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Abstract

This paper aims to discuss the viewpoints of a range of television professionals regarding
young audiences ~ how they define children, how they see this special kind of audience,
including its needs and interests, and how they view the role of television in children’s lives.
Focusing on these ideas, our goal is to understand how they translate into decisions about the
format and content of schedules, programming, production, marketