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The ABA has released the results of its fifth survey into what concerns 
people about what they have seen on television. In 1999, the portrayal of 
violence displaced news and current affairs as the source of greatest 
concern . 

Research on community views about television 
content 

0 
ne third (33 per cent) o f those 
s urveye d about te lev is io n 
content in 1999 sa id they were 

concerned or offended by some aspect 
of free-to-air te levision content in the 
previous three mo nths. 

The po rtrayal of vio lence displaced 
news and current affa irs as the area of 
greatest conce rn in the 1999 survey . 

Concern about sex scenes and nudity 
has consistently been ranked the third 
highest issue of concern , advertising 
was ranked fo urth in 1999 and coa rse 
language, which did not rank in the top 
five in the period 1994-1996, ranked 
fifth in both 1997 and 1999. 

When prompted by questions about 
news and current affairs and Mand MA 
rated movies, 52 per cent of people 
surveyed were conce rned o r offended 
about something on free-to-air te levi
sion or had seen something in a movie 
on commerc ia l te levis ion that shou ld 
have bee n broadcast at a late r time o r 
not at all. 

A small proportio n of the survey sam
p le had acted on the ir concerns by 
making a complaint (six per cent) . Rea
sons for not complaining included the 
belief that a complaint wou ld not change 
what is shown on televisio n (58 per 
cent of the survey sample), and a gen
e ral lack of knowledge about who to 
complain to (50 pe r cent o f the survey 
sample). 

The findings are conta ined in the ABA 
publica tion, Community Views about 
Content on Free-to-air television 1999. 

'ln a co-regulato ry environment where 
the industry is res po nsible for develop-
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ing its own codes of practice and ad
ministe ring a complaints process , it is a 
significalll.t finding that there is a consid
erable lac k of awareness , understand
ing and confidence in the complaints 
process ,' sa id Mr Gareth Grainge r, Act
ing ABA C hairman . 

'The ABA believes more must be done 
to improve public awareness of the 
comp laints process. It is raising the 
issue with the Federation of Austra lian 
Commerc ial Television Stations in or
der to st rengthen the ind ust1y 's per
formance in the handling of compla ints 
and publi cising of the complaints proc
ess.' 

The rese arch res ults are used to moni
tor the effectiveness of te levision codes 
of practic e by ensuring they reflect 
community standards . The 1999 study 
specifically examined att itudes to news 
and curre nt affairs programs, and mov
ies class ified M and MA on commercial 
television . In addition, it explored the 
extent of community awareness about 
the proce.ss of making a complaint. 

More thian half the survey sample 
agreed t at news and current affa irs 
programs tend to show unnecessary 
graphic images of acc idents and trag
ed ies (58 pe r cent). Almost ha lf of the 
people SLLrveyed agreed that news and 
current affa irs programs adopt intrusive 
repo rting methods by lacking se nsitiv
ity to people invo lved in traumatic 
incide nts i( 47 per cent) . 

While two-th irds of the people sur
veyed believed th at M and MA movies 
shown o commercia l television we re 
class ified appropriately, 45 pe r cent 

sa id the amount or kind of violence was 
not acceptable. Seventy-e ight pe r cent 
sa id they would not be comfo rtable 
with more vio lence being sho n in 
movies on comme rcial te levision . 

Findings from this research willl a lso 
info rm the ABA's research into sources 
of news and current affa irs, parti ularl y 
those relating to community concerns 
about biased content, intrusive re port
ing , sensationalised sto ries and inaccu
rate material. 

The research resu Its wi l I provide a 
benchmark fo r the future assessment o f 
two important changes that were made 
in April 1999 on the bas is of survey 
findings in previous years. The ch anges 
to the Comme rcial Te levision Industry 
Code of Practice were the incl usio n of a 
new AV (adult vio le nce) classification 
and broadcasters are now required to 
provide regular on-air information about 
the code of practice and complaints 
procedures. 

