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Abstract

This study tested the hypothesis that an acute nationwide physical threat (i.e., the threat of a terrorist attack) would increase viewing of violent, sexual, and serious television programs more than an acute nationwide economic threat (i.e., the recession of 2008). Using weekly Nielsen Media Reports, viewer ratings were collected from October to February for the years 2000-2001, 2001-2002, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009. The top ten television shows from each week were then rated for seriousness, violence, and sexual content (k = .93). Results revealed that after the attacks of 9-11 viewers watched were more serious, violent, and sexual television than before 9-11. The recession of 2008 did not alter people’s television viewing habits.  These results were interpreted as a search for meaning (i.e., using media as a safe environment in which to explore feelings of fear and uncertainty) as well as in the context of the Environmental Security Hypothesis.
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Physical versus economic societal threat: How 9-11 and the Great Recession of 2008 influenced viewers’ consumption of serious, sexual, and violent television content  
Based on an examination of media consumption during times of varying societal threat, a picture has emerged concerning people’s reactions to hard times.  McIntosh and colleagues (2000), for example, examined ratings from television programs from 1960-1990 and found that during times of high threat people viewed television programs that are more meaningful, realistic, and complex.  McIntosh and colleagues (2000) theorized that television may provide a safe environment in which people experiencing threat can explore their feelings of fear and uncertainty.  Similarly, Pettijohn and Sacco (2009) found that during times of threat, the songs that become most popular contain more meaningful and comforting lyrics than the popular songs of better times.  They explained these findings via the Environmental Security Hypothesis (e.g., Pettijohn & Tesser, 1999), which states that during difficult times people are more focused on issues of safety and security, and adjust their preferences accordingly, toward more mature and meaningful themes and contexts.
Not only do people gravitate toward more serious and comforting media during threatening times, they also gravitate toward more serious-looking women in media.  During hard times, people tend to prefer Playboy Playmates who have more mature features, such as smaller eyes, larger waists, and smaller bust-to-waist ratios (Pettijohn & Jungeberg, 2004). Preference for neotenous, or increased eye size was also found to be less desirable among movie actresses during times of high threat (Pettijohn & Tesser, 2005).  Pettijohn and his colleagues interpreted both of these sets of findings as indicating that when times are bad, people feel insecure, and prefer women whose appearance suggests strength and maturity.
The notion that threatening times lead to an attraction toward strength is also reflected in the work of Sales (1973).  He found that during hard times society becomes more authoritarian.  By examining comic strips, magazine content, number of boxing matches, breeds of dogs registered, etcetera, during the 1920s versus the Great Depression of the 1930s, Sales found that during times of high threat people exhibit a preoccupation with power and dominance, are eager to submit to authority, resist self-reflection, and desire to punish those who violate conventional values, among other things.  This desire for power is also reflected in an increased interest in violent entertainment.  McIntosh and colleagues (2003) found that during times of threat, the comedy films most popular with American audiences contained more violent humor than during times of low threat.  In addition, Doty (1991) found violent content increased in X-rated videotapes during high-threat years. In other words, during times of high threat society tends to prefer entertainment that is, among other things, more serious and more violent. 

In examining societal threat, researchers have typically compiled year-over-year statistics related to a number of conditions that reflect the health of the society at that time.  Sales (1973), for example, defined threat as high unemployment, low disposable income per capita, rises in the consumer price index, increased numbers of major crimes, high levels of civil disorder, work stoppages, increased likelihood of war or escalation of war, assassinations, and polling data about anxiety and fear.  Pettijohn & Tesser’s (1999) General Hard Times Measure consists of similar factors that are perceived as a threat to the people in the society.


The scope of this measure of threat is very broad, and encompasses both social and economic factors.  To date, no research has examined whether social or economic factors are more responsible for driving the impact threat has on society’s behavior.  There is reason to suspect that they are not equal in their impact.

