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MOVIE RATINGS AﬁD THEIR EFFECT
[ ]
ON MOVIE ATTENDANCE
Practically since its adoption on November 1, 196@,' l ‘
"numerous observers have ruminated abatt the influence of the
.. Motlon Plcture Assocmatlon of America's (MPAA) film rating

¥  sysfem (G PG R, X) onrmovie attendance. Contrary to the

- ,‘system s avowed purpose, ‘that of providing "advance information
;‘:to ehable parents to make judgments on the movies they want’
g ;¥ :thelr-chlldren to. see or not to see" (Valentl, n.d., p. 1),
{ﬁahy’sﬁéhmarmchair philosophers have contended that certain
lf ';;ratiﬁgs may either inhibit or attract audiences., This paper

l

N ,presents the results of an expeg&nent whlch put to an empirical

’ f’ aé: ‘test a questlon that has long provoked speculation but scant
) "iy,sc1ent}f1c study: Do movie ratings influence attendance

é‘gf - decisions? |
. ?;? f It is‘clearly conceivable that movie ratings are interpreted
\3%N‘{:if' by the publlc, regardless of age, as warnings concernlng varlous

g %%iiﬂ aspects of fllm content Accordlng to’ two psychological theories,
Qf‘ ﬁ%ggih warnings or their classificatory  implications may serve as a
.,"_; L mot1~atlona1 force leadlng to.an increase in the attractiveness

% ! of cert -films. Reactance theory predlcts that when a behav1orai

: i‘freeddh is tricted or elininated the inditiddal is motivation-
- ;L r 'ally.aroused to store the threatened freedom. One method of

é - freedom restoratlon x\‘by actual attempts to engage in the

- ra" »

hendangered£behav1oral ;reedom (see Brehm, 1966; Brehm, 18723 and

" Cle% and,Wleklung, 1880). R and X ratings spec1fioa11y restrict

k.

. .
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attendance among under 17-year-olds. Stlll, it can be valldly
argued that while these’ ratlngs do not "offlclally" prohlblt
attendance by persons 17 years and above, their restr1ct1ve /)
1mp11catlons Jhd fidm content connotatlons may act as a source
of reactance arousal. Indeed a 1947 study reported that'among

respondents who felt that movie censorshlp in general was "t00~

strict," 58% indicated they mere more llkely ¥o see movies that
had "trouble with the censors" while only 15% 1nd1cated theynwere

less likely to see such films ﬂreported in Handel, 1850, pp. 128-

\ .
129). . 'W/' . .
Commodity theory predicts that individnals attach greater

\

value to ob3ects 1n a class that are 1n scarce supply thah they

do to objects in, more abundant supply (see Brock 1968). And,

as Herman and Leyens (1977 P. ‘49) state, "increased value can

be manifested in greater attractlon " MPAA ratlngs act as @ method
of product class%flcatlon or categorlzatlon, thereby perhaps .

"/
1dent1fy1ng for the consumer the profusion or scarcity of the

commodityi rTherefore, according to commodity tbeory, those
K4 ;o~T-

<

movies wmth ratlngs that are less prevalent should be most ‘attrac-

4

tive. Presently most. movies ‘are rated either PG or ‘R Between
. / .

/

November 1979 and October 1980 only 4% and 10% of all films sub-
mitted for rating were G- and X;rated respeectively ("MPAA,Film:

Ratlngs," 1980). Hence, the attractlveness of these fllms shouldw-

\ .
be - greater than for the more abundant PG 4nd R fllms . A'

s
’

An appllcatlon of these two theoretlcal approaches by ~- -

Herman and Leyens (1977) examlned the audlence for‘Belglan tele-

-

&1s1on (the RTB). The RTB broadcasts warnlngs}(quallflcatlons)

\
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about some of the movies it programs. Herman and Leyens recorded

4 . :
the viewing habits of a sample audience for RTB films broadcast

over a four-year period and found that'"Qualifications‘make’the

\
g

movies more desirable for the television vTEuazs. As a result,

the movies with advisories were watched more than the movies .
Ll

without them" (p. 53).1

© e

In summary, - reactance theory predicts greater attraction

+ . A

‘«. (and hence attendance) to R-’and X-rated movies because of their
ﬁg;edom restrictions; commodity theory predicts greater attractlon

to G— and X-rated movies due to their limited avallablllty rela-

.

tive to PG- and R-rated fllmS.

-REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Despite the frequently voiced "cookie jar syndrome" espoused
/ .

by some writers,'the MPAA has always maintained that there exists .

no relationship whatsoever between a film's rating and its box

. . : .
office returns. However, as one report has noted "there have
~ ’l“«’

been Tto researched studies ‘on the relatlonshlp between ‘the varlous

9

3
MPAA ratings and box office recelpts“ (Subcommittee on Special

Small Business Problems, 1978;"p 54). Jack Valentl, MPAA
presmdent has gone so far as to advance "Valenti's Law of Ratlngs
If you have a movie that a lot of people want to See,'no rating ° ..

- will hurt it. If you have a movie that, few people want to see,

no ratlng will help 1t" (Valenti, 1977, pp.. 2 3). Conversely,

* . Fuchs and Lyle (1972, pP. 253) state that Film ratlngs, especially
L those which prohibit attendancf for certain age~groups (k and X),

"probably enhance a film's attractiveness." ._,

B
.
rt!
c [ -
- .




. For the most part, the popular rhetoric on the ratings'

influence has been focuged on the 'G and X categodties and may be
7/

summarized as follows. The extreme categories, though polar
oppos1tes in one sense, create, in another sense, congruent
connotations in the public ‘A G rating may convey an innocuous

image of juvenile innocence and childish (or child- oriented2 .

¢

"Film content To adult ‘movie- goers“this image is probably
J unattractive and hence their likelihood of attending films so

. R ‘ ¢
rated is lessened.2 In ‘contrast, an X rating might')mgly that’ \

LY
o

the picture contains offenSive coritent .explicitly portrayed;

w1th few exceptions (EMmanuelle or Last Tango in Paris for

instance) such content is not soc1aT1y sanctioned and thus .

) .

T ' attendance_(regardless_oﬁ\fnterest'perhaps) to such fare is
inhibited. 3 Hence, while the public perception of. the "meaning"

- of. these two ratings may differ in terms of content thEy may
~ -
agree'in terms of behavioral outcome. G and( ratings may be

- - "box office poison," the popular rhetoric says
For producers, distributors, exhﬂhitors, and audiences

-, dlike, .the middie ground occupied by PG- and R-rated films ‘may

y

be the'most somFortable. Although empirically untested,, these

i
\

'i . two categories might be interpreted by these four aggregites as

maturé in both dontent and audience orientation (or. approPriate-

»
- .

ness). For films so rated, their attractiveness to audiences,

- t \ \ . .
therefore, should be greater than for films rated G or x.5
. < -_ ) * . \

~In sum,'pobularjﬁerception of the MPAA's ratings may be

EYY

4

. deskribed "as: G, childish or infantile; PG, adoiescent; R, adult;
r . . ‘. . T . .

, and X,.deviant. It is;important t6 reiterate that, to date, * C

-
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these dimensions have-not beehiempirically valida®ed.

. .
What, then, .the state,of the empirical body of knowled§e

° concerning f£ilm ratings and their potential behavioral influence >
on audiences? Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, very few pdbiished /

jreports exist'onfthis topic. While'research has beeh conducted .

-~

“on the public's awareness of the system COpinion Research Corpora-

, tion, 1977;: Valent%, 1976) hnd how they evaluate it (Aaronson,
1973, O'Dell 1973, "Poll Okay for MPAA Ratings," 1980; Yeager,

1971), the fa1rness with which ratlngs have beeﬁ‘iss1gnea'to
I ka Y
independent producers\as compared to major studios (Subcommltteee

on Special Small Business Problems, 1978), the distribution of -

top-grossing films by rating (Austin, 1980b), and financiaﬁ success .

RN

L [ M » [ \ ;
ratios by rating (Austin et al., 1980), only six studies have
even tangentially addréssed.the question of the ratings' inF1lu-

AN J ] . L4 L4 L]
ence on an individual's mowvie attendance. . A i
: t ~ , b ‘ .

A 1972 survey of Southern Californians conducted by the Los

Angeles Times reported that the rating of a movie was ranked by,

respectively, adults and teenagers as the second and third most -
1mportant factor (of a total of 15 factOrs presented) in determln-

ing whether or not to see a movie. AustIn (1980c) reported that L
. A .
%, among high school students more than half 1nd1cated that a film" s .

”

N,

ratlng was either "very important" or "1mportant" to the1r

attendance dec1§10n A study of the 1mportance assigned by -

college students to 28 variables in the movie attendanck selectlon

>

process found that MPAA ratlngs ranked 19th in 1mportance overalL,

occasional mov1e-goers (attendance of less than twice a month)

-

N . B N p
also ranRed this variable 19th whilg fre&yent (twice a month or .
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. .more) fiovie-goers ranked it 15th in importance (Austin, 19804d).
. ] N L4 - ¢
According to the Times study, 37% of the total sample would
ngt go to see an X-rated film, 9% .would not go to an R-rated -

movie, and 1% did not want to see G films@ 8% preferred G- om

¥

¢« PG-rated films while 5% preferred R or X. Respress' 1973 research

- ~

/.
indicated that of the teenagers in his sample, 5% preferred G-

\rated f}lms, -33% preferred GP‘(now PG), 47% preferred R, and 15%

<
preferred X. h . . '

The Times study found that 49% of the adults and 60% of the
teenage€rs in its'saﬁﬁle reported that they checked to see what
rating a/movie had befdre deciding whether &r not to attend. In

agreement with this finding are the resultslof a study by Robertus

N ”
x and Simons (1870) which .found that teenagerf| were more likely

than their parents to report using the ratings in film‘selection.
(Noge that this is somewhat at odds with the system s ostensible

purPose -- that-of prov1d1ng advice for Earents concernlng thelr

,

children's movie attendahce.) , _ .

Only one (pilot) study, using an experimenta1°design, has
1 . . )

. N ,
been conducted to directly test the influence of movie ratings on-:

attendance (Austin, .1980a). The results of that report showed no
%

s;gnlflcant difference (p?’.OS) in the/subjects (nigh school

\

students) likelihood of\attendlng a film when the film's MPAA
rating was varied. The present research is a replication of this

J - earlier study and offers several improvements: use of a random

) R T -
sample, a larger sampke, and an expansion of the size of the

v . . ’
response scale (from five to seven-points),. d
- “’ Vi

Q*




- . * METHOD , .

. T ,
Respondents to a self-administered anonymous questionnaire

—_—
*

and exﬁerimental instrument used,in this study were students

enrolled in randomly drawn classes of a northeastern college.

o

Distribution and collection of data occurred in December 1979.7

The experiment reported here replicates Austin's (1980a):

.

.Subjects 'in the experiment.were asked to iricate thdir likeli-

hood of attending each éf four different (fictitious) films.

%he'experimental treatment consisted of presenting the subjects

with four one—ﬁage film plot synopses. Included in each synopsis

\ .

was the film's title and an' approximately 175-word description

- of the film. Following the synopsi% (on the same page) was a

short paragraph indicating the film's'prqucer,~director, screen-

"play writer, and male and female stars (all persons named .here

4

are actual film producers, directors, screenwriters, Qr actors).

Finally, set off on.a line of its own, the film's MPAA rating

’”

.was noted (e.g., "Thls plcture has been rated R: restrieted
¢

under 17 year—olds must be accompanied by a parent or guardlan")

The experlmental manlpulatlon consisted of varylng the MPAA film

rating. Therefore, some subjects received-film A as rated G, !

%thérs received film A rated PG, and so forth. All subjects
- . . .

received a total of four film plot synopsed: one with a G rating,

one with a PG, one with an R, and one with an X. _  Thus, the ‘y

experlmental des1gn employed here was a four - (ratlngs) by four

e A, e P . J— -~ ——

(film plot synopses) repeated measure 31mp1e Latln square. To

~

control for the poss1b111ty of some subjects plcklng up a pattern

(1.e., recognlzlng the, experﬂﬁental manlpulatlon), the exact'

v \

- .
- N . . ~
- N -
’ .t N
. :

A
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" order of presentation of film synopses was systematically varied

by MPAA rating The subjects were randomly assigned to one of
“~/

- ® 4

i
the four treatment groups.

< The subjects were instructed tp:read each film plot. synopsis

and to then indicate their likelihood of attending each on a
seven—point scale. Response options ranged from "Very likely to
go to see this movie” tc "Very unlikely to go to see this movie."

