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ÒWe donÕt need anything fancy.  Just let us know what is in the show  
and we can then decide.Ó -- Mother of two from Tyler, Texas 

  
     
            Since the very beginning of discussions about rat ings for television, one assumption on 
which vir tually everyone has agreed is that rat ings are for parents.  I ndeed, the section of the 
Telecommunications Act of 1996 that mandates the development of a rating system for use wit h 
the V-chip is ti tled ÒParental Choice in Television Programming.Ó  The fact that rat ings are 
intended for use by parents  has been fully acknowledged and endorsed by the television industry, 
which on February 29, 1996, agreed to develop a rating system for television programs.  The 
industry groupÕs statement on that date placed parents front and center (1).   It  referred to a plan 
to give Òmore in formation about TV programs to the parents of America.Ó  It  agreed that the 
ratings would be encoded to activate an electronic device which responds to Òparental choice.Ó  
And the industry leaders declared themselves ready to participate in a national voluntary 
enterprise that would be Òuseful and valuable to the parents of America.Ó 
 
            Although many experts and many groups have expressed their  opin ions about how the new 
ratings should be designed (2),  very li ttle research has been conducted to assess the needs, 
desir es, and atti tudes of the group the ratings are being created to serve (3).   I f we want to 
develop a rating system that U.S. parents wil l find helpful, we have very lit tle to go on.  This 
research was designed to fil l that obvious void. 
 
            Our goal was to identi fy a random sample of parents throughout the Unit ed States and to 
assess what their  preferences would be for the design of the new rating system.  Because we 
wanted to be able to go into some detail  regarding the issues and alternatives involved in creating 
a rating system, we decided that a mail ed, writ ten questionnair e would be preferable to a phone 
survey.   
 
            Our focus was on asking parents to respond to our questions with regard to their  own 
chil dren.  Many previous surveys have asked parents to give their  opin ions on televisionÕs effects 
on chil dren in general.  Typically, respondents expect the effects of the mass media to be stronger 
on other people than on themselves or their  own famil ies (4).  Reports of the effects of television 
on oneÕs own chil dren are likely to be more accurate, given that parents are in a unique position to 
observe what goes on in their  own homes.  Moreover, since parents wil l use the rating system and 
the V-chip to protect their own famil ies, it  seemed most reasonable for our purposes to ask 
parents questions about their  own chil dren, rather  than chil dren in general. 
 
         Our survey had two types of questions.  One group of questions dealt wit h the types of effects 
of television that parents are most concerned about.  The other  group of questions involved  
parentsÕ atti tudes and beliefs regarding television ratings. 
 
Com pet i ng Appr oach es to Rat i ngs Design  
 
         In  current discussions about di fferent approaches to ratings, two distinct models have 
emerged.  One model, the one talked about most by the Ratings Implementation Group, is based 
primaril y on the MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America) Ratings.  These famil iar ratings 
involve four major levels: ÒG: General Audiences,Ó ÒPG: Parental Guidance Suggested,Ó ÒPG-13: 
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Parents Strongly Cautioned,Ó and ÒR: RestrictedÓ (5).   These ratings, in general, suggest the 
appropriateness of a movie for di fferent groups of chil dren.  ÒGÓ suggests that all ages may be 
admit ted. ÒPGÓ does not refer to any particular age group, but it  im plies that there may be some 
content that is inappropriate for some young chil dren.  ÒPG-13Ó suggests that caution should be 
exercised for chil dren under 13.  Finally, ÒRÓ indicates that chil dren under 17 should not see the 
fil m unless accompanied by a parent..  The MPAA rating system does not indicate, however, what 
type or types of content have caused a part icular movie to receive i ts rat ing. 
 
        The second model that has been discussed for a rating system is one that has been introduced 
over the past few years on the cable channels HBO, Showtime, and Cinemax.  This system is 
somewhat simil ar to one that has been used in  Canada in prelim inary tests of the V-chip, and has 
a good deal of support among academics and chil d advocates.  This cable system provides a series 
of letter codes and words to indicate the presence of dif ferent types and levels of content.  
Specifically, a movie can be rated ÒMV,Ó for ÒMil d Violence,Ó ÒVÓ for ÒViolence,Ó or ÒGVÓ for 
ÒGraphic Violence.Ó  I t can also receive an ÒACÓ for ÒAdult Content,Ó an ÒSCÓ for ÒStrong Sexual 
Content,Ó an ÒALÓ for ÒAdult Language, a ÒGLÓ for ÒGraphic Language,Ó and/ or  an ÒRPÓ for rape.   
This system provides in formation about content, but it  does not make recommendations or 
suggestions regarding the age or  type of viewer who should or should not see the movie. 
 
