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Abstract

Despite the increasing consumption of new medigchwuag television
remains the most important leisure activity worldevi Research on
audience reactions has demostrated that there ajer montradictions
between television consumption and the satisfactibtained from this
activity. Similar findings have also emerged in telationship between TV
consumption and overall well-being. This paper asguhat television
viewing can provide a major example where consumnpthoices do not
maximize satisfaction. We review the evidence awielfare effects of TV
consumption choices, focusing on two complementdignensions:
consumption satisfaction and overall well-being Miteach of these two
dimensions, we consider both absolute and relativer-consumption,
referring to quantity and content of televisionwieg, respectively. We
find that research in different social sciencesviges evidence of
overconsumption in television viewing. The relevaunt these findings for
consumption of new media is discussed in the cemhs.
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1. Introduction

Even after the advent of the Internet, watchingvision remains the most important
leisure activity worldwide. Average daily viewingne across the world was 187 minutes
in 2008 (Mediametrie, 2008), as opposed to 183042 In Europe, while the audience is
more fragmented among the growing number of chanfuggital, satellite and online TV),
the figures remain very high (215 minutes in 2008¢changed from 2004). IP (2007)
estimates that the average daily viewing time inoga was 225 minutes in 2007, against
188 minutes in 1993. These figures imply that, iy &ge of 75, an average European has
spent about 12 full years watching television otitapproximately 50 waking years,
assuming an average of 8 hours of sleep per day.

If people spend so much time watching TV, why deytdo it? And, more importantly, is it
good for them? Within a framework of rational cleiwiewers should always be able to
choose for their best. In media studies, this viewrought forward by the theory of uses
and gratifications (Blumler and Katz, 1974). Thaibadea of this theory is that people use
the media to get specific gratifications. Therefaanedium will be used more when the
existing motives to use it lead to more satisfacti®imilarly, in economics if people
choose to spend so much time watching televisignelealed preferences, it must be in
their own interest. However, the theory of revegbeeferences has been challenged by a
new wave of works in economics and psychology. ds fbeen argued that consumers
frequently “act against their own better judgmesmgaging in behavior that is often
regretted after the fact and that would have begtied with adequate forethought” (Hoch
and Loewenstein, 1991).

In recent decades, the existence of relevant atiotrans between consumption choices
and preferences has received increasing attemtitreisocial sciences. Several instances of
time-inconsistent preferences and self-control j@ols have been emphasized in many
fields of human behaviour. Gruber and Mullainat(2®02), for example, have shown how
cigarette consumers are prone to overconsumptioinegopoint that, when they are not
under the need of smoking, a relevant number say tould vote in favour of raising
taxes on tobacco. Cutler et al. (2003) and Shggiv05) show similar phenomena in food
consumption. From these studies it emerges that e fields of consumption in which
subjects are systematically not satisfied with rtlodioices, but nonetheless keep making
them. Behavioural economics started to distingbestaveen “choice utility”, as revealed by
choices, which are prone to mistakes in maximizitigty, and “true utility” as revealed by
hedonic measures, such as self-reported happindiés satisfaction (Gul and Pesendorfer,
2005; Samuelson and Swinkel, 2006).

In this paper we examine if and how these mechanighchoice inconsistency can be
applied to television consumption choices. We m@vibe existing empirical literature on
the effects of television viewing on individual &k in sociology, economics and
psychology to assess the hypothesis that televig®ning provides a major example of
over-consumption.

In order to map the large body of evidence on thesees, we organize the literature
review by means of a taxonomy of different dimensiof overconsumption in television
viewing. The taxonomy is built on two dichotomoumeénsions: the type of satisfaction



considered (consumption satisfaction versus ovewall-being) and the type of over-

consumption (quantity versus quality). By interagtthese two dimensions we obtain four
major areas of effects of TV viewing on satisfactitime choice effects, content choice
effects, life-style effects and cultural effectotiNithstanding the diversity of problems that
pertain to the four areas, we argue that a thedrghoice inconsistencies based on
overconsumpton is able to explain and unify mucthefevidence we have gathered.

In the conclusions, we point out the areas in whiabre research is needed to explain
overconsumption and inconsistencies in televisiomsamption. We also discuss the
consequences of the findings for media theoriespaidic policies. Finally, we extend the

discussion to media in general and, in particuamew media, where the possibilities for
overconsumption choices are even greater thareinake of television.

2. A taxonomy of TV over consumption effects

Research on the effects of TV watching on welfarecharacterized by a number of
different approaches and objectives. We organiz® Itterature review by means of a
taxonomy that allows us to classify the differemirks and findings in different categories
of issues and themes. We use two dichotomic dirnasdb build our taxonomy (Table 1):

the level at which inconsistencies can be obserfgathsumption satisfaction or life

satisfaction); the quantity or the quality of watah as key aspects of the problems
observed.

We start by considering the type of satisfactiomtoch overconsumption can be related.
Effects on consumption satisfaction refer to thenediate effects of TV consumption on
consumers’ utility. Negative effects on satisfagfin particular, occur when people regret
the quantity or quality of TV viewing. These effe@merge almost immediately and the
individual is generally aware of the sub-optimaldf TV consumption. Effects on life
satisfaction refer to viewers’ overall well-beimgeasured for instance as life satisfaction or
happiness. These are effects which are often ctevheath a habit of heavy TV viewing.
As a consequence, they may not be perceived bynttigeiduals, but can nevertheless
significantly influence their quality of life.

The second dimension discriminates between twoskofdverconsumption: absolute and
relative. In the first case, the focus is on qugnfAbsolute overconsumption has to do with
the amount of time spent watching television, pesdive of program contents. Relative
TV overconsumption occurs instead when someone h@at¢too much of the wrong
content: it is not the total quantity which is nedat in this case, but how time is organized
among a heterogeneous offer of contents.

By matching the two dimensions, we obtain four argfaanalysis:

1. Time choice effects: the impact of the quantity w@evision viewing on
consumption satisfaction (e.g. regret for havirgg tane that could have been spent
more productively, sense of passivity, lower conicdion, etc).