The subjects were explicitly told not to compare one film to any
. : -

of the others when deciding on their likelihood ,of attendance.

(Further,- just before reaching the response options the, subjects
’ > "
read the follow1ng "For the film described above, &*%tifle of

film##* " would you say that you are:") Féllow1ng the four film
/
plot syndpses, on a separate page, the subgects were asked to

L] A
indicate their sex, age, and year in school.
A

- °

A totai of 383 individuals participated in the experiment. -
Males made up 74+3%of tHe sample (which parallels the ‘population

from which they were drawn). The subjects ranged in age from 17

.

to 46 years (X=20.7 yeayps, Md=20.4 years) and their academic
e&ass status was as follows: 27.8% freshmen, 15.2% sophomores,

22.8% juniors, and 34.1% seniors.

-

The experimental instrument was completed by the subjectsd_

during their class period; ~ The subjects were also given a self-
: ¢ ¢ 1 C ‘
administered questionnaire to complete at home. This question-

.

’

naire,, which was part of & larger film audience research roject,8
/.

included several inquiries relevant to the present study and not

’

dealt .with in the preViqus study. Questibnnaire items germane to

the study reported here 1nc1uded the follow1ng the respondents'’
, . ) _
4 10* \ ‘ r.

L4

N
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frequency of movie attendance, the importance‘thex assigned to

%

~ movie-going as a leisure activit&l(measured on a seben—point sca1e19
their familiarity with the rating system,-whether they had attended

R- and X-rated movies, their general likelihood of attending movies -

with each of the four rating symbols (meastired on a’ seven-point

scale), and the title of the last film they had attended. This

last item ‘was designed as an unobtrusive measure of the respondents'

»

, tendency to attengdfllms of one or another of the MPAA ratlngs
All film titles were later ass1gned thelr MPAA ratlng by consultlng
the MPAA's Class1f1catlon and Rating Admlnlstratlon Annual Reports.
A total of 170 questlonnalres, SUﬁ of those d1str1buted were
returned Respondents to this questionnaire ranged in age from

17 to 35 years (X=20. 7 years, Md= 20.4 years), 68.9% were male, and

tpe‘distribution by academic class was as follows: 28.0% freshmen,

15.9% sophomores, 21.8% juniors, -and 31.8% seniors.
. N . . 2 ' -

For purposes of analysis the repondents were later placed
* ’

-

A

. . ) . . o
into one of two attendance groups:, persons reporting.attendance
. . \ .

» of one movie a month or less were labeled as Occasional movie-

* goers (n=117);,persons reporting dttendance greater than one movie
. ° / o .

. A C -
‘ a month were labeled as Frequent movie-goers §n253). The respohd-

£
[

+ ents were, also later placed into one of two groups according to
L4 » 4
R R P 3 - .
ﬁ N ’ - [ [J 3 3
the importance they assigned mov1e-gblng as a 1e1sure act1v1ty: R
. L4
persons reportlng scale values of one through four on this measure

- L
-

were categorlzed_ln the Un;mportant Act1v1ty group (n=126); persons
. - e
reporting scale values'of{fiie through seven\were‘categorized in

the Important Activity group (n=ulu). o ) ' . \'
.

\

To determine the impact of movie ratings on attendance in -
.o .. . | .

v '
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the experimental conditiom the data were subjected to an-analysis
~N

of variance test. lefepences in the respondents' self- reDortlng

of their general llkellhOOd of attending m0v1es w1;h each of the
o - N . . \
four rating symbols were analyzed by sex, frequency of movmg
3 . |3

’ . - . ’ v
attendance, and importance.of movie-gding wusing ANOVA. Pearson -
product-moment correlation was also emplj;;d'fé‘meashre the”’

LN . , .
v associatTon between respondents' likelihgod off attendance at '

"films with each of the four ratings.

‘Before presenting the results of this study, an impor;ant

considerdtion is that of external validity, especially the ’

: . ) I L . ~
representativeness of the sample (populatfon validity). As Lowry
gﬁa (1879, 'p. 62) has noted: ;lf one of the main Bupposes of social

eteral explanationst of human behdvior,

research is to develop

then the' questlon of pOpu at on validlé% is always of* some '

1mportance in a research studﬁ" (emﬂh is in original). Research
4

presented in the early 1970s showed that . 18- to 29~ -yeqp- 06’; made

up 48% of- the‘mov1e~g01ng public (Natlon 1 ASSOClatlon ‘of Theatre

Owners, 1976, p. 40). More ecently,.Gertner (1980, p. 32A)
. . 4 .

reports that 58% of the total 1977 film admissions were accounted

. 4 . N \ . -
for by 16-to=29-yeap-oldss _gfeover, individuals with at least
B N N ] v » " L

some gollege education compiise both the largest and most frequeht

ez

B mbvie-gbing'aggregate. Thus, as Elllott and Schenck-Hamlin’ (19789,
. Y

p. 553) state, "for film research ‘the college student may be more

representative than student. samples used in other research." s
~ r _ v
o A RESULTS - ‘ i
- . " In ordér for the ratin§\sisiem to have an effect\in attendance '
Q ) R T . . L T a ' Ny ’
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\

a%cisions, the individual must be aware of the system's existende.

- M \ M ) R . - . 3
Virtually all (399.4%) of "the respondents in this study reported

that they were fami}iar’with.the MPAA's ratings

confirms previous research (Valenti, 1877;

~ ’ . . \ ’
system. ., °° b
. "

: ation, 1977),attesting’to the publiq's awareness of the

This finding -

bpinion Research Corpor-

ating i

R ults'of°the analysis of variance test performed on the

- / .
exper;mental data- are presented 1in Table 1

Two significant main

b 4

e

. Table 1 About” Here ‘' ,'

effects and one intefaction effect reached statistical significance.

P N : ) . .
MPAA rat}nés were fo d to significantIy affect likelihood of

ﬁttendance. leellho d of attendance to both PG— and R—rated

™

(.
‘movies was found toghe slgnlflcantly greater than for both G- and

° -

X»rated films -+ No signlflcant d1fference.1n llkelahood of attend-
ance ‘was. found between PG, and\R or between G and X.