        Because these two prototypes of rating systems are so prominent in current discussions, our 
survey dealt wit h the major dif ferences between them.  Specifically, we asked parents whether 
they prefer that a program receive one, overall summary rating or that it  receive separate ratings 
for di fferent types of content, such as sex, violence, and language.  Second,  we asked whether 
parents are more interested in learning about the content of a program or  in receiving an 
indication of the age of the chil d that the program is appropriate for.  Thir d, we asked whether 
ratings should be descriptive or evaluative, that is, whether the rating system should say what is 
in the program, or provide a warning or recommendation about it . 
 
        The questionnaire also gave parents a chance to evaluate the MPAA ratings and the cable-
type ratings specifically, as well as other possible rating systems.  The last question on the survey 
gave parents an opportunit y to wri te in any comments or suggestions they had for the group 
conducting the survey or the commit tee developing the new rating system. 
 
Sam pl e 
 
        In  identif ying a national group composed of parents from which to draw our sample, the 
National PTA seemed an obvious choice.  It  is the largest volunteer chil d advocacy group in the 
United States, and the largest organization in the country whose membership is composed 
primaril y of parents.  Moreover, it  is a nonprofi t, noncommercial, nonsectarian, and nonpartisan 
organization.  The PTA offers programs and guidance in developing famil y-centered programs 
and encouraging parent involvement in  all areas of a chil dÕs life.  I n sampling from the 
membership of the National PTA, we were not systematically drawing on parents who are anti-
television activists or who have unusual views about television one way or another . 
 
        To draw our sample, mail ing labels were randomly selected from the local-unit  membership 
list of the National PTA.  Questionnair es were sent out on September 5th, 1996.  Recipients were 
asked to return the form in an enclosed, postage-paid envelope by September 23rd to ensure that 
their  responses would be counted. 
 
         The questionnair e was four pages long and had the logos of the National PTA, the I nsti tute 
for Mental Health In it iatives, and the Universit y of Wisconsin at the top of the fir st page.  The 
survey was introduced as follows: 
 
ÒAs you may know, television industry leaders recently agreed to develop a rating system for 
television programs.  This survey is designed to find out what type of rating system would be most 
helpful to parents in guiding their  chil drenÕs viewing.  The results of this survey wil l be sent to the 
industry commit tee that is designing the rating system and released to the media nationwide.  
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Your answers wil l be completely anonymous.Ó 
 
Ch ar acter i st i cs of  Sur vey Responden ts 
 
        A total of 679 questionnair es were completed and  returned.  Respondents fir st were asked to 
indicate their  sex, their  age group (under 21, 21-35, 36-49, or 50 or over), and the cit y and state of 
their  residence.  The respondents were predominantly female (93%), and mostly in  the 36-49 age 
range (76%).  Parents also indicated the age and sex of all of their  chil dren wit hin  the range of 3 
and 18 years.  All of the respondents had at least one chil d in that age range, wit h 17% having one 
chil d, 52% having two chil dren, and 31% having between 3 and 7 chil dren. 
 
        The questionnaires were returned from all fif ty states and were ideally distributed to 
represent the country at large.  Specif ically, when the states were grouped by region of the country 
(as defined by Rand McNally) (6),   the composit ion of our sample was remarkably simil ar to the 
overall U.S. population distribution in these regions.  Figure 1 shows the percentage of our sample 
that came from each of the four geographical regions (Northeast: 19%, South: 33%, Mid west: 
22%, West: 26%).  These percentages are very close to the percentage of the U.S. population in 
each of these areas, as also shown in Figure 1 (Northeast: 23%, South: 32%, Mid west: 23%, West: 
22%).  These figures are based on 1995 population estimates (7).  
 

 
 
Quest ion n ai r e 
 
        As stated earl ier, we wanted parents to answer our questions, not in an abstract sense, but in 
terms of how each question related to their  own chil d.  We recognized, of course, that most 
parents would have more than one chil d.  We also were aware that television is likely to be 
perceived as affecting chil dren of di fferent ages and sexes in di fferent ways, and that parents of 
dif ferent-aged chil dren may have di fferent views of rating systems.  Because it  was important to 



 

 4 

us to be able to compare the responses of parents of chi ldren in these dif ferent groupings, and 
because it  would be extremely time-consuming for parents to answer the same questions 
repeatedly for each of their  chil dren, we asked each parent to respond in terms of only one chil d.  
        To provide a random method for selection of that one chil d, we created two versions of the 
questionnair e.  All questionnair es read, ÒI f you have more than one chil d in the 3-18 age group, 
we want you to select only one chil d to think about when answering the questions.Ó  One version 
went on to read, ÒPlease choose the chil d whose bir thday falls earliest in the year (star ting wit h 
January 1).Ó  The other version read, ÒPlease choose the chil d whose birthday falls closest to July 1 
(that is, on that date or the soonest date after i t, counting from July 1 through June 30th).Ó  The 
questionnair e contained repeated reminders to reply in  terms of the one chil d who been selected. 
The two versions of the questionnair e were distributed at random to the sampled names on the 
mail ing list.  The questionnair es that were returned were equally divided (50%-50%) between the 
two versions.  There were no significant dif ferences between the two survey versions on any 
response. 
 