Humans innately process information differently depending on how they interpret a situation or a threat. Gilbert (2006) wrote an op-ed article in which he explained that the human brain is equipped to register alarm at threats that occur suddenly or spontaneously, threaten our lives, originate from an identifiable human source, and make us angry or scared.  Violent threat such as crime and terrorism possesses these features, whereas economic threat does not.  In other words, based on Gilbert’s observation economic downturns are unlikely to elicit as much alarm in people as will threats to their physical safety.
In addition, Schneier (2008) demonstrated that when a threat is new and unfamiliar, people interpret the risk as much greater than it actually is. This is because humans exaggerate the magnitude of novel or spectacular events, even though they do not occur often, while downplaying more common threats.  Economic threat is more common on a national scale than is violent threat.  Economic threat is cyclical; financial problems are familiar to the majority of Americans.  Violent threats, on the other hand, are far less familiar, especially in U.S. society, which until this decade had not faced a significant deadly attack from a foreign entity on its soil in sixty years.  Thus, although economic threats are a more likely in the U.S., people’s perceptions of such threat do not result in as much alarm as violent threats. 

Finally, Caplan and Schooler (2007) found that people of mid- to upper socioeconomic status (which would comprise a significant portion of media consumers) were better able to use problem-focused coping techniques (as opposed to emotion-focused) when faced with financial stress. Media consumption as a means of coping clearly is an emotion-based coping strategy, thus the expectation is that media consumption may be less impacted during times of economic threat.  

Recent events in the U.S. present an excellent opportunity to parse the impact of violent versus economic threat on media preferences in society.   In the earlier part of this decade, the U.S. experienced a large-scale terrorist attack, while subsequent years bought forth what has been described as the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression.  In this paper, we compare the impact of these two events on people’s consumption of television content.  It is predicted that a violent threat (such as the catastrophe of September 11th, 2001) will impact media consumption more severely than an economic threat (such as the economic crisis of 2008). 
The current study focuses on television viewing from a Uses and Gratification perspective (Katz, 1959), rather than a Cultivation Hypothesis perspective (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), although we recognize that the media’s coverage of the threats we examined affect people’s perspectives and reactions to those threats.  Clearly media coverage of these events affects people’s reactions to the events, and their subsequent television viewing choices (we examined only television programs not related to the events themselves).  It is likely that the news media magnify the hypothesized difference between people’s reactions to physical versus economic threat.  The news media provided intensive, almost uninterrupted, coverage of both the attacks of 9/11 and the economic meltdown of 2008, but coverage of a violent, vivid event like the attacks of 9/11 likely intensified people’s fear and anxiety more than coverage of a severe economic crisis for the reasons outlined earlier. 

The primary question explored by this study, however, is what are viewers’ media needs during times of severe physical versus economic threat?  Previous research has established that media needs vary depending on people’s situations.  People in violent neighborhoods, for example, watch television programs containing more aggression than those in less violent neighborhoods (Zillman & Wakshlag, 1985).  Such programming can function as a coping mechanism by allowing viewers to have their fears validated and to experience a cathartic release when criminals depicted in the programs are apprehended.   Programs in which justice prevails provide reassurance of a potential resolution to viewers’ own problems.  As Charren and Sandler (1983) pointed out, television’s distillation and resolution of complex personal and social issues may create a sense of security in viewers.
To measure how these two types of threats influence media consumption, we examined television content based on three variables: media violence, meaningfulness of content, and sexual content. In previous research it was found that during times of threat, people tended to consume more violent media (McIntosh et al., 2003). Similarly, the meaningfulness or seriousness of media consumed increased during times of threat (McIntosh, Schweler, & Terry-Murray, 2000; Pettijohn & Sacco, 2009). 
Sexual content is, admittedly, the most exploratory of the three variables we examined.  Increased interest in sexual content has not yet been linked to times of threat, but it has recently been suggested by Bushman (2007) that sexual media may consume attention and limit cognitive resources. His research showed that participants had far better recall for neutral advertisements as opposed to sexual or violent advertisements, thus it was proposed that these types of media require more cognitive energy to process. Sexual media may therefore be an effective source of distraction from negative events.  Research indicates that sometimes people find it inappropriate to attempt to avoid negative emotions if they are not appropriate to the situation (Erber, 1996).  For example, people who are on their way to a funeral do not want to cheer up, because it is not appropriate to be happy and carefree during such an event.  Similarly, during a time of serious threat, people may feel that it is inappropriate to view lighthearted, upbeat television programming. However, during threatening times, watching adult-themed sexual content, such as that of primetime, broadcast television, may be seen as an acceptable distraction.  This is because during threatening times, people have a higher level of both specific and generalized arousal (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, 222-223).  In such cases, introducing mild sexual media may effectively divert people’s heightened negative arousal and transfer it to positively-arousing programming.  This could enhance their positive feelings (Zillman, 1978), thereby allowing a release from the stress of the aversive state of threat (Zillman et al., 1975).
Method

