun,
. 1989). The most frequently recurring features of television cut across all
- types of programming and are inescapable for the regular viewer (Sig-

norielli, 1986). Researchers who attribute findings to news viewing or
. preference for action programs and so forth overlook the fact that most of

those who watch more news or action programs watch more of all types

 of programs, and that, in any case, many different types of programs,
. including news, share similar important features of storytelling.

What is most likely to cultivate stable and common conceptions of real-

ity is, therefore, the overall pattern of programming to which total com-

munities are regularly exposed over long periods of time. That is the pat-
tern of settings, casting, social typing, actions, and related outcomes that
cuts across program types and viewing modes and defines the world of
television. Viewers are born into that symbolic world and cannot avoid
exposure to its recurrent patterns, usually many times a day. This is not to
claim that any individual program, type of program, or channel (e.g., fam-
ily programs, talk shows, sports networks, cooking channels, news chan-
nels, violent films, and so on) might not have some “effects” of some kind
or another, rather, it is to emphasize that what we call “cultivation analy-
sis” focuses on the consequences of long-term exposure to the entire sys-
tem of messages, in the aggregate.

CULTURAL INDICATORS

The Cultural Indicators project is historically grounded, theoretically
guided, and empirically supported (Gerbner, 1969, 1970, 1972a). Although
most eatly studies focused on the nature and functions of television vio-
lence, the project was broadly conceived from the outset. Even violence
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was found to be primarily a demonstration of power in the world of tele-
vision, with serious implications for social control and for the confirma-
tion and perpetuation of minority status (Gerbner, Gross, Signorielli, Mor-
gan, & Jackson-Becck, 1979; Morgan, 1983). As it developed, the project
continued to take into account a wider range of topics, issues, and con-
cerns (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). We have investigated the extent to which
television viewing contributes to audience conceptions and actions in
areas such as gender, minority and age-role stereotypes, health, science,
the family, educational achievement and aspirations, politics, religion, the
environment, and numerous other topics, many of which have also been
examined in a variety of cross-cultural comparative contexts.!

The Cultural Indicators approach involves a three-pronged research
strategy. (For a more detailed description see Gerbner, 1973.) The first
prong, called “institutional process analysis,” is designed to investigate
the formation and systematization of policies directing the massive flow
of media messages. (For some examples see Gerbner, 1972b, 1988.) More
directly relevant to our present focus are the other two prongs we call
“message system analysis” and “cultivation analysis.”

Message system analysis involves the systematic examination of week-
long annual samples of network television drama, in order to reliably
delineate selected features and trends in the world that television presents
to its viewers. These analyses began in 1967 and have continued under
various auspices until today.? In recent years, cable programming and
additional genres have been added into the analysis. We believe that the
most pervasive patterns common to many different types of programsbut
characteristic of the system of programming as a whole hold the potential
lessons television cultivates.

In cultivation analysis, we examine the responses given t0 questions
about social reality among those with varying amounts of exposurc to the

The Cultural Indicators Project began in 19671968 with a study for the National Com-
mission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence. It has continued under the sponsorships
of the T1.S. Surgeon General’s Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behav-
jor, the National Institute of Mental Health, the White House Office of Telecommunications
Policy, the American Medical Association, the U.S. Administration on Aging, the National
Seience Foundation, the W. Alton Jones Foundation, the International Research and
Exchanges Board (IREX), the Carter Center of Emory University, the Hoso Bunka Founda-
tion of Japan, the Finnish Broadcasting Company, the Hungarian Institute for Public Opin-
jon Research, Moscow State University, the National Center for Public Opiriion Research of
the USSR, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Screen Actors Guild, Cornell Univer-
sity, and the Universities of Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Delaware. )

The most recent sample is from November 2000, To date, the message system database has
accumulated detailed coded observations of over 46,000 major and minor characters and over
2,400 programs. A complementary database at the Urniversity of Delaware began in 1993 and
contains observations for 1,200 programs and 4,600 major and supporting characters,
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world -of television. We want to determine whether those who spend
more time with television are more likely to perceive social reality in tl?va S
that reflect the potential lessons of the television world (the ”televisign
;l;i;\};?r”()' th:ln are ﬂf'lose who watch less television but are otherwise com-
e (In terms of importan i isti
parable p t demographic characteristics) to the heavy
We use the concept of “cultivation” to describe the independent contri-
. butions television viewing makes to viewer conceptions of social reality.
The most general hypothesis of cultivation analysis is that those who.
spe{}d more time “living” in the world of television are more likely to see
the “real world” in terms of the images, values, portrayals, and ideologies
that emerge through the lens of television. The “cultivation differential” is
t}_le margin of difference in conceptions of reality between light and heavy
viewers in t‘he same demographic subgroups. It represents the difference
tfelevm}on viewing makes to some outlook-or belief, in dynamic interac-
tion with other factors and processes. Recent research has established the
stability of the cultivation differential across different variables and popu-
lations, showing a remarkable consistency in the direction predicted b
theory over many dozens of studies (Shanahan & Morgan, 1999) ¢

