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If people attend closely to a new television series in a central location test:

· Will they say they intend to watch it again?
· Will they actually watch it at home?
· Does attention predict at-home behavior better than intention?
   Attention to television, as measured by techniques of behavioral observation, has been the subject of a substantial amount of research over the past 20 years.

   At-home Viewing. One branch of the literature has looked at people watching TV in their own homes. The in-home research has generally focused on the contexts and behavior patterns of real-world television viewing. Some of the concerns have been practical

· Do people look at the TV when it is on?
· Do they stay in the room for commercials ?

Do viewer diaries accurately reflect their behaviors?

Some have been of more general interest:

· How does television fit into the lives of people?

· How do social context and time of day affect viewing?

· How does viewing change as children grow older?

Allen, 1965; Steiner, 1966; Ward et al., 1972; Bechtel et al., 1972; Anderson et al., 1985). 

The in-home studies have

shown that people engage in a substantial amount of non-viewing activity while the television set is on. They eat, talk, read, play, and sleep in front of the TV. They pay far from complete attention, and their environments are full of distractions. How closely they attend depends on the distractions and the content of the TV material

   Central Location Testing. When researchers have had questions about TV content, they have generally measured attention in controlled settings. The dominant methodology was developed by Palmer et al. (1968) who were looking for ways of giving diagnostic feedback to producers of educational TV programs for preschoolers. Palmer's method (modified by replacing the kaleidoscope distractor with a slide show of travelogue scenes in random sequence) was one of the primary research tools in the formative development of Sesame Street and The Electric Company (Lesser, 1974).
   Studies which have measured attention in standardized conditions have employed a variety of different stimuli as distractors: Filmed kaleidoscopes (Palmer et al., 1968); slides (Lasker, 1973; Rust and Watkins, 1976; Krull and Hussen, 1980); toys (Anderson and Levin, 1976; Zuckerman et al., 1978; Alwitt et al., 1980); and simultaneous TV shows (Palmer et al., 1968; Wright and Shirley, 1974). A few studies have used no distractors at all (Bridges, 1960; Burns & Smith, 1966;
Lorch et al., 1979). But when people have nothing else to look at, their gaze direction tends to get fixated and they stare ahead at the set like "zombies" (to use the term of Reeves, 1970), even though one suspects their minds are elsewhere.

   Central location research has shown that:

· High-attention material gets high recall and recognition (Zuckerman et al., 1978; Lorch et al., 1979; Zillman et al., 1980; Wright and Huston, 1982; Welch and Watt, 1982).
· Commercial placement may affect attention levels (Ward et al., 1972; Zuckerman et al., 1978; Greer et al., 1982).
· Gaze onset may be triggered by different factors than those which maintain attention (Lasker, 1973; Alwitt et al., 1980; Anderson and Lorch, 1983).
   Considerable effort has gone into exploring the attributes of TV material affecting attention levels (Rust, 1972a and b; Lasker, 1973; Wartella and Ettema, 1974; Levin and Anderson, 1976; Wright and Huston, 1982; Krull, 1983; Watt and Welch, 1983; Anderson et al., 1981) and the findings of such research have been used to guide the development of new programs.

   Need For A Link. Connections between central-location tests and real-world behaviors have been conspicuously absent in the research literature. The current study discussed in this article looks at the relationships between children's attention to programs in a central-location test, their expressed intention to watch that program in the future, and their actual program selections at home a week later.

Procedure

   The source of the attention data


was the 1985 Saturday Morning Attention Study, a syndicated project which had been conducted every year since 1977 by Langbourne Rust Research, Inc. The study served as a source of diagnostic feedback to programmers and advertisers, helping them pinpoint the production elements, themes, and characters of most (and least) salience to their viewers.
   The sample was of children, aged 6-11. They watched network TV at the time of broadcast for a period of an hour. They watched everything that played: commercials, programs, and public-service announcements. The study was run in September 1985 on the premiere dates of the new-to-TV network series.

   Viewing conditions were standardized. There were eight children in a room with ten rooms running simultaneously. Slides were used as distractors. The slides were pictures of scenes from Saturday morning cartoons from previous years. Children were free to view either the television set or the slide screen. Their faces were videotaped as they watched.