Threat Conditions

Television ratings were examined for four time periods in order to identify whether type of threat affected the consumption of serious, violent, and sexual media: 

1. Pre-physical threat (October 2000 – February 2001)

2. Physical threat (October 2001 – February 2002)

3. Pre-economic threat (October 2007 – February 2008)

4. Economic threat (October 2008 – February 2009)

Times 1 and 3 served as control conditions because they occurred one year before each major threat event. Time 2 served as the physical threat condition, as it identified media consumption in the months following the events of September 11th, 2001. Condition 4 served as the economic threat condition, as it followed the peak of the recent economic crisis, when Lehman Brothers went bankrupt and many other global financial institutions were on the verge of collapse. 

The time periods of data collection were kept constant for several reasons. The time period following the 9/11 terrorist attacks served as the best and most recent large scale physical threat. In the same vein, many economists stated that September – October of 2008 was the peak of the economic recession (Altman, 2009) and thus served as the best economic threat period. The control conditions were selected one year prior to the events to ensure consistency among the conditions.

Selection of Television Programs

The weekly top 10 highest-rated television programs (based on Nielsen ratings) were included in the analyses. One-time programs (i.e., specials), programs that were not aired weekly (e.g., Monday Night Football) and programs that varied considerably in content from week to week (e.g., Sunday Night at the Movies) were not included.  When one of these programs was present in the top 10 highest-rated programs, it was removed from consideration and the next highest-rated program  was moved up.  Although our initial intent was to examine television ratings beginning immediately after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Nielsen ratings were not reported in September after the attacks, but resumed in October, 2001. Thus, the archival data collection for each condition of this study was collected from October to February.

Rating of Television Programs

Two independent raters judged television programs on three dimensions:

1. Seriousness of content: Using the criteria formulated by McIntosh and colleagues (2000), seriousness was determined by assessing if the program explored real, meaningful issues in comparison to more superficial programs that are solely meant for entertainment.
2. Violent content: How violent is the television program? Are weapons shown? Is blood shown? Do characters react physically to each other, or is violence simply implied?

3. Sexual content: Does the show have a sexual theme? Is any mild nudity shown? Is the dialogue sexually suggestive? 


Each rating was made based on a 5-point scale, with 1 indicating a low score on that dimension and 5 indicating a high score. The raters used two sources of information in order to make an accurate judgment about each program. First, both raters had watched many of the television programs to be rated and relied on their recall of program content. Second, raters sought out and viewed episodes of television shows that were foreign to them and consulted the Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com) which, in addition to movie coverage, provides a detailed synopsis of the evening’s television programs. Both raters completed their ratings independently, and were blind to the time period they were rating. 

Results

Reliability of Raters

Reliability between the two raters’ scores was r = .92 for seriousness of content ratings, r = .95 for violence ratings, and r = .93 for sexual content ratings. Strong interrater reliability was found across all dimensions, therefore the scores were averaged for further analyses.

