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] ) N , S Investigating family viewing in Britain
T M ek .m o m . .w?k._s&ﬁrsﬁf}y T, . Q(Eﬁ&
wt Wt o / / , The research reported below concerns two different types of research
v / , i )a %A questions regarding, on the one hand, how television is interpreted by its
) T { ¢ ) >§ VY oK C —}%,,«w \md LA ok audiences and, on the other, how TV material is used in different families.
m\ . ihne (eas ]

‘ ) i N PR The central thesis was that the changing patterns of television viewing
? r oﬁnﬁ&\{ . N. Ul m@ Oy - ? @4 em % \ \~ 99 &w . could be understood only in the overall context of family leisure activity.
! Previous work in this area has tended to focus too narrowly on one or

another side of a pair of interlinked issues that need, in fact, to be consid-
ered together: these are the issues of how viewers make sense of the mate-
rials they view, and the social (and primarily familial) relations within
which viewing is conducted. [...]

In this research, I took the premise that one should consider the basic
unit of consumption of TV to be the family/household rather than the
individual viewer. This is done to raise questions about how the
television set is handled in the home, how viewing decisions are made —
by which family members, at what times, what is watched — and how
responses to different kinds of materials are discussed within the family,
and so on. In short, this represents an attempt to analyse individual
viewing activity within the household/familial relations in which it
commonly operates.

Audience research that ignores this context cannot comprehend a
number of key determinations relating to both viewing ‘choices’ and

responses — those involving questions of differential power,
responsibility, and control within the family at different time of the day
and night.

My further premise is that the use of the television set has to be under-
stood in the wider context of other competing and complementary leisure
activities (hobbies, interests, pastimes) in which viewers engage.
Television clearly is primary leisure activity, but previous research has
tended merely to investigate leisure options as separate and unrelated
activities to be listed, rather than to be studied in relation in each other.
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tions within that space? All of these may appear at first to be banal ques-

' ions. But they do indeed have great significance in understanding how
 television ‘works’ within a family. As Lindlof and Traudt (1983) note, for

instance, ‘in higher density families . . . TV viewing may function as a way
of avoiding conflicts or lessening tensions in lieu of spatial privacy’. {...]

Research objectives

The particular research project reported here was designed to investigate
the changing uses of television among a sample of families of different
types drawn from a range of social positions. It was designed to investi-
gate differences between families of different social positions and between
families with children of different ages in terms of:

o the increasingly varied use of household television set(s) for receiving
broadcast television, video games, teletext, and so on

o patterns of differential commitment and response to particular types of
programming

e the dynamics of television use within the family; how viewing choices
are expressed and negotiated within the family; the differential power
of particular family members in relation to viewing choices at different
times of the day; the ways in which television material is discussed
within the family

o 'the relations between television watching and other dimensions of
family life - television as a source of information on leisure choices and
how leisure interests and work obligations (both inside and outside the
home) influence viewing choices.

The project was designed to identify and investigate the differences
hidden behind the catch-all phrase, ‘watching television’. We all watch
television, but with how much attention and with what degrees of
commitment and response, in relation to which types of shows, at what
times?

Moreover, as argued earlier, we are now in situation in which watching
broadcast television is only one among various possible uses of the
domestic television set. Among the questions I set out to explore were the
following ones. Which family members, in which types of families, use
their televisions for which purpose at which points in the day? What are
the factors that give rise to different patterns and how are they understood
by respondents themselves? Further, how are the priorities and prefer-
ences of family members negotiated and resolved in relation to conflicting
demands on the use of the television in general and of viewing prefer-
ences in particular? In short, how do family dynamics interact with

viewing behavior?

Methodology

The methodology adopted was a qualitative one, whereby each family
was interviewed in depth in order to elucidate their various accounts of
how they understand the role of television in their overall leisure
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m,a.Bm: and the women in the sample. As will be seen, men and women
ffer clearly contrasting accounts of their viewing habits in terms of their
ifferential power to choose what they view, how much they view, their
viewing styles, and their choice of particular viewing material. However, I

“ am not suggesting that these empirical differences are attributes of their
_essential biological characteristics as men and women. Rather, I am trying
“to argue that these differences are the effects of the particular social roles
' that these men and women occupy within the home. Moreover, I am not
suggesting that the particular pattern of gender relations within the home
ound here (with all the consequences that that pattern has for viewing
‘ehavior) would necessarily be replicated either in nuclear families from a
ifferent class or ethnic background or in households of different types
with the same class and ethnic backgrounds. Rather, it is always a case of
how gender relations interact with, and are formed differently within,
these different contexts.