2. Content choice effects: the impact of televisionnteats on consumption
satisfaction (e.g. dissatisfaction with non-optinadliocation of time among TV
channels and programs).



3. Lifestyle effects: the impact of the quantity ofetd@sion viewing on well-being in
the long run (e.g. less social relations, more ipasattitude, higher risk of obesity,
etc.).

4. Cultivation effects: the impact of television came on life satisfaction (e.g.
through “cultivation” effects, such as higher matksm or anxiety with respect to
safety )

We can observe that the first column of Table Is@nés problems that people explicitly
report in relation to their consumption choicesthe second column, the negative effects
on welfare are not usually put in relation to Tvhsamption by the respondents, but this
connection can be obtained through data analysis.

Table 1. A taxonomy of issues in research on effet@TV watching on satisfaction

Consumption Satisfaction: Well-being:
Utility, Satisfaction Life satisfaction, Happiness
Absolute
Overconsumption: TIME CHOICE LIFESTYLE
Quantity
Relative
Overconsulmption: CONTENT CHOICE CULTIVATION
Quality

In the next paragraphs we will discuss the evidesataing to each of these four areas. We
will then search for common denominators on whiztbase a theory of TV consumption
inconsistencies.

3. Consumption satisfaction

It is a common experience to hear or participatenégative comments about specific
television programs which would either distracggiist or harm viewers and users. These
contents are indeed very successful in terms akaud size.

Research on audience reactions to media contentrdpesmtedly shown that there are
relevant inconsistencies between the size of tlikeaoe of television programs and their
appreciation (Aske Ltd, 1973 and 1975, Televisiamdiénce Assessment, 1984, Gunter
and Wober 1992, Gunter, 2000) and between percejuatity and appreciation (Wober,

1990; Gunter, 2000; Ishikawa, 1996; Gunter and W,ob@92; Leggatt, 1996; Weimann et
al., 1992).

This evidence has been generally explained witbregice to the many circumstances that
affect the size of a programme audience, suchtlestiine of the day, the season of the
year, the availability of viewers and the appealcompetitive offerings” (Gunter and
Wober 1992, p. 58). Another common explanationhig tnconsistency points to “social



desirability biases”. Ang (1985), for example, aguihat people tend to criticise television
programs and to share their feelings with othesabge this provides them with a social
bond. McQuail (1997, 58) proposes another posshlganation: quality measures can
easily vary, independently of ratings, becausevigien programs intended for a minority
taste can be seen by a large audience that hgzramajate expectations and therefore will
be particularly disappointed.

These explanations remain within a framework ofraitnal audience”: they all assume
that “in general [...] people watch what they like ttevision and like what they watch”
McQuail (1997, 58). In this perspective, viewersusers would always be able to choose
for their best, so that the inconsistencies betweaewing choices and appreciation would
derive either from a problem in measuring appremiabr from practical limitations in
viewing.

In this section we show that the assumption ofaidnal viewer" is challenged by the
empirical evidence, even without considering ext&esituations such as those defined as
“TV addiction” (Mcllwraith, 1998). We start by resiving the evidence on satisfaction with
respect to the quantity of television viewing (g@ct3.1). We then show that similar
mechanisms also emerge with respect to satisfatbiothe contents of TV consumption
(section 3.2).

3.1 Absolute overconsumption

One of the classical examples of sub-optimal chemmes from the philosopher David
Gauthier, who takes TV consumption as an exampeitiier (1986) considers the case of
someone who expresses a preference for readingspphy over watching TV, but night
after night watches TV with her philosophy booksseld beside her. This is just one
example of a possible challenge for revealed peefses theory in TV watching.

Research has investigated TV overconsumption withreety of methodologies. The main
guestions to answer are if, why and how peopleesyatically watch more TV than they
would like to. When it becomes pathological, thislpgem has been often defined as TV
addiction. After this term was introduced in thepplar press, its use increasead in the
1980s among parents’ associations, educators,camdalists (Milkman and Sunderwirth,
1987; Winn, 1987). Academic research on TV addicttompared it to other forms of
addiction, in order to assess if TV viewing can chahe psychiatric criteria for addictions.
For Mcllwraith et al. (1991): “television addictiocan be defined as heavy television
watching that is subjectively experienced as bémgome extent involuntary, displacing
more productive activities, and difficult to stop aurtail”. In this definition, TV addicted
viewers are described as being somewhat aware enf groblem. If this is true for
pathological TV addicts, the same has been repdijedurveys on the public at large.
Smith (1986) reported that 65% of respondents g@diebelieved TV was addictive.
Mcllwraith (1990) reported that 70% of a sampleuniversity students believed television
was addictive. This belief is also widespread ameshgcators and parents.

Not only people abstractly believe that TV addictexists, but a relevant percentage also
seems to personally experience problems in coimgollTV consumption. Gallup polls



(1992 and 1999) report that two out of five adakpondents and 7 out of 10 teenagers said
they spent too much time watching TV (Kubey anck&aentmihalyi, 2002).

The level of TV overconsumption also depends on d¢haracteristics of the offer. In
particular, while according to standard economently a wider choice set should increase
users’ utility, more TV channels are instead regarto lower users’ satisfaction with
respect to the quantity of TV watching. A studytbe introduction of cable TV in Israel
(Weimann, 1996) found that, with cable TV, thereswa significant increase in the
percentage of viewers agreeing to the statement#téh watch television more than |
intend to” (28% before cable introduction and 418€ gear after) and “watching television
is often a waste of time” (24% before cable intrthn and 36% after)”. A similar
conclusion is reported in Benesch et al. (2006).

A possible description of the mechanisms undemjriimis contradiction comes from an

interesting study by Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi9@® The authors studied what people
do in different moments of the day and the evotuid their mood using the Experience
Sampling Method (ESM). Participants in the studyried a beeper that signalled them
randomly six-eight times a day over the period efeeek. When the participants heard the
beep, they had to write in a scorecard what thesevd®ing and how they were feeling

(Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). With this metblmgy, the authors observed that
people reported feeling relaxed and passive bofirdend during TV watching, but that

the sense of relaxation ended quickly when thegpstd watching TV, while the feelings of

passivity and lowered alertness continued. The esthj also reported having more
difficulty concentrating after viewing. This did hdappen after reading, engaging in
hobbies or playing sports. On the contrary, afteesé activities people reported
improvements in mood. This can explain the mecmardig which people watch more TV

than they would like. As the authors say: “The agdmn is positively reinforced because
viewers remain relaxed throughout viewing, andsinegatively reinforced via the stress
and dysphoric rumination that occurs once the scgees blank again.” In this way, one
has to keep watching in order to keep feeling mdaXKubey, 1984; Kubey and

Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a).

Experimental psychologists have tried to explaimvhaewers’ attention can be attracted
and maintained through physiological arousal. Thigery important because it represents
a possible explanation of why consumption whichsdoet result in satisfaction has often
been found in media research. Selective attentidhe first step needed to process media
contents. But for commercial media, in a panorarha anultiplication of information
sources, gaining and maintaining attention becothes most important phase in the
relationship between a commercial broadcaster amécaiver, given that success is
measured in terms of quantity of viewers-listengssrs. As McQuail points out, this is the
case when “[...] the primary aim of mass media ish&ito transmit particular information
nor to unite the public in some expression of aeltielief or values, but simply to catch
and hold visual attention.” (Mc Quail, 2005, p. 71)

For this reason, as discussed in Zhou (2005), g#atts have been made to understand
the rules of attention and to adapt them as thédwadrthe media was profoundly changing.
Arnold (1970) originally suggested, with the conicepf “appraisal’, that people
immediately, automatically, and almost involuntaglaluate anything that they encounter.



Similarly, Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) linktraction for TV to a biological
“orienting response”:

“First described by Ivan Pavlov in 1927, the oriegtresponse is our instinctive visual or
auditory reaction to any sudden or novel stimuluss part of our evolutionary heritage, a
built-in sensitivity to movement and potential pataty threats. Typical orienting reactions
include dilation of the blood vessels to the bralowing of the heart, and constriction of blood
vessels to major muscle groups. Alpha waves arkbtbfor a few seconds before returning to
their baseline level, which is determined by theagal level of mental arousal. The brain
focuses its attention on gathering more informatidile the rest of the body quiets. In 1986
Byron Reeves of Stanford University, Esther Thorsbthe University of Missouri and their
colleagues began to study whether the simple fofe@lres of television--cuts, edits, zooms,
pans, sudden noises--activate the orienting respdhsreby keeping attention on the screen.
By watching how brain waves were affected by forfeakures, the researchers concluded that
these stylistic tricks can indeed trigger involumteesponses and "derive their attentional value
through the evolutionary significance of detectimgpovement [...]" (Kubey and
Csikszentmihalyi, 2002)

Miller (2006) claims that attention is a strateggvedloped by humans for dealing with new
stimuli, so that capacity is not overloaded. Tharfework suggests that limitations occur
when mental resources are exhausted. And in threrdunedia panorama mental resources
are continually exhausted with a massive and enavigg quantity of stimuli.

The spread of the remote control in the 1970s hadbssibility brought by new media to
select and change content instantly, extended dBsilglities of instinctive choices during
TV viewing. Lang et al. (2005) argue that “in retgears, in order to keep viewers on
channel in the multi-channel remote control enuinent, television producers have
changed the structure and content of their messade=lamy and Walker, 1996).
Messages have become shorter and faster (BellardyVéalker, 1996; Eastman and
Newton, 1995), and more shorthand visual techniquesised (Bollier, 1989, Eastman and
Neal-Lunsford, 1993).

Perse and Ferguson (1997) found that the “rematéralts greatest benefits may not be
associated with selecting specific programs” (6)3Mstead of active viewing, changing
channel seems to reflect a lack of involvement whk program, resulting in more
“unplanned exposures”. This is particularly sigraft as, on the contrary, technologies
connected to “voluntary exposures”, like the VCRJddVR, were found to enhance
viewers’ satisfaction and enjoyment (Perse andu=eng, 1993; Ferguson and Perse, 2004).

A way to interpret this evidence is that TV vieware attracted by TV contents, but tend to
miscalculate their costs, to the point that thetemfregret the amount of watching.
Especially when consumption is not explicitly vdiary, immediate gratifications can

coexist with successive dissatisfaction. Practsesverconsumption can derive from a
miscalculation of gratification levels or from a akmess of will. In this perspective, TV

consumption can constitute a phenomenon of “tengotat

3.2 Relative overconsumption

A second form of overconsumption in TV viewing isaorelative nature and is related to
the contents that viewers choose within their wiagghime. In this case overconsumption



refers to the tendency to allocate more time thesirdd to certain kinds of programs rather
than others.

A first and important piece of evidence comes frdatades of researches on audience
reaction to TV contents. As we mentioned in theoehtiction, it is widely accepted that
sometimes audience size and appreciation measarestdcorrelate (Gunter and Wober,
1992). The same applies when comparing audiencarefig with perceived quality
measures: viewers often report to watch programey tind of poor quality (Morrison,
1986; Wober, 1990,). Quality measures themselvderdirom appreciation, usually
resulting in a more severe evaluation (Ishikaw&@119%unter and Wober, 1992; Leggatt,
1996; Weimann et al., 1992). This shows how thaesnges use different parameters with
respect to actual watching, appreciation and peedequality. As a consequence, contrary
to what happens in the media market, audiencedgyoannot be considered as an indicator
of either appreciation or perceived quality.

In the early period of mass media diffusion, audeeratings and qualitative response to the
offer were measured independently. However, afi@mroercial television spread in
Western countries, qualitative research on appreniavas mostly abandoned (with some
exceptions, like the BBC in England and NHc in Jgphn fact, broadcasters and the public
opinion mostly rely on audience ratings figureaasndication of success or failure of TV
programs. If ratings are high, it means that pedigke that program and that they want
more of that kind of contents. This implies a cann between information for enhancing
the quality of programs (especially for public tegtons) and data to provide advertisers
with insight on the audience market (Hagen, 1999).