Test of Hypotheses

Recall that television programs were collected using Nielsen ratings, and the top ten television shows from each week were used for the analyses. To retain the sensitivity of rankings each week, a repeated measures MANOVA, or profile analysis, was conducted so that each repeated measure was a separate dependent variable. The MANOVA interaction found that differences in seriousness, violent content, and sexual content were all significant and in the predicted direction (p < .001) during times of physical, but not economic threat.  

The profile analyses found that seriousness of content during times of physical threat was significant, F (1, 199) = 20.220, p < .001. Similarly, violent content during times of physical threat was significant, F(1, 199) = 21.252, p < .001. Sexual content was found to have a slightly smaller effect, but was still significant, F(1, 199) = 9.185, p < .01. Consistent with the hypotheses, during a period of heightened physical threat (but not economic threat) viewers watched more serious, violent, and sexual television programming than before the threat ensued. 
Discussion


In the current study, we collected archival data using Nielsen ratings to find the top ten television programs during times of economic threat, physical threat, and times of no threat. The threat conditions selected for this study were the months following September 11th, 2001for the violent threat condition and the months following the peak of the economic recession of 2008 for the economic threat condition.  It should be noted that these two events are not pure and distinct exemplars of physical versus economic threats.  No large-scale physical attack on a nation can take place without affecting its economy, and certainly economic conditions did deteriorate somewhat following the September 11th terrorist attacks.  However according to reports from the Wall Street Journal (2006), just 50 days after the attack on September 11, 2001, there were better economic conditions than in August of that same year.


Consistent with our hypotheses, following the terrorist attacks of September 11th there was a significant increase in the amount of meaningful, violent, and sexual content in the television that people chose to view. Following the recession of 2008, however, media consumption was effectively unchanged. 
These finding suggest that not all societal threat is equal in influencing media preferences.  Acute physical threats, such as the threat of a terrorist attack, impact people’s television-viewing preferences more than an economic threat. After the attacks of 9/11, the media repeatedly displayed the faces of the terrorists who had carried out the attacks. After the financial meltdown of 2008, there were no mug shots of perpetrators to display, and as Gilbert (2006) noted, a threat without a human face does not cause people as much alarm. 

It should also be stated that media violence has negative outcomes for society (Bushman & Anderson, 2001). Research shows that because of violence within the media, people’s perceptions of such dangers in real life are substantially exaggerated when compared to that of actual crime statistics or their own personal experience (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). Further, if a society tends to consume more violent media during times of physical threat, an extensive body of research indicates that this will subsequently result in an increase in actual violence in society (Anderson et al., 2003). It must be stated, however, that a number of research studies hold differing views on this subject (eg. Ferguson, 2007; Grimes, Anderson, & Bergen, 2008; Kutner & Olsen, 2009).
It is interesting to note that in the economic threat condition, all three variables (violent, sexual, and meaningfulness of content) are as high during the control period one year before the economic crisis, as they are after the attacks of September 11.  The content of television has become increasingly violent and sexual (Anderson et al., 2003; L’Engle, Brown, & Kenneavy, 2006) and it is therefore reasonable to assume that the baseline level of seriousness, violence, and sex would be higher in 2007/2008 than in 2000/2001.  Still, it cannot be dismissed that consumption of media during times of economic threat may be high as the post-9/11 physical threat conditions because media consumption never recovered from the increased levels. In this case the lack of a change in violent, serious, and sexual media consumption before and after the economic threat could represent a ceiling effect.

We should also emphasize that this study is correlational. The time interval between periods of threat and television consumption supposes threat to be a cause and television consumption to be an effect, yet the design does not exclude the possibility that threat and television consumption covary as a function of some third variable. 


Despite these limitations, the current study provides evidence that type of threat impacts media consumption as measured by seriousness, violence, and sexual content in television programming.   Because of the uncertainty of physical threats, the ability to put a human face on the perpetrator of them, and the sudden, vivid nature of such threats, people apparently react to them more intensely.   Future research comparing physical versus economic threat using other popular media may provide further evidence on the relative impact of each type of threat.
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