   Attention. Attention ratings were time sampled. The audience videotape was stopped every 10 seconds, and each child was rated as either looking at or away from the TV set. Inter-rater agreement for freeze-frame ratings of attention ranged from 95 percent to 99 percent, depending largely on image quality.

   Academic researchers have generally used a continuous rating procedure. The videotape of the audience's faces plays at normal speed while a rater, watching one child, pushes a button at the onset and offset of each gaze. The advantage of this procedure is that it allows one to study gazes as units of analysis. The major disadvantage is the tendency of raters to lose vigilance.


Consequently, some shifts get missed entirely, and others get recorded late. Rater latency, indeed, may lie behind the reportedly strong phenomenon of "attentional inertia" which has been central to some theories of television communication and education (Krull, 1983; Anderson, 1985). The Saturday morning studies experimented with continuous rating for two years but found the problem of rater vigilance to be insurmountable.
   Viewer scores reflect the percent of program time a viewer maintained eye contact with the TV screen. The scores varied from a low of 14 percent to a high of 99 percent in the current study. The average child's attention score was 83 percent. Program attention scores express how many viewer scores were higher than 90 percent. These program scores ranged from 9 percent (for Ewoks/ Droids) to 44 percent (Wuzzles).
   Intention. When their viewing sessions were over, the children were handed a pencil and a card. The moderator read the printed question, "When you watch Saturday morning TV this fall, is (this) one of the shows you'll watch? Put an 'X' in your answer. Yes or No?" The children filled out their answers with no difficulty. Intention scores are the percent of a program's sample who responded "yes" to the question. The scores ranged from 68 percent to 77 percent (see Table 1).
   Program Selection. On the following Saturday morning, each of the respondents was telephoned during the time that the new series was on air. The call established whether the child was (1) at home, (2) watching TV at the time, and (3) watching the same show that he/she had been shown the previous week.

Selection data were obtained on viewers of four of the new shows: Ewoks/Droids, Muppet Monsters,
Table 1
Attention and Intention Scores: New Children’s Series, 1985 Saturday Morning Attention Study




Attention
Intention




>90%
Yes

Network
Series
Number
(%)
(%)

ABC
Ewoks/Droids
74
9
68

CBS
Berenstain Bears
79
13
74


Wuzzles
79
44
69


Muppet Monsters
69
17
76


Hulk Hogan
82
40
78


Storybreak
67
18
74


Gummi Bears
80
31
78


Punky Brewster
68
40
75




powerfully).

· Intention did not.

· There was no significant association between attention and intention.

   The three-way interaction is striking, and its implications may be profound. It reflects the fact that while intention was not associated with program selection among  low-attention viewers, it was strongly associated with the program choices of the high-attenders (see Table 4).

   The finding makes sense if one thinks in terms of preplanning. Intentions are guides, or plans, for 
Monsters, Hulk Hogan, and Storybreak. Viewers of the other shows could not be called since no calls were made before 9:00 a.m. out of consideration to the families. Also, since two of the shows played at the same time (Punky and Hulk) the staff could not handle both sets of calls in the time available.
   Out of the 202 completed phone calls, 16 percent of the children were not at home and 30 percent 


between attention, intention and selection was significant, likelihood ratio chi-square = 3.92, 1 d.f., p < .05. Tests of partial associations revealed one significant interaction: that between attention and program selection (see Table 3).
Discussion

The two-way effects are relatively straightforward:

· Attention predicted program selection significantly (if not

behavior. If all behaviors were planned, then measuring people's intentions would be a powerful way to predict behavior; but all behavior is not planned. In-home program selection can be determined by a host of extrinsic factors which have nothing to do with viewer plans vis-a-vis a program: e.g., lead-ins, the plans of other people in the room, the channel to which the set was tuned when it was turned on, or a specific scene that precipitated
were not watching television. Of the 54 percent who were watching at the time of the call, 37 percent had selected the series they had seen the week before.
Results

   There were 102 children with complete data on all three variables: attention: high (>90 percent) or low; intention: positive or negative; and program selection: same or other (see Table 2).

   A three-factor hierarchical loglinear analysis was performed. This is essentially a chi-square contingency analysis, appropriate for multifactor categorical data.