THE SHIFT FROM “EFFECTS” TO “CULTIVATION” RESEARCH

'I:he :bulk qf scientific inquiry (and most public discourse) about televi-
sion’s social impact follows theoretical models and methodological
procedures of marketing and persuasion research. Much time, energy,
and money have been invested in efforts to change people’s éttitudes’
and behaviors. By and large, however, the ¢onceptualization of “effect”
as short-run individual change has not pl‘:oduced research that helps
us @derstand the distinctive features of television we have noted
earlier. These features include massive, lorig-term, and common expo-
sure .of large and heterogeneous publics to centrally produced, mass-
distributed, and repetitive systems of stories. But research tra’ditions

and: ideological inhibitions both tend to produce resistance to the “culti-
vation perspective.” :

. Traditional-effects research is based on evaluating specific informa-
tional, educational, political, or marketing efforts in terms of selective
exposure and measurable before/after differences between those exposed
to some message and others not exposed. Scholars steeped in those tradi-
tions find it difficult to accept the emphasis of cultivation analysis on total
immersion rather than selective viewing andion the spread of stable simi-
larities of outlook rather than on the remaining sources of cultural differ-
entiation and change. !
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Similarly, we are still imbued with the ideology of print cqln}re and its
ideals of freedom, diversity, and an active electorate. This 1de.a1 also
assumes the production and selection of information and. entertainment
from the point of view of a variety of competing and conflicting interests.
That is why many also resist what they assume to b_e the e.mpha51s of cu_l—
tivation analysis on the “passive” viewer and the dissolution of authe‘ntlc
publics that this emphasis implies. They point to what they see as serious
differences between cultivation theory and more recent excursions into
reception models of mass cornmunication (see McQuail, 20(?0). From the
reception perspective, it seems logical to argue that other circumstances
do intervene and can neutralize the cultivation process, that viewers do
watch selectively, that program selections make a difference, and that how
viewers construct meaning from texts is more important than how much
they watch. ‘ ‘

We do not dispute these contentions. The polysemy of mediated texts is
well established. From the cultivation perspective, though, to say that
audiences’ interactions with media texts can produce enormous leEl:S%fY
and complexity does not negate that there can be imprrta:nt commonalities
and consistencies as well across large bodies of media output. To explore
those commeonalities, as cultivation does, is not to deny that there are
indeed differences; similarly, the examination of difference‘s need not (and,
arguably, cannot) deny the possibility of shared meanings in a culture.

Polysemy is not limitless, and preferred readmgs can T‘nave great power.
To glorify or privilege only the fact of polysemy is to risk removing any
vestige of articulatory or determinational power from the. text-—.-anfi
thereby to render culture impotent as well. Equally, concentrating on u}ch-
vidual differences and immediate change misses the Profound historical
challenge television poses not only for research strategies bqt also for tra-

ditional theories of democratic government. That challenge is the absox:p—
tion of diverse conceptions and attitudes into a stabh'a and common main-
stream. Thus, although individual viewers will certainly differ (and dl.ffer
substantially) in their “reading” of any given telev151f)r‘1 program, cultiva-
tion does not ask people what they think about television texts,.n.'tudl less
any individual text. Rather, cultivation looks at exposure to massive flows
of messages over long periods of time. The culhvatlc?n process takes place
in the interaction of the viewer with the message; neither the MessAge nor
the viewer are all-powerful. In a sense, cultivation_ looks at the 1‘{1&ster
text” composed of the enduring, resilient, and residual core tl}at is left
over when all the particular individual and program-specific differences
cancel each other out. _ _

Thus, cultivation does not see television’s contribution to Foncephons of
social reality as a one-way, monolithic “push” process. The mﬂuenfzes of.a
pervasive medium on the composition and structure of the symbolic.envi-
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ronment are subtle, complex, and intermingled with other influences.
Moreover, the question of “which comes first” is misleading and irrele-
vant, as is the presumed dichotomy between an “active” or “passive”
audience (see Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). People are born inio a symbolic
environment with television as its mainstream; viewing both shapes and is
a stable part of lifestyles and outlooks. Many of those with certain social
and psychological characteristics, dispositions, and worldviews, as well as
those who have fewer alternatives, use television as their major vehicle of
cultural participation. To the extent that television dominates their sources
of entertainment and information, continued exposure to its messages is
likely to reiterate, confirm, and nourish—that is, cultivate—its own values
and perspectives (see Gerbner, 1990; Morgan & Signorielli, 1990).

The point is that cultivation is not conceived as a unidirectional but
rather more like a gravitational process. The angle and direction of the
“pull” depends on where groups of viewers and their styles of life are with
reference to the line of gravity, the mainstream of the world of television.
Each group may strain in a different direction, but all groups are affected
by the same central current. Cultivation is thus a continual, dynamic,
ongoing process of interaction among messages, audiences, and contexts,

METHODS OF CULTIVATION ANALYSIS

Cultivation analysis begins with message sys:tem analysis identifying the
most recurrent, stable, and overarching patterns of television content.
These are the consistent images, portrayals, jand values that cut across
most types of programs and are virtually inescapable for regular (and
especially the heavy) viewers. They are the aggregate messages embed-
ded in television as a system rather than in specific programs, types, chan-
nels, or genres.