A basic methodological problem in this field ofeasch is the so called “social desirability
bias”. Asking people directly whether they likewaatch specific TV programs may lead to
answers that are motivated by social desirabity.mentioned above, research indicates
that people like to complain about TV programs,itafacilitates social bonding (Ang,
1985). In sum, we often do not know if people amcere when they express low
appreciation or perceived quality for programs thate high audience figures. This is an
important point, as appreciation for niche and walt contents is constantly higher than
appreciation for entertainment and programs forstagets (see, for example, Heuvelman
et al., 2005, 333).

The main questions to be answered in this fieldr@lysis therefore pertain to the nature of
the contradiction between actual consumption angdorted appreciation: is this
contradiction only the result of social desirapillliases or is there a real gap between
preferences and consumption?

A telephone survey conducted in 2002 among Dutlgviggon viewers by Heuvelman et
al. (2005) finds that, quite paradoxically, peopfeen criticise TV, but keep watching. The
authors asked the respondents to indicate how dmehwhey felt negative sensations
watching TV, such as being irritated or shocked,considered that what they were
watching was intolerable. The results reveal thizrge percentage of viewers claim to be
sometimes irritated by TV programs (80,2%), a sengllercentage admit to be shocked
(65%) and about 21% describe some programs asefatdé. Education levels only
correlate significantly with sensations of “irriat” (higher educated viewers seem to be



more easily irritated than lower educated viewers12, p<0.05). It is particularly
interesting to notice that a multivariate analydses not show a significant relation
between the time spent watching TV and the amofinegative feelings expressed by the
subjects. This means that those reporting highgathee feelings do not watch TV
significantly less that others. We don’t know iefie subjects change the channel they are
watching when they experience negative feelingsiebeless, these results provide an
indication of a discrepancy between media conswnptind content appreciation and
satisfaction.

In a qualitative research, Lundy et al. (2008) gmalthe reality television viewing patterns
of 34 college students and their perceptions ofsitheations portrayed in these programs.
The results indicate that while participants cleqerceive a social stigma associated with
watching reality television, they continue to watmdcause of the perceived escapism and
social affiliation provided. The authors reporttthia the first part of the focus groups,
participants started with an initial underestimatiof their reality TV consumption.
However, over the course of the discussions, it adent that participants watched (or
were at least familiar with) more reality TV shothan first indicated.

Meijer (2007) describes what she calls a “doublewing paradox”. In a qualitative
research on 450 young people in the Netherlands,fisds that there is no relationship
between the significance attributed by young petpleews and their actual behaviour as
viewers. Subjects reveal that, although they arawour of high journalistic standards in
terms of reliability, independence, and in-depthlgsis, in the end they find this kind of
content “boring” and they choose something moreertgining. Therefore “their
satisfaction about and even interest in “seriowsfi1 does not automatically cause them to
watch it, while, vice versa, their contempt forhignews programs (“stupid,” “junk”) does
not prevent them from watching and enjoying them”.

Many media sociology handbooks report lists of albed “criteria of newsworthiness”.
Chibnall (1977), for example, describes the follogvcriteria that explain the emergence of
law and order news stories: immediacy (speed/tlesegmt), dramatization (drama and
action), personalisation, (culture of personalgébrity), simplification (elimination of
shades of gray), conventionalism (hegemonic idgglagtructured access (experts, power
base, authority), novelty (new angle/speculatiomstiy titillation (revealing the
forbidden/voyeurism). Meyers (1997) shows how ‘Hweand ‘titillation’ are important
factors to predict whether or not crimes are reggbrit has been repeatedly demonstrated
how commercial broadcasting televises an eventisf capable of attracting attention. This
means that sensational and extraordinary eventd tenbe accorded a special rank
(McQuail, 2002, p. 205). More recently, voyerisns lieeen found to be an important factor
explaining the appeal of reality TV shows (Barub02)

In the last fifteen years, experimental psycholbgg complemented these findings from
sociology and journalism studies with interestingygological evidence. The methods
used to measure attention vary from Eyes on Sqie&%) when selectivity is concerned
(see for example Miller, 2006, p. 512-513), to heate (Lacey and Lacey, 1974; Lang,
1990; Lang, 1994; Lang, Bolls, et al., 1999; Langle 2003), “Secondary task reaction
time” (Basil, 1994), and tracking of alpha frequgmnd the electroencephalogram (Simons
et al., 2003). These studies find that certain atteristics of media content — that mostly



coincide with those traditionally identified in sies on newsworthiness — physiologically
attract people’s attention. They are capable to then competition for attention through
physiological arousal, giving way to relative owamsumption when this arousal and
consequent attention are not accompanied by a toegnnterest or are used without a
quality background.

This also explains why there exists a systematis bi commercial media representations.
As McQuail (2005, 359) points out, media conterdsndt normally ‘reflect’ reality in any
statistically representative way: drama, celebritgyelty and conflict are by definition
abnormal. It is well-known that specific situatican® over-represented in TV contents. The
characters lead exciting lives and are rich, yodaghionable and beautiful (Martel and
McCall, 1964); affluence, conflict, violence andcapations like doctors, lawyers, police
officers occur with much greater frequency thanthe real world (Gerber et al. 1994;
Lighter et al., 1994). The reason why these catenie used systematically is that they
provoke quasi-instinctive reactions in the audién@dtention. They are more powerful
‘attention attractors’ then other kinds of content.

It is interesting to notice that as the spacermktin which the competition takes place gets
shorter, following the introduction of the remotantrol, attention attraction is much more
effective if it is based on emotional, instinctigmuli rather than on cognitive ones.
Marketing and economic studies have widely analy4md/ing impulses’ which are
provoked by immediate and non-rational attractitigngli (see Rook, 1987, O’'Donoghue
and Rabin, 2000). The competition among commurinasiources for conquering larger
shares of the ‘public attention market’ (McManus993) strengthens the general
exploitation of attention seeking factors (Daven@ord Beck, 2001). As a consequence, a
vicious circle is created with over-representataininstinctual stimuli in comparison to
cognitive ones and their progressive increasearcdmpetition among the media.