- Aside from these qualifications, there is one fundamental point that
needs to be made concerning the basically different positioning of men
and women within the domestic sphere. The dominant model of gender
relations within this society (and certainly within that subsection of it
~ represented in my sample) is one in which the home is primarily defined

‘for means a site of leisure — by distinction from the ‘industrial time’ of
their employment outside the home ~ while the home is primarily defined
for women as a site of work, whether or not they also work outside the
home. This simply means that, in investigating television viewing in the
-home, one is by definition investigating something that men are better
- placed to do wholeheartedly, and that women seem only to be able to do
distractedly and guiltily, because of their continuing sense of domestic
responsibility. Moreover, this differential positioning is given a greater
significance as the home becomes increasingly defined as the prime
sphere of leisure.

When considering the empirical findings that follow, care must be
taken to hold in view this structuring of the domestic environment by
gender relations as the backdrop against which these particular patterns
of viewing behavior have developed. Otherwise, we risk seeing these
patterns a somehow the direct result of ‘essential’ or biological
characteristics of men and women per se. Ang (1987) extends the

- argument:

Women’s viewing patterns can only be understood in relation to men’s
patterns: the two are in a sense constitutive of each other. What we call
‘viewing habits’ are thus not more or less static set of characteristics inhab-
ited by an individual or group of individuals; rather they are the temporary
resultof a ... dynamic. .. process . . . male/female relationships are always

informed by power, contradiction, and struggle.
(pp. 18-19)

So, as Ang argues, male and female modes of watching TV are not two
separate, discrete types of experience, clearly defined and static ‘objects’
of study or expressions of essential natures. Rather than taking differences

between male and female relations to TV as an empirical given, one must
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look to how the structure of domestic power relations works to constitute
these differences.

Power and control over program choice

Masculine power is evident in a number of the families as the ultimate
determinant on occasions of conflict over viewing choices (‘We discuss
what we all want to watch and the biggest wins. That's me, I'm the
biggest.’). It is even more apparent in the case of those families that have a
remote control device. None of the women in any of the families use the
remote control device regularly. A number of them complain that their
husbands use the device obsessively, channel-flicking across programs
when their wives are trying to watch something else. Characteristically
the remote control device is the symbolic possession of the father (or of Em\
son, in the father’s absence) that sits ‘on the arm of Daddy’s chair’ and is
used almost exclusively by him. It is a highly visible method of condensed
power relations:

*Daughter: Dad keeps both of the automatic controls — one on each side of
his chair.

*Woman: Well, I don’t get much chance, because he sits there with the
automatic control beside him and that’s it. I get annoyed because I can be
watching a program and he’s flicking channels to see if a program on the
other side is finished so he can record something. So the television’s flick-
ering all the time, while he’s flicking the timer. I just say. ‘For goodness’
sake, leave it alone.” I don’t get the chance to use the control. I don't get
near it.

*Woman: No, not really, I don’t get the chance to use the automatic
control. I leave that down to him. It is aggravating, because I can be watching
something and all of a sudden he turns it over to get the football result.

*Daughter: The control’s always next to Dad’s chair. It doesn’t come away
when Dad’s here. It stays right there.

Interestingly, the main exceptions to this overall pattern are those families
in which the man is unemployed while his wife is working. In these cases
it is slightly more common for the man to be expected to let other family
members watch what they want to when it is broadcast while he video-
tapes what he would like to see in order to watch that later at night or the
following day. His timetable of commitments is more flexible than those
of the working members of the family. Here we begin to see the way in
which the position of power held by most of the men in the sample (and
which their wives concede) is based not simply on the biological fact of
being men but rather on a social definition of a masculinity of which
employment (that is, the ‘breadwinner’ role) is a necessary and
constituent part. When that condition is not met, the pattern of power
relations within the home can change noticeably. [...]

Styles of viewing

One major finding is the consistency of the distinction made between the
characteristic ways in which men and women describe their viewing
activity. Essentially, men state a clear preference for viewing attentively,
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in silence, without interruption “in order not to miss anything’. Moreover,
they display puzzlement at the way their wives and daughters watch tele-
vision. The women describe viewing as a fundamentally social activity,
involving ongoing conversation, and usually the performance of at least
one other domestic activity (ironing, etc.) at the same time. Indeed, many
women feel that to just watch television without doing anything else at
the same time would be an indefensible waste of time, given their sense of
their domestic obligations. To watch in this way is something they rarely
do, except occasionally, when alone or with other women friends and
when they have managed to construct a situation in which to watch their
favorite program or video. The women note that their husbands are
always ‘on at them’ to shut up, and the men can’t really understand how
their wives can follow the programs if they are doing something else at the
same time. [...]

Planned and unplanned viewing

It is men, on the whole, who speak of checking through the paper (or the
teletext) to plan their evening’s viewing. Very few women seem to do this
at all, except in terms of already knowing which evenings and times their
favorite series are on and thus not needing to check the schedule. This is
also an indication of a different attitude to viewing as a whole. Many of
the women have a much more take-it-or-leave-it attitude, not caring much
if they miss things (except for their favorite serials):

*Man: Normally I look through the paper because you (his wife) tend to
just put on ITV, but sometimes there is something good on the other chan-
nels, so I make a note ~ things like films and sport.