The pllOt study, upon whlch the present research was based

(Austh, 1980a), fouzs no significant .difference (p;>.05),1n like~ -~

) A . . st s e .

lihood of attendance at the four film plot synopses used in the
"., . ~ , . ) . k ‘ .o

experiment, thereby suggestihg the neutrality of the experimental
1nstrument 1tse1f The data reperted herel howeGer}’shOWS a

0172) main effect for llkelthood of attendance

s1gn1f1cant (p

. at the plot synopses (whlch were identical. 1n .content to those

- e

used 1n ‘the pllOt study)

{
icant interaction effect:

Table 1 alsorlndlcates one .signi

MR

frequent movie-goers who evaluated moyvie-going as an important

~
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leisure activity reported si@hificantly greater likelihood of

-

attendance at G-rated mov1es than Frequent\mov1e~goers who evalu-

<.

o ated movie’ gomng as an unlmportant leisure act1v1tya All other
i /

1nteractlon effects proved nons1gn1f1cant Results of subsequent
.l

analysis of the experamental data, w1th the addltlon of sex as an

. 1ndependent‘var1ahle (not shown in table), alsq proved nonsignifi-

_cant with one exception: llkellhood ‘of attendance to X-rated’

~

mov1es was s1gn1f1cantly greater among males than féemales.

In the take home questlonnalre the respondentsewere aske///
5
- 'sepies &f three questlons concerning the rating symbols which
restrlct (R) or prohibit (X) attendance amongxundergl7:year~olds.
. Table 2 presents the results of the data gathered ﬁk} these inquiriest

4 - s o = = -

o

i

i .
| s L <.
' - . oo =
. b
AT /

Most (97%) of ﬁhigrespondents had attended an R-rated #ovie and
(

more‘than half .1%) had attended an X-rated film. Chi-square

analysis of these data indicated that there had been significantly
greater attendance to R- than X-rated movies (X?¥13.12 df=l ‘

'p<£.001, C=.42). Slgnlflcantly more males reported hav1ng attended

e .
X-rated mov1es*than d1d females (X2 =10. 67 df l,;m( 001 C=.25).

Chl square tests of slgnlflcance were performed to test ‘fon dlf-

ferences between males and females, Dccasmonal and Frequent movie-

- ey - 3

goers, and Unlmportant and Important Act1v1ty groups on the remaln-

ing five questions and all proved nonsmgnlflcant Q)?uOS). Table 2
also shows that for both R=- and X—nated movies few respondents had

had thelr ID checked or had been refused admlttance to such fll

Py

<

N'l///_

+
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These findings are to be expectedcgiven the age range of the
sample and hence the inapplicability of an ID-checking procedure.
Por the sample as a whole, the mean values for general like-
J 1hood of attendance (7.0=very likely to attend) at mov1es w1th
' -each of the four ratings symbols were: G, 3.83; PG 4.89; R, ’5.09;‘
X,-3.05. Results of tatests performed on these means showed that'
‘ the sample‘“ wag s1gn1f1cant1y'(1n all cases p& .001, two-tailed)
more llkely to attend G- tHan erated, ﬁG- ‘than G- and X-rated,
and R- than G- andoX-rated movies. No significant difference
’ (p‘7:05, twc-tailed) wds found between the sampie's likelihqu'
- of attendance for PG- ‘and R-rated movies . °
Results}of the ANOVA routine for responses‘to the questions
concerging'general likelinopd of attendance at movies with each

of ,the four rating symbols are presented in Table 3. Females

I'd . [ .
@ .

-~ 8

. = G EL S EL Gmt b Gmb Ep TED G Gmb G S e = Smb Sup

-

significantly moneso than males, reported greater likelihood of
X )

. - attendance to G- and PG-rated movies. Males were found“to'have

N

reported greater likelihood of attendance to X-rated films than

females. For R-rated movies, the main effect for sex was non-

3 .
significant >l . . . . _s

L

Slgnlflcant ma1n effects for the movie- %—jng as a lelsure
act1v1ty varlable were found for'the PG and R symbols. In both
cases, the Impon}ant Activity group_reported greater 11kelinood
of attendance thdn the Unimportant Activity group. One signifi-

- cant main effect for the movie attendance groups was found:

3




. 6'1' } "'lu"‘

Frequeﬁt{movie-goers reported greater likelihood of attendance at

‘

G-fapéd films than Occasional ﬁovie-goers., For X-rated movies

the main effect fbr this variable wds margihally significant and
A \ , \ . g

in/the same direction as was found for G-rated movies.
v Vo

¥ ‘ 3

 The only interaction effects found to reach ‘statistical

A ] ——

)

. 2 -

féignificance were for G-rated movies. Here it was found that

p Y 1 . .

"'femaie-Frequent movie-goers reported greater likelihood of
I | . -

, |

" "attendance than the other three subéroups. The three-way inter-

| , ‘ \ —
actior effect indicates ‘that the female-Frequent-Important -

s

Activity group had a significantly greater likélihood of attend-
ance mean value than did the remaining seven sample subgroups.

'Results of the Pearson‘éonrelation test performed on the

1 \ X
sample's general likelihood 'of attendance at films with eacb of

-

the four rating symbols are presented in Table 4. As may be séen,

- - > b = S o o -

E ' .Table 4 About Here ' -

¢ N < . .
the highest positive correlations were found between the PG and R’

ratings. , ' o AR
' : ]

Table 5 displays the percentage by rating for the movie the

Table' 5 About Hepe

- o ot o e s e > o o o o -

~

respondents hqd_mQSt recently attended. These data are presented
in two forms.’ First; the pe@centages of.individual titles (and,
as latdp coded, their ratings) are offered (Raw total). Here it

was found that the respondents reported a total of 65 different

-

Vel .16 ¢ ; -

ot
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. #

. fi%ms The seconq&method of presentatlom is the percentage of

i
the total number of tlmes the 65 titles were reported (Total

@

mentions). This perspective offers perhaps a better 1ndex of

" film (and by lmpllcatlon, ratlng) popularﬂty than does the first

method.’

. The data shown in Table 5 indicate that no X-rated movies
\ . - X - L
were reported by the resggndents as the last film they had attended.

=

Few pictures with no rating were reported (‘these films were all
pre-1968 films and were most likely‘éeen by \the respondents at

either the local repertéry theater or the college'’s film program-

ming J'Classic Cinema" serikes). ) .