Com muni ty views 
a bo ut co ntent on 

Community Views about Content on Free
to-air Television 1999 is available from the 
ABA, price $20, by ca lling (02) 9334 7700. 
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Background to the r esearch 

The ABA has condu cted resea rch into 
community attitudes o n issues re lating 
to te lev is io n programs in 1994, 1995 , 
1996. 1997 a nd aga in in 1999. The re
sea rch res ults a re used to monitor the 
effective ness of te levisio n codes of prac
tice by e ns uring they re fl ect commu
nity stand a rds . 

The 1999 stud y specifi ca ll y examined 
att itudes to news and current affairs 
programs, a nd movies class ified Mand 
MA on comme rcia l te lev is io n. In addi
tio n , it exp lo red the exte nt of commu
nity awa re ness abo ut the process of 
making a compla int . 

The results abo ut Mand MA class ified 
mov ies shown o n comme rcia l te levi
sio n w ill co ntribute to a rev iew to be 
condu cted by the ABA. The rev iew 
aims to e nsure that provis io ns in codes 
of pract ice re lating to the class ificat io n 
o f movies , the times when movies a re 
broadcast a nd consu me r adv ice a re in 
accordance with p reva iling community 
sta ndards. 

The survey results will p rov ide a bench
mark for the future assessme nt o f two 
impo rtant changes made to the Com
me rcia l Te lev isio n Industry Code o f 
Practi ce in Ap ri l 1999 in resp onse to 
earlie r s urveys. A new AV (adult vio
lence) class ification was introduced and 
broadcaste rs a re now required to pro
vide regul a r o n-air information abo ut 
the code o f practi ce a nd complaints 
procedures . 

Television codes of 
practice 

The comme rcia l te levisio n industry, the 
ABC and the SBS each have a code of 
pract ice that ide ntifi es the ir o bl iga tio ns 
re lating to the conte nt o f programs and 
the comp laints ha nd ling process . 

T he Comme rcia l Te lev is io n Industry 
Code of Practi ce specifies that M (ma 
ture a udi e nce) class ified and MA (ma
ture adu lt audi e nce) class ified mov ies 
should no t comme nce before 8 .30 p.m. 
and 9 .00 p.m. respecti ve ly. The ne w AV 
(a d ul t vio le nce) class ifica tio n re qu ires 
th at mov ies w ith strong leve ls o f vio
le ce shou ld no t sta rt unti l 9.30 p.m .. 

Codes of practi ce require th at com-
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plaints about codes matte rs he mad e in 
writ ing to the broadcaster. The com
me rcial te lev is io n industry must pro
vide in fo rmati o n about its code of prac
tice and compla ints proced ures in 360 
on-a ir spots each yea r across a ll view
ing zones. Compl aints ca n be directed 
to the ABA if th e complainant is e ither 
dissa tisfied with the statio n 's response 
o r the stati o n does not answer the 
complaint w ithin 60 days. 

Research method 

A national survey took place in a ll States 
and Territo ries o f Austra li a cove ring a 
re presentative sa mple of ho use ho lds. 
Tele phone inte rviews were condu cted 
w ith 1203 peop le aged 15 yea rs in April 
1999 and May 1999. The survey was 
commissio ned fro m Keys You ng Pty Ltd 
in Syd ney. Prior to the nationa l survey, 
staff from the ABA fac ilita ted seven fo
cus gro u ps w ith 53 peopl e in New 
South Wa les, Queensland and Tasma
ni a. 

Trends 

The re has been a consiste nt level o f 
concern abo ut te levisio n conte nt in the 
yea rs 1995 to 1999. In 1995 , 1996 and 
1997, 38 pe r cent of people surveyed 
'd is liked ' o r we re 'conce rned ' abo ut 
something seen o n te levisio n . In 1999, 
33 per ce nt were 'concerned ' or 'o f
fe nded ' by some thing seen o n te levi
sion. The fo ll owing po ints re fl ect the 
main tre nds . 