*Woman: I don’t read newspapers. If I know what's going to be on, Ill
watch it. He tends to look in the paper. I don’t actually look in the paper to
see what’son. [...]

Television-related talk

Women show much less reluctance to ‘admit’ that they talk about televi-
sion with their friends and workmates. Very few men [...] say they do
this. It is as if they feel that to admit that they watch too much television
(especially with the degree of involvement that would be implied by
finding it important enough to talk about) would be to put their very
masculinity in question (see the section on program type preference
below). The only standard exception is where the men say that they talk
about sports on television. Some part of this has simply to do with the fact
that femininity is a more expressive cultural mode than is masculinity.
Thus even if women watch less, with less intent viewing styles, they are
nonetheless inclined to talk about television more than men, despite the
fact that men watch it more attentively. [...]

Use of video

The women didn’t operate the video recorder themselves to any great
extent, but relied on their husbands or children to work it for them.
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when you go to pick up a video, instead of getting a nice sloppy love story, I
think I can’t get that because of the others. I'd feel guilty watching it because
I think I'm getting my pleasure while the others aren’t getting any pleasure,
because they’re not interested.

Program type preferences

My respondents displayed a notable consistency in this area, whereby
masculinity was primarily identified with a strong preference for ‘factual’
programs (news, current affairs, documentaries) and femininity identified
with a preference for fictional programs. The observation may be banal,
but the strength of the consistency displayed here was remarkable when-
ever respondents were asked about program preferences, and especially
when asked which programs they would make a point of watching and
doing so attentively:
*Man: I like all documentaries. . . . I like watching stuff like that. . .. I can
watch fiction but I am not great lover of it.

*Woman: He don’t like a lot of serials.
*Man: It’s not my type of stuff. I do like the news, current affairs, all that

type of stuff.
*Woman: Me and the girls love our serials.
*Man: I watch the news all the time, I like the news, current affairs and all

that.
*Woman: I don’t like to so much.
*Man: I watch the news every time, 5.40 p.m., 6.00 p.m., 9.00 p.m., 10.00

p-m., I try to watch.
*Woman: I just watch the main news so I know what’s going on. Once is

enough. Then I'm not interested in it.

These responses seem to fit fairly readily into a kind of syllogism of
masculine/feminine relationships to television:
MASCULINE FEMININE
Activity Watching television
Factual programs Fictional programs
Realist fiction Romance

It could be claimed that my findings in this respect exaggerate the ‘real’
differences between men’s and women’s viewing and underestimate the
extent of ‘overlap’ viewing between men and women. Certainly my
respondents offer a more sharply differentiated picture of men’s and
women’s viewing than is ordinarily reported in survey work, which
shows substantial numbers of men watching fictional programs and
equally substantial numbers of women watching factual programs.
However, this apparent contradiction largely rests on the conflation of
‘viewing’ with ‘viewing attentively and with enjoyment’. Moreover, even
if it could be demonstrated that my respondents had systematically
misrepresented their behavior to me (offering classical masculine and
feminine stereotypes that belie the complexity of their actual behavior), it
would remain as a social fact of considerable interest that these were the
particular forms of misrepresentation that respondents felt constrained to
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National versus local news programming

As has been noted, it is men and not women who tend to claim in interest
in news programming. Interestingly, this pattern varies when we consider
local news programming, which a number of women claim to like. In
several cases they give very cogent reasons for this. For instance, they say
that they don’t understand what international economic news is about
and, as it has no experiential bearing on their lives, they’re not interesteq
in it. However, if there has been crime in their local area, they feel they
need to know about it, both for their own sake and their children’s sakes.
This connects directly to their expressed interest in programs like ‘Police
Five’, or programs warning of domestic dangers. In both these kinds of
cases the program material has a practical value to them in terms of their
domestic responsibilities, and thus they will make a point of watching it.
Conversely, they frequently see themselves as having no practical relation

to the area of national and international politics presented in the main
news and therefore don’t watchit. [...]

Roads (and potholes) ahead - the prospect of empirical research

Some years ago, in the conclusion to my study of the Nationwide Audience
(Morley, 1980), I argued that the relation of audiences to television’s ideo-
logical operations had always, in principle, to be formulated as an empir-
ical question and that the challenge was to try to develop appropriate
methods for empirical investigation of these relations. Whatever difficul-
ties might be raised about the status of the knowledge produced as a
result of this complex process, it seems to me to be a fundamentally more
appropriate way to attempt to understand what audiences do when they
watch TV than if T were simply to stay home and try to imagine the
possible implications of how people might conceivably watch TV.