There are many critical discrepancies between the world and the
“world as portrayed on television.” Findings from systematic analyses of
television’s message systems are used to formulate questions about the
potential “lessons” viewing may hold for people’s conceptions of social
reality. Some of the questions are semiprojective, some use‘a forced-choice
or forced-error format, and others simply measure beliefs, opinions, atti-

- tudes, or behaviors. (None ask respondents of their views about television

itself or about any specific program or message.)
Using standard techniques of survey methodology, the questions are

posed to samples (national probability, region;al, convenience) of adults,
adolescents, or children. Secondary analyses of large-scale national sur-

veys (for example, the National Opinion Research Center’s General Social

Surveys) have often been used when they include questions that relate to
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potential “lessons” of the television world and when viewing data are
ilable for the respondents.

EWEill"t'—:levisicm viewi.r?g is usually assessed by asking abOl.}’t the amount of
time respondents watch television on an “average day.” Multiple mea-
sures are used when available. Because these measures of amount of view-
ing are assumed to provide relative, not absolute, mdicators,”the_ det.erm_l-
nation of what constitutes “light,” “medium,” and “heavy” viewing is
made on a sample-by-sample basis, using as clc_)se to an even three-wa.y
split of hours of daily television viewing as posmble: Wl:lat is important is
that there should be significant relative difference.s in viewing levels, not
the actual or specific amount of viewing, The heaVszst viewers gf any sallx;-
ple of respondents form the population on V}Fhlch cul‘t-wahon c;n e
tested.® The analysis of simple patterns across l¥ght, medm.rn, an.d eagy
viewing groups (overall and in key subgrogps) is 1.ls.eful to 1llununlaite g
general nature of the cultivation relationship, b'ut it is r.lorma]ly followe
up with more stringent multivariate analysis using continuous slata.

The observable evidence of cultivation is likely.to be modest in terms of
absolute size. Even “light” viewers may be watching several hours of fcele-
vision a day and, of course, live in the same general culture as heavy view-
ers. Therefore, the discovery of a consistent pattern of even small but per-
vasive differences between light and heavy vievyers' may be of far—reachmlg
consequence. Extensive and systematic reexamination of hgndreds of cul-
tivation studies carried out over more than two decades (using the statisti-
cal techniques of meta-analysis; Shanahan & Morgan, 1999) has shown
that cultivation relationships typically manifest a sfcrfength of about .10
using a commen metric, the Pearson correlation coeff1<:1ent.. B

What some critics belittle as “small effects” may have significant reper-
cussions. It takes but a few degrees shift in the average _tempere.lf:ure to hav;
an ice age or global warming. The 2000 U.5. Pres1denhal elections showe
the havoc that could be wreaked by a miniscule percentage of vc:’teg. A
range of 5 to 15% margins (typical of our ”cultivat{on differentials”) in a
large and otherwise stable field often signals a landslide, a market taﬁeo;ef:
or an epidemic, and it overwhelmingly tips the scale of any clos.; y dai\f
anced choice, vote, or other decision. A single percentage point ratings dif-
ference is worth many millions of dollars in advertllsmg revenue—as ’c:le
media know only too well. Thus, a slight but pervasive (e.g., generahondj)
shift in the cultivation of common perspect‘i\tes may e%lter the _cultural -

mate and upset the balance of social and political decision making,.

3In all analyses we use a number of demographic variables as controls. These are applied

ducation, income, and
both separately and simultaneously. Included are gen_der, age, race, ed
pghticailjself-dzsignaﬁon (liberal, moderate, conservative). Wher'e'ap.phcable, other cgnh'ols,
such as urban-rural residence, newspaper reading, and party affiliation, are also used.
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- MAINSTREAMING

Most modern cultures consist of many diverse currents but in the context
of a dominant structure of attitudes, beliefs, values, and Ppractices. This
dominant current is not simply the sum total of all the crosscurrents and
subcurrents. Rather, it is the most general, functional and stable main-
stream, representing the broadest dimensions of shared meanings and
assumptions. It is that which ultimately defines all the other crosscurrents
and subcurrents, including what Williams (1977) called “residual and
emergent strains.” Television’s central role in our society makes it the pri-
mary channel of the mainstream of our culture.

This mainstream can be thought of as a relative commonality of out-
looks and values that heavy exposure to the television world tends to culti-
vate. “Mainstreaming” means that heavy viewing may absorb or override
differences in perspectives and behavior that ordinarily stem from other
factors and influences. In other words, differences found in the responses
of different groups of viewers, differences that usually are associated with
the varied cultural, social, and political characteristics of these groups, are
diminished in the responses of heavy viewers in these same groups. For
example, regional differences, political ideology, and socioeconomic differ-
ences are much less influential on the attitudes and beliefs of heavy view-
ers (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1980; Morgan, 1986).

