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Chapter 21

Influencing the Character of
Entertainment Television:
Ethical Dilemmas of Prosocial
Programming

William J. Brown and Arvind Singhal

INTRODUCTION

The character of our nation is not only reflected in our media culture,
but is also influenced by it. Decades of research by George Gerbner and
his colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania have documented the
socialization effects of the American media on popular culture. If it is true
that what we role model produces behavioral tendencies, and behavioral
tendencies develop into habits, and habits form character, and character
determines destiny, then we must seriously consider how to ethically
promote prosocial values, beliefs, and behavior through the popular media.
In this chapter we discuss the use of prosocial television programming as
a means to promote social development,

The use of television to promote social development has generated
ethical dilemmas that will affect several billion television viewers during
the 1990s. Development is defined as a widely participatory process of
directed social change in a society, intended to bring about both social and
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material advancement.' Television has a greater potential impact on social
levelopment now than ever before in human history. Several countries are
systematically producing television programs with prosocial messages.
Prosocial television content refers to televised performances that depict
sognitive, affective, or behavioral activities considered to be socially
Jesirable by most members of a television audience.? Ethical concerns
regarding the responsible use of television are prompting television
sroducers and officials to reduce the antisocial effects of television by
ncreasing the prosocial content of television programs.

While the use of prosocial television programs raises several ethical
lilemmas (as we will show later in this chapter), literature on television
ithics is severely limited. Television ethics represents a relatively
1eglected and undeveloped field of inquiry. Existing research focuses
rimarily on specialized themes such as television news ethics.' The
»urpose of this chapter is to investigate the use of prosocial television, to
‘eview relevant theory on communication ethics, and to address several
mportant ethical dilemmas that individuals should consider as television’s
nfluence grows during the 1990s.

TELEVISION’S GROWING INFLUENCE

As television audiences increase worldwide, entertainment television is
apidly replacing educational television. Entertainment television is
:omprised of televised performances intended to capture the interest or
ttention of individuals, giving them pleasure and/or amusement.
‘ducational television refers to a televised program of instruction and
raining intended to develop an individual’s mental, moral, or physical
kills to achieve a particular end. Entertainment programs are highly
ropular and are now crowding out educational television programs. This
rend is occurring because entertainment programs attract larger audiences,
re viewed for longer periods, and generate greater profits than do
:ducational programs.

Despite the sustained growth of entertainment television, little is known
bout the prosocial effects of entertainment television programs. There are
everal reasons for this limited knowledge. First, television programs are
:ommonly categorized into a dichotomy that separates entertainment
elevision from educational television. In the past four decades this
lichotomy has been reified in the way television and its effects have been
liscussed and researched. For example, before cable television,
‘entertainment television” was often referred to as “commercial television”
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and “educational television” was called “public television.”

These arbitrary labels complicate research on the effects of television
programs. Educational programs like Sesame Street can be highly
entertaining, and entertainment programs like ER, The Cosby Show,
Shogun, and The Day After can be highly educational.® The prevailing
notion that entertainment television entertains rather than educates limits
a researcher’s framework by underestimating the importance of
entertainment television’s educational and social influence.

A second reason for the paucity of research on the prosocial effects of
entertainment television is the emphasis on studying television’s antisocial
effects. Antisocial is defined as cognitive, affective, or behavioral
activities considered to be socially undesirable by most members of a
social system. Of the many thousands of studies conducted on antisocial
television effects, we identify four major research strains: the harmful
effects of television violence,’ the effects of promoting inaccurate health-
related information on television,® the portrayal of negative (and often
discriminating) images of women and children on television,” and the
unrealistic depiction of interpersonal and social relationships on television.®

In contrast, relatively few studies have focused on the prosocial effects
of entertainment television.” Therefore much less is known about the
effects of television programs that are intended to have positive social
impacts than is known about the unintended antisocial effects of
entertainment television.

THE GROWTH OF PROSOCIAL TELEVISION

The idea of producing entertainment television programs for prosocial
purposes is not new. However, the use of human communication theories
to promote specific prosocial beliefs and behaviors through entertainment
television programs (not just commercials) is a relatively new practice.'®

On several occasions, television producers in the United States have
incorporated prosocial messages into entertainment television programs.
During the 1970s, Norman Lear launched the popular CBS television
series All in the Family to address ethnic prejudices and to encourage
racial harmony in America. The highly acclaimed ABC miniseries Roots,
viewed by 32 million U.S. households, and its sequel, Roots: The Next
Generation, viewed by 22.5 million U.S. households, promoted the value
of egalitarianism.""  Another television miniseries studied, Shogun,
positively affected viewers’ attitudes toward the Japanese; the series
increased viewers’ knowledge of the Japanese language, history, and
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customs, and inicreased their desire to be socially closer to the Japanese
people.'?

Research indicates that exposure to even a single prosocial television
program can produce enduring cognitive and behavioral changes in
viewers. The television movie The Day After significantly increased
viewers’ attitudes about preventing nuclear war."® The Great American
Values Test, a 30-minute television special designed to promote prosocial
values, significantly increased viewers’ pro-environmental and pro-
egalitarian beliefs and behaviors.® Although most of the studies of
prosocial television programs indicate only modest effects, they reveal the
potentially beneficial impact of prosocial television content.