        The sample of chil dren that this procedure produced was 55% male and 45% female.  
Chil dren of every age from three to eighteen were included.  For purposes of our analyses, the 
chil dren were grouped into three age ranges: the Òyoungest,Ó age 3 to 7 (20% of sample), the  
Òmiddle,Ó age 8 to 12 (52%), and the Òoldest,Ó 13 to 18 ( 28%).  These age groupings were chosen 
because they correspond with those identif ied by chil d development specialists as representing 
dif ferent levels of cognit ive development and understanding, and these dif ferences are im portant 
determinants of the effects television has on chil dren (8).  
 
Par en tsÕ Concer n s Abou t  th e Ef fects of  Tel evi si on  on  Th ei r  Ch i l d 
 
        After  providing demographic in formation on the fi rst page of the survey, parents were asked 
to rate their concerns about the effects of television on their  chil d.  The questions were introduced 
as follows: 
 
ÒMany parents want to shield their  chil d from cer tain television shows because they are 
concerned about the effects that these programs may have.  What kinds of effects are you most 
concerned about for your chil d?  In  other words, how concerned are you that watching what you 
consider to be inappropriate programs would ...Ó 
 
        This in troduction was followed by a list of eight possible effects.  For each effect, the parent 
was told to cir cle one of four choices: 0, for Ònot at all concerned,Ó 1, for  Òa lit tle bi t concerned,Ó 2, 
for Òmoderately concerned,Ó or 3, for Òvery concerned.Ó   Parents were also given the opportunit y 
to writ e in comments about other effects that concerned them (9).  
 
        To simpl if y the presentation of the findings, we combined related it ems into composite 
measures (10).   A ÒviolenceÓ scale combined three it ems, based on the most commonly discussed 
effects of viewing violence:  Ò...encourage your chil d to think violence is acceptable,Ó Ò...stimulate 
your chil d to imitate the violence,Ó and Ò...cause your chil d to be less sensit ive to people who get 
hurt.Ó   A ÒsexÓ scale combined two measures, reflecting frequently discussed effects of exposure 
to programs with sexual depict ions or themes: Ò... teach your chil d prematurely about sexual 
matters,Ó and Ò...encourage your chil d to engage in sexual activi ty or inappropriately seductive 
behavior.Ó  Three other possible effects were assessed wit h individual it ems:  Ò...stimulate your 
chil d to use taboo language or profanityÓ (profanit y); Ò...fr ighten your chil d or cause nightmaresÓ 
(fright) ; and Ò...encourage your chil d to engage in il legal or risky behaviorsÓ (risk-taking).   
     
        The analysis of these data that seems most relevant to the development of ratings is whether  
parental concerns are generally the same across dif ferent sex and age groupings or whether there 
are consistent di fferences between these groups.  An ini tial analysis of all groups together 
revealed that there were substantial di fferences among the groups in terms of the effects parents 
were most concerned about (11).  p < .001; sex X concern, F(4,656) = 10.16, p < .001.  The age X 
sex X concern in teraction was not significant.      As might be expected, parentsÕ level of concern 
was highest for the youngest group and became progressively lower as the age of the group 
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increased (youngest: 2.6, middle: 2.4, oldest: 2.1).  Parents also showed marginally higher 
concern for their  daughters (2.4) than for their  sons (2.3).  The overall level of concern was equal 
for boys and girls in the younger two groups, but parents of chil dren in the oldest group showed 
significantly more concern for their  gir ls (2.3) than for their  boys (1.9). 
 
        Because the patterns of concern di ffered greatly as a function of the age and sex of the chil d, 
we looked at the concerns wit hin each age group separately.   
 
 Figure 2 shows the concerns of  parents of 3- to 7-year-olds.  As can be seen from the 
figure, for  parents of both boys and girls, sex was of great concern and profanity was of 
intermediate concern.  Parents of boys and gir ls di ffered greatly with regard to violence and 
fright, however.  Parents of boys were highly concerned about violence-related effects but much 
less concerned about fright, whil e parents of gir ls were most concerned about fright, but relatively 
unconcerned about violence (12).  
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 For parents of 8- to 12-year-olds (Figure 3), effects on sex-related outcomes were again of 
great concern for parents of both boys and gir ls.  I n this age group, parents of boys were 
significantly more concerned than parents of gir ls about both violence and risk-taking behaviors 
(13).  
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 Only in the oldest group were the patterns of concerns for parents of boys and gir ls 
parallel (Fig. 4).  Parents were more concerned about effects on daughters than on sons in  all five 
areas.  For both boys and gir ls, sex was of highest concern, violence, profanit y, and risk-taking 
were intermediate, and fr ight was of lowest concern (14).  
 