Table 5 clearly indicates that among all subgroups of the sample
PG- and R-rated films predominate as the rating symbols attached to

o o . \ .
the film most recently attended. However, Chi-square tests;for.

dlfferences within (e g., males: Raw total by Total‘mentions) and

M

between (e.g., males by females) sample subgroups all proved non-
significant (p;» 05). Nevertheless, the pattern of attendance by
rating shows that PG- and R-rated films were the most frequently

attended. Comparisons between the Raw totals and Total mentlons .
- ' , . . | 4 .
in every subgroup shows a diminished percentage from the former to

-

the latter in every rating category exeept R. Pictures attended

with an R-raégnﬁﬁincreaséd percentaée-wise from the Raw total*té

the Total mentions.

»

. ‘DISCUSSION . B B

‘ v 1 v l‘
’ oo : ) AN
t

Commodity’ theory predicts that individuals will have greater

attraction to objects within a class.that'are less abundant than
) y

w92
. B Fas )

)
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«those more readily available. ‘The results of this study do" not
support such a predlctlon 1n that the two least prevalent mov1e

) ratlngslbg/and X, were—found to be least preferted. Instead,

-

contrary to commodity theory's prediction, overall, from both the

L}

data gathered in—the exoerlmental condition and, espec1ally, the
- \ ¢ *
two self-report methods (general likelihood of attendance and

last movie attended), the two most favored rating symbols were‘

PG and R. That commodity theory's predlctlon was not supported

is best’ 1llustrated by the self-report data since the experlnental
instrument presented‘the'subjects with an equalrdistribution of
rating symbols (one of each). The general likelihood of attend-
ance self-report data are virtually unequivocal in the preference
rankings assigned to the_ratings: attendance to R-rated movies '
‘was mést likely, followed by PG, }hen G, and, lastly, X. Respond-
ents' preferences for the rating symbols, as illustrated by the
second self-report method"snowed\an unqualified ranktorder of

R, 'PG G, X.. The total sample's mean score values derived from
the experlmenk showed the ratlngs’rank order as R, PG, X, G.

-

The d1fferences found between self-report and experlmental
- )

rank or?er placement of the G and X symbols can be explalned by
~ the context in which ‘the respondents encountéred these Symbols.
“The experlmental condition involved a hypothetical s1tuatlon whlch

- -requlred the su$Gects to proyect their likelihood of attendance

with no true behavioral, psychologlcal, soclal, or flnanclal com-

»
3;,-:»4," @

mitment. - Moreover, .there were no actual -- or‘even potential --

3

- ’ consequences that could have occurred as a result of their

decision, ‘and hence possibly influenced, the subjects’ decisions.

“ - .
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.The self-report data, especially actual attendance reports,

represented real situations with real commitments and consequences.
Therefore,'&f/can be concluded that, w1th regard to the X rating

'1n partlcular, the experlmental 1nstrument evoked perhaps a deélre‘,'
i

on the part of the subjects that 'is not analogous to thelr actual

behavior. Nevertheless, all three methods of measurement end

their findings converge insofar as theylshcw the G and X symbols

as least.favored by this® sample. !
That G and X ratirgs were the least preferred of the fcuf

symbols supports the results of previous research by Respress (1973)

and éustin (1980a):\ Moregver, this findin% also tends to lend '

credibility and suypport %o the assertions of some armchair'philoéo-

10 The exact

phers Ena; these ¥wo ratings are "box office poizson."
y ’ N

‘reasons as to why this exists are, at this point, open to conjec-

ture (as was suggested earlier in the reyiew of literature) and,_

»

offers a compe}ling direjtion«for future research.
‘ A ' » ‘\
It can.be suggested that commodity theory's predictioh, as

a

&

conceptualiZed here, may not have been borrie out dué toa lack of |
\epgnlzance among thls sample (and, perhaps, the publlc at large)
about the unequal frequency of avallaballty of the four ratlngs

The publlc s perceptlon of the equallty -~ Oor lack thereof -z of

>

avallablllty regardlng the ratlng symbols has heurlstlc value '

L4

Testlng'of this aspect: of movie ratlmgs mlght be conducted simply
'by'hav1ng the,respondents\rank order,(from most to legg;%gvallable)
'and assign pepcenieges of ;veilability to each of the four symbols.

sNevertheless, it shouid be noted ?hat the anEipathy shownlthe
6 and X ratings by tnis sample is not to euggest that movies with.

v - # N »
v . '
A .

19
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such ratings are invariably avoided by the cinema audience.

Clearly, there have been successful (in terms,of financial,

critieal, and audience-size criteria) ‘G- and, to a much lesser

extent, X-rated films. However, such films have tended to be few )
andttar betweeﬁ.11 _ b ) T

Reactance theory predicts that when a behavioral freedom has
been restricted or eliminated individuals enter an aroused state

and are motivated to restore that freedom. Eariier it was argued
»

that R and X ratings might act as a source of reactance arousal.

The findings of the study reported here indicate that the X 'symbol
. ’ .

did not function as_a reactance stimulus. Based on the sample's

rank order for preferences among the.four ratings one might be

tempted to posit that the R rating did perform as a source of

\

3
two symbols accounted for fully 86% of all plc/»res rated ("MPAA

eVoklng reactance. However, such an assertion is mitigated by
{

the results of the experlment whlch showed both the PG and R

‘e

symBols as the ratings which were s1gn1f1cant1y preferred to G

and X. Moreover,‘no s1gn1f1cant dlfference in llkellhOOd of

<

attendance was found between PG and R in both the experimental

. *

and self-report conditions. ,

AtTthis juncture in'the'research_conéerning the influence of
the MPAA's ratings on‘attendance,.perhaps'the most reasonaole

A

conclu51on to be drawn is’ that the four-category rating system

has, in actuality, moved to a two- category system 1n terms of
L) \: N x‘
audience acceptabllaty. As was noted in the rev1ew of I;teraturez-

PG and R have been the most frequently assiéned ratings: during

the twelfth year of the ratings (November 1979-October 1980), these .

/ - .