Numerous organizations maintain a presence in Hollywood in order to
influence U.S. television producers to include social issues in an episode
of a television series. These “Hollywood lobbyists™ (social cause groups)
occasionally are successful in getting their issue presented on prime-time
television, and thus raise public consciousness about that issue.'s

Educational institutions also have made contributions to the production
of prosocial messages. For example, the Harvard University School of
Public Health instigated the “designated driver” television campaign to
prevent drinking and driving. By March 1989, the designated driver
concept appeared in 35 different prime-time series on U.S. network
television." As social problems facing many countries become more
acute, as is expected with the growing AIDS crisis and widespread drug

abuse, more prosocial television content is likely to be broadcast during
the 1990s.

ETHICAL THEORY AND PROSOCIAL TELEVISION

The expanding use of television for social development raises important
ethical concerns that need to be discussed. First, we discuss perspectives
provided by several key ethical theorists to define and evaluate the ethics
of prosocial media. Then we discuss four ethical dilemmas associated
with prosocial television.

Aristotle’s “golden mean” concept suggests that messages should be
tailored to address an audience in the “prime of life,” balancing the
extreme characteristics of young people and old people.  Aristotle
emphasized that ethical conduct is attained by actions that are intermediate
between extremes, and that moral knowledge and ethics are produced
collectively. Consistent with Aristotle’s ethical theory, several media
planners have created prosocial messages that are addressed to the “golden
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mean” of modern societies, focusing on the common needs of most people.
However, using prosocial media to address only these audiences may }ead
media planners to ignore needs of other demographic groups, especially
minorities. . .

Other media planners have created prosocial messages consistent with
John Stuart Mill’s “principle of utility,” which judges an action to be
ethically appropriate only when it produces the greatest am.ount of g09d
for the greatest number of people in a society. Creating prosocial
messages that produce the greatest good for the greatest number c_>f people
is difficult to implement because someone must define what constitutes the
“greatest good.” .

Immanuel Kant’s ethic of the “categorical imperative™ has also
influenced ethical theory in the media. Kant believed that a good act was
one which the actor would be willing to see universalized and that every
person should be considered as an end rather than as a means ?o a.n.end.
Media policy based on Kant’s view would suggest that every 1pd1vxdu§l
in society should have an equal opportunity to receive beneficial media
messages, and that the focus of such messages should be first to help the
individuals, not just to change the individuals to achieve a government’s
objectives. ‘

The ethical view presented in this chapter is closely related to Kfmtlan
philosophy. We suggest that common human values should be considered
in producing prosocial media messages. Minnick (1980) noted that Alb.ert
Schweitzer defined ethics as nothing more than reverence for life.
Schweitzer's definition implies that moral judgments are built upon
commonly accepted values. Ethics emerge from endlging social va{ues
rather than from logically defensible propositions. Thus, ethical
communication has a dimension of social identity.'®

We define ethical communication as that which upholds and protects an
individual’s freedom, equality, dignity, and physical well-being.
Communication media are ethically employed when thgy are not the
limiting factor in addressing individual and social.ngeds. If the media
fail to uphold and protect basic human values, or limit people.s access to
resources that provide their basic needs, then it is used unethically.

ETHICAL DILEMMAS OF PROSOCIAL TELEVISION
An evaluation of prosocial television according to our definition of

ethical communications has revealed four important dilemmgs: the
prosocial content dilemma, that is, how to distinguish prosocial from
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However, ‘ﬁneéiuivocal promotion of prosocial television for social
development can also represent an untenable ethical position. When there
is disagreement about the rightness or wrongness of certain social beliefs
and behaviors, it becomes obvious that what is considered to be prosocial
by any group of people, whether that group represents the majority of a
population or the highest court of the land, should not be uncritically
promoted on television. Whether or not it is ethical to produce prosocial
television depends on a number of factors, including the nature of the
belief or behavior being promoted, who decides the prosocial status of a
certain belief or behavior, and what effects the promotion of a certain
belief or behavior are likely to have on an audience. Thus, the ethics of
using television as a persuasive tool for social development is inextricably
intertwined with the three other ethical dilemmas that were discussed
earlier.

CONCLUSION

In summary, we have discussed four ethical dilemmas associated with
the use of prosocial television: the ethics of distinguishing prosocial and
antisocial content in television programs, the ethics of ensuring
sociocultural equality in prosocial programs, the ethics of dealing with the
unintended effects of prosocial television, and the ethics of using television
as a tool to guide social development. As television audiences continue
to expand, and as the number of prosocial programs increase, an
understanding of these ethical dilemmas becomes crucially important.

Promoting prosocial change through television requires responsible
communication which demands a commitment to the moral responsibility
of protecting the public.”’ Since television is already used as a persuasive
tool, the ethical use of television calls for the provision of accurate, timely,
and freely distributed information that protects the voluntary choices of
television viewers.'

Entertainment television has a complex social impact on its viewers. If
societies are to use television for social development, then the production
of prosocial television content should not be discouraged, despite the
ethical dilemmas associated with its effects. Television consumers who
are unhappy with the antisocial effects of entertainment television should
become more actively involved in determining the kind of content they
desire,

Prosocial television can improve the quality of our lives, but if we are
to encourage its use, the responsibility for television content cannot remain
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on the shoulders of commercial sponsors and networks prone to avoid
prosocial programming content, or on government officials who can
arbitrarily decide what is prosocial and what is not. The ethical use of
media must be based upon the imperative of protecting our freedom,
equality, dignity, and physical and psychological well-being. In the case
of prosocial television, ultimately, the ethical dilemmas will be decided by
television viewers.
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