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SUMMARY OF BINDINGS 

I T I N G S C O N T E N T / S T U D Y 

Note: This is one ofthe most extensivetelevlsion content studies ever conducted. The 
study does not merely count incidences of violent or sexual content, but looks at the level 
and intensity of that content, at the context in which it is presented, and also includes a 
special analysis of programs containing the specific kinds of depictions that previous 
research has shown pose the highest-risk to young viewers. 

Content of television shows: overall findings. 

28% of all ratable shows contained sexual behavior 
57% of all ratable shows contained talk about sex 
X% of all ratable shows contained violence 
53% of all ratable shows contained coarse language 

n. Overall, only 20% of rated shows included any content descriptor. 

12% of rated shows received a D rating; 10% a V; 5% an L, and 3% an S. 

m. A large percentage of shows without content descriptors contained 
questionable content. Ofthe 80% of shows without content descriptors, X% 
had content justifying a rating. 

Violence: 42% of all shows without a V rating contained violence 
(average of five scenes per show, fairly intense) 

46% of network prime time shows without a V rating contained 
violence 

In network prime time shows, 79% of shows rated TV-14 without 
a V rating contained violence, most of it the same amount and 
level of violence as those TV-14 shows that did receive a V. 

Talk about sex: 54% of shows without a D rating contained sexual dialogue 
(average of nearly four (3.9) scenes per show) 

62% of network prime time shows without a D rating contained 
sexual dialogue 

Almost half (48%) of all TV-PG shows without a V contained 
violence, and 57% of shows rated TV-14 without a V 
contained violence. 
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Sexual behavior: 

Coarse language: 

26% of all shows without an S rating contained sexual behavior 
(average of two scenes per show; most not explicit, some 
egregious - ie, TV-G shows, without an S, with clearly 
implied sexual intercourse) 

26% of network prime time shows without an S rating contained 
sexual behavior 

In general, it appears that implied intercourse is not seen by the 
networks as warranting an S rating. 

51% of shows without an L rating contained adult language 
(average of nearly five scenes per show) 

68% of network prime time shows without an L rating contained 
adult language 

IV. Most shows with questionable content do not receive the appropriate content 
descriptor. (Another way we may choose to look at the information in #111.) 

A majority (80%) of all shows with violence did not receive a V rating. 
% of all shows with sexual behavior did not receive an S rating. 
% of all shows with sexual dialogue did not receive a D rating. 
% of all shows with coarse language did not receive an L rating. 
Vo of all children's shows with violence did not receive an FV rating. 

V. Some shows are being inappropriately rated TV-G. 

28% of shows rated TV-G had sexual dialogue 
20% had coarse language (most mild, some shit, bitch, whore) 
X% had violence; more than 25% in network prime time had violence, with an 

average of 2-3 scenes per show 

VI. Children's programs. 

The way the FV rating is applied now, it does not reliably tell parents whether there is 
violence in a children's program or not, although it does indicate that there is more 
violence than in other children's shows. In other words, there is no effective way for 
parents to block out all children's shows containing violence. 

60% of all children's shows contain some violence, averaging 5.6 scenes per show, 
mostly of low intensity, yet only 11% of children's shows are rated FV. 

55% of shows rated TV-Y contain violence (average of 5.7 scenes per show), and 79% of 
shows rated TV-Y7 contain violence. 
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Half (52%) of all shows rated TV-Y without a V rating contain violence (2.9 scenes per 
show). 

Vn. High risk violence. 

The study assessed those shows that contain the kinds of depictions of violence known by 
researchers to pose the greatest risk to young viewers. 

Overall, 10% of all shows contained high-risk violence, half in general audience shows 
and half in shows designed specifically for children. 

Ofthe general audience shows, 40% ofthe shows with high-risk violence were rated TV-
PG, and two-thirds of those (65%) did not receive a V rating. 

Ofthe children's shows, two-thirds were rated TV-Y, and X% did not receive a V rating. 

Vm. Eligible shows that received no rating. 

A small percent of shows (7% in 1997 and 4% in 1998) that ought to haye been rated did 
not receive a rating. Of these: 

• 30% contained violence (need to check intensity level) 
• 13% contdned sexual behavior (mostly mild) 
• 50% contained talk about sex 
• X% contained coarse language 

Other general findings: 

In general, the age-based ratings are applied in a way that makes sense in terms of 
denoting a meaningful difference in the amount and level of relevant content (ie, shows 
rated TV-PG have more scenes with more intense violence than shows rated TV-G; 
shows rated TV-14 have more scenes with more intense levels of sexual content; and so 
on. 

Most rated shows are rated either TV-G or TV-PG. Only 10% were rated TV-14, and 
almost no shows were rated TV-MA. 

HBO needs to shift to v-chip readable ratings, and NBC and BET need to begin using 
content ratings, or else parents are going to have a very difficult time weeding out 
inappropriate content. 
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Draft Date: 7/30/98 

September, 1998 

One Year Out: A Status Report on the\relevision Ratinĝ System 

A Kaiser Family Foundation Study 

Executive Summary 

Content Study by Dale Kunkel, Ph.D., 
University of Califomia, Santa Barbara 

Logo 
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Background The TV Ratings System 

In October 1997, the television industry began implementing a riew system for rating all 
programs shown on broadcast and cable TV other than news and sports. The ratmgs 
system, agreed to after extensive negotiations with parent s organizations and 
pdlc^akers, was designed to help parents monitor and guide their children s television 
viewing. 

Networks and program providers rate their own programs. All eligible shows are given 
one o?si^ "age-based" ratings, such as 1̂ -̂14 (may be unsuitable for children under 14). 
In addition, after extensive negotiations with parent's and children's organizations, the 
industry also agreed to add "content descriptors" to the age-based ratmgs as appropnate 
etting parents know when programs contain particular types of content such as violence, 
seror adult language. Two networks, NBC and BET, have declined to add the content 
descriptors to their ratings. 

The ratings are designed to work in conjunction with the V-chip device, which will be 
available in half of all new TV sets starting in January, 1999, and in all new sets a year 
later. Using the V-chip, parents should be able to block programs with certain ratmgs 
fi-om their home. Until then, the ratings are displayed on-screen for fifteen seconds at the 
start of each program, and are printed in some TV listings. 

Sidebar: The TV Ratings 

General audience: 
ft 

TV-G: definitions here 
TV-PG 
TV-14 
TV-MA 

V 
S 
L 
D 

Children's programs: 

TV-Y: definitions here 
TV-Y7 
FV 
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nvprview: A Content Analvsi'̂  "f the TV Ratings System 

The purpose of this study is to explore how effectively the new system ĥ s beenjpHed 
during its first year in operation. In particular, the study examines whether the rating 
S e ^ t o shows accurately reflects their contem, and how consistently the ratmgs are 
being applied across different genres and networks. 

The Kaiser Family Foundation takes no position on the television ratings system. Our 
goal is to provide objective data to parents, policymakers and decision-makers in the 
television industry. 

In conducting the study, a randomly-selected composite week oft̂ '̂ '̂̂ '̂ ^e w'^k'''^ 
on ten channels was subjected to rigorous content analysis. In addition, a three week 
over-sample of broadcast network prime-time programming was analyzed, to provide a 
closer look at the most highly viewed television shows. 

