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A study was, conducted to examine-whether "Segment

Three" (a minidocumentary series aired weekdays from 1977 to 1979 on -
the "NBC Nightly News") consisted of highly dramatic, LI -
conflict-oriented messages that emphasized and exaggerated the

. inability of individuals to predict and control their own lives .
(learned helplessness). The "central" figures of 137 segments were
identified, including well-known individuals or groups, as well as
"unknowns" symbolizing more abstract concepts such as status,- social
class, or national 'peoples. Researchers then rated each figure on'a
five-point "helplessness" scale, based on the figure's comparative
inability to affect the outcome of events or bghaviors described.
Results showed that more than 25% of the figures were rated as not
helplesg,, while approximately 40% were'rated as strongly or |
,completgéy helpless. The remaining*figures were rated mildly or

. moderately helpless. Five types of figures accounted for almost 62%

~ of all central figures: American public,«foreign nations, United.
States politicians and public officials, business persons or
organizations, and persons with diseases or illnesses. In those
segménts where the“centril figure ‘was the Xmerican public, the mean
.helplessness score was markedly higher than the average for the

. entire sample. It is clear that the in-depth reports of "Seqyent
Three" mirror a‘reality of perceived helplessness. (HTH) . °
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A

_ warks, have attembted -- so far unsuccessfully == to expand the time al=

Critics of television often decry its approach to news as superfncnal

overly dramatic, and uninformative (see, for example, 2). In partial re-

-

-v

. Sponse to such crntncisms, broadcast journalists, Particularly at the net-

. " ’
. - .

lotted for their principal evening newscasts (6). However, while the news-

. . o

man's dream of an hour-long network news program remains qnfulfllled -one

devn;é for dealing with llmltatlons of time and the unavoidable Y'headlines-

_only" content which results has been developed and routinely used for a

v

number of _years.. - That format'element s the so-called "Special Report"

or "'Special Assignment," a three to fjve minute mnnn*documentary aired oc~

casionally within- the twenty- two minutes or S0 of the regular evennng news-
° »

cast. oo .

4

One of the first and most highly praised of these minj- documentary geries

-

was NBC's ''Segment Three.' Unlnke current programming practnce in whnch

~

such mfnT‘documentarues appear only eplsod;ca]]y ''Segmefit Three' was.aired

eVery weekday nJght from September, 1977 to June, 1979. AS a regular part

of the NBC Nnghtly News wnth John Chancellor "'Segment Three' storles were
ballyhooed by NBC, as news '‘done wlth lnslght, style and grace’ that captivate

R .

viewers' (3).
As part of a larger study of “Segment Thrée“-and its slgplflcance for

broaddast Journalnsm,\we examlned -the content of those reports from a_theo-

N

retical perspective known as “learned helplessness“ (k) ‘Following Levine

IS

(5) we wanted to find out if ”Segment Three" storles, 1ike regular news .
!tems, also.consnsted of highly dramatlc, confllct-orlented messages which

emphaslzed and exaggerated the nnablllty of the. lndlvldual to'predict and

control his or her own life. Such messages, according to Levine, might

Y

.
‘.\‘1
.




~N
provide the stimulus for a kind of vicarious learning in whuch exposure

" leads to lnvalld -and perhaps personally “harmful notlons of “realPty "Of
. -

the ln-depth news stories of ''Segment Three“ shared this latent message with

&

regular news |tems, then we believed an even stronger case could be made

for the assertion that all televvsuon news .models a “world“ whose hallmark

i's individual helplessness. /
METHOD L
° < b )

A sample of 137 “Segment Thrées' was drawn from the population of all

v o

“Segment Three" episodes. One-third of all segments afred were selected by

VZ N

simple random sampling within months. The authors.viewed video tapes of

each segment chosen and, as a starting point, identified as the “central

v

-, o
figure" of the story that person or,socLal actor. who was the principal sub- .
stantjve focus of "the report.' he cod|ng scheme allowed for the possnbsllty

that central figures might be not only welhrknown lndlvuduals or groupS\ebut ~

also “unknowns“ who symbolazed larger more abstract entities such a@s status

20
types, socual classes, or even entire national societies (e.qg. “the
Follownng Levine (5),.bortrayal of the' centrél ftgurelwas rated on a/fjive-
«point ”helplessnes“ scale: S-complete‘y helpless; k-strongly helplgss; 3-