 
         
 What these data reveal, then, is that parents of di fferent subgroups of chil dren are 
concerned about di fferent effects of television.  Even within the same age group, parents have 
dif ferent concerns about their  sons vs. their  daughters, and this is especially the case for the 
youngest and middle age groups.  These di fferent areas of concern should be kept in mind when 
determining how a rating system can best serve the needs of parents. 
 
At t i tu des Abou t  t h e I m por tance of  Rat i ngs 
 
        After  indicating their  concerns about the effects of television on their  chil d, parents answered 
three questions regarding their  feelings about the im portance of ratings.  Each question could be 
answered by choosing 0, Ònot at all im portant,Ó 1, Òa lit t le bit  important,Ó 2, Òmoderately 
im portant,Ó or  3, Òvery im portant.Ó The fir st question read, ÒHow im portant is it  to you that there 
be a rating system for television programs?Ó  Looking at parents overall , 89% felt that a rating 
system was eit her very important (62%) or moderately important (27%).  The level of im portance 
did not vary as a function of the chil dÕs age or sex. 
 
        Because there has been some discussion in the press of exempting car toons from the rating 
system, we included a second question in this section, which read, ÒGiven that there wil l be a 
rating system, how important is it  to you that there be ratings for cartoons or animated 
programs?Ó  Eighty-four percent of parents thought that ratings for cartoons were ei ther very 
im portant (53%) or moderately important (31%).  As might be expected, the level of importance of 
rating cartoons decreased as the chil dÕs age increased, probably reflecting both the fact that 
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cartoon viewing decreases wit h age and the fact that parents likely perceive the effects of cartoons 
as diminishing as the chil dÕs age increases (15).   
 
        Because there has also been some speculation that realit y-based programs might be 
exempted from ratings as well, we included a thir d question, which read, ÒHow important is it  to 
you that there be ratings for dramatized reali ty-based programs (such as police, crime, and rescue 
shows)?Ó  Ninety-two percent of parents thought ratings for reali ty programs were very im portant 
(69%) or moderately im portant (23%).  These ratings did not vary as a function of the chil dÕs age 
or sex. 
 
Pr efer ences f or  D i f f er en t  Appr oach es to Rat i ngs  
 
        The major por tion of the questionnair e asked for opinions about how a rating system should 
be structured.  It  began wit h the following introduction: 
 
ÒUnder the current plan for rat ing television programs, members of the television industry wil l be 
the ones who assign the ratings.  Various issues are being debated regarding how this system 
should look.Ó 
 
        Three issues were then presented.  The data for all three issues are presented in Figure 5. The 
fir st had to do wit h whether there should be Òan overall summary rating of a program,Ó or 
whether there should be Òseparate ratings for dif ferent types of content, such as violence, sex, and 
language.Ó  The parent was asked which of the two types he or she would prefer .  Parents 
overwhelmingly chose separate ratings for dif ferent types of content (80%) over one summary 
rating (20%) (16).   What is more remarkable, when the data were broken down by every possible 
demographic or background factor , the strong and significant preference for separate ratings was 
always there.  Specif ically, a strong and statistically signif icant preference for separate over 
summary ratings was observed among parents of boys and parents of gir ls; among parents of 
chil dren in the youngest, middle, and oldest groups; among male and female respondents; among 
parents under age 35 and those who were 36 and over; and among parents from the Northeast, 
South, Midwest and Western regions of the U.S.  Moreover, this significant preference existed 
among parents wit h one, two, and three or more chil dren, and among people who returned the 
questionnair e on the fir st two days as well as those who returned the survey after the deadline. 
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 The second question regarding approaches to ratings asked whether a rating should 
indicate Òwhat age of the chil d the program is appropriate or inappropriate forÓ or whether it  
should just indicate Òwhat the content of the program is (i.e., amount or type of sex, violence, and 
language).Ó  As Figure 5 shows, parents again showed a strong, consistent, and highly significant 
preference.  Wit h all parents combined, 80% preferred content-based over age-based ratings.  
Again, the same significant preference was observed within all subgroups into which the parents 
were divided.  
 
        The third question regarding approaches to ratings asked whether a rating system should 
provide Òcontent information (e.g., amount or type of sex, violence, and language)Ó or Òan 
evaluation (recommending a program vs. warning about it ).Ó  Here again , parents showed a 
strong and signif icant preference, even slightly stronger (82%) than what they revealed for the 
fir st two questions, for content information over evaluations.  (Also in Figure 5.)  Again , this 
strong and signif icant preference was observed within all subgroups. 
 