In sum, while we cannot avoid to take social déslity biases into consideration, it seems
that there is more at stake than simple insinceRgople show difficulties in choosing
content they can be satisfied with. It appears #m@gaging in consumption of truly
satisfactory content is laborious and/or tiring.efidfore, when facing multiple and easily
selectable stimuli, as it happens with a remoterognpeople tend to opt for immediate
gratifications.

4. Television and well-being

Given the prominent role played by television inople’s life, inconsistencies in its

consumption can be studied effectively also by iogkat its influence on overall well-

being. Traditional research on media effects fosuse the effects of television on the
social and psychological dimensions: the impadel&vision content on social perceptions,
attitudes and beliefs, or the effects of televisiewing on individuals’ mental processes
and health outcomes. Economists have studied tipaamof television advertising on

consumer choices, but they have largely ignoredbtbader effects of television viewing
on economic behavior and outcome3uite surprisingly, until recently, the literatura the

'For an exception, Corneo (2005) focuses on thdisekhip between television viewing and working
time, developing a simple theoretical model basedhe notion of aggregate strategic complemenrgarith

10



relationship between TV viewing and individual wedling attracted relatively little
attention.

In this section we review the evidence on the i@tghip between television viewing and
individual well-being, as proxied by survey datal@ppiness or life satisfaction. We start
by considering the relationship between the quawfittelevision viewing and well-being,
focusing on the evidence on a number of specifichmeisms through which television
consumption may affect happiness. We then exantieeevidence on the relationship
between the quality of television viewing and wediing.

4.1 Quantity of television viewing and well-being

A number of early studies in the social scienceshavestigated the relationship between
TV consumption and self-reported well-being. Thesedies have generally found a
negative relationship between the overall quantfy television exposure and life

satisfaction (Tankard and Harris, 1980; Morgan,4t38spe and Seiwert, 1987). However,
even if the results are obtained while controllfog several socio-demographic variables,
their interpretation has to take into account tbhesybility of reverse causality: does TV
viewing cause unhappiness, or do unhappy peoplehwaiore TV than those whe are
happier?

Recently, the relationship between TV consumptiot self-reported well-being has come
back in the research agenda, with more comprehemsiestigations and a more accurate
analysis of the problem of reverse causality. Ttheysby Frey et al. (2007) provides one of
the most comprehensive investigations of the effe€tthe quantity of television viewing
on well-being. In particular, this study examinég thypothesis that, as individuals are
subject to a self-control problem rather than getésr TV, heavy TV consumption results
in lower well-being. The analysis is based on tingt fvave of the 2002-2003 European
Social Survey, providing data for 22 countriesddotal of about 42,000 observations. Life
satisfaction, used as a proxy for utility, is resged against television viewing time, while
controlling for a number of socio-demographic fasisuch as household income, gender,
age, marital status, employment status, educatunking time, nationality and type of
location. The relationship is estimated by ordinkegst squares and by ordered probit, to
take into account the categorical nature of theeddpnt variable. The results indicate that
high levels of television consumption are negayivellated to individual life satisfaction:
people who watch less than half an hour of TV @8y, dised as the reference group, report
significantly higher life satisfaction, ceteris flars, than people who choose any other level
of TV consumption. The estimated negative effectpaticularly strong for people
watching for more than 2.5 hours a day.

In order to tackle the issue of reverse causalitg, study relies on two counterfactual
hypotheses. First, if it is TV viewing that lowesll-being, then it must also be true that
television viewing should more strongly affect the satisfaction of individuals with high

opportunity costs of time. On the contrary, it sliobave a smaller impact on individuals
whose time is less valuable. Second, higher leseislevision consumption should lead to

social leisure, to explain the empirical findingthelevision viewing is positively correlated witlork hours
across countries.
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higher material aspirations and, as a consequénwey financial satisfaction for a given
level of income. The empirical results are consistath both these hypotheses.

A closely related study by Benesch et al. (2006tu$es on the tendency for
overconsumption by considering the issue of growingbers of channels. In particular,
the authors study whether having a larger choiteasges people’s subjective well-being,
as expected according to standard economic th@twy.results of the empirical analysis
indicate that, when exposed to more TV channelayyndV viewers do not obtain net
benefits, but instead report lower life satisfagtidhe positive effect from a potentially
better match between TV programs and individuafepemces is more than offset by the
loss of well-being resulting from over-consumption.

Overall, the studies of the relationship betweendhantity of television viewing and well-
being are generally based on purely cross-sectatal sets, so that it remains difficult to
interpret the findings as a causal effect fromvisien viewing to well-being, as reverse
causality cannot be ruled out. More generally,sitalso not possible to rule out that
unobserved factors determine both the quantity\ofviewing and well-being. A possible
solution relies on focusing on specific aspectthefmechanism that explains the effect of
television viewing on individual well-being. In tHellowing, we will consider the recent
literature that follows this approach.

A first channel through which the quantity of TVewing may affect well-being is the
impact on interpersonal relationships. Televisioewing may have a negative impact on
life satisfaction by harming, and to some exteptaeng, relationships with other people.
The literature has analyzed this from two completamgnperspectives. On the one hand,
the time spent watching television can be subtdafitem communicating with family and
friends, participating to community-life, or intetang socially. That is, relational activities
that significantly contribute to our life satisfext. On the other hand, television can play a
significant role in raising people’s materialismdamaterial aspirations, thus leading
individuals to underestimate the relative impor&an€ interpersonal relations for their life
satisfaction and, as a consequence, to over-ifv@&stome-producing activities and under-
invest in relational activities.

At the aggregate level, Putnam (1995, 2005) hastediout the negative relationship
between TV consumption and other more social faofnsntertainment. At the individual

level, there is extensive evidence that televiswwewing has a profound impact on
relationships within the family (see e.g. Kubey dbsikszentmihalyi, 1990), leading in

particular to less communication and interacfidrelevision viewing has also been shown
to decrease the amount of time spent with frieeds (Robinson, 1977).