-
. a

o0
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Film Ratings," 1980). Furthermore, this general téndency, which:u

can be clearly observed (and with increaSing sharpness) over the

twelve years that the system has been 1n effect may have dalso

v induced a narrowing of the attendance acceptability of the various

\
14 . -

ratings among audiences , '

2

The two centrist tategories, PG and R, unquestionabﬂ!’dominated

‘both this sample s actual attendance and attendance preferences
(see also Austin et al., 1880). Therefore, as Austin161980a)
noted in his studj of high school students, one- may. conclude that
for movie ratings and their relationship to attendance, the ‘menu

equals the diet: that which is most commonly offered is that

¢ .

s which is most commonly consumed. The relativl paucity of avail~

ability for v1ew1ng'G— and X rated movies directly affects one's
opportunity to aftend such pictures, regardless of desire.. Finally,. -

. +as was suggested‘earlier, that these two,categories might be inter-

\\ \preted by producers, distributors, exhibitors, and audiences as -
the most "comfortable" or "appropriate" cannot be dismissed at
." N . e R ,——-.A .
this stage. Still, further research'is,needed in.this area. -

»

Replication of the{experiment conductedﬂfor this study is .
Xi - called for given the results of the ANOVA routine which found a

. . significant main effect for the film.plot'synopses. A plausible

-

' explanation fog the contrédicfion_in findings in this regard;,
between the present study and Austin's Cl§80a) is the difference

| . f in the education level of the samples employed (high school versus

} : college students). Nonetheless, the results of the study reported

} . . here indicate that the synopses used in the,experimental instrument

were differentially favoredyby th& subjects irrespective of'rating.

—t
B
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Resea h on q&e 1nf1uence of vaﬁlous,film clas31f1cataon,

’,

and/or cens rshlp schemes needs to be conducted outs1de of the
Unlted States.\ Since 1970, for 1nstance, the British Board of ~ .

Fllm Censors ‘has issued certlflcates to fllms 1n one of four

2 . %
categorles thaf are roughly equlvalent to those established by
the MPAA (U A, AA, and X); Canada also has a fllm class1f1catlon

r

system which varies by province (in Ontarlo? for example, mov1es

fre classified 1nto.one of three categories:, General, Adult, or
. - ¢ Lot °
Restricted). Such research as suggested above would ‘be valuable

«

* from both a‘psychological and a, communications peliéymaking

perspective. Theﬂﬁlndlngs of “such reseaﬁch to note but three

.

examples, would clearly be useful in furtherlng understandlng of‘
\t/ Pl - N

human motlvatlon, film audlence behavior; and the effmcacy of’

~

ex1stlng or pI‘OPOSGd fllm audhnce appropr::ateness class:.f1cat lOI'lS N
“ - > . Q
~/ ) Y ow

. s : ¢

-




! ANOYA: Latin Square Design-Experiment
A . \‘
Source - - , S8 "df ms £ p
Total . _ 228312507 1149 - 1.987 ' -
Ratigg (R) \ . 56.525 -, 3 8.841 9.87 +0001 .+
Movié synopsis (M) ™ 19.45y 3 6.48Y 3.40 .0172
Rx M . 20.875 6 3.479 1.82 . .091&@
Movie importance (I) i » . :3.275 3 1.091 .57 .6376.
I x M . - . 12.363 . - 3 4,121 2.16 _.0896 . :
R x Movie attendance (A), 12.604 A3 4.201 2.20 .0 \
MxA- 1.301 3" 433 .23 .8768 \
I xRxM J 5.499 U6 1.916 .48 ,8233
Ax RxM 12.126 6 2.021 ..1.06 ~3854
- I x A XR 14.939 ) 3 4.979 2.61 .049y
.IxMx A ~960- 3 . 320 .17 .9155
. IyX AAxXRxM ° 22.279 6 - 3.713 1.95 0706 f
Error ’ N 2101.043 "1101 1.908 i ]
o . . R i
- . N -
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: TABLE 2 e
- . 'S , ° . —__ . . he
) | ' Attendance at Movies with R and X Ratings ¢
» : 4 . - S
.. . | ;
. . ) 4 - YES. NO DON'T RECALL
<} A . e
Have‘@oﬁ ever attended an
R-rated movie? (n=168) .. 87.0% ° 3.0%, © . o %
i‘— ‘ . / ( _-,’ HN . :
If you have attended an o . i .
. R-rated -movie, was -your ID . C X L.
o checked? (n=166) « . . 10.2% 88.6% <1.2% R
i . N N ~n s . *
‘ I~ . - & . \
- Have you ever been refused . : T
admittarice to an R-rated K -« Py : "
movie? (n=168) . © o 10.1b < sses 0 w
..” o ) / |. //7 > t P ' . |
- L ) ~
Have you ever, attended an : T
. X-rated movie? (n=167) R 58,1% 41.9% . *
\ ‘ \ ’
If you have attended arn ) ?
X-rated movie, was\your ID
checked? (n='m') 14.0% 83.4% 2.6%
- -~ rd ; ) o - - )
Have 'you ever been refused .
admittance to an X-raked - 3 .
movie? (n=121) : . 4.1% 95.9% . *
. . ‘ A\
. . N { -
\ O\
\ ~ ) | -
. b
*not presented as a response option’ for this question
i3 ) \ I\; o P
5 ‘\ ‘.’6 ¢ ,If N ~ ' ;
" ‘ b ‘ ‘ Y .
B R . V \\' v
N .¢ ~® . - \\ -
s~ N -3 g,
[ 3 [ Y . .
~ - ' *
- - -
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ANOVA:- Likelihood of Attending G, PG, R, and X Movies ..
Y by Sex, Frequency of Movie Attendance, .