        In  summary, for all questions regarding approaches to ratings, about four t imes as many 
parents chose the approach exemplif ied by the cable model (indicating content and specif ying 
dif ferent types) as chose characteristics of the MPAA model (providing one summary rating 
involving guidance for viewing by dif ferent age groups).   Moreover, this preference was 
astonishingly consistent throughout all subgroups in the sample.  Among all the comparisons 
wit hin all the subgroups of the sample, the lowest percentage favoring the cable approach was 
73%, leaving the highest percentage preferring the MPAA approach at 27%.  Even this weakest 
split  reveals a preference of almost three to one for the cable approach. 
 
Com par i son  W i th  Other  Nat ion al  Sur veys 
 
        It  is in teresting to compare these numbers wit h the one other national random survey of 
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parents that has been reported regarding preferences for a rating system (17).   A survey 
conducted between August 12 and 14 for U.S. News & World Report asked parents which system 
would be most useful, a system naming some specif ic age groups, like the MPAA ratings, or a 
system naming content of the program, such as adult language or violence.  Overall, 62% of their  
sample favored the content-based system and 27% favored an age-based system, a greater than 
two-to-one preference. This strong preference for content information over age-based advice was 
observed among both male and female respondents, and among all age groups.  The preference 
for content over age guidelines was stronger among parents wit h chil dren age 12 and under (66%) 
than among those whose chil dren were in their  teens (52%).  This other, totally independent 
survey, shows how pervasive the preference for content-based ratings is, even among parents not 
involved in chil d-advocacy organizations such as the PTA. 
 
At t i tu des Towar d Speci f i c Rat i ng System s 
 
        Another set of questions dealt with parentsÕ atti tudes about existing, proposed, or possible 
rating systems.  Two questions were asked about each system.  The fir st was a question about how 
ÒhelpfulÓ each type of rat ing system would be for the parent in making a decision about whether 
his or her chil d should watch a particular program.  The second was a question about how 
Òobjective (fair  and impartial)Ó such a system would be.  The concept of objectivi ty was fur ther 
explained in the statement, ÒRemember that members of the television industry as well as 
dif ferent viewers watching the same program need to be able to agree on what a showÕs rating 
should be.Ó  The respondents were asked to rate four di fferent systems according to how helpful 
and objective they would be.  Choices for ratings of both helpful and objective were 0, for Ònot at 
all,Ó 1, for Òa lit tle bi t,Ó 2, for Òmoderately,Ó and 3, for Òvery.Ó 
 
        The four systems  to be rated were described as follows: 
 
(MPAA): ÒA system like the one currently used for movies, the MPAA ratings   (G: General 
Audiences, PG: Parental Guidance Suggested, PG-13: Parents Strongly Cautioned, R: Restricted)Ó 
 
(Cable): ÒA system like the one currently used for movies on some cable channels (like HBO and 
Showtime), which specif ies the type and level of dif ferent types of content (e.g., mil d violence, 
violence, graphic violence; adult content, strong sexual content; adult language).Ó 
 
(Ages): ÒAn indication of what ages the program is suitable for (e.g., Òage 8 and up,Ó Òage 13 and 
upÓ). 
 
(Effects): ÒAn indication of potential effects of the program, e.g., Ômay be frightening,Õ Ômay induce 
copyingÕ).Ó 
 
        An analysis computed on the ratings of how helpful  these four systems would be revealed that 
the rating systems were evaluated very di fferently (18).    The cable system received significantly 
higher evaluations of helpfulness than the other three systems.  When the data were again broken 
down into all the separate subgroups, the patterns for all subgroups were again remarkably 
simil ar, with the cable system always being the highest rated and always signif icantly higher than 
the other three.  Figure 6 il lustrates this relationship, showing the percentage of parents who 
would find each system Òvery helpful.Ó 
 



 

 11 

 
         
 Although the systems all received lower ratings for Òobjectivit yÓ than for Òhelpfulness,Ó a 
very sim il ar pattern emerged when systems were rated for how objective they would be (19).   
Again, the cable system was always significantly higher than the other three choices.  This pattern 
was again repeated within all subgroups.  Figure 8 shows the percentage of parents who rated 
each system as Òvery objective.Ó 
 
 
 
Par en tsÕ Add i t ion al  Com m en ts 
 
        Almost half of all respondents to our survey (49%) took the opportunity to writ e in 
comments.  These comments are revealing because they ampli fy the thinking behind the 
numer ical ratings, and many of them reflect the intensity wit h which parents hold their  opinions.  
The letters in parentheses indicate the state of residence of the writ er. 
 