As a process, mainstreaming represents the theoretical elaboration and
empirical verification of television’s cultivation of common perspectives.
It represents a relative homogenization, an absorption of divergent views,
and an apparent convergence of disparate qutlooks on the overarching
patterns of the television world. Former and traditional distinctions
(which flourished, in part, through the relative diversity provided by

“print) become blurred as successive generations and groups are encultur-

ated into television’s version of the world. Through the process of main-
streaming, television may have become the| true “melting pot” of the
American people—and increasingly of other countries around the globe.

THE FINDINGS OF CULTIVATIbN ANALYSIS
|
Clear-cut divergences between symbolic r;eality and independently
observable (“objective”) reality provide convenient tests of the extent to
which television’s versions of “the facts” are incorporated or absorbed
into what heavy viewers take for granted about the world. For example,
we found in an early study that television drama tends to sharply under-
represent older people. Although those over 65 constitute a rapidly grow-
ing segment of the U.S. population, heavy viewers were more likely to
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feel that the elderly are a “vanishing breed”. —that “compared to 20 years
ago,” there are fewer of them, that they are in worse hea}th, a:_rld fchat they
don't live as long—all contrary to fact (Gerbner, Gross, Signorielli, & Mor-
an, 1980). . | N
i As amzther example, consider how likely peoplé on television are to
encounter violence compared to the rest of us. Three_d‘ecades of message
system analyses show that half or more of television characters are
involved each week in some kind of violent action. Although FBI statlgtlcs
have clear limitations, they indicate that in any one year.fewer than 1% of
people in the United States are victims of criminal violence. We have
found considerable support for the proposition that heavy exposure to the
world of television cultivates exaggerated perceptions of the number of-
people involved in violence in any given week (Gerbner. etal., 1979, 1?80,
Shanahan & Morgan, 1999), as well as numerous other inaccurate beliefs
ime and law enforcement. ‘
abc")[L'llfecf’facts” of the television world are evidently learned quite well,
whether or not viewers profess a belief in what they see on television or
claim to be able to distinguish between factual and fi.cnona'I presentations.
Indeed, most of what we know, or think we know, is a mlxt’t’xre o_f all the
stories and images we have absorbed. The labels o.f ”factual., fxvh1ch may
be highly selective, and “fictional,” which may be highly realistic, are1 n:lore
questions of style than function within a total framework of knowledge.
But in any case, the investigation is not ]imite'd to the les?ons of tele\fm%on
“facts” compared to real-world (or even imaigl.nary buf dl‘fferen’.c) stji;shcs.
The repetitive “lessons” we learn from television, ?Jegmnm.g with fancy,
are likely to become the basis for a broader v_\forldmew, maku?g telev1s1?ln a
significant source of general values, ideologies, and perspectives as we a(i
specific assumptions, beliefs, and images. Some of the most 1r-1'ceresh1;g an
important issues for cultivation analysis involve the symbolic tran? orma-
tion of message system data into hypof:heses about more general issues
and assumptions (see also Hawkins & Pingree, 1982, 1?90). W
One example of this is what we have called th.e mean Wc.)rhn syn-
drome. Our message data say little directly about either the se!ﬁs. eisjs 01;
altruism of people, and there are certainly no real-world statlshcs ei ou
the extent to which people can be trusted. Yet, we have founc_l the}t oarhg-
term exposure to television, in which frequen't violence is dv&rm )I
inescapable, tends to cultivate the image of a relahvel'y mean an ; iain%t:r
ous world. Responses of heavier compa.red‘ to ma.tchmg groups of lighter
viewers suggest the conception of reality in which greater protection is

needed, most people “cannot be trusted,” and most people are “just look- -

" ; Si ielli, 1990).
i wut for themselves” (Gerbner et al., 1980; Signorielli, : .
mg’[('l)le Mean World Index, composed of violence-related 1tfem:~3, also illus-
trates the mainstreaming implications of viewing (Signorielli, 1990). For
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example, combining data from the 1980, 1983, and 1986 General Social
Surveys, heavy and light viewers who had not been to college were
equally likely to score high on the Mean World Index: 53% of both the
heavy and light viewers agreed with two or three of the items. However,
among those who had some college education, television viewing made a
considerable difference: 28% of the light viewers compared to 43% of the
heavy viewers in this subgroup had a high score on the Mean World
Index. There is thus a 25-percentage point difference between the two
subgroups of light viewers but only a 10-point spread between the two
subgroups of heavy viewers. The heavy viewers of otherwise different
groups are both in the “television mainstream.”

Another example of extrapolated assumptions concerns the image of
wormnen. Our message system analyses in the 1970s and 1980s consistently
showed that men outnumbered women on television by a factor of three
to one; throughout the 1990s, despite all the changes taking place in the
role of women in the real world, the population of the television world
remained between 60 and 65% male (Signorielli & Kahlenberg, in press).
Yet, the dominant majority status of men on television does not mean that
heavy viewers ignore daily experience and underestimate the number of
women in society. Rather, underrepresentation in the world of television
means a relatively narrow (and thus more stereotyped) range of roles and
activities. Most groups of heavy viewers—with other characteristics held
constant—score higher on a “sexism scale” using data from the NORC
General Social Surveys (Signorielli, 1989).