In a recent study, Bruni and Stanca (2008) invastighe effect of television viewing on

2 “Television seems to have changed the ways infimily interaction occurs. When the set is oeyéh
is less conversation and less interaction. [..r€hs more privatization of experience; the familgty gather
around the set, but they remain isolated in th#&néion to it". [...] “When the TV set is on, itdezes
everybody. Everything that used to go on betweaplge- the games, the arguments, the emotionakscen
out of which personality and ability develop —tspped.” (Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 108)

% “People no longer sit around and visit. Everywhgoe go you have to outtalk TV. TV people have
entered your home and life more than people whailghbe friends and companions” (Steiner, 1983, in
Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 108).
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individual happiness through its impact on intespeal relationships. The authors
formulate and investigate empirically two main posppions. First, relational goods have an
important independent effect on life satisfacticontrolling for individual demographic

and socio-economic factors, personality charadtesignd contextual differences. Second,
television has a significant crowding-out effect retational activities, thus playing a key
role in explaining why individuals under-invest relationality. Both relationships are

strongly significant and robust to the use of alééive indicators of relational goods. The
results are also robust to estimation by instrualemtiriables to deal with possible

simultaneity. These findings are interpreted asirfication that the pervasive and
increasing role of television viewing in contempgraociety, through its crowding out

effect on relational activities, contributes to tb&planation of the income-happiness
paradox.

A second mechanism through which television viewimgespective of its contents, can
affect well-being is its behavioral impact. A retestudy by Moskalenko et al. (2003)
investigates experimentally the role of televisieiewing in eliciting subjective self-
awareness and positive self-feelings. The findingticate that television provides an
“effective stimulus to direct the focus away fromeself and to render people less aware of
how they are falling short of their standards”. Ndihs (1986), relying on a natural
experiment, finds that the introduction of telesisihad a negative causal effect on
children’s reading abilities and creative thinkifigelevision viewing can also have a direct
effect on well-being through its impact on physiead mental health. A large number of
studies4have investigated, in particular, the m@taship between television viewing and
obesity:.

4.2 Quality of television content and well-being

We will now examine the literature on the effectdhe contents of television viewing on
well-being, as opposed to its quantity. We thusi$oon the studies that have analyzed if
the situations, characters, ideas and images eéepint TV programs have a significant
impact on viewers’ well-being.

A traditional framework in media studies that azaly the long-run effects of television
contents is “cultivation theory{Gerbner et al., 1977, 2002Within this framework,
television has a significant impact on both sotip&ceptions and personal values, as over
time dominant program content is assimilated irdspnal value structures.

Given that, as discussed abottee world represented by television differs sigrafitly and
systematically from reality (e.g. greater affluentégher crime rates, etc.), this distortion
influences the beliefs of viewerghe cultivation hypothesis suggests that heavy Bwers
may develop unrealistic beliefs about other pe@pié the society they live in. However,
cultivation theory did not explicitly link cultivadn effects to well-being. We believe that it
is useful to understand in what way the impactetéuision viewing orperceptions about

“ Cutler et al. (2003), for instance, calculate taat0 minute change from light household activityat
sedentary activity such as television viewing wolgldd to a four-pound increase in steady-state hwday
the average male.
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society, may in turn have an adverse effect on-tihg.

A large body of evidence in the literature on tle¢éedminants of happiness has shown that,
in order to understand the relationship betweenen@tconditions and happiness, it is

necessary to take into account that subjectiveuatiaihs of objective conditions depend

crucially on the relevant terms of reference (Mghalos, 1985). In particular, the effect of

income on well-being depends on how actual incommpares to that of the reference

group, to aspired income, and to past income (&ank, 1999, Easterlin, 2001, Stutzer,

2004).

Television is widely recognised as one of the mmsiverful agents of socialization in
contemporary society. In particular, televisionthe main source through which people
acquire social information and are driven to malkeiagd comparisons. In addition,
television plays a key role in consumer social@ati by providing consumers with
information used in constructing their mental reereation of reality. Overall, television
viewing may have an indirect effect on our welldggias it contributes to define what our
reference group and our goals are, or should be.

Several studies provide evidence indicating thigvision plays a major role in affecting
social comparisonConsumers often use information from televisiortoastruct perceptions
of social reality, including the prevalence of affhce The general argument is that television
viewing leads individuals to overestimate otherges affluence, and such a perceived
discrepancy results in lower life satisfaction. Wiveatching TV, people are overwhelmed
by images of people who are wealthier than they(erg Lichter, 1994, McQuail, 2005,
359). This contributes to shifting up the benchnfarkpeople's positional concerns: people
compare their income and consumption levels noy ¢olthose of their actual social
reference group, but also to those of their virneéérence group, defined and constructed
by television program$.In this perspective, TV can be seen as a powdscior in
speeding up the so-callgdsitional treadmill, through comparison with higher benchmark
groups.

O’Guinn and Shrum, (1997) find tleenount of viewing to be positively related to petioens

of the prevalence of high-status products and sesvi hey report the results of two studies
investigating the construction of consumer soacsallity via exposure to TV. The findings
support the hypothesis that TV is a significant reeuof consumer-related social
perceptions and, in particular, that those who lvaibore TV perceive a reality in which
more people enjoy affluence. Using a stratifieddean sample of 2,929 individuals, the
first study asks respondents to provide percentgjenates of the prevalence of U.S.