        Com m ents abou t  r at ings i n  gen er al .  Al though the overwhelming majorit y of parents 
indicated in their  numerical choices that they considered ratings for television programs 
moderately or very important, there were a few (11) who wrote in comments that were cri tical of 
the idea.  The most typical cri ticism was that ratings would be unnecessary if  parents just took the 
time to monitor what their  chil dren were viewing, and that the most vulnerable chil dren would be 
unaffected by the presence of ratings.   For example: 
 
ÒThe main reason that IÕm not as concerned about violence and sex on TV for my chil d is that I 
monit or what she sees closely, and discuss what she watches (especially i f sheÕs seen something 
IÕm uncomfor table wit h.)  I think ratings probably wonÕt help the chil dren who need it  most: the 
ones who watch unlim it ed TV without supervision, or the ones where TV is a babysitter .Ó (NE) 
 



 

 12 

        The idea of rat ing programs was also cri ticized as not going to the core of the problem -- the 
content of television: 
 
ÒIf   the industry provided good programming wit hout sex, violence or bad language, it  would be 
watched.  Try to encourage production of better content rather than rating for questionable 
content.Ó (NY) 
 
        Only one parent seemed to think that a rating system was an invasion of her  rights: 
 
ÒPlease consider the mil lions of people who DONÕT want in terference in viewing.  I donÕt as a 
parent of four, want any subjective rating, explanation or recommendations on any viewing 
involving my famil y whatsoever!Ó (KY) 
 
        Of the parents who wrote comments about the idea of ratings, three out of four thought 
ratings were a good idea.  Of the 29 positive comments about ratings, many were unabashedly 
enthusiastic.  For example: 
 
ÒRatings for both movies and television would be a true aid to parents and assist them in making 
wise choices for their  chil dren, or in guid ing chil dren in  making wise choices.Ó (GA) 
 
ÒI think a rating system for television is an excellent idea!Ó (PA) 
 
ÒGet this rating system into effect ASAP.Ó (NJ) 
 
ÒThe sooner the better .Ó (IA ) 
 
ÒI would love to see a rating system developed!Ó (FL) 
 
        Others who were support ive of the idea expressed the feeling that ratings were only par t of 
the solution.  For example:     
  
ÒThese can only be used as guides.  Parents must take control and turn off TV.Ó (AR) 
 
ÒThe ratings would be helpful but better qual it y shows would help more.Ó (UT) 
 
ÒRatings would be helpful but are so dependent on the rater!Ó (TX) 
 
        Com m en ts Abou t  t h e I n du st r y Rat i ng I tsel f .  A number of parents (18) expressed 
skepticism about rat ings that would be applied by the industry to it s own programs: 
 
ÒI hope the fact that the television industry i tself does the ratings wil l not take away from the 
intent of the ratings. Self-policing doesnÕt often work, especially in an industry where violence and 
questionable behavior and actions bring in money.Ó (NY) 
 
ÒI donÕt think that people within the industry should rate programs.  It Õs very di fficult to be 
im partial of something youÕre involved in .Ó (PA) 
 
        Com m ents Abou t  M PAA Rat ings.  Ten parents made favorable comments about the 
MPAA ratings, although four of these comments advocated making signif icant changes to the way 
they are currently designed.  The most common reason for support of the MPAA ratings was that 
they are famil iar.  For example: 
 
ÒI would prefer a parallel sytem to the MPAA since we already know what to expect and i t is very 
sim ple.Ó (CA) 
 
       The parents who supported the MPAA system with changes advocated the addition of 
content-specific information to the established MPAA rating levels: 
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ÒThe system should be consistent.  A combination of the current rating system for movies wit h 
addit ional in formation such as age appropriate and type/ level of content would be wonderful.Ó 
(OK) 
 
        Another parent advocating a system sim il ar to the MPAA ratings expressed her ambivalence 
as follows: 
 
ÒA system the same or simil ar to movies wil l make it  easier to understand for parents, especially 
those who arenÕt very involved in the fir st place.  Wi thout input from chil d development 
specialists, the system wil l only be half as accurate and worthwhil e as i t could be.  Of course, the 
industry wants people to watch their  shows!Ó (NV) 
 
        Even counting the ambivalent comments about the MPAA ratings as favorable, there were 
more than twice as many unfavorable (21) as favorable comments about the MPAA ratings.  The 
crit icisms centered on not providing enough in formation, on standards that are too lenient or 
have eroded over tim e, and on disagreements wit h the crit eria used by those who set the ratings.  
For example: 
 
ÒMPAA ratings do not give parents information they need to make decisions.  A movie could be 
rated ÔPG-13Õ for many dif ferent reasons.  Some may make the movie unacceptable to us, others 
may not.  Also the industry doesnÕt have a clue i f my 12-year-old is mature for his age or not. So 
saying it Õs suit able for a certain age group means nothing to me.Ó  (NC) 
 
ÒThe MPAA is useless.  Their  crit eria is becoming more lax every year.Ó (OR) 
 
ÒAs of now, I do not trust the MPAAÕs ratings at all .  Not even G.Ó (CA) 
 
ÒOur exper ience has been that PG-13 has l it tle value.  We find some movies wit h that rating no 
less objectionable than the ones rated R.  Other PG-13 movies are l ike PG.  No way to tell.  IÕm 
very much in favor of more specif ic information about content.Ó (OH) 
 