• News and curre nt affa irs programs 
\-\'e re the top concern between 1994 and 
1997 . 
• The portraya l o f vio le nce di spl aced 
news and curre nt affa irs as the to p con
ce rn in 1999. 
• Concern about sex scenes a nd nu
dity has consistently been ranked as the 
third highest conce rn. 
• Conce rn abo ut adve rtis ing has re 
mained at a re lat ive ly constant but low 
leve l. 

• Coa rse language did no t feat ure in 
the top five iss ues o f concern in 1994 , 
1995 o r 1996, but it ranked as the fift h 
concern in 1997 a nd 1999. 

Current issues of concern 

In 1999 , abo ut half the survey respon
de nts (52 pe r cent) sa id that in the three 
mo nths prior to the survey, th ey had: 
• bee n co nce rn e d o r o ffe nd e d by 
some thing on te lev is io n; o r 
• been conce rned or o ffe nded by the 
\vay news and curre nt affa irs programs 
\Ve re presented o n te lev is io n; o r 
• seen something in a movie o n com
mercia l te levision that should have been 
hroac.lcast at a late r time o r no t shown 
at a ll . 
Just ove r one third o f survey respo nd

e nts (35 pe r cent) agreed they had seen 
something on te levisio n that bothered 
th e m e no ugh to comp lain , however 
most responde nts did no t actu a ll y make 
a comp la int . 

Issues of offence or concern about content on free -to-air television, 1999 

Issues of concern or offence Number of % people 
people (n= 1203) 

Violence 

News and current affairs 

Sex scenes or nudity 

Advertising 

Coarse language 

Programming 

Sexist, racist stereotyping 

Content that provided bad role models for chil dren 

Promotion of adult programs during children 's viewing ti mes 

Content that promoted antisocia l/immoral values 

Drug use 

Depictions of su icide 

141 12 

129 11 

65 5 

62 

55 

35 3 

21 2 

19 2 

17 

15 

4 

2 

<1 

<1 
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The specific issues of concern that 
were mentioned spontaneously by sur
vey respondents are given in the table. 

The top concerns mentioned by sur
vey respondents were the portrayal of 
vio lence and news and current affairs 
programs. Many focus group partici
pants felt they were being 'bombarded ' 
by too much violent mate rial. They 
were concerned that unusual activities 
depicted on te levision could become 
normalised or accepted by society. These 
concerns were raised alongside the be
liefs that an increasing amount of vio
lent material is being shown, and that 
violent content could have negative 
long-term influences . While some sa id 
such material would affect people, many 
were uncertain about the nature of any 
future impact. 

News and current affairs 
programs 

When survey respondents were asked 
specifically about the ways news and 
curre nt affa irs p rog rams we re pre
se nted , fewer than one third (30 pe r 
cent) were concerned o r offended by 
something they had seen. An equ a l 
p roportion of people surveyed men
tioned concerns about the class ification 
aspects of news and current affairs pro
grams (1 4 per cent) and the treatment 
given to individual stories (14 per cent). 
Classification aspects included unnec
essary graphic images of death and 
people in distress, excess ive vio lent 
content, and material not suitable fo r 
chi ldren. Concerns about the treatment 
of individual sto ries included biased 
content, intrusive repo rting and inva
sio n of privacy, and sensatio nalised 
content. 

Survey respondents were asked about 
certain aspects of news and current 
affairs programs, w ith the foll owing 
results: 
• 58 pe r cent agreed that news and 
current affairs programs tend to show 
unnecessary graphic images of acc i
dents and tragedies; 
• 51 pe r cent agreed that news and 
current affairs programs put unneces
sary emphasis on pe rsona l cha racte ris
tics such as ethni c background, sexu
ality or disa bility; 
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• 47 pe r cent held the view that news 
and curre nt affa irs programs usually 
lacked sensitivity in showing images o r 
interviews with relatives , survivors and 
witnesses of traumatic incidents; and 
• the re was strong evidence that the 
warnings curre ntly used to prep a re 
viewers fo r potentially distress ing im
ages are appropriate (83 per cent of 
survey respondents agreed with this). 