Y
moderately helpless; 2-mildly helpless* 1- vlrtually not helpless, that ls

AN -

in relatively complete control. Helpleséness was operatlonally defined as

the'comparatlve inability.of the central flgure ‘to affect the outcome, ‘good
D

or bad of events, Processes, or behavlons deserlbed ﬁ(ln fuve segments

e

examlned, the helplessness scale was found non-appllcable _té story content. )

Te

1 -

In addition to the overall hefplessness-score, three orthogonal di-

ménslons of helplessness were alsé coded locus of helpleSSness, chronucnty
)

.o

of helplessness, and speclflclty of helplessness (See 1 for a theoretlcal
\\ ,' N . A 4
dlscussloh of these‘!lmenslons) : Vo L " . I

’

t
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Locus of help]essness was coded either “|nternal“ "external,' with

— N - R -

|nternal“ defined as outcomes contingent on the behavnor of the centrai

figure and "external' as outcomes contingent on factors_and forces outside
the behavioral response capability of the central figure. Chronicity of
helplessness was coded either ''stable," by which was meant relatively long-

lived Qr recurrent helplessness; or “unstable," i.e. short-livea or inter=

’ <

mittant helplessness. Speclflclty of helplessness was Judged eitther to

be "global,'" that is affectlng a wnde varlety of sntuatlons for the central .
/ .
figure; or ”speclflc,“ by which we meant a type of helplessngss with com~ -

paratively llm)ted sntuatlonal impact for the central flgure Based on

s

Scott's coefficient (8), inthcoder reliabflity was 0.97 for‘identifica‘ \\\(

.

tion of céntral figures, 0.92 for the overall helplessness score, éﬁ&
. ¢ )

0.96 for the three dimensions of helplessness.

e , . . N

v - FINDINGS . . '
Across the entire sample, the mean helplessness score was 2. 78 (s=1. 36)
In one-quarter (25.8 percent) of all §egments,{the central figure was ’

- ) E N i [A
scored “l,” that is not helpless. A somewhat‘smaller proportion (18.9 ?g
percent) of all central figures were portrayed as mtldly helpless, and IS 9

. "

percent as moderately helpless. Almost two-fifths of all central fngures

examined were rated as either strongly helpless (30.3 percent) or completely . \

-

helpless (9.1 percent) These findnngs are general4y consistent with those "

3

reported (5) for a sam?le of network news storles from a two°week-per|od ¢ 'y

prior to 1977, and s:mnlafly our results suggest a modeling of reafuty in

wh:ch social actors are portrayed as m!ldly to moderately he1pless ®

o

Sixteen dlfferent catagonies of ‘central figures were Ide*tifled Five .

LY

types accounted for almost sixty-twp percent of all central figures: the




-

U.S. public (18.5 ﬂercént), foreign nations or societies (11.9 percent),

_u.s. Politicians and publijc officials (12.¢ Percent), businessmen or busi-

ness organizations (10, 4 percené), and.people wjith diseases or illnesses

X : : , .
(811 Percent). With one exception, there were no siginificant differences

-

. - ) , . .
in helplessness Scores ‘between these five specific types of centrafgfiguﬁgs
. . 3 . \

. Y
and the overal] sample mean. The exception occured in those segments
where the central figure was the American~“public," and there the mean’

helplessness score of 3.40 (s=1.35) was'markedly hibher_than the sample .

average (t=2.55, d.f.=36, one-tajled P<L .05).
’ P

o

own livqst ~l"ndeea, while in IZVO percent of‘thése Segments, the U.S§,.

Public was pictured as being "in control," in 44.0 percent all Americans

~ ’ -

were rated strongly helpless apd-in 20.0 percent; completely helpless. ’

‘ra

Thﬁgntent of stories in which the American publ‘c’: was the centra) figure

across a wide.vériéty of topics, but some sixty percent focused either

. ©on criminal activities; energy and the environment; or mass culture such as
. N . . [\

°

television Programs’, motion pictu

.

»
om factors and influences -

operating outside the behavioralf& 1 of. the cpntral figure, likely to

Vbe enduring, but with no clear patte; with regard to specificity.2 We

’
-

T will examine each dimension in turn. First, locus of helplessness. <In

v . . ..
72,0 percent of all cases] control was situated outside the-central figire.

Moreover, ‘external locj of helplessness were significantly associated, Wi th

" **higher helplessness scores. For example, while 84.6 percent of central ™

~ \

°figures‘whose fates were contingent on thei'r own behaviors. were portréyed7

L3
<




“ opinion poll or'electien. \\ . ’ ¢

-
. ’

as only mildly or moderately helpless, only 33.3 percent -of “external;h\\;
. - < j . M
received similar scoras on the helplessness scale and 66.7 percent of

1
central fugures who wefe subject to external forces were rated either .

strongly or completely helpless (X =27 99, d.f.=3, p<.001). Compared to"
tne entire sample, no significant variations were observed in location of
he\elessness by type of central figure..