. 4
-4 . TABLE 3~

- s

and Importance of Movie-Going  , ,
5 - . -
4
B-rated movies ) .l
Source SS df ms F. p
Total 273.333 167 1.636
Sex (S) . 16.955 °l 16.955 0.3908 .001
Attendance (A) 8.439 1 8.439 5.430 <021
Importance (I) - =~ 2.1u3 1 - 2.143 1.379 .241
"Sx A- ) " 10.570 1 10.530 6.80Y .009
Sx1I 5.138 1 5.138 3.306 .070 °
AxI y 3.3717 1 3377 ~ 2.173 Y1lu2
SxAxI , " 7.165 1 7.165 4.610 - .033
. . Error . 248.691  -160 .55
Y., D o >
PG-rated movies -
Source .. SS df (. ms F p
F\\\\\E?tai 235.269 166  1.4l7 ,
. S 6.588 1l 776.588 4,832 .029
A * .873 1 .573 L4211 .517
I. 12.024 1 12.024 8.819 . 603
- Sx A .99 1, .499 .366 - . .55
Sx1I 3.518 1 3.519 T 2.582 .110
AxTI \ .084 1 .084 . -062 .803
SxAxI .832 1 .832 610 \G435
¢ Error 216.786 158 1.363 :
R-rated movies :
Source SS daf . . ms A“F”“* D
Total 250.467 . 166 1.508 ’
S . .H10- 1 410 .283 .595
A 3.861 1 3.861 “° 2.658 .105
I 11.501 1 -11.50f - 7.918 .005
s Sx A 2,642 1 2.642 1.819 .179
Sx1I .039 1 .039° .027 .868%
Ax T, .163 1 .163 .113 - . 737
* SxAxI’ .374 1 " .374 P .258 .612
’ Error 230,968 159~ 1.452 ¥
_ | ]
4 X-rated movies
Source ~ , 'SS df ms F p
Tota Y 430.514 166 2.593
S. . 18.796 ° 1 18.796 7.893 .005
A 8.658 1 8.658 3.636 .058
I ., 3.959 1l 3.959 1.663 .199
S x"A 4.822 1 4.822 2.025 .156
Sx1 . .0567 1 .057 . 024 .877
AxTI . 2.732 1 2,732 1.1u7. .285
"SxAxI 4,752 -1 4.752 7 1.996 .159
Error 378.624 159 2.381 ) :
\‘1 " -
i - ! 25 . -

a2



I}rguent (n=52) = '/
Unimpottant (n=124) :

T‘mportant (n=44)" 23, -.19
PG , .
Total Sample:s ' o - .50%%% - .03
Males N A gEEs ., 05
? Fepmales } , YA .07
Occasional . o e, LSgakE - - 07 -
~ ¥Prequent ’ J5lfEk - 01"
Unimportant « L50%%% 7 - 09
Important T s 7oLu2%% 01
R R E
- Total sample o - ' .16%
Males ~ ‘ \ .20%
Females . .oW11
Occasional ) : ‘ ~18%
Frequent . o Voo .08
Unimportant _ A . .16
Important - r s T .13
Z e
. <
. -, ) * \‘\ ! N q .
*p& .05 (two-tailed) )
© #®%p £, 01 (two-tailed), -
*#%p ¢ .001 (two-tailed) ~
« ) e - .
Ju ,.‘!:
L
R =N
- . i ~ .
" 26 ? \ :
“m_;mh.m;m TN T N '

T MU TABLE Y4
g { » L
- Pearson CorfSlation: Likelihood of | .
) Attending Films by MPAA Rating v
I 4 e, : -
’ . PG R X.
' [
* N - o . ‘
G . ) .
Total sample (n=167) - 32 %% -.11 .
‘=~ Males (n=118) - o .27*"‘( ~-.16
7, Females (n=50) .. U L36EE -.05
Oeccasional (n=116) - .« =~ ,27#%° -, 22%
B "'ou'u'**\it«\ 010

37 %%% i -.10

- . '5,‘;
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< | -TABLE 5.
( N
o .MPAA Rating f?r_ngt'Movie Attended..;
o L no
- o G PG R rgting
Total sample ST ' )
Raw total (RT) 10.8%*%° 36.9% 46.2% 6.1%
Total mentions (TM) 4.9 29.3  62.8 ° 3.0 -
1. Males . . .
RT - 6.2- - 41.7 45.8 .6.2 .
TM 3.6 " 28.6 64.3 3.6
' ' * x%=4.83 df=3 p>.05
2. TFemales ) ( o
fRT 12.9 35.5 UG, 4 3.2
™ , 8.2 32.7 57.1 2.0
‘ x25.86 . df=3 p3.05
3.7 Occasionals ) Jo.
. RT 80_2 3808 '48.9 ’uol
TM 3.5 . 31.0 63.7 1.8 .
- . X%s4.1  df=3 p>.05
4. Frequents’ o 'if) .
RT' - '12.5 ° 31.% 46.9 9.4
™ 7.8 25.5" 60.8 - . 5.9
x?21.71 df=3" p 7.05
5. Unimponrtant - ©o ‘
RT 11.1 37.0.  ub.y 7.4
™ 5.8 7 °28.9 ©61.2. 4.1
' x?=4.89 df=3 p>.05"
6. Important? ) N -
. RT - 3.4 3.5 62.1 0.0
™ ) 2.3 . 30.2 67.4 0.0
: - x2=.29 . df=2 p>.05
A 2 B . ;~ .
1x 2 (RT) X* 5 1.51 df=3 p.05 -
1x2 (M) X’ =218 df =3 px.os /
3x 4 (RT) X2 5 1.58 ~ df = 3 pw.05
3. (™M) X% '='3.69% df =3 pw.05
N \NT ¥ . oL ‘ .
. 8% 6 (RT) X2 = 4.66 df = 3 p.05
. Sx 6 (T X2 =278 af =3 pyp,0s
*peréenté‘ es. b 7 N b27 o \
et .g?s~ y:npw maYVDOt.tqtql lpoidué to'rognding

TOTAL n

. 112

r

65,
164 ~

48

31
43

49
113

32
51

" 5y

121°

29
43




R FOOTNOTES ~ .

;For'a related étudy'on advisory warnings .broadcast en U.S.
television see Wurtzel and Surlin (1978i.
o 2Jeffries (1978; p. 51) ésserts\#ﬁat sipce many ﬁroducers
believe the G rating to be 'box of fice poison" they "try to
‘ ensyre a Pg_or R rating by the g?atuitous addition of {sfreng'
»langugge or.nudity or ;;ele;ce." Jennings, Lang, producer.of

Universal's Little Miss Marker, states that "'G' can bé a preblem.

Kids are attracted to a 'PG' because they think sodething'exciting
. ' is bappening."’ Lang notes that for his film to aualify-for a PG
" he includea%§eme "etrong lenguage" ("Modern Kids," 1980, p. 7).
David Friedman,'Cheirman of the Board for the Adult Film Associa-
tion of Aﬁerica writes, "I think most peogie in eEe/Lfilm] inddstry
nd

agree that -the G—ratlng, with th tlon of Dlsney films, is

a‘detrlment. Ma]or studios todhy seem to try for the PG ratlng
on most of thelr,plctures? (Frledlanvﬁigigl. Desplte such remarks
asﬁghese,'a few producers are conkihced that, with propeﬁrﬁarket—
1ng, -G-rated films can be profltable (see "G for Gold," 1977)
Austln et al. (1980) found/that durlng the 1969-1979 period G-ra%eg
fllms enjoyed a 24.2% success ratio (as compared to overall success- ’
R .ratlos of 26.7% for PG-rated films, 13 7% for R, and 5.0% for X).