        Com m ents Abou t  Cable Rat i ngs an d  Con ten t  I n for m at i on  i n  Gen er al .  Al though 
the overwhelming sentiment in parentsÕ comments was for information about specif ic content, 
three parents simply wanted guidance wit hout content information.  For example: 
 
ÒThe system should be simple so that I can say to my pre-teen, A&B ratings are okay but C,D,&E 
ratings are not.  Content is too confusing.Ó (PA) 
 
        The cable rating system was mentioned explici tly by ten parents and all comments were 
favorable.  For example: 
 
ÒI feel the rating system through cable, such as HBO, is much more helpful than MPAA.  I never 
know what to expect wit h MPAA.Ó (TX) 
 
ÒThe ratings should deal only in facts, not moral judgments.  The HBO type of system has been 
very helpful in our house.Ó (FL) 
 
    Wit hout specif ically mentioning the cable system, the largest group of comments reflected the 
opinion that what is most valuable is information about the content of programs.  There were 
almost 50 comments of this type.  Often parents indicated they wanted information only and not 
a recommendation about who should see a program.  These are typical: 
 
ÒI want to know the content, not someone elseÕs opinion if  it  is suit able or not.  What is acceptable 
to many parents is NOT acceptable to me.Ó (TX) 
 
ÒI feel a rating system would be wonderful.  But everyone sees violence and gory things 
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dif ferently.  I want to know if  thereÕs that kind of thing in a program and IÕll decide whether or not 
my chil dren wil l watch it .Ó (CA) 
 
ÒWe need to know the type of content, then I can choose.  I  donÕt want to rely on someone elseÕs 
im pression of what certain ages can or should see.Ó  (MI)  
 
ÒWe donÕt need anything fancy.  Just let us know what is in the show (language, violence, sex) and 
we can then decide.Ó (TX) 
 
ÒMore specific information is better so that there is less discretion for them and more avail able to 
us.Ó (NY) 
 
Sum m ar y of  Fi n d ings and  I m p l i cat ions 
 
        The findings of this survey are compelling and clear.  Parents in the Unit ed States 
overwhelmingly prefer ratings that tell them what is in a program, rather than those that give 
them advice on whether  any of their  chil dren should be shielded from seeing it .  One reason for 
this preference seems to derive from the fact that parents know that dif ferent types of television 
effects are of concern to dif ferent parents.  Our data showed clearly that parents of di fferent age 
groups of chil dren are concerned about di fferent effects, and that even within each age group, 
there are important di fferences between parentsÕ concerns about their  sons vs. their  daughters.  
More im portantly, parents are of the strong belief that they know their  chil d better than anyone.  
They want to be the ones who decide about the appropr iateness of a par ticular program for their  
chil d.  They do not want to rely on the opinions of others, par ticularly members of the television 
industry, who have a stake in the impact of ratings. 
     
        On every question that compared the MPAA model, based on one summary rating suggesting 
age-appropriateness,  to the cable model,  giving specific content in formation in several areas, 
parents overwhelmingly preferred the cable model, and there were no exceptions to this 
preference, no matter how the overall sample was divided.  No age group or gender group  (of 
parents or of chil dren), or region of the country was an exception.  There were no subgroups in 
which the two models were even close.  The preference for the cable model is as deep as it  is wide, 
as evidenced by the parentsÕ voluntary comments.  One typical parentÕs comment sums up the 
major it y view quit e well: 
 
ÒI donÕt want to be told i f i tÕs appropriate for my chil d.  I want to know whatÕs in it  so I can judge 
myself.Ó (CA). 
 
        IsnÕt that the essence of our Amer ican democracy? 
 
        As this report was going to press, the Caucus for  Producers, Wr it er, & Dir ectors, an 
organization of members of the creative communit y whose work supplies a high proportion of 
network programming,  approved a proposal for a television rating system that is very much in 
line wit h parentsÕ wishes (20).   Their  system would provide ratings that involve separate labels 
for sex, violence, and language, and give a measure of intensit y wit h addit ional words such as 
Òoccasional,Ó Òfrequent,Ó or Òwidespread.Ó  This is a very welcome turn of events, given that 
distinguished members of the creative community feel that an approach that parents want is both 
appropriate and feasible. 
 
        In  evaluating whether a rating sytem wil l ultimately satisfy parentsÕ needs, we can look to 
food labeling as an analogy.   Because parents are concerned for the physical well-being of their  
chil dren, they appreciate the information provided by food labels, which is based on nutrit ional 
science.  I n other words, parents want to know how much fat and sodium there is in a can of soup, 
for example, as well as the avail abil i ty of protein and carbohydrates.  They also need to know the 
effects of  these various components of a food it em on a growing chil d so that they can make 
decisions that are in their  chil dÕs best in terest.  But in the end, they value their  freedom to create 
their  own famil yÕs menus. 
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         Likewise, parents are seeking in formation on television content areas so they can reduce 
their  chil drenÕs access to programming that they consider inappropriate.  But, just as food 
labeling is not helpful wit hout any knowledge of the effects of various nutrients on the body, a 
television rating system must also reflect what  research has shown about the effects of dif ferent 
aspects of media content on di fferent groups of chil dren. Refinements in  a rating system as 
dictated by research findings wil l undoubtedly prove valuable, and ult imately, very useful to 
parents.  And any rating sytem wil l need to be rein forced by public education about the risks 
posed by di fferent types of content. 
 