This study is one ofthe largest analyses of television contem ever conducted̂  It is 
designed to meet the most rigorous academic standards for scientific research. Unlike 
some studies of television content, this analysis does not simply count the number of 
violent or sexual acts in a show, but rather takes full account ofboth the varying degress 
of intensity ofthe depictions, and the context in which they are shown. 

For example, in measuring the amount and nature of violent content in television shows, 
the study not only counted the percent of programs that contain violence, but a so 
calculated the average number of violent scenes in each of these shows, as well as the 
level and intensity ofthe violence. The "level" of violence was calculated based on the 
type of violent action depicted and the number of violent acts in each scene; the 
"intensity" ofthe violence was calculated based on the seriousness of harm to the victim, 
the graphicness ofthe action depicted, and the degree of blood and gore shown. 

Similar measures were used to evaluate the levels and explicitness of sexual behavior, 
sexual dialogue and aduh language in all shows analyzed for this study. 
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I. Overview nf the television landscape. 

A. Most shows that are supposed to be rated are rated. 

In general the networks have done an impressive job in assigning a rating to all 
p ro^^s that were meant to receive one. Only 4% of shows that ought to have been 
rated failed to receive any rating in 1998. 

B Many television shows contain a significant amount of sex, violence, and adult 
language. Of all programs eligible for the ratmgs system: 

iwfnr. tH.n .ix out of t>.n .hnv.. (67%) contain sexual dialpgug. These shows have an 
average of four scenes a piece featuring talk about sex, and on average the 
discussions about sex had a "substantial" emphasis within those scenes. 

vfnr. th.n half Of all .hnw. rs3%>> contain adult language. These ̂ h^ws have an 
average of five scenes a piece containing adult language, most of which are hmited to 
one or two "non-profane" adult words per scene. 

Mp.rlv half of all show. (48%^ contain violent content. These shows have an average 
of more than five (5.7) scenes a piece with violence; the level and intensity ofthe 
violence was, on average, moderate. 

Mnre than one out pf f^^-r .hnws (28%^ rontain sexual behavior These shows have 
an average of about two (2.2) scenes a piece featuring sexual behavior, the average 
level of behavior was moderate (passionate kissing and intimate touching), with a low 
level of explicitness. 

C. TV-PG and TV-G are the most frequently used ratings. 

Of all general audience (ie, non-children's) shows that were eligible to receive a 
rating, X% were rated TV-PG, Y% received a TV-G and Z ̂ ^^<;^'^^^%TV-^^ 
ratin^TV-MA was applied to only I/IO'" of 1% of shows. (PIE CHART] 

In a closer look at prime-time programming on the four commercial broadcast 
networks, the study found that 56% of rated shows received a TV-PG 25 /o 
received a TV-14, 18% a TV-G, and none received a rating of TV-MA. 

D. Content descriptors are used far less frequently than age-based ratings. 

n».r.ii t.n\y 73% of general .̂..dience shows Hipihie to receive a rating included any 
rontent descriptors. Excluding NBC, which has specifically declined to use the 
content descriptors, 25% of all eligible shows included any content descnptor. 
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ThP. most freau.'ntly n.ed content H.c.riptnr was the ratinp D which was applied to 
17% of eligiblp ̂ hnws. followed hy V nQ%y I . f.S%) and S (3%).. 

Fligihle show^ hrniirica^ on the ̂ nr major networks during prime-time received a 
rontent descriptor 36% ofthe time but there w^ significant variation in the u?e ot 
..»..n^H.^riptor.hv network. No shows on NBC r^eived content descriptors, 38/0 
of rated shows on ABC included at least one content descnptor; 49/o on CBS, and 
67% on FOX. 

In this sample of prime-time programming, V was the most commonly used content 
descriptor, applied to 18% of rated shows; L was apphed to 16%, D to 13% and S to 
4% of rated programs. 

IT. Kev Findings - AccnracY "f t̂ ê Ratings 

A. In general, the age-based ratings of general audience program are applied in a 
way that accurately reflects the content of those shows. 

The amount, level and imensity ofthe content in programs rated TV-G, TV-PG and 
TV-14 fell largely within the bounds ofthe definitions of those ratings. 

For example the TV-G rating is defined as indicating a program with "little or no" 
violence, sexual situations, or sexual dialogue, and "no" strong languagê  In this 
studv the 20% of TV-G shows that contained violence had an average of two violem 
scenes per show, with a low level and intensity of violence. The 9% of T V-G shows 
that contained sexual situations had an average of 1.4 sexual scenes per show, mostly 
consisting of physical flirting, with some intimate touch or passionate kissing^ The 
28% of TV-G shows that contained sexual dialogue had an average of about 2(2.1) 
scenes per show featuring talk about sex, with a moderate level of emphasis in the 

scenes. 

However one out of every five shows (20%) rated TV-G did contain adult language, 
with these shows averaging a little more than two scenes (2.1) with adult language 
per show Most ofthe strong language used consisted ofwords such as damn and 
"hell" although instances of stronger words such as "bitch," "shit" and "whore were 
found in shows rated TV-G, which is meant to indicate shows with "no' strong 
language. 

While the TV-PG and TV-14 ratings were generally applied in a manner consistent 
with the definitions of those ratings, parents should be aware that there is a sigmficant 
amount of sex, violence and adult language in shows that receive these ratings. 

For example, the definition ofthe TV-PG rating states that shows receiving that ^ 
designation may contain "some suggestive dialogue," "infrequem coarse language. 
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"moderate" Violence, or "some sexual situations." In this ^̂ udy. 68% of shows rated 
TV-PG contain sexual dialogue (averaging nearly four scenes with talk about sex per 
show), 66% contain adult language (averaging three and a ha^ scenes wi h aduU 
language per show), 55% contain violence (averaging more than five violent scenes 
e a c ^ d 28% contain sexual behavior (averaging '-̂ <>^^ [̂''̂ '"''/''̂ ^^^^ 
However, the average level and intensity ofthe content did not exceed the moderate 

level. 

B. Most shows with sex, violence or adult language are not being rated with the 
appropriate content descriptors. 

In general, it appears that a significant amount of violent, sexual or adult-language 
content is being aired in general audience shows unaccompanied by the relevant 
content descriptor. Parents who wish to use the ratings to prevent their children from 
Xwing content of this nature need to be aware that under the current ratmgs sys em, 
as implemented, there is still a significant amount of moderately intense sex, violence 
and adult language in shows without content ratings. 

Fight ont often ĥnws containing vinlence did not receive a V rating. Shows 
that contained violence but did not receive a V rating contained an average of five 
violent scenes per show. The level and intensity ofthe violence in these scenes 
was, on average, "moderate." 