Several other studies have examined assumptions relating to gender
roles in samples of children and adolescents. Morgan (1982) found that
television cultivated such notions as “women are happiest at home rais-
ing children” and “men are born with more ambition than women.” Roth-
schild (1984) found that third- and fifth-grade children who watched
more television were more likely to stereotype both gender-related activi-
ties (e.g., cooking, playing sports) and gender-related qualities (e.g.,
warmth, independence) along traditional gender-role lines. Although
viewing seems to cultivate adolescents’ and children’s attitudes about
gender-related chores, viewing was not related to actually doing these
chores (Morgan, 1987; Signorielli & Lears, 1992).

Other studies have dealt with assumptions about marriage and work.
Signorielli (1993) found that television cultivates realistic views about
marriage but contradictory views about work. Heavy viewing adoles-
cents were more likely to want high-status jobs that would give them a
chance to earn a lot of money but also wmtéd to have their jobs be rela-
tively easy with long vacations and time to'do other things. Signorielli
(1991) found that television viewing cultivates conceptions that reflect
the ambivalent presentation of marriage on television. Adolescents who
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watched more television were more likely to say they wanted to get mar-
ried, to stay married to the same person for life, and to have children.
Nevertheless, there was a positive relationship between amount of view-
ing and expressing the opinion that one sees so few good or happy mar-
riages that one could question marriage as a way of life.

Many of television’s families do not fit the “traditional nuclear” model,
and single-parent families are overrepresented. Morgan, Leggett and
Shanahan (1999) found that, beyond all controls, heavy viewers were
more likely than light viewers to accept single parenthood and out-of-
wedlock childbirth. Nevertheless, the single parent on TV bears little
resemblance to single-parent households in reality. On television, the sin-
gle parent typically is a well-off male with full-time, live-in, domestic
help. Heavy viewers may thus be more accepting of a highly fantasized

and luxurious notion of single-parenthood.
Other studies have locked at issues of the cultivation of attitudes

toward science or the environment. For instance, Shanahan, Morgan, and
Stenbjerre (1997) found that heavy viewers are less likely to be knowledge-
able about the environment, less likely to be active on environmental
issues, and more likely to be fearful about specific environmental problems
or issues. A cultivated fearful withdrawal from science issues was ad-
duced, echoing earlier work (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1981)
on the cultivation of images of science (also see Shanahan & McComas,
1999, for a more general treatment of TV and the environment).

Other extrapolations from content patterns have involved political
views. For example, we have argued that as television seeks large and het-
erogeneous audiences, its messages are designed to disturb as few as pos-
sible. Therefore they tend to “balance” opposing perspectives, and to
steer a “middle course” along the supposedly nonideological mainstream.
We have found that heavy viewers are substantially more likely to label
themselves as being “moderate” rather than either “liberal” or “conserva-
tive” (see Gerbner et al.,, 1982; Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Slgnone]h
1984).

We have observed this finding in over two decades of the General
Social Survey data. GSS data from 1994 through 1998 reveal this pattern
once again, as shown in Table 3.1. Heavy viewers in all subgroups tend to
see themselves as “moderate” and avoid saying they are either “liberal”
or “conservative.” Fig. 3.1 shows the patterns for Democrats, Indepen-
dents, and Republicans. The percentage choosing the “moderate” label is
again substantially higher among heavy viewers, regardless of party;

heavy viewing Democrats are less likely to say they are “liberal,” whereas

heavy viewing Republicans are less likely to call themselves “conserva-
tive.” The general pattern shown in these data has appeared every year

since 1975.

T

. TABLE 3.1
lf-Designation, in the 1994, 1996, and 1998 General Social Surveys (N's in parentheses)

Television Viewing and Political Se

Percent who call themselves;

Conservative

Moderate

Liberal

Gamma

TV Viewing:

_.081[')'*

33

36
40
33

39

-13»1-1-

Overall (5972)
Men (25594)

=10
-06*

34
32
28

'15**#
11*’!#

35 42
38 41

31
32

27 26 24 —05
31 28 28 -06 .
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Yet, looking at the actual positions taken on a number of political issues
shows that the mainstream does not mean the “middle of the road.” When
we analyzed responses to questions in the NORC General Social Surveys
about attitudes and opinions on such topics as racial segregation, homo-
sexuality, abortion, minority rights, and other issues that have traditionally
divided liberals and conservatives, we found such division mostly among
those who watch little television. Overali, self-styled moderates are much
closer to conservatives than they are to liberals. Among heavy viewers, lib-
erals and conservatives are closer to each other than among light viewers.
We have also noted (Gerbner et al., 1982, 1984) that although mainstream-
ing bends toward the right on political issues, it leans toward a populist
stance on economic issues (e.g., demanding more social services but lower
taxes), reflecting the influence of a marketing orientation and setting up
potential conflicts of demands and expectations.