On'chronifity ot helglessne;s, 80.0 percent ?f all case§ were coeed
”stab}s<“ with 20.0 percent "unstable.! Increased chronicity of helpless-

ness too was associated with higher scores on the helplessness scale. For

example, 75 0 percent of all central figures with unstable helplessness
&

r

" _scores were also rated as mildly or moderate?y he]pless. ' By contrast

60 2 percent of those central figures whose helplessness was “stable“

were also portrayed.as strongly or completely helpLess‘(X =12.80, d4.f.=3,
p<.0])0 . ’ e s’
(Table 1 About Here)

With the exceptnon of u.s., politnczans-offucuals, results on the o

- -~

chronrcnty dimension did not vary sngnlfucantly from the geheral, sapple-
wide pattern taking type of central figure ingo account. rHéwevel‘, con-
trary to the overall pattern, the duration of helplessness modeled for
Amerlcan polltncaans and of?nclals was sugnufucantly Jess stable. In" 63.6

percent of those segments in which politicians~officials 'were the central

[ 4
fitgure, helplessness was,rated ”unstabJe“ (Corrected’X2=ll 80//e f.=1,

o

Ed

l><\°0]l This resu1t may indlcate that political figures were pictured as

1|v:ng ina changeable environment whose outcomes vary with the next public

\




Results on* the generaJity of helplessness measo\e\were approximately‘
N
. AN

evenly spllt, with 47.0 percent of cases coded ”specufnd' and 53.0 percent

o
»

coded '"global.'" There was no sugnlflcant association between the measure

AN

of generality and scores on the helplessness scale. ' However, tne(e were

- ’

two striking deviations from the overall pattern by type of centra}\{i:dre.

TH first centered on differences between the portrayal of the U.S. pu llc

2

compared to for®ign societies. While in 86. h pergent of those segments "\

. featnring the American public as cenfral figure helplessness was modeled

as being '"specific," in 100 percent of those segments involving entire‘*

M N

foreign nations helplessness was presented a' globablly extending across

many aspects of social 1ife (Corrﬁcted X2=l9.00, d.f.=1, p<.001). Thus

""Segment Three'' was saying in effect America'is a nation with many prob-
lems, but few of these difficulties affect all Americans in al) their
social roles. On the other hand, fore}gn societies, both in the industrizl

.
~ - -

and developing Qorld, are shown to be far les;’;BQ{ally segmented, far less

" pluralistic, and-far more universally "'troubled." , B

* . ""—b . , \ .
. vl
The second important d@viation from the overall pattern centers.on a

‘comparison between the U.S. public art large and two other central figure

‘types,. Amerlcan polftncians-off cials and persons with illnesses Compared

to the-U. S publuc, both of]these types of central- figures had\signrficantly
~

larger proportions of”® global Helplessness, s/gres. Among political typesd -

- @

helpquSness inducing faCtbrs were portrayed as having far-reaching conse-
AU )
quences in 63.6 percent, of. cases, compared to global scores for 13\6

L d

, percent of those. segments involving the American public (Corrected X 6 h?,

d.f. -f p< .05); while among sick persons help1e55ness was rated as global

‘iﬁ an even larger 85. 7 percent of ¢ases (Corrected x2e9.74, d.f. =1, p< 01)

&

That the helpleSSness of politiciéns and sick persons was portrayed as

s o
r) -~ . X ~ S

.

v - . - 8
°

-
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he ’
. ~ e
.

comparatively global may reflect a social,definition of pblitician or

sick person as a "master" status whose- consequences both in terms of help-

[essness &:d other socnal behavnors is Broadly encompassnng

t

DISCUSSION . ¢

3 »
. . '

Overall, it is clear that ”Segment Three's'" in-depth reports

\fn)rror“ a Ieality‘of helplessness. Socialﬂy significant actors sush -
as polftical leaders and businessmen asiwell as the largel; invisible
"phhlic" or persons who unfortunately are ili were all modeled as help-
less\ soﬁet{mes severely and chronically so. That -the Amerlcan public — .