The amount, level and intensity of violence in shows that did not receive a V 
rating was generally substantially lower than in those shows that did receive a V. 
However, in the sample of prime-time programming from the four commercial 
broadcast networks, 79% of those shows rated TV-14 but without a V contained 
violence, averaging more than 6 (6.4) violent scenes per show, most of it ofthe 
same level and intensity of violence as in those TV-14 shows that did receive a V 
rating. [Examples] 

xo/n of all show« with sexual bi-havior did not receive an S rating. Shows that 
contained sexual behavior but did not receive an S rating had an average of two 
(2 1) sexual scenes per show, consisting on average of acts such as intimate 
touching or passionate kissing, although several contained scenes in which sexual 
intercourse was strongly implied. [Examples] 

yo/n of all shoŵ  with sexual dialnyne did not receive a D rating, Shows that 
contained sexual dialogue but did not receive a D rating contained an average ot 
nearly four (3 .9) scenes of such dialogue per show, most of which had at least a 
"substantial" emphasis on the sexual talk. [Examples] 

Yo/n of all shows with «dult iangn̂ p" A\A not receive an L rating. Shows that 
contained adult language but did not receive an L rating had an average of 4.8 
scenes per show with adult language. [Need to discuss the words here] 
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There are a number of reasons why most ofthe violent, sexual, or adult-language 
content in today's television programming is being broadest ^ ^ o ^ ^ ' ^ f . . 
descriptors. Two networks. NBC and BET, have declined to use content descnptors 
on any of their programming (no BET programs were included m the sample 
analyzed for this study). Any sex, violence, or adult language on those networks, 
however intense, does not receive a content descriptor. Another reason is that, as 
allowed under the current ratings system, HBO uses MP AA ratings for movies 
shown on their network, rather than the kind of content ratings that would be 
consistent with the V-chip. 

In addition, as the ratings system is currently designed, content ratings are not applied 
to any shows that are rated either TV-G or TV-Y. Many of these shows contain 
violent sexual, or language-related content, although mostly of a mild nature. 
Finally, shows that are rated TV-14, for example, due to intense sexual situations, 
may also contain a significant amount of "moderate" violence, but would not be rated 
V unless they contained the "intense" violence mentioned in the definition ofthe 1V-
14 rating. 

Whatever the reasons, the bottom line for parents who warn to use the ratings and the 
V-chip to guide their children's viewing is that they cannot rely on the content 
descriptors, as currently employed, to block shows containing adult language, 
violence, or sexual content. 

C. Children's programs contain a significant amount of violence, most of which is 
not indicated by an FV rating. 

The way the FV rating is applied now. it does not reliably tell parents whether there is 
violence in a children's program or not. It does, however, indicate that there is more 
violence than in children's shows without an FV. In other words, there is no effective 
way for parents to block out all children's shows containing violence. 

Siv ont of every ten shows designed for children contain violence averaging more 
th.n 5 .cenes of violence oer show. Yet only 11% of children's shows are rated 
FV. 

TUor. th.n eipht out often of children's shows containing violence do not 

receive an FV rating. 

One ofthe reasons that many children's shows that contain violence are not 
designated with an FV is that much of this violence occurs in shows that are rated 
TV-Y; as the ratings system is currently designed, there is no requirement to use 
content descriptors in conjunction with TV-Y shows. 

More than half (55%) of all children's shows rated TV-Y contain violence, and 
these shows have an average of more than 5 (5.7) violent scenes per show. The 
level and intensity ofthe violence in TV-Y programs was low. 
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Nearly eight out often (79%) children's shows rated TV.Y7 <>o"tain vi^^^^^^^ 
with an average of 5 (5.2) violent scenes per show. The violence in TV-Y7 shows 
was of a "moderate" level and intensity. 

Half (52%) of all shows rated TV-Y without an FV rating contain 
violence, averaging nearly three scenes of violence per show. 

III . Kev Findings - Effectiveness 

Researchers studying the impact of television on young people have identified cert̂ ^̂ ^̂^ 
kinds of depictions that pose the greatest risk of harm to children. For example while 
some types of television violence may be presented in the context of an anti-yiolence 
theme knd may in fact be educational for some young people, other types of television 
violence have been shown to be problematic for young viewers, such as depictions in 
which which the victims of serious harm experience little or no ^^^^^q^^^^^^^'7°f^ , 
that include scenes featuring especially graphic images and significant amounts of blood 

and gore. 

In an effort to folly take into account the context of sexual, violent and language-related 
content, and to differentiate between those depictions which pose the greatest nsk for 
young viewers and those that do not, the study identified a special category of high nsk 
programs The ratings assigned to these shows were then examined, to determine 
whelher the ratings system is flagging these "high risk" shows appropriately. 

A. Depictions of violence which pose the greatest risk to young viewers are not 
being rated appropriately. 

Of .11 .hows eligible for the ratings system 10% contained high-r̂ sk vjojence. Half 
of these were shows created for a general audience, and half were shows created for 
children. 

Ofthe general audience chow, that were indped to contain hiph-risk violence, the 
largest portion, 40%, were rated TV-PG. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of all general 
audience shows containing high-risk violence did not receive a V rating. 

nf the rhildren's shows rnntaininp high risk violence, two-thirds were rated TV-
V More than seven ont often (72%^ r.hilHren's shows contaming high-nsk 
violence did npt receive an FV rating. 

[Give examples; explain why cartoon violence matters for the youngest children ] 

B, High risk sexual content. 
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C. High risk language-related content. 



0 7 / 3 0 / 9 8 l b : 0 4 'ar415 854 480U A A l S t K PAin ruuiNU i ^ i j u i i / v j j 

BACK COVER; 

Methodology; 
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national health c Je philanthropy and not associated with Kaiser ^^^-^-^ZTJl^T 
Industries This study was conducted as part ofthe Foundation's Program on the 
EnterSnment Media & Public Health, which was established to examine the impact of 
el^^n^nt media in society, and to work with the entertainment mdustry, researchers 
and policymakers on important public health issues. 
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Overview: A Content Analvsis of the TV Ratings System 

The purpose of this study is to explore how effectively the new system has been applied 
during its first year in operation. In particular, the study examines whether the rating 
assigned to shows accurately reflects their content, and how consistently the ratings are 
being applied across different genres and networks. 

The Kaiser Family Foundation takes no position on the television ratings system. Our 
goal is to provide objective data to parents, policymakers and to decision-makers in the 
television industry. 

In conducting the study, a randomly-selected composite week of television programming 
on ten channels was subjected to rigorous content analysis. In addition, a three week 
over-sample of broadcast network prime-time programming was analyzed, to provide a 
closer look at the most highly viewed television shows. 

This study is one ofthe largest analyses of television content ever conducted. It is 
designed to meet the most rigorous academic standards for scientific research. Unlike 
some studies of television content, this analysis does not simply "count" the number of 
violent or sexual acts in a show, but rather takes foil account ofboth the varying degress 
of intensity ofthe depictions, and the context in which they are shown. 
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Highlights: Key Findings 

Most shows that are supposed to be rated are rated. 

In general, the networks have done an impressive job in assigning a rating to all 
programs that were meant to receive one. Only 4% of shows that ought to have 
been rated failed to receive any rating. 

Many television shows contain a significant amount of sex, violence, and adult 
language. 

Of all programs eligible for the ratings system, 57% contained sexual dialogue, 
56% contained violent content, 53% contained coarse language, and 28% 
contained sexual behavior. 

Intensity? 