M and MA movies on 
commercial television 

Slightly fewer than one in six survey 
respondents (1 6 per cent) believed that 
certain mate rial in M and MA movies , 
o n co mme rc ia l te lev is io n fr o m 
8.30 p .m., sho uld have been broadcast 
at a late r time or not shown at all. The 
mate rial they objected to included the 
po rtraya l of vio lence , sex scenes o r 
nudity, coarse language and inapp ro
priate conte nt fo r children . 

When survey respondents were asked 
specifica ll y abo ut aspects o f mov ie con
tent , just under one half ( 45 pe r ce nt) 
sa id that both the amount ancJ kind of 
violence shown in movies was not 
acceptable. After violent content , the 
depiction of drug use was least ac
cepted , followed by coarse language, 
the po rtraya l of suicide , sex scenes and 
nudity. Almost four out of five survey 
respondents (78 pe r cent) sa id they 
would not be comfortable with mo re 
violence be ing shown in movies. Focus 
group participants w ide ly believed that 
the use of coarse language in movies 
had increased over time. 

More than half the survey respondents 
(59 pe r cent) agreed that violence in 
movies was presented in a way that did 
not show its true consequences , how
ever, this was not always regarded 
negati ve ly. Almost the same number 
(58 pe r cent) agreed that po rtraya ls of 
vio lence were too close to rea l life. 
About ha lf o f the sample said they had 
seen vio le nt content th at was unneces
sa ry in the context of a movie , and just 
less than ha lf sa id vio lence was pre
sented in a way that made it appea r 
attractive. Mo re than a third of respond
ents agreed that the vio lence they had 
seen in th e previous three months was 
too graphic o r expli cit , or too frequ ent. 

A majority of survey respondents (76 
per cent) be lieved that MA movies 
should be shown on te lev ision o nly 
after a certa in time in the evening. A 
little fewer than a third identified 9.00 
p .m. as the earliest appropriate time, 
w ith almost the same proportion sug
gesting 9.30 p .m. A smalle r number 
spec ifi ed a start time ea rlie r than 
9.00 p.m. or late r than 9.30 p .m. 

About two thirds of survey respond
ents be lieved the content of M and MA 
movies was always or usually classified 
appropriately and shown at the appro
priate time (67 per cent). 

The complaints process 

Findings from the survey and focus 
groups revea led a low leve l o f aware
ness o f the p rocess fo r making a com
plaint abo ut te levision p rog rams. A 
small propo rtion of survey respondents 
(six pe r cent) sa id they had made a 
fo rmal complaint at some stage in the 
past. Just under two thirds of those w ho 
complained we re not satisfied with the 
way the ir complaint had been handled 
compared w ith one quarte r who we re 
sa ti sfi ed . Lack of satisfaction was due 
to no action be ing taken, the pe rson 
contacted be ing uninterested o r rude, 
no reply be ing received , o r no one tak
ing the complaint. 

It is notable that more than half the 
survey respondents (58 pe r cent) be
lieved that making a formal complaint 
would not change the kinds of things 
shown on te lev ision, and abo ut half 
said they would not know who to 
complain to (50 per cent) . More than 
half the respondents sa id they had not 
seen informatio n on television in the 
last year abo ut how to complain (57 pe r 
cent). 

Even tho ugh the majority o f survey 
responde nts had not made a complaint , 
most acted on the ir concerns abo ut 
te levision conte nt in othe r ways (67 pe r 
cent) . Such action included discussing 
the matte r w ith someone e lse (39 pe r 
cent) o r changing the channe l (38 pe r 
cent). Fewer than a third had prevented 
a child from viewing ce rta in mate rial, 
and one qu arte r had turned the re lev i
sion o ff at some stage . 
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