I'would accept that in the absence of any significant element of partici-
pant observation of actual behavior beyond the interview situation, I am
left only with the stories that respondents choose to tell me. These stories
are themselves obviously limited by the cultural and linguistic frames of
reference that respondents have available to them through which to artic-
ulate their responses.

However, a number of other points need to be made. The first concerns
the supposedly lesser validity of respondents’ accounts of behaviour as
opposed to observations of actual behavior. The problem here is that
observing always leaves open the question of interpretation. I may be
observed to be sitting staring at the TV screen, but this behaviour could be
equally compatible with a sense of total fascination or total boredom on
my part ~and the distinction may not be readily accessible from observed
behavioral clues. Moreover, should you wish to understand what I am
doing it would probably be as well to ask me. I may well, of course, lie to
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i i he entrance stalls, the foyer, ,
the pictures — the queue (line), t desk,
mwmm:m corridor entering the cinema, the gangway, the mmmﬂm\ Mwﬂmmm:mw_mn\mzr
li Em fading, darkness, the screen, which vmmw.bm to m%w n—_u,mnﬁ Silk
Qmﬁ&a& are opening (Corrigan, 1983). NPMJW mzmqwﬂm ﬁowvmw WSMW wﬁr m_ ot that
i the contex
does not take on board these issues o h the il 1o
i ind, i t. Unfortunately, an awtu
consumed is, to my mind, insufficien i awful lot of B
i to these issues, given the
has operated without reference \
MWMAMNMEQ %m&mOS in prioritizing the status of the text itself, abstracted
he viewing context. . .
?o_/wm ﬁmcﬁrm_., v%ﬁ is that this argument applies with equal mmmmm mmo @%
mﬁ:%\ of television. Just as we need to understand the ﬁ?MEWB rm:mwd o
\mo%\m to the pictures’, so we need equally to understand the p
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nology of domestic television viewing - that is, the significance of varioyg
modes of physical and social organization of the domestic environment g
the context in which TV viewing is conducted. There is more to watch
TV than what’s on the screen — and that ‘more’ is, centrally,
context in which viewing is conducted.

ing
the domestje
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Television and everyday life: towards an
anthropology of the television audience!

Roger Silverstone

From Ferguson, M. (ed.) (1990) Public Communication: The New Imperatives,
London: Sage Publications, pp. 173-90.

No consideration of public communication can reasonably mmﬂoa the
dience: the readers, viewers, consumers om. ﬁr..w content of the mass
e % Indeed, the history of mass communication research has been
cor ﬁ.&. ousl mmmg.Bma and informed by concerns with its ..wmmnﬁw on audi-
con E.mos mw_\m# moral, political and economic lives. That history has been
Mwnmwm<m5 one. It has been dominated by mr noﬂnmm.b with Mm%mnwm\ﬂ Mmmm%%wm
i ents on each o ese, an .
el Mmﬂ Mv WM«MMMnWMM ﬁww%w,\mﬂmz capacity of the media to influence its
Mmmmwﬁnmm in significant ways, has, as noczmwwm observers have :ommw\
produced little convincing mﬁ&msn% Wm mwm BWM% M WWMMMM MMm mew_mw%mnwmam
are substantial. e :
MMHWEM:M\WMM%M”Mwm:nmm live in a complex world. Both are S%EN
hanging. The belief that the media can .&?Q an audience in some :8?
MH. Bmmwm:nmzm ways has passed, despite commonsensical view to the
noﬂhﬂmmww meﬁma I would like to offer an mﬁ_uwnmnr to mmgm of @W .FMQMMM
tions posed for the study of the television audience, 5oﬂmo M:EN in the
hope of providing conclusive answers as marking ME a ~m5u M mc&:
future exploration. I will argue for a broadly w:.m:womuo omﬁﬂ conc Wmn L
ization of the audience and for a methodological approach, M:. wom o
approaches, which sets the audience m.Oa television 5% Mmﬁb _mx. f the
world of everyday life: the daily experiences of rozwﬂm\w echno omhwwncm_m
neighbourhood, and of the public and private mytho omﬂmm_ an
which define the basic patterns of our cultural experience. [...

Towards a framework for the analysis of the television audience

[...] Lintend to explore a number of possible avenues for mxw pursuit o% MH :
ﬁ.m.y.mimwoz audience, and to argue for a naturalistic methodo M.m% - w mnmﬂ tical
ethnography — as the appropriate way to proceed. There .wﬂm rammwm ons
to the argument. The first is the status of wm_mSm.Hos Mm echno MMMM The
second concerns the nature of mass mﬁ&. mem-Bmm_mﬂm nozmﬁm% ion .mm_w-
third focuses on the principles of rhetoric as a way % mﬁﬁnomnﬁmmw he rele-
tionship between medium and content (technology an
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