1

was rated even more helpless than average ranseg the. possnblllty that.

many vnewers, partltularly those of the middle class 'may be especnally

¢ € * b
suscepﬁlble to learhing a world- vnew-of helplessness.' While polltncal

bl .

figures too were presented as generally Helpless, our findlngs also '
suggest that politicians and officiaVs are expected to act as '"'leaders;"

that they ar expected to '"do something;'t and that more than most others,

¢

their inltlatlgestand behaviors may make a difference. )

‘While there is little doqgttthat broadcast journalists, like all

other newsworkers, seek to make their reports dramatic and conflict- fnlled

in order to capture aud;\htg attention, there is no.ipherent reason vy o

-

that drama or conflict need be presented‘Eo frequently in the helpless
terms we found. Afterall, in the individual's life-struggle wlth him-
' or, herself with- socuety, and with nature, there are those,who triumph,

¢ is al;o true that those "winners" don't often get on television news.

[ pd

This study has not, of course’ demOnstrated that mass media

~messages high in'helplessness necessarlly teach audien!!s to feel help-

. «
less. Bpt this study has found one type qf message which meets at least.

AN
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@
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ithe ne’}.:essary condition for such an effect., M reover, there |s 2 grow1ng
/

body of evidence .(see 7, for e)f\n}(le) whlch linky high levels ,of television
/
néws exposure to accute feelirngs of political inef icacy.. Thus, as ‘he

N 4 ‘
reports and with

a

te)evi§ion’ netnorks continue to present their in-dep
the poss:ibili,ty' remaining that more in-depth reports may be programmed ,~
‘ L4

it.becomes eve®™ more important for researchers to investigate whether

and how television news teaches helplessness..
. - <
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' ° .1s Since all "Segment Threes” were approximately the same length

~ il :

/,
(x— 292 seeonds, s= 37 seconds) -it was unnecessary to welght lndlv1dual

*,

segments in order to determlne ‘the frequencles reported here and below.

lndeed when as: g test of this - assumptlon,

.
L

ment duratlon tre resultlng frequency dlstrlbutlon for scores on the

JScores were weighted by seg-

helplessness scale, did’ not dlffer‘sngnnflcently from the unwelghted rec

: 1 . -~ ) - ‘ , ‘ v )
sults. o

-
. ’
P . .

R

« 27 The modal combinetion of the tnree:helplessness dimensions was external-
-,

stable-global (32. 0 percent), followed by external stable-specific (29 0

percent), and. ipternal- stable globahu(lk 0 percent). No other comblnatlon

‘..

.dlmensuons accounted for more then 9.0 percent. Patterns of comblned "

- .

., dnmenslons for central -figure ‘types glnerally followed the flndlngs pre-

sented‘here with helplessness dlmenslons taken one at a tlme.

-
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Table 1:

by Central ﬁ;gure Types (ln Percent)

4

A

80.0

Dimensions of “Learned Helplessnesy"

v

|
"53.0

’
°.

Rest of Sample Comparison Corrected X’ =ll 80, d.f.=1, p<.001

bU S. Public-Fore:gn Public Comparison Corrected X —l9 00, d. f =],

p<L. 001
“Politiclans-u. S. Public Comparison: Corrected X -6 47, d.f. —l, P< .05
dSick Persons-U.S. Public Comparlson Corregted X —9 7& d fF.=l, p¢ .0

<l

/o' . ° X . -‘ ) ‘4 ) ‘\w ‘.
2 0 A
‘ 1] ) .\ . * X
# - . .
, : HELPLESSNESS DIMENS I ONS , ,
. + T LOCATION, .. « (- CHRO I§IT§~ SPECIFICITY
e, * INTERNAL .EXTERNAL \\STABLE UNSTABLE .~ GLOBAL SPECIFIC @
CENTRAL FIGURE - A ‘ o
U.s. Public. . T 13.6 © 86.4 95.5 /4.5 *. 136 ' ge.ub”
(N.ZZ) N ' ) . , o
. b ’ hd .
Pollticlans- ) . : I L,

" Officials (N=11) us 5{ <5k4.5 36,4 63.6% - 63.6° 364 -
Foreign Public 1512 Y 81,8 T 100.0 0.0 v 10000 0.0
(N=11) e ‘ , : , .
Businesomen o ' '// o
- . - - L

Businesses (N=12)° 33.3 66.7 A 75:0 -25‘9 33.3 66.7
- : - C ° .4
Sick Persons . 1.3 85.7 160.0 0.4 85.7 14.3d
(N=7) T, : S
: :g C ' *
Total Sample ~ 28.0 ° 72.0 20.0 7.0

e
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