TV-PG and TV-G are the most frequently used ratings. 

Of all non-children's shows that received a rating, X% were rated TV-PG, Y% 
received a TV-G, and Z% received a TV-14. The rating TV-MA was applied to 
only 1/10* of 1% of shows. 

In a closer look at prime-time programming on the four commercial broadcast 
networks, the study found that X% of rated shows received a TV-PG, Y% 
received a TV-14, Z% a TV-G, and none received a rating of TV-MA. 

Overall, only 23% of rated shows included any content descriptors. The most 
frequently used content descriptor was the rating D, which was applied to 12% of 
rated shows, followed by V (10%), L (5%) and S (3%). Excluding NBC, which 
has specifically declined to use the content descriptors, X% of all rated shows 
included any content descriptor. 

Rated shows broadcast on the four major networks during prime time received a 
content descriptor 36% of the time, but there was significant variation in the use 
of content descriptors by network. No shows on NBC received content 
descriptors; 38% of rated shows on ABC included at least one content descriptor; 
49% on CBS, and 67% on FOX. In this sample of prime-time programming, V 
was the most commonly used content descriptor, applied to 18% of rated shows; 
L was applied to 16%, D to 13% and S to 4% of rated programs • 
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In general, the age-based ratings are applied to non-children's programs in a way 
that accurately reflects the content of those shows, and diflerentiates appropriately 
between difierent levels and intensities of relevant content. 

Most ratings are applied to programs in a way that accurately reflects the amount 
and intensity of relevant content, as described in the definitions of those ratings. 
However, the TV-G rating does contain a significant number of shows with a fair 
amount of sex, violence or aduh language, ahhough most such content is mild in 
nature. 

TV-G is defined as indicating a program with "little or no" violence, sexual 
situation, or sexual dialogue, and "no" strong language. The study found that 
20% of shows rated TV-G contained some violence, 9% contained sexual 
situations, 28% contained sexual dialogue, and 20% contained strong language. 
The intensity and explicitness of the violent and sexual content was low, with a 
moderate level of sexual dialogue. Most of the strong language used consisted of 
words such as "damn" and "hell," although instances of stronger words such as 
"bitch," "shit" and "whore" were found in shows rated TV-G, which is meant to 
indicate shows with "no" strong language. 

The content in programs rated TV-PG and TV-14 fell largely within the bounds of 
the definitions of those ratings. Parents should be aware, however, that there is a 
significant amount of sex, violence and adult language in shows that receive those 
ratings. For example, 68% of shows rated TV-PG contain sexual dialgue, 66% 
contain coarse language, 55% contain violence, and 28% contain sexual behavior. 
The levels and intensity of this content do fall within apropriate levels for the TV-
PG rating. 

Most shows with sex, violence or adult language are not being rated with the 
appropriate content descriptors. 

In general, it appears that the networks are significantly under-using the content 
descriptors they had pledged to apply to shows containing sex, violence or adult 
language. 

Eight out of ten shows containing violence did not receive a V rating. 
of all shows with sexual behavior did not receive an S rating 

Vo of all shows with sexual dialogue did not receive a D rating. 
% of all shows with coarse language did not receive an L rating. 
% of all children's shows with violence did not receive an FV rating. 

By and large, the sexual, violent, or language-related content of those shows that 
did not receive the relevant content descriptor was less extensive and intense than 
in those shows that did receive a content rating. However, there was still a 



significant amount of moderately intense sex, violence and adult language in 
shows without content ratings. 

For example, shows that contained violence but did not receive a V rating 
ontained an average of five violent scenes per show, of X level of intensity. In 
the sample of prime-time programming from the four commercial broadcast 
networks, 79% of those shows rated TV-14, but without a V, contained violence, 
most of it the same level and intensity of violence as in those TV-14 shows that 
did receive a V rating. 

In another example, shows that contained sexual dialogue but did not receive a D 
rating contained an average of nearly four (3.9) scenes with sexual dialogue. 
With regard to sexual behavior, most shows without the S rating contained only 
mild sexual content, but several contained scenes in which sexual intercourse was 
strongly implied. 

NBC. The fact that NBC has declined to apply content descriptors to any of its 
shows accounts for much of the unlabelled sex, violence, and adult language. 
For example, on prime time shows on NBC, X% contained violence, Y% 
contained sexual behavior, Z% contained sexual dialogue, and W% contained 
adult language. The questionable content ranged from mild to quite intense. For 
exmple, with regard to those shows containing violent content on NBC's prime-
time shows, there was an average of X violent scenes per show, with 
levels and intensity. With regard to those shows containing sexual 
content on NBC's prime time lineup, there was an average of X scenes with 
sexual behaviro and Y scenes with sexual dialogue. Some of this sexual content 
included , and . Aduh words in these NBC 
prime time shows included , , and . 

Children's programs. 

Amount with violent content. 
Amount with violent content that does not receive an FV. 
Is TV-Y being applied appropriately, or would TV-Y7 have been more 
applicable? (Sig. Amounts of violence in TV-Y programs, any other measures?) 

The way the FV rating is applied now, it does not reliably tell parents whether there is 
violence in a children's program or not, although it does indicate that there is more 
violence than in other children's shows. In other words, there is no effective way for 
parents to block out all children's shows containing violence. 

60% of all children's shows contain some violence, averaging 5.6 scenes per show, 
mostly of low intensity, yet only 11% of children's shows are rated FV. 
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55% of shows rated TV-Y contain violence (average of 5.7 scenes per sliow), and 79% of 
shows rated TV-Y7 contain violence. 

Half (52%) of all shows rated TV-Y without an FV rating contain violence (2.9 scenes 
per show). 

High risk programs not being appropriately designated. 

The study assessed those shows that contain the kinds of depictions of violence known by 
researchers to pose the greatest risk to young viewers. 

Overall, 10% of all shows contained high-risk violence, half in general audience shows 
and half in shows designed specifically for children. 

Ofthe general audience shows, 40% of the shows with high-risk violence were rated TV-
PG, and two-thirds of those (65%) did not receive a V rating. 

Ofthe children's shows, two-thirds were rated TV-Y. and X% did not receive a V rating. 
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THE TV RATINGS SYSTEM: A COMPREHENSIVE CONTENT STUDY 

HENRY J. KAISER FAMILY FOUNDATION 

The Kaiser Family Foundation has commissioned from researchers at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara, one of the largest television content studies ever conducted, 
designed to examine the implementation of the new television ratings system. Release of 
the study will be timed to coincide with the first anniversary of the implementation of the 
ratings system (the system was launched on October 1, 1997). 

The Foundation has no position on the ratings system. The study is a systematic content 
analysis, based on a coding framework designed by expert researchers Coding is 
rigorously monitored to ensure scientifically acceptable levels of reliability and 
objectivity. The study will meet the highest possible academic standards. 

^ M o r e than 2,000 hours of television content will be analyzed, across ten major networks 
and channels. 

\ ] / The study is designed to measure the extent to which the ratings categories differentiate 
meaningfoUy between different types of content, and the consistency ofthe ratings as 

\ Z ^ J ) .J ^applied across different genres and networks. For example, the study will examine what 
^s^'^ ^ f \ percent of shows in the different ratings categories contain violent content; the level of 

rZ\' intensity of the violence in shows that receive certain ratings, and whether shows with 
/i,violent content are being designated with a "V". 