. ﬁj&he suceess *ratio used by Austin et al. was determined by d1v1d1ng \

N . - °

the freqnencles w1ﬁh which the various ratlngs ‘were a331gned to.

" features by the frequencles with whlch feature films in eachi "** ’ .

' s ’ L] ' . 3 13 ’ . * L3
‘ ‘category(eapned,$l million (adjusted for inflation) or more in L.

- -

"domestic rentals. .- .




FOOTNOTES -2- \ , .

<

3Fearing that an X rating "would have meant a financial

4

kiss of death," director Brian DePalma resubmitted his latest

film, Dressed to Kill, three times before it qualified foran R

(Wood, 1980, p. 13). Sldnex\plnsberg (1980, p. 36), executive
vice presmdent of Health & Bntertalnment Distributing Corp.,
writes that ,"The 'X' Rating stigma was for me the '*Kiss of Death®;
it prevented me from functioning iq the market place and stopped
me many times from getting my‘ade placed in the newspapers.“
bonversely, Friedman (1979) writes that the Adult Film Association
,Of America is "a unique‘speéializeg\seément of the motion Pihture
igdustry; an X-rqt}qg premihently disp}ayed in edvertisihg for
our pictures ie Qur only big selling,point." Currently, some
_pietributors are using the strategy of simply not submztting
certain pictures of theirs for a rating and releasing,these.films,'
o ' which they anticipated would have‘been X-rated, with various .
"warning tags" (e.g., "adults ohly“ or "This picture contains . o
scenes of a violent nature“) See "'Mother's Day'“ (1980) and-

H
.

"Analysis Self-X's" (1980) for furtherégnformatiqh on- "ducking
the MPAA." For additional discussion of ppodugehs” ehd distr{butore'
/toncerns regerdihg the X reting‘see "'Timing' Produce;h((1980) '
‘gﬁand'Champlih (1980). ' ' ) ?' ' \
1t may also be, as Child (1980), an Arizona exhibitor,"

¥

T

suggests, that these td% symbols, PG and R, ar&‘also' the mdst mis-

1Y

understood among audiences: "Everyone knows what ‘an 'X' film is

and what a~'G' film is -~ but “the misundergtanding between 'PG'’

[}

| : and 'R! is incredible." Audiences are pfobably not alone insofar -

. . . .o

as feeling‘the.ihdistinct nature of these two symbols. Producer

N e L .
é’i .. o ‘ ’
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" FOOTNOTES -3-
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©
]

DomDevlin has remarked, "We're confused about what makes .a movie

an R or a P@" (Ronan, 1979, p. 13). MPAA~Presiden§ Valenti once’

admitted, "Where .I think ywe hgve failed is in Béing able to com-’

~

Y

@unicate what GP [now PG] means" ("Rating the Rating System," . )

oot

1971, p. 73). . St R

~

5An often cited problem With‘the present rating system is

the vagueness of the symbols fhemselves. Such concerns regarding

- -

"the meaning of the rating symbols run the gamut from the seriously
Q
interested to the snidely cynical (e.g., wags have been known to.°

explain that the PG symbol stands for "pretty gamey"). While the

MPAA asserts that it°is providing

information to parents, critics
of the system maintain that due to the nebulous nature\of the four
symbols' meaning the public is being offered.only initials. In
1871 Time feported ("Rating tﬁe Rating System," p. 72) "there has
been increasingly vehement criticf%p that the Eategories d

¢

just so much alphabet soup." Richard Heffner, chairman of the .

. are

L4

MPAA's Classification and Rating Administbation, claims that CARA's
"main objective is to _provide .an early-warning signal to parents!

(198q, p. 39) but confesses that he feels parents do not universally’

>
n

understand the:symbols' definitions (p. 40). See also Garner -

(1980) for a-discussion of the informative value of the ratings. .

Déépite long-raﬁning resistance by the MPAA to ﬁaking explicit

why a film was rated, the

. -

\gay it was (e.g., labeling a film as "R-L"

0
-

;for restricted to under 17-year-9lds due to language), an informal

agreement between the MPAA and NATO (Né}ional Association of Theatre

, ) . ) . .
Owners) to test-out an "explanatqpy~PG" has recently been reaphig

(see Tusher, 1980).L\fof R-rated movies offered on cable television,

\ v |
v ’

S30 o

7
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/
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in 1979 G-rated movies achieved theirl highest success ratio ever

x .

FOOTNOTES -4~
e : : » >

one distributor has adopted a new rating symbol, PS (for “Privaté*

Screening") in an attempt fo; greater clarity (see Harris, 1980).
SThe figst major gtudy of pay-cable tel%&%e rs found tﬁat

"Movies, pgrticﬁlarly those with an R rating, afe:the most

popular programs on-pay cable" ("New Study," 1979)3\QLevy's

(1980, b. 25) study of home video recorder ownggs found that

among VCR owners "fheAlargest‘éroportign\of pre-recordeé cassettes

viewed (38.9 percent) con§isted:of X- or R-rated films." The

-

R rating may not be perceived as attractive in rural areas as it

is im urban markets (see "'R' Stands for Family Resistance," 1976).

7'Copies of both the questionnaire and experimental instrument

Py

are available from the author.

8-Data analysis and discussion of a portign of this projec}

. o
- {

is presented in Austin (1880d).

~

.

_ SThe t-values for these comparisons are as follows:

.G x PG=8.192, df=333; G x R=9.417, df=333; G X X=5.064, df=333;

PG x R=1.515, df=332; PG x X=12.218, df=332; R x X=13.259, df=332.

0Austin et al. (198Q),_however, reported that G-rated movies:

e, A

may not be box office poison. 'Theip;study showed that ‘over the

eleven years of ratings studied, such films trailed the top

-

category (PG) by .only 2.5% inhfinancial success ratios. In fact,

Y 4

(54.6%), leii;jg PG (44.8%) and R (20.6%),
11 '

In 1l , for instance, 12 G-rated mavies A£arned $1 million
\ . M e 3 .

or more in domestic rentalii among the top=ten grossapg films

- <

that year twWo, Star Trek and The Muppet\lMovie, were G-rated.("Big

o

Rental Films of 1979," 1980). See also Austin et al..(1980)."

\ ; ' ‘
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