        But in the final analysis, the system that is adopted must respond to the needs and desir es of 
the group that wil l use it .  Parents have strong feelings about what would be useful to them.  It  is 
pointless to develop a system that parents wil l not use. 
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Footnotes 
 
(1) A statement by all segments of the television industry, February 29, 1996. 
(2) See, for example, Rideout, V. Making television ratings work for chil dren and famil ies: The 
perspective of chil drenÕs experts. Childr en Now Repor t, June 1996. 
(3) The one current exception is a recent phone survey conducted by U.S. News & World Report 
and reported in Silver, M. & Geier , T. Ready for prime t ime? U.S. News & Wor ld Repor t, 
September 9, 1996.  The results of that survey wil l be discussed in the context of the findings of 
this report. 
(4) See Perloff, R. M. Thir d-person effect research 1983-1992: A review and synthesis. 
In ter national Jour nal of Public Opinion Research, 5, 167-184. 
(5) A fi fth level, ÒNC-17: No Chil dren Under 17 Admit ted,Ó has recently been added.  However, i t 
was not included in this survey because it  is so new, and because it  has rarely been used even wit h 
theatrically released movies. 
(6) 1996 Commercial atlas and marketing guide (127th Edit ion). Rand McNally, 1996. 
(7) Population figures are estimates based on 1995 figures from The book of states, 1996-97 
Edit ion. Vol. 31.  Lexington, KY: The Council  of State Governments. 
(8)  See, for example, ÒLanguage, sex violence, chil drenÓ Dialogue, 1996, 4(3). In stit ute for 
Mental Health In i tiat ives. 
(9) An analysis of these comments and other detail s of responses not as relevant to the issues 
addressed in this paper wil l be included in a later report. 
(10) For the ÒviolenceÓ scale, alpha = .87; for the ÒsexÓ scale, r = .62. 
(11)  A 3 (age group) X 2 (sex) X  5 (type of concern) analysis of var iance was per formed, with the 
five dif ferent types of concern as repeated measures.   For the main effect of age group,  F(2,659) 
= 18.97, p < .001.  For the main effect of sex of chil d, F(1,659) = 2.67, p = .10. For the interaction 
between age and sex, F (2,659) = 7.02, p < .001.  The other in teractions were as follows: age X 
concern, F(8,1314)  = 10.83, 
(12) The precise patterns of dif ferences among the means are as follows:  Ranked from lowest to 
highest, cells wit h no letter in common are dif ferent (at p<.05).  Comparisons are wit hin gender 
only:  Youngest boys: fr ight (a), r isk-taking (a), profanit y (ab), violence (b), sex (b).  Youngest 
gir ls: r isk-taking (a), violence (a), profanity(ab), sex (b), fr ight (b).  
(13) The patterns of mean di fferences are as follows: Mi ddle boys: fr ight (a), r isk-taking (b), 
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profanit y (c), violence (cd), sex (d).  Mid dle girls: r isk-taking (a), violence (bc), fr ight (c), 
profanit y (cd), sex (e). 
(14) The patterns of mean di fferences are as follows:  for oldest boys, fr ight (a), r isk-taking (b), 
profanit y (b), violence (b), sex (c).  For the oldest gir ls, fr ight (a), r isk-taking (b), violence (bc), 
profanit y (c), sex (d). 
(15) I n a one-way analysis of variance with three age-levels, the main effect of age group was 
significant, F(2,673)=4.47, p=.01.  Mean levels of importance of rating cartoons were as follows: 
youngest, 2.5, middle, 2.3, oldest, 2.2. 
(16) When this outcome was compared to what would be expected by chance if  there were no 
overall preference in the population, the di fference was highly signif icant at p < .001 by binomial 
test.  All ei ther-or preferences reported in this section were signif icant beyond the .001 level. 
(17)  Silver, M. & Geier, T. Ready for pr ime time? U.S. News & Wor ld Repor t (9/ 9/ 1996) 
(18) I n the repeated measures analysis of variance on rated helpfulness of the four systems, the 
main effect of type of system yielded F(3,646) = 155.43, p<.001. 
(19) The main  effect of type of system on the ratings of objectivi ty yielded F(3,608) = l05.84, 
p<.001. 
(20) Deal ing in V-chips.Ó The Los Angeles Times, November 8, 1996 

 
(c) Joanne Cantor, from www.yourm i n donm edi a.com 

 