*Television has a number of features that contehtot its impact as an agent of consumer sociadizati
First, it is ubiquitous: the average American familatches more than seven hours of television pgr the
average individual more than four hours per dayco8d, the effects of television are often invisible
Watching television is so common that its effe@n be obscured. Third, television supplies its eisawith
images, accounts and stories of life that oftenréamoved from the viewer's daily experience andasoc
milieu. Fourth, television's message is homogenebiih, television's representations of sociallitgare
often discrepant from objective reality.” (O'Guigamd Shrum, 1997, p. 278)

®As observed by Layard (2003, p. 16): “The most obsitransformation of our life was the arrival of
television, which shows us with total intimacy hasher people live. Where people once compared
themselves with the people round the corner, tl@yrow compare themselves with anyone they likepup
J.R. in Dallas. It would be astonishing if such pamsons were not unsettling.”
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households owning specific products, finding a twsirelationship between the total
amount of TV watched and the estimates. The sestrtl examines the contents of the
shows watched by 51 students at the Universityllwfols, classified as either light or
heavy soap opera viewers. Heavy viewers are fooime tcharacterized by higher affluence
estimates than light viewer©verall, the results indicate that heavy viewindticates
perceptions of an affluent society.

Shrum et al. (1998) provide additional evidencetos phenomenon. They investigate the
extent to which heavy television viewing affect:isomers' perceptions of social reality in
samples with and without priming stimuli (estimatitheir viewing preferences before the
guestionnaire or being provided with alerts abooggible biases in the estimates using
information coming from television). The result®oghthat under no-priming conditions the

estimates of crime and particular occupations (@sctscientist, lawyers) increased with

TV viewing, while under priming conditions there svao correlation. The use of this

priming methodology provides support for the notibat television is a causal factor in the
formation of these beliefs and not a simple coteela

Layard (2005) also touches upon closely relategessfocusing on the effects of television
viewing on perceived relative income. In a samplabmut 22,000 individuals from the US
General Social Survey, television viewing is foutal be negatively related to both
perceived relative income and happiness.

Other forms of distortions on social comparisonehbeen documented in the literature. A
number of studies have investigated the adversectefff the exposure to images of
attractive females on women's body image and meay [in and Kulik, 2002, Wedell et
al., 2005). Yuko (2007) focuses instead on theceftd exposure to attractive female
images on men. The experimental results reportelisnstudy indicate that the males who
were exposed to the attractive female images etemluaverage females less physically
attractive than those exposed to a control cornditio

Several studies provide evidence indicating tha¢vision, through advertising and

program contents, plays a major role in shapingolee® preferences and, in particular,
their degree of materialism. This brings peopl®@vterestimate the importance of material
possessions, and underestimate the importancdatioral and non-economic factors. In
addition, while television viewing cultivates magdism among viewers, a higher degree of
materialism is associated to a lower individuak I$atisfaction. Several studies have
examined the relationship between materialism appimess or life satisfaction, finding a
significant negative relation (see e.g. Wright amasen, 1993, and Fournier and Richins,
1991, for reviews).

Sirgy et al. (1998) investigate empirically theeeff of television viewing on materialism,
satisfaction with standard of living and, as a ewmuence, satisfaction with life. The
analysis considers survey data from the US, Camaaigtralia, Turkey, and China, in order
to examine a variety of cultural and media envirents. Due to the portrait of material
consumption and possessions by television prograginand advertisements, viewers
develop higher materialism and, as a consequemneeleas satisfied with their lives.
Burroughs et al. (2002) examine the role of malisrain explaining the relationship
between television viewing and life satisfactionding that once materialism is removed,
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such a relationship no longer exists. Shrum et28l05) extend their previous research on
the construction of societal perceptions by exangirthe way in which television viewing
cultivates consumer values such as materialism. rékelts from both a survey and an
experiment suggest that television cultivates nedtem through a process in which
television's influence is enhanced by the levelttdntion paid during viewing.

Bruni and Stanca (2006) examine the effects oViglen on income aspirations and, as a
result, on the relationship between income andviddal happiness. They argue that
television viewing reduces the effect of income lid@ satisfaction by producing higher
material aspirations, enhancing both adaptation @ogitional effects. More specifically,
they test the hypothesis that heavy TV users dées® satisfaction from a given level of
income, relative to occasional TV users, sincevisien viewing has a significant positive
impact on their material aspirations by speedingboth the satisfaction and positional
treadmills. The results, based on individual datenfthe World Values Survey, indicate
that the effect of income on subjective well-beisgsignificantly lower for heavy-TV
viewers. The effect of income on both life and fio@al satisfaction is found to be
significantly smaller for heavy television viewers|ative to occasional TV viewers. This
finding is robust to a number of specification dksec while different alternative
interpretations are examined and rejected. Ovetladl, results can be interpreted as an
indication that the role of TV in raising aspiratgprovides an additional explanation for
the income-happiness paradox: the pervasive amdasing role of television viewing in
people’s life contributes significantly to raisingdividual material aspirations, thus
lowering the effect of higher income on happiness.

Yang et al. (2008), using survey data for Southd&oand India, explore how the values
and images embedded in exported U.S. media mayidnnas a catalyst that deteriorates
individuals’ subjective well-being in developinguwtries. The Korean sample indicates
that television viewing is positively associatedhwperceptions of U.S. people’s affluence,
which in turn are negatively related to satisfattwith Korean society. The Indian sample
indicates that television viewing is positively esisited with materialism, though only
among people who have no or few friends and redatia the U.S., and that materialism is
negatively related to satisfaction with Indian sbgi

A number of studies have focused on the relatigndig@tween exposure to television
advertising and life satisfaction. Richins (198®8parts that exposure to television
advertising triggers dissatisfaction with standamfs living and lowers overall life
satisfaction, particularly for those who believes thortrayals of affluence on television
commercials are realistic. Buijzen and Valkenb@@0@) use a survey on 360 parent-child
dyads to investigate the relationship between igl@v advertising and children's purchase
requests, materialism and life dissatisfaction. Theults indicate that advertising is
positively and directly related to children's puash requests and materialism, while also
being indirectly negatively related to life satidian. The relationship between television
advertising exposure and life satisfaction apptalse consistently negative across studies.