The study will be released at a briefing for members of the press in [ate Septetnber, 1998. 
Every effort will be made to ensure that representatives from various interested parties 
are available to comment on the findings - including parents groups, academic experts, 
and members of the television industry. 

2400 SAND HILL ROAD MENLO PARK, CALIFORNIA 94025 650 854-9400 FAX 650 854-4800 
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Major New Studv of the TV Ratine System: ^ 

Age-Based TV Ratings Accuratel^R^«£fct Content of Shows; 

But Most Sex and Violence Is Aired Without thifl'or^Contcnt Descriptors 

Washington, D.C. - One year after the television industry began using a new system for 
rating program content, a major new study finds that the age-based ratings such as TV-G 
have been applied in a way that accurately reflects the substance of most shows, as 
described in the guidelines agreed to by the industry and advocacy groups. However, the 
more detailed "content descriptors" favored by most parents are not being widely used to 
flag programs with sexual or violent content. 

More than three out of four (79%) shows with violence and nine out often shows with 
sex (92%) do not receive the V or S content descriptors. Among children's programs, 
eight out of ten shows (81 %) with violence do not receive the FV ("fantasy violence") < ^ 
descriptor, the only content indicator available for use with children's programs. ^ 

Although shows without content descriptors generally had lower levels of v i ^ n c l ^ l > 
sex than shows that received the descriptors, that was not always the case^O^^mple, 
an episode of Walker, Texas Ranger (CBS) that aired without a V includeM^ ^ b i n g 
of two guards on a bus, an assault on a church by escaped convicts who thrdWen to rape a 
nun, and a fight scene in which one escapee is shot and another is kicked and beaten 
unconscious. 

The study released today by the Kaiser Family Foundation - Rating the TV Ratings: One 
Year Out - found that the failure to flag the majority of sex and violence is the result of 
several factors, including judgment calls by the industry, NBC's decision not to use the 
content descriptors on any of its shows, and the design of the system as described in the 
guidelines agreed to by the industry and parent's organizations. 

"The bottom Une for parents who want to use the V-chip to guide their children's viewing 
is clear," said Drew Altman, President ofthe Kaiser Family Foundation. "Parents cannot 
rely on the content descriptors, as currently employed, to block all shows containing sex, 
violence, or adult language." 

In a survey released by the Foundation in May, 1998, two-thirds (64%) of parents who 
use the ratings said they find the content descriptors the most usefol part ofthe rating 
system (22% found the age-based ratings most usefol). 



With regard to violence in children's programs, the guidelines do not call for the FV 
descriptor to be used on every show containing violence, but only on those shows rated 
TV-Y7 that contain "more intense" or "more combative" violence than other shows in 
that rating category. The study found that six out often (60%) children's shows contain 
violence; less than one out of five (19%) children's shows with violence receives an FV 
("fantasy violence") content descriptor. 

Under the rating system, all shows other than news or sports are supposed to receive a 
rating Overall the study found that the television industry has done a good job in 
complying with this policy: across all networks and programs reviewed, only 4% of 
shows that qualified for a rating failed to receive one. 

Independent ofthe use of content descriptors, the study found that the age-based ratings 
for general audience shows (i.e., shows other than those created specifically for children) 
are applied in a way that accurately reflects the shows' content and the descriptions of the 
ratings in the guidelines. For example, the guidelines state that shows rated TV-G will 
contSn "little or no" violent or sexual content. The sfody found that 80% of TV-G shows 
contain no violence, and the remainder contain an average of two scenes of low-leve 
violence; 90% contain no sexual behavior, and the remainder contain an average of less 
than two scenes of mostly mild sexual behavior. 

The new TV rating system, combining both age-based ratings and content descriptors, 
was launched in October, 1997 as the result of an agreement among advocacy groups 
parents organizations, policymakers and represematives ofthe television industry. The 
ratings are designed to work in conjunction with the V-chip device, which will allow 
parents to block shows with certain ratings from their home. The V-chip will be 
available in some TV sets by next January, and in all new sets in January, 2000. 

Methodology: The study, conducted for the Foundation by experts at the University of 
California Santa Barbara, is one ofthe largest analyses of television content ever 
conducted A randomly selected composite week of television programming on eleven 
channels was subjected to elaborate content analysis. The channels were selected to 
represent network and independent broadcast stations as well as basic and premium cable 
(ABC CBS, NBC, FOX, HBO, Lifetime, Nickelodeon, PBS, TNT, USA, and the 
independent Los Angeles station KTL A (which airs nine hours a week of WB 
programming). A two-week over-sample of prime time programming on the major 
broadcast networks was analyzed as well. The results for PBS are reported independently 
ofthe commercial stations. Rather than simply counting the number of incidences of 
violence sex or adult language in a show, the study also analyzed the level and intensity 
of such contem as well as the context in which it was presented. The analyses were 
conducted by trained coders using standard research techniques that yielded a high degree 
of consistency in judgments among coders. 

Copies of the study, entitled "One Year Out: Rating the TV Ratings," or of the 
Executive Summary, are available by calling the Kaiser Family Foundation s 
publications request line at 1-800-656-4533 (ask for publication # ). 
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Background: 
The TV Rating 
System 
In October 1997, the television industry began implementing a 

new system for rating all programs other than news and sports 

shown on broadcast and cable TV. The rating .system was designed 

to help parents monitor and guide their children's television viewing. 

Networks and syndicators rate their own programs, although indi­

vidual stations have a right to change that rating. All non-exempt 

shows are given one ol' sLx "age-based" ratings, such as TV-14. In 

addition, after extensive negotiations with parent's and children's 

organizations, the industry also agreed to add "content descrip­

tors" to the age-ba.sed ratings in certain instances, letting parents 

know when some programs contain particular types of content 

such as violence, sex, or adult language. NBC has declined to add 

the content descriptors to its ratings. 

The ratmgs are designed to work in conjunction with the V-chip 

device, which will be available in half of all new TV sets starting in 

January, 1999, and in all new sets by the following year. Using the 

V-chip, parents will be able to block programs with certain ratings 

from their home. In addition, the ratings are displayed on-screen 

for fifteen seconds at the start of each program, and are printed in 

some TV listings. 

The Research Project: 
A Content Analysis 
of the TV Rating System 

The purpose of this study is to explore how effectively the new sys­

tem has been appUed during its first year in operation. In particular, 

tlic study examines whether the ratings assigned to shows accurately 

reflect their content, according to the guidelines developed by the 

industry. 

The Kaiser Family Foundation takes no position on the television 

rating system. The Foundation commissioned this study to provide 

objective data to parents, policymakers and decision-makers in the 

television industry. The study was conducted as part ofthe 

Foundation's Program on the Entertainment Media & Public 

Health, which was established lo examine the impact of entertain­

ment media in society, and to work with the entertainment industry, 

researchers and policymakers on important public health issues. 