Implications of cultivation for foreign policy were reflected in a study
of attitudes toward the war in the Persian Guif (Lewis, Jhally, & Morgan,
1991). Heavy television viewers were more familiar with the military ter-
minology used and more supportive of the war but less informed about
issues and the Middle East in general. Overall amount of viewing was far
more important than specific exposure to ne‘ivs.

Also, the 1990s saw a great deal of progress on research seeking to
uncover cognitive explanations for the mechanics of cultivation: how
does it “work”? A model first offered by awkins and Pingree (1982)
focused on how television contributes to conceptions of social reality
“within the heads” of individuals by breakin!g down the process into two
discrete steps, delineated as “learning” and |“construction.” Yet, no sup-
port for this model was generated. Similarly, studies that attempted to
shed light on black-box cognitive processes by highlighting the concept of
the “perceived reality” did not produce any firm conclusions (Slater &
Elliott, 1982; Potter, 1986).

Shapiro and Lang (1991) hypothesized tha‘t television can affect reality
perceptions because people simply forget th?wt what they see on TV is not
real. Mares (1996) tested this hypothesis and ound that those who tended

to confuse fiction programs for reality saw Te world as a meaner, more

violent place, and also gave “TV answers” to questions about social class
estimates. But Shrum (1997) argued that people do-not consider the source
of their information when making social reality judgments, and he offered

- adifferent explanation of Mares’ data.

Shrum’s basic idea is that, because TV images are “heuristically” avail-
able to heavy viewers, they tend to use them rhore readily in making men-
tal judgments, in a kind of cognitive shortcut. Most of Shrum’s studies
(see, e.g., Shrum 1995, 1999) find that heavy viewers give faster responses
to questions about dependent variables, in’ directions consistent with
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what cultivation predicts. A speedy response to a question_implies thaEt an
answer is more readily accessible, that the general issue is more salient,

that the respondent does not have to dig very deeply to come up withan

answer. Shrum’s cognitive account is highly supportive of cultivation. It
also suggests that television does not necessarily change attitudes, but that
it makes them stronger.

i

INTERNATIONAL CULTIVATION ANALYSIS

Cultivation analysis is ideally suited to multinational and cross-culfural
comparative study (Gerbner, 1977, 1989; Morgan, 1990): In fact, such a
study is the best test of systemwide similarities and dlffe.rences across
national boundaries and of the actual significance of national cultural
olicies. ‘
i Every country’s television system reflects the historical, political, social,
economic, and cultural contexts within which it has developed (Gerbner,
1958, 1969). Although U.S. films and television are a significant presence on
the screens of most countries, they combine with local and other produf:-
tions to compose synthetic “worlds” that are culture spgcifici Other media
systems and policies may or may not project images and port'rayals that are
as stable, coherent, and homogeneous as those of U.S. media (as we note
later, we found this, surprisingly, to be the case in the former Soviet Umqn).
Therefore, they may or may not lend themselves to the type of cultivation
and mainstreaming we find in the United States (see Qerbner, 1990; Mor-
gan, 1990; Morgan & Shanahan, 1995; Tamborini & Choi, 1990). :

Pingree and Hawkins (1981) found that exposure to U.S.:programs
{especially crime and adventure) was signiﬁcmﬂy rela.ted f(? Agstrahan
students’ scores on “Mean World” and “Violence in Society ]I‘ld]:CE!S con-
cerning Australia, but not the United States. Viewing Australian pro-
grams was unrelated to these conceptions, but those who watched more
U.S. programs were more likely to see Australia as dangerous an_d mean.
Weimann's (1984) study of high school and co]lege students in Israel
found that heavy viewers had an idealized, “rosier” image of the standard
of living in the United States. o

In England, Wober (1978) found little support for cultivation in terms
of images of violence. (See also Wober, 1984, 199(0; Wober & Gunter, 1988.)
But there was little violence in British programs, and U.S. programs only
made up about 15% of British screen time (see also Sh.:mahan & Mox:'g.an,
1999). Piepe, Charlton, and Morey (1990) found ev1de.:nce of political
“homogenization” (mainstreaming) in Britain tha’_c wasllnghly‘congruept
with U.S. findings (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1982), as did
Morgan and Shanahan (1995) in Argentina.

e et b b
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In the Netherlands, Bouwman (1984) found weak associations between
the amount of viewing and perceptions of violence, victimization, and
mistrust. But the findings reveal the importance of cultural context in
comparative cultivation research. Content analyses showed a good deal
of similarity between U.S. and Dutch television (Bouwman & Signorielli,
1985; Bouwman & Stappers, 1984), and much programming was
imported from the United States. Yet, it was found that both light and
heavy viewers see about equal amounts of fictional entertainment, but
heavy viewers see more “informational” programs, a situation quite dif-
ferent from that in the United States (see also Bouwman, 1987; Stappers,
1984).

Cultivation analyses about conceptions of violence, sex roles, political
orientations, “traditional” values, social stereotypes, and other topics
have been conducted in numerous other countries, including Sweden
(Hedinsson & Windahl, 1984; Reimer & Rosengren, 1990), Argentina
{Morgan & Shanahan, 1995), the Philippines (Tan, Tan, & Tan, 1987), Tai-
wan and Mexico (Tan, Li, & Simpson, 1986), Japan (Saito, 1991), and Thai-
land (Tan & Suarchavarat, 1988). These studies show the complex ways in
which the viewing of local or imported programming can interact with
distinct cultural contexts. For example, in Korea, Kang and Morgan (1988)
found that exposure to U.S. television was associated with more “liberal”
perspectives about gender roles and family values among females. At the
same time, more viewing of U.S, television among Korean male students
correlated with greater hostility toward the US. and protectiveness
toward Korean culture, suggesting a “backlash” of nationalism among the
more politicized college students. ,

Most of these studies examined single countries. Nevertheless, other
studies have explored the comparative aspects of cultivation analysis.
Morgan and Shanahan (1992) analyzed adolescents in Taiwan and
Argentina. In Argentina, where television isJ,| supported by commercials
and features many U.S. programs, heavy vj]'ewing cultivates traditional
gender roles and authoritarianism. In Taiwan, where media are more state
controlled, with fewer 1.5, imports, and where overall viewing is much
lighter, cultivation was much less apparent) Also, Morgan (1990) com-
pared the cultivation of sex-role stereotypes i five different countries.

Astudy of U.S. and (what was then) Soviet television conducted in 1989
and 1990 found that television played a differc;:nt role in the two countries.
In the United States, but not in the former Soviet Union, television was
associated with heightened anxieties about neighborhood safety, perhaps
as a result of the much lower frequency of violence on Soviet television, In
both countries, but especially in the former Soviet Union, the more people
watched television the more likely they were 1{0 say that housework is pri-
marily the responsibility of the woman. General satisfaction with life was
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consistently lower among heavy than among ligh.t televis1on.v1ewers in

the United States, but not in the former Soviet Union (where it was rela-
i low for everyone). ‘

hvilzcking regulz prgme—time dramatic series and relym‘g. more on

movies, theater, documentaries, and the classics, Soviet tel:?v‘lsmn did, in
fact, present more diversified dramatic fare than U.S. teIev151_on. PerhE}ps
due to this, television viewing seemed to have far greater mainstreaming

consequences in the United States than was the case in the Soviet Union. ,

The availability of different cultural and language programming in ’Fhe
different former Soviet republics may also have contributed to the relative
diversity of their television—and to the centrifugal forces that eventually
tore the Soviet Union apart. .

In sum, in countries in which television’s portrayals are less repetitive
and homogeneous than in the United States, the ersults of cultivation
analysis also tend to be less predictable and consistent. The extent to
which cultivation will occur in a given country will also dePend on vari-
ous structural factors, such as the number of chame1§ available, ov?rall
amount of broadcasting time, and amount of time aufhenc.es s:pend view-
ing. But it will especially depend on the amount of diversity in the avail-
able content, which is not necessarily related to the number of channels. A
few channels with a diverse and balanced program structure can foster
(and, in fact, compel) more diversified viev.ving than many &mels 1com—
peting for the same audience by using similar app(’aals and lendn}g them-
selves to viewer selection of the same “preferences” most c')f the time.

Different media systems differ along all these dimensions, apd com-

plex interactions among these elements may account for substantial cross-
cultural variations in cultivation. Imported U.S. programs can augment,
diminish, or be irrelevant to these dynamics. The key questions are:
(a) How important is television in the culture? and (b} How consistent
and coherent is the total system of its messages? The more important, con-
sistent, and coherent the more cultivation can be expected. The privatiza-
tion of former public service broadcast systems_arqunt:l. the world arlid 'the
march toward globalization in programming,. dls_tnbutlon, ‘::md mar c?;cimgl
together make the need for international cultivation analysis more critica

than ever.

CULTIVATION IN THE 21ST CENTURY

The theory of cultivation was developed when “television” in the United
States was synonymous with three national broa}dcast ne.tworks, Plﬁ? a
small handful of independent and public/ educatlfma'l stations. The th ie
major networks attracted well over 90% of the viewing audience, night
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after night. Fledgling cable systems simply extended the reach of the net-
works, providing little if any competitive programming.

Those days of network dominance are long gone. Technological
developments such as cable and satellite networks, VCRs, and the Inter-
net have brought a significant erosion in audienge share (and revenue)
for the old “Big Three” broadcasting networks and have altered the mar-
keting and distribution of movies. Yet, there is little evidence that prolif-
eration of channels has led to any substantially greater diversity of
content. Indeed, the mere availability of more channels does not funda-
mentally change the socioeconomic dynamics that drive the production
and distribution of programs. On the contrary, that dynamic is intensi-
fied by increased concentration of ownership and control and by the dis-
solution of the traditional barriers between and among networks, sta-
tion owners, production studios, syndicators, MSQOs, cable networks,
and advertisers,

Viewers may feel a new sense of power and control derived from the
ability to freeze a frame, review a scene, and zip through commercials (or
zap them entirely), or interact with them| The easy availability of prere-
corded cassettes and increasing choices dffered via pay-per-view (PPV)
may also give viewers an unprecedented i:ange of potential choices. Digi-
tal videodiscs (DVD) may offer superior visual resolution and multichan-
nel sound. But again, there is no evidencie that any of this has changed
viewing habits—or that the content that regular and heavy television
viewers consume most presents worldviews, values, and stereotypes fun-
damentally different from most network-type programs (Morgan, Shana-

han, & Harris, 1990). Digital signal compfession will soon flood viewers
with even more channels, but with what programming? In fact, as chan-
nels proliferate, sources of original dramatic programming and perspec-
tives decline. One reflection of the monopoly of market orientation is the
absence of poor (i.e,, low-income} characters and of diverse ideological
(Le., political, religious) orientations.

In particular, computers and the Internet seem to threaten the stability
of the traditional media landscape. But jat the end of 2000, Nielsen/
Netratings reports that average Web usage amounts to just about 3 hours
per week, a fraction of the time most people spend watching television
(Nielsen, 2000). AOL Web sites reach nearly half of all Internet users, who
visit for an average of 13 minutes per session. Figuring prominently
among top sites are those with strong connections to dominant television
networks and services, including Disney (owner of ABC) and Time

Warner (owner of Turner’s media empire, and merging with AOL).
Clearly, the rise of the Web—though of gregt significance—represents not
only a relatively small amount of audiencé time but also an ever-greater
role for dominant media corporations. '
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A May 1999 Nielsen report noted that although people in Internet.
homes watch less television, “analyses of the same homes before ﬂ?ey.l.lad
Internet access revealed that they were lighter TV viewers to beglrn Wflth.
There is currently almost no indication that Internet access cannibalizes
television usage; instead, it offers a targeted vehicle to suppl.ement adver-
tising reach among these lighter television viewers” (Nielsen, 1999).
Moreover, a great deal of Web usage takes place at work—near'ly 23 hours
a month at the end of 2000—extending the reach of advertisers to the
workplace as well (Nielsen, 2000). This shows quite clearIy. that alt}}oug.h
the Internet may provide access to alternative channels c?f mformat.lon, it
can also deepen and sharpen the reach of dominant media corporations.

Still, only a tiny minority uses the Internet fo:; viewing video or l%sten-
ing to audio programs as an alternative to dominant message providers.
Even when the Internet provides new delivery systems that threaten
dominant interests, as in the case of Napster, it is quickly swallowed up
within the existing institutional structure. Despite Widespreal'd hop.es (and
fears) that the Internet will make possible a new information highway
that may replace standard mass media, there are no popula'r Internet or
Web-based programs that yet threaten the networ.k—cable a]‘harlce; on 1‘:he
contrary, networks and cable channels are working feverishly to drive
their viewers to their Web sites, to allow them to obtain more pers.o.nal
information from viewers, and to create another platform for advertlsn*'tg
exposures. At most, the most popular online services such as AOL gain
audience share at any given time comparable to that of CNN or MTV,
which is a rather small and specialized audience. Also, the dot-com fren‘zy
of 1999 gave way to a much more sober atmosphere for We?n enterfain-
ment, with many start-ups closing, having failed to make a single penny
of profit. Moreover, a November 2000 study by Burke, Inc., f(.Jund tha_lt
viewers with home Internet access spend 4 hours a week watching televi-
sion while online (“Individuals with Internet Access,” ZOOQ). The reporj
noted that although “some have suggested that the Inte{'net is 1<1}11.ntc?r TV,‘
the results “show that Internet use not only coexists with TV viewing, it
can encourage and enhance the viewing experience.” 'I'huﬁ, Eultwaﬁop
theorists continue to proceed under the assumption that TV is “the domi-
nant feature of Americans’ free time” (Robinson & Godbey, 1997). -

Channels will continue to proliferate, by cable, satellite, and nglt.al
transmission. New developments such as digital video rt'ecorders Wl_u
become more common, allowing viewers to more easily indulge jchen‘
own personal programming tastes {(and, mayl?e, to ignore c.ommz.eraal.s).
Digital technologies for storing and manipulating personal video ]tlbranes
will continue to emerge, as will options for direct, on-demanf:l delivery of
special programs through more versatile set-top boxes (which may also
include DVRs and high-speed Internet connections). The broadcast net-
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work audience share will continue to shrivel (despite the occasional
blockbuster series) and be divided among an ever-increasing number
of competing channels. Developments such as interactive TV that will
allow advertisers to reach finely targeted groups—and even individual
viewers—will be vigorously pursued.

Yet, all this is being accompanied by massive and unprecedented con-
centrations of ownership of media industries and program sources.
Whether the most successful entertainment is delivered through televi-
sion networks or in the form of video-on-demand through fiber-optic
cable, satellites, or some other medium may make little difference if the
messages don’t change. Given that, there is little evidence to date that the
dominant patterns of image cultivation will show any corresponding
fragmentation. For most viewers, extended delivery systems signal even
deeper penetration and integration of the dominant patterns of images
and messages into everyday life. Nevertheless, the empirical investiga-
tion of these developments, and their implications for cultivation analysis

in general and for mainstreaming in particular, represents a major chal-
lenge for the new century.
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