Although materialism has been identified as a kastdr for understanding the negative
relationship between television viewing and lifeisfaction, alternative mechanisms may
also play an important role. Research has suggdéiséegeople watching more television
tend to overestimate crime and personal vulnetgbiieavy television viewing has been
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linked to greater perceptions of the prevalenceiolence (Gerbner et al. 1980; Shrum
1996; Shrum and O'Guinn 1993), greater perceivetjeta(Gerbner et al. 1980; Shrum

1996), and higher expectations of being crime wisti(Signorielli et al., 1995). Several

studies found in particular that children's telens use is associated with higher

perceptions of personal vulnerability to threatshsas crime, terrorism, and earthquakes
(e.g. Comer et al., 2008).

Television coverage has also been found to leadergeto overestimate the incidence and
prevalence of associated health risks, and toenfie viewers’ beliefs about self-control

over health. Ye (2007) provides a review of medpresentation of health risks and its
effects on individuals’ perceived health risks grefceived self-efficacy in maintaining

personal health. Several recent studies have igagstl the cultivation of beliefs about

romantic relationships, finding a significant redatship between romance-oriented media
and people’s beliefs about relationships (e.g. Hsin2007).

Finally, a number of recent studies examine thectdf of television viewing, and of role
models portrayed in TV programs, on individual bebar. Chong et al. (2008) focus on
the effect of increases in viewing of soap operageatility choices. Using Census data for
the period 1970-1991 in Brazil, they find that wonlizing in areas covered by the signal
of networks that broadcast soap operas have signifi lower fertility. The effect is found
to be stronger for women of lower socio-economatust and for women in the central and
late phases of their fertility cycle. Interestingtile study provides evidence that novelas,
and not just television, affects individual choicéise entry of a network that relied on
imported shows did not have a significant impactfenility. In a closely related paper,
Chong and La Ferrara (2009) study empirically thk between television and divorce in
Brazil. The paper finds that the share of women velne separated or divorced has
increased significantly after the signal of netwsotkat produce soap operas has become
available.

5. Conclusions

This paper reviewed the empirical evidence on ealttions between television
consumption choices and both satisfaction and beittg. We proposed a framework to
distinguish among specific dimensions within thsque phenomenon. By interacting two
dichotomous dimensions (quantity vs. content, comngion satisfaction vs. life

satisfaction) our proposed taxonomy identifies faweas: time choice, content choice,
lifestyle and cultivation effects. For each of theareas we reviewed the relevant
multidisciplinary literature, in particular from siology, economics and psychology. The
results converge in drawing a picture of TV viewirag a major example of

overconsumption: television consumption is ofterarelterized by an inconsistency
between choices of actual viewing and both consiamgiatisfaction and well-being.

TV viewers are particularly attracted by TV, butdeo miscalculate their costs to the point
that they regret the amount of watching afterwatspecially when consumption is not
explicitly voluntary, immediate gratifications cawexist with successive dissatisfaction.
Individuals display difficulties in choosing a s#fictory content. It appears that engaging
in consumption of truly satisfactory content isdebus and demanding. Therefore, when
facing multiple and easily selectable stimuli, aappens with a remote control, people
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tend to opt for immediate gratifications.

What stands out in particular is that, as stimigk rthe ability to maximize our own utility
decreases, since we are more frequently “temptgdhbse contents which do not reflect
our true preferences. When individuals choose hawmTV and what programs they want
to watch, they appear to overestimate the sham-teenefits and underestimate the long-
term costs of their choice. As a consequence, repect to individual well-being, people
consume more television than they should and thatclwthe wrong type of programs.
“Many of the costs resulting from such consumptioehaviour are not experienced
immediately, or not predicted at all. The negat¥ects of not enough sleep, for example,
only arise the next day, and the consequences dérimvestment in social contacts,
education or career take much longer to appearinérease in one’s material aspirations
might not be foreseen at all.” (Frey et al., 2Q®)7,Television viewing also plays a key role
in producing the belief that happiness depends atemal consumption and, as a
consequence, in raising our material aspirationsaddition, television viewing leads
individuals to underestimate the relative importaraf relational goods for their life
satisfaction and, as a consequence, to over-ifv@&stome-producing activities and under-
invest in relational activities.

We argue that the evidence reported for each ofdlneareas provides an overall picture:
television viewing as a major example of overcongtiom. Inconsistencies between
choices and satisfaction represent a wider phenomerhich can indeed be detected in
many areas of consumption. However, TV consumpigoprobably one of the fields of

consumption where this phenomenon is more evidéns is due to a number of specific
reasons.

First, in commercial TV viewing the product is wally free, as it is paid by advertising.
Even in cable TV or satellite TV the costs of tivegke exposure are marginal. This makes
TV consumption a low cost activity in which impulsleoices are much more frequent than
previously determined choicésSecond, TV viewing represents a leisure activiihthe
goal of producing immediate relaxation with low alwement. This brings the users to keep
activation costs at their lowest level. As a resuitonsistent choices are much more
probable. Third, television tends to produce a wewhabit and, in many cases, can
become highly addictive (see e.g. Winn, 1977).

In a methodological perspective, we outlined twgang@roblems of this field of study.
With respect to consumption satisfaction, “soci@sidcability” constitutes a relevant
obstacle for data collection. With respect to sigisfaction, the main problem is the causal
interpretation of estimated relationships.. We @nésd research that tries to overcome both
problems, concluding that, although social dediitgbibiases and reverse causality
constitute serious methodological challenges feeaech on TV viewing and satisfaction,
they can only partially explain the large body widence available.. We also outlined how
social and contextual variables can influence the of these effects. For example, the use
of audience ratings as an absolute measuremen¥oprdgramme performance brings
authors and editors to maximize the quantitativéience outcome irrespective of quality
and satisfaction measures.

" As pointed out by Frey et al. (2007) “TV viewing ¢haracterized by immediate benefits and negégibl
immediate marginal costs [...].”
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We conclude by pointing out that contradictiong€@amsumption choices are probably even
more relevant in the case of consumption of newiandthe use of new media is spreading
in our daily lives and emphasizes the social raleeaof perpetual connectivity. This
produces possibilities of immediate selection of &imd of contents in every moment of
the day. The implications of such new opportunif@sconsumers’ satisfaction and well-
being represent an important topic for further agsle.
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