The chi-square, with 7 d.f., was 72.3. The three-way interaction

Table 2

Children Selecting Same or Other Programs: Attention by Intention


Selection on following week


______________________________


Attention to 
Intention to
Same show
Other shows


Premiere show
watch again
(no. of children)

Low
Positive
18
40



Negative
6
13


High
Positive
13
6



Negative
1
5

Table 3

Tests of Partial Associations


Effect

Partial



Name
d.f.
chi-square
Probability
Iteration

Attend * Intend
1
0.03
.855 
2

Attend * Select
1
4.88
.027 *
2

Intend * Select
1
1.28
.258
2

an impulsive channel change. 

   The children in this study who found these shows uninvolving did not respond to them in a preplanned manner. Whatever intentions they may have claimed the first week played no discern​ible role in their program selec​tions the second week. Those re​sponding positively and those responding negatively to the in​tention question ended up watching the shows at rates one would expect by chance alone. 

   High-attenders though were a different story. They seem to have acted intentionally, with clear reference to the programs' identity. If they liked the show they sought it out; if they dis​liked it they avoided it. And they overcame all the extrinsic influ​ences which might have led to a different selection. 

Applications. 

Program Testing. 

Test of new programs should include measures of both attention and intention, since an​nounced intentions are mean​ingful only when attention is high. For example,
Negative intention coupled with high attention predicts avoidance.

Low attention signals the ab​sence of preplanning.

Positive intention coupled with high attention predicts approach. 
Commercial Testing. 

Commercial viewing is a voluntary act, much as program viewing is. If people are not interested in a commercial they do not look at it. Prior to the videocassette re​corder (VCR) they would usually just look away until it was over. Now they are capable of zapping it or fast-forwarding through it altogether. Through central-loca​tion testing, using measures of both intention and attention, it may be possible to predict the at​home voluntary viewing levels of different commercial executions.
Table 4

Percent Selecting the Same Program: Attention by Intention




Percent selecting

Attention
Intention
same program

to test
to watch 
next week

show
again
( = program share)

Low
Positive
31



Negative
32

High
Positive
68



Negative
17

Concept Screening. The re​sults of this study were instru​mental in the design of a new system for screening concepts for children's premiums. The con​cepts (for toys, games, novelties, etc.) are conveyed in the form of 10-second videotaped offers. A reel of these premium concepts offers is shown to children (twice) under controlled-dis​tractor conditions. Each child's response to a premium is scored + 1 if attention is high and inten​tion is positive, 0 if attention is low, and -1 if attention is high and intention is negative.
Level of Involvement. 

There seems to be a parallel between measured level of attention and level of involvement. High-in​volvement purchasing among adults is characterized by thoughtful decision-making and preplanning, and it has been rel​atively amenable to study by classical market research tech​niques which probe (verbally) people's evaluations and inten​tions vis-a-vis a product. Low-in​volvement purchasing does not seem to work the same way. It is much less verbal, rational, or in​tentional (Krugman, 1965; Vaughn, 1980). In all likelihood, it is more influenced by the con​crete, extrinsic factors of the im​mediate purchasing environment (Belk, 1975). It may also involve lower levels of mental processing that are intellectually more child​like (Greenwald and Leavitt,1984).
Product Testing. If the psy​chology of product selection re​sembles program selection, then contemporary procedures of product testing, which empha​size verbal measures of intention and attitude, may be missing a key element. By failing to mea​sure salience, they operate as if everyone in the market responds intentionally. Attention measure​ment may improve predictions.

Some Unresolved Issues. What Happens with Established Series? We know from experi​ence that as people become fa​miliar with programs, their overall attention levels drop: the novelty wears off, and more of the program's material becomes predictable and redundant, even when loyalty and enthusiasm re​main high. There may be ways to measure the salience of some​thing familiar, but a global index of attention is not sufficient. There is clearly a need for meth​odological and theoretical ad​vancement. Such advancement could have immediate relevance for predicting copy/strategy wearout.

How to Measure Attention to Products? In-store observations may be one route. Wells and Lo​Sciuto (1966) and Atkin (1965) did some thought-provoking obser​vational studies, and we have done some promising work along these lines on a proprietary basis. Central-location testing might make standardized measurement a possibility, and operationalizing the concept of attention as resis​tance to distraction (much as the TV attention research has done) may be a feasible strategy.

Implications

   What people say sometimes predicts what they do, but often it does not. This study implies

that the critical factor may be their level of involvement. When people are not interested enough to pay close attention to something, their announced intentions may not matter. But when they are attentive, we had better listen to what they say.
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