Tliis study is one of the largest analysis of television content ever 

conducted. It is designed to meet the most rigorous academic stan­

dards for scientific research. In conducting the study, a randomly-

selected composite week of television programming on eleven channels 

was subjected to elaborate content analysis. The eleven channels 

include network and independent broadcast stations tis well as 

basic and premium cable channels. In addition, a three week over-

sample of prime-time programming on the major broadcast networks 

was analyzed to provide a closer look at the most highly viewed 

television shows. 

Unlike some studies of television content, this analysis does not 

simply "count" the number of violent or se-xual acts in a show, but 

rather takes account ofboth the varying degrees of intensity of the 

depictions, and the context in which they are shown. 

For example, in measuring the amount and nature of violent con­

tent in television shows, the study not only counted the percent of 

programs that contain violence and the average number of violent 

scenes in each of these shows, but also analyzed the level and inten­

sity of the violence. The "level" of violence was calculated based on 

the type of violent action depicted and the extent of violent acts in 

each scene; the "intensity" ofthe violence was calculated based on 

the seriousness of harm to the victim, the graphicness of the action 

depicted, and the degree of blood and gore shown. 

Similar measures were used to evaluate the levels and explicitness 

of sexual behavior, sexual dialogue and adult language in all shows 

analyzed for this study. The analysis were conducted by trained 

coders who were monitored statistically to verify that a high degree 

of consistency in judgments across coders was maintained. 
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Key Findings 

1. The age-based ratings for general audience shows (i.e., 

all shows except children's programs) are applied In a 

way that reasonably reflects the content of those shows. 

On average, the amount, level and intensity of the content in 
programs rated TV-G, TV-PG and TV-14 fell largely within the 
bounds ofthe definitions of those ratings as provided in the 
guidelines. 

For example, the TV-G rating is defined as indicating a pro­
gram with "little or no" violence, sexual situations, or sexual 
dialogue, and "no" strong language. 

Eight out of ten (80%) TV-G shows contained no 
violence at all. Twenty percent of shows rated TV-G 
did contain violence, averaging two violent scenes per 
show, with a level and intensity of violence evaluated 
as "low." 

Nine out of ten (91%) TV-G shows contained no sexual 
behavior Nine percent of shows rated TV-G did con­
tain sexual situations, averaging 1.4 sexual scenes per 
show, mostly consisting of physical flirting, with some 
intimate touch or passionate kissing. 

Almost three-quarters (72%1 of all TV-G shows had no 
sexual dialogue at all. Twenty-eight percent of shows 
rated TV-G did contain sexual dialogue, averaging 2.1 
scenes per show featuring talk about sex, with a "moder­
ate" level of emphasis in the scenes. 

Eight out of ten (80%) TV-G shows had no adult 
language at all. Twenty percent of shows rated TV-G 
did contain some adult language. Almost all instances 
consisted of mild words, although several programs 
used words such as "bitch" and "shit." 

Summary of Sensitive 
Content by Rating Category... 
T V - G S h o w s 

wlftm ti^tii^-

Violence 20% 2.0 Low level and intensity V 
Sexual Behavior 9% 1.4 Moderate level & no explicitness S 
Sexual Dialogue 28% 2.1 Moderate level of emphasis D 
Adult Language 20% 2.1 Low level of language L 

T V - P G S h o w s 

"sf)i>m t!at:emlaia... 

Violence 
Sexual Behavior 
Sexual Dialogue 
Adult Language 

55% 
28% 
68% 
66% 

. Amage . 
st<itiiiiM^i.: 

cctmm 

5.2 
2.0 
3.8 
3.5 

Average level 
wlllun scanas 

Penmlnf 
TV-POftata 

. Hatftetliat:.. 

Moderate level and intensify V 13% 
Moderate level & low explicitness S 2% 
Moderate level of emphasis D16% 
Low level of language L 6% 

T V - 1 4 S h o w s 

flsrcaflj.if rv-;« 
shorn Ihatcmlmi 

SilSmtise't 
AnmgeleKl 
Hfffhin scones 

Violence 
Sexual Behavior 
Sexual Dialogue 
Adult Language 

70% 6.9 Moderate level and intensity 

56% 2.4 Moderate level and explicitness 
82% 4.9 Moderate level of emphasis 
78% 5.5 Low level of language 

Permit ot 
TV-Hslmn 

iiiTOtf/Wfl/vitt/.:. 

V 29% 
S 12% 
D 34% 
L 15% 

zz 

A The rating guidelines make no mention of using content descriptors with TV-G shows. 
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2. However, content descriptors are not being used on the vast 
majority of general audience shows containing sex, violence 
or adult language. 

A significant amount of violence, sex, and adult language is being 
aired in general audience programs unaccompanied by the rele­
vant content descriptor. As a result, parents who wish to use the 
ratings to prevent their children from viewing content of this 
nature may nol be aware that there is still a significant amount of 
"moderately intense" sex, violence and adult language in shows 
without content descriptors. 

The failure to flag the majority of sex, violence and adult language 
with content descriptors is a result of several factors, including 
judgment calls by the industry, NBC's decision not to use the con­
tent descriptors at all, and the design of the system as described in 
the guidelines. 

More titan nine out often (92%) shows with sexual behav­
ior did not receive an S content descriptor; these shows 
averaged two (2.1) scenes of "moderate" sexual behavior 
per show. In general, most of the sexual behavior in 
shows without an S consisted of acts such as passionate 
kissing, although many contained scenes in which sexual 
intercourse was depicted or implied. For example, in the 
Lifetime movie Diiniellc Steele's Family .Album, rated TV-
PG, a married man named Ward steals away for a trip to 
Me.xico with his mistress. In one scene on the veranda, the 
two begin to kiss passionately and talk about how they 
e.xcite one another. The woman says seductively "I'm going 
to do things to you you've never had done before," as they 
roll to the floor to begin making love. Two scenes later, the 
man returns home to his wife and immediately engages her 
in a session of lovemaking. Ward undresses his wife in 
between passionate kisses. Then, this couple is shown hav­
ing intercourse in the bed, with the bedsheets covering 
them from the waist down. 

Percent of shows with sex, violence, 
or adult language that did NOT 
receive a content descriptor... 

Average of Average of 
2.1 scenes AJl scenes 
perstiow •per show!-

: Moderate Low level 
level and 

• low • 
expllcHnesi 

Sexual Adult 
Behavior LangUiige 

(S) {I) 

33% 7B% 

Avcraqi! 

per show 

H.,dc«Je 
level md 
intensity 

Sexual 
Dialocfue 

(D) 

Violence 
(V) 

'This chart Includes all general audience 
(i.e. non-children's) shows qualified for a rating. 

Nearly eight out of ten shows (79%) containing violence 
did not receive a V content descriptor; these shows averaged 
five scenes of "moderate" violence per show. On average, 
the amount, level and intensity of violence in shows that 
did not receive a V content descriptor was substantially 
lower than in those shows that did receive a V, but this was 
often not the case. For example, an episode of Walker, 
Texas Ranger that did not receive a V included the stabbing 
of two guards on a bus, an assault on a church by escaped 
convicts who take a group of people hostage and threaten 
to rape a nun, and an episode-ending fight scene in which 
one escapee is shot and another is beaten unconscious with 
punches and kicks. 

More than eight out often (83%) shows with sexual dia­
logue did not receive a D content descriptor; these shows 
averaged nearly four (3.9) scenes of "substantial" sexual 
dialogue per show. For example, in one episode of Beverly 
Hills 90210, which did not receive a D, a woman plays a 
tape of her boyfriend and his new lover discussing how 
they felt when they had sex together. 

Nine out often (91%) shows with adult language did not 
receive an L content descriptor; these shows averaged more 
than four (4.8) scenes per show wilh adult language. 

Reasons why most violence, sex and adult language in general 
audience programs does not receive a content descriptor: 

As iTientioned above, there are a number of reasons why 
most of the violence, sex, and adult language in general 
audience shows is being aired without content descriptors. 
This section reviews those reasons, and, using violence as 
an example, indicates how much of the unlabeled content 
is attributable to each reason. 

NBC does not use content descriptors: NBC has declined 
to use content descriptors on any of its programming. Any 
sex, violence, or adult language on that network, however 
intense, does not receive a content descriptor. Seven percent 
of the unlabeled violence was found in shows on NBC. 

TV-G programs are not given content descriptors: The rat­
ing guidelines do not make reference to the use of content 
descriptors in conjunction with shows rated TV-G, and no 
shows that were rated TV-G received any content descrip­
tors. Seventeen percent of the unlabeled violence was found in 
TV-G shows. 

Not all sensitive content in TV-PG and TV-14 shows 
receives a content descriptor: In some cases, the study 
identified TV-PG or TV-14 programs that contained sub­
stantial sex, violence or adult language, but did not receive 
the relevant content descriptor, even though the guidelines 
seem to indicate that one should have been given. For 
example, in network prime-time programming, TV-14 
shows that contained violence but did not receive a V 
content descriptor had an average ot more than six (6.4) 
violent scenes per show, most of it ofthe same level and 
intensity of violence as in those TV-14 shows that did 
receive a V content descriptor. 
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In other cases, the rating guidelines themselves appear to allow 

some sex, violence, or adult language in TV-PG or TV-14 pro­

grams to go unlabeled. For example, the guidelines for TV-14 

shows indicate that such shows will receive a V descriptor if they 

contain violence that is judged by the broadcaster to be "intense," 

but they make no mention of applying a V if the show contains 

"moderate" violence. Similarly, the guidelines only discuss apply­

ing a V to TV-PG shows if the violence is judged "moderate." This 

practice limits the V-chip system's ability to consistently identify 

violence with a V. Fifty-five percent of the unlabeled violence was 

found in non-NBC shows rated TV-PG or TV-14. 

Movies can be shown with MP/\A ratings: According to the rating 

guidelines, television stations that air uncut movies may use the 

MPAA ratings instead of the ratings designed specifically for TV. 

HBO generally chooses this option. Accordingly, movies that con­

tain violence on HBO may receive a PG-13 or an R rating, but do 

not have a V content descriptor. While that network has devel­

oped its own parental warnings that may be applied to such 

movies, these warnings will not work in conjunction with the V-

chip. Seventeen percent of ihe unlabeled violence was found in 

MPAA-rated movies. 

Some shows that are supposed to be rated don't receive anv ratings 

at all: A smiill portion (4%) of non-news or sports shows that were 

supposed to receive ratings did not receive one, and these unrated 

shows olten contained violence, sex or adult language. Four percent 

af the unlabeled violence was found in unrated programs. 

Whatever the reasons, the bottom line for parents who want to 

use the V-chip ratings to guide their children's viewing is clear. 

Parents cannot rely on the content descriptors, as currently 

employed, to block all shows containing adult language, vio­

lence, or sexual content. While most of the unlabeled content 

was milder than that found in shows with content descriptors, 

there is still a significant amount of "moderate"lo "high" level 

sex and violence in shows without content descriptors. 

Percent ot children's Ot chiltlren's programs conta/n/ng 
programs containing violence, the percent lhat receive the content 

violence... descriptor "FV" for "fantasy violence"... 

19% 
"FV" Rating 

3. Children's programs also contain a significant amount of 
violence, most of which is not indicated by an FV ("fantasy 
violence") content descriptor. 

Six out of every ten shows designed for children contain violence, 

averaging more than five scenes of violence per show. 

T V - Y I More than half (55%) of children's shows rated TV-Y 

contain violence, and these shows have an average of 

5.7 violent scenes per show. The level and intensity of 

the violence in TV-Y programs is. on average, "low," 

but this is not always the case. For example, one TV-Y 

episode ot Spidcrnian reviewed for this study con­

tained an extended battle scene berween Spiderman 

and an enemy, which included extensive firing from 

machine guns and tanks, with Spiderman being 

repeatedly shot at and pummeled by his opponent. 

T V - Y 7 ^ Three out of four (76%) children's shows rated TV-Y7 

contain violence, with an average of more than five 

violent scenes per show. The violence in TV-Y7 shows 

was ot a "moderate" level and intensity. 

P B S ^ Children's shows on PBS were analyzed independently 

of those on the commercial stations. All but one of 

the PBS children's programs analyzed for this study 

were rated TV-Y. Fourteen percent of these shows 

contained violence, compared to 55% of TV-Y pro­

grams industry-wide. Those children's shows on PBS 

thai did contain violence had an average of fewer than 

half as many violent scenes as other channels. 

Eight out ol ten i'81%) children's shows containing violence do nol 

receive an FV content descriptor. 

The rating guidelines do not require that all children's 

shows containing violence be flagged with the FV content 

descriptor {indicating "fantasy violence"). 

For example, the guidelines make no mention of using the 

FV content descriptor on shows rated TV-Y. Instead, the 

guidelines simply state that shows rated TV-Y are supposed 

to be specifically designed for a very young audience, includ­

ing children as young .is two, and are not expected to fright­

en younger children. Yet many shows that have been rated 

TV-Y do contain violence, none of which receive the FV 

designation. 

In addition, for the rating TV-Y7, the guidelines call for 

the FV descriptor to be used only on shows "where fantasy 

violence may be more intense or more combative than 

other programs in this category." 

The way the FV content descriptor is applied now, it does not 
reliably tell parents whether there is violence in a children's 
program or not. Again, the bottom line for parents who want to 
use the V-chip ratings to guide their children's viewing Is clear: 
there is no effective way for parents to block out all children's 
shows containing violence. 
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The Television 
Ratings Landscape: 

A s s i g n i n g a r a t i n g t o n o n - e x e m p t s h o w s 

Under the rating system, all shows other than news or sports are 
supposed to receive a rating. Across all networks and programs 
reviewed in 1998, only 4% of shows that qualified for a rating 
failed to receive one. The commercial broadcast networks (ABC, 
CBS, NBC and Fox) failed to rate 7% of shows that qualified for a 
rating. Shows broadcast on PBS were analyzed independently of 
the commercial stations in this study; on PBS, 48% of all shows 
that qualified for a rating did not receive one. 

Percent of all non-exempt TV programs 
that received a rating... 

MPAA rated 

*Thrse programs were unrated, htil according to the guidelines, 
should have been rated. 

U s e o f a g e - b a s e d r a t i n g s 

Among programming designed for a general audience (i.e., all 
shows e.xcept children's programs), the most commonly used 
ratings arc TV-PG and TV-G. The TV-MA rating is virtually 
unused. Forty-one percent of non-exempt general audience shows 
were rated TV-PG, 32% received a TV-G, and 15% received a TV-
14. The rating TV-MA was applied to only .2% of shows. The 
remainder ot programs were either not rated, or were given an 
MPA.'V movie rating. 

In a closer look at prime-time programming on the four commer­
cial broadcast networks, the study found thai 56% of non-exempt 
shows received a TV-PG, 25% received a TV-14, 19% a TV-G, and 
none received a rating of TV-MA. 

Breakdown of age-based ratings among 
general audience shows... 

U s e o f c o n t e n t d e s c r i p t o r s . 

The rating system provides for content descriptors (V for violence, 
S for sexual behavior, D for sexual dialogue, L for adult language, 
and FV for fantasy violence in children's programs) to be applied 
to some shows that contain sensitive content. The study analyzed 
what proportion of shows that qualify for an age-based rating also 
received a content descriptor 

Among children's programs, 11% received a content descriptor. 
Among general audience programs, 23% received a content 
descriptor. Excluding NBC, which has specifically declined to use 
the content descriptors, 25% of all non-e.xempt general audience 
shows included any content descriptor. No programs on PBS 
received a content descriptor (these programs were analyzed inde­
pendently of those on the commercial stations). Non-exempt 
shows broadcast on the four major networks during prime-time 
received a content descriptor 36% ofthe time. Excluding NBC, 
prime time network shows received a content descriptor half the 
time (51%). 

The most frequently used content descriptor on general audience 
shows was the rating D (sexual dialogue), which was applied to 
12% of non-exempt shows, followed by V (violence) at 10%, 
L (adult language) at 5% and S (sex) at 3%. In prime-lime pro­
gramming on the major networks, V was the most commonly used 
content descriptor, applied to 18% of non-exempt shows; L was 
applied lo 16%, D to 13% and S to 4% of non-exempt programs. 

The use of age-based ratings and content 
descriptors general audience shows... 

Unrated shows* MPAA Rated Age-based rating 
with content 
descriptor 

T̂hese programs were unrated, but according tu the guidelines, 
should have been rated. 

TV-14 

MPAA Rated 

Unrated 

TV-MA-

•Accounts for .2 percent 
"These progmms were unrated, but according to the guidelines, 

should have been rated. 



The TV Ratings 

The TV Parental Guidelines, agreed to by Llie television industry and parent's organizations, are the only official 
descriptions of the various ratings and how they should be applied. Following is the exact te.xt of these guidelines. 

The following categories apply to programs 
designed solely far children: 

The following categories apply to programs 
designed for the entire audience: 

Y 7 

Al l C h i l d r e n 
This program is designed to be appropriate for all children. 

Whether animated or live-action, the themes and elements 

in this program are specifically designed for a very young 

audience, including children from ages 2-6. This program 

is not expected to frighten younger childrcn. 

D i r e c t e d t o O l d e r C h i l d r e n 
This program is designed for children age 7 and above. 

It may be more appropriate for children who have 

acquired the developmental skills needed lo distinguish 

between make-believe and reality Themes and elements 

in this program may include mild fantasy violence or 

comedic violence, or may frighten children under the age 

of 7. Therefore, parents may wish to consider the suitabil­

ity of this program for their very young children. Note: 

for those programs where fantasy violence may be more 

intense or more combative than other programs in this 

category, such programs will be designated TV-Y7-FV. 

PG 

14 

G e n e r a l A u d i e n c e 
Most parents would fmd this prograin suitable for all ages. 

Although this rating does not signify a program designed 

specifically for children, most parents may let younger 

children watch this program unattended. It contains 

little or no violence, no strong language and little or no 

sexual dialogue or situations. 

P a r e n t a l G u i d a n c e S u g g e s t e d 
This program contains material that parents may find 

unsuitable fur younger children. Many parents may want 

to watch it with their younger children. The theme itself 

may call for parental guidance and/or the program con­

tains one or more of the following: moderate violence (V), 

some sexual situations (S), infrequent coarse language 

(L), or some suggestive dialogue (D). 

P a r e n t s S t r o n g l y C a u t i o n e d 
This program contains some material that many parents 

would find unsuitable for children under Myears of age. 

Parents are strongly urged to exercise greater care in 

monitoring this program and are cautioned against let­

ting children under the age of 14 watch unattended. This 

program contains one or more of the following: intense 

violence (V), inten,se sexual situations (S), strong coarse 

language (L), or intensely suggestive dialogue (D). 

ZZ 

MA 
M a t u r e A u d i e n c e O n l y 
This program is specifically designed to be viewed by adults 

and therefore may be unsuitable for children under 17. 

This programs contains one or more of the following: 

graphic violence (V), explicit sexual activity (S), or crude 

indecent language (L). 



TV .ratings9 . 4 9/4 / 93 1:44 PM Page 

Methodoiogy: 
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More than 2600 randomly-selected television programs were 
examined for this study across two television seasons. For both 
the 1996-97 and the 1997-98 seasons, a composite week of pro­
gramming from 7:00 a.m. - 11:00 p.m. was taped and analyzed, 
along with an over-sample of two additional weeks of prime-time 
programming on the commercial broadcast networks. 

The findings reported in this executive summary are based exclu­
sively on the 1997-98 sample, after the content descriptors had 
been added to the rating system. The channels included in the 
composite week sample include ABC, CBS, NBC, Fox, HBO, 
Lifetime, Nickelodeon, TNT, and USA, along with the indepen­
dent Los Angeles station KTLA (a WB atfiliate, airing nine hours a 
week of WB programming). A one-week sample of programming 
on PBS was also analyzed and is reported independently of the 
commercial stations. The prime-time over-sample includes pro­
grams broadcast on ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox. 

After the sampling was completed, each television program that 
qualified for a rating (all programs except news and sports) was 
analyzed for portrayals of violence, sex, and adult language. 
Intricate scales were developed to determine the level, and where 
appropriate, the intensity or explicitness of the content in the 
three areas. The content analysis of programming captured not 
only the amounts and types of violence, sex and language, but 
also the conte.xt of these portrayals. 

The scientific integrity of the content analysis data reported in 
this research is established by careful statistical monitoring ofthe 
inter-coder reliability for all judgments, which is presented in 
detail in the complete report. 

For a full e.xplanafion of the methods used in this study, please 
refer to the full report, publication #1435, which is available for 
free online at: www.kff.org, or by calling 1-800-656-4533. 

Kaiser Family Foundation: 

The Kaiser Family Foundation, based in Menlo Park, C:ilifornia, is an 
independent national health care philanthropy and not associated 
with Kaiser Permanente or Kaiser Industries. This study was con­
ducted as part of the Foundation's Program on the Entertainment 
Media & Public Health, which was established to examine the 
impact of entertainment media in society, and to work with the 
entertainment industry, researchers and policymakers oh impor­
tant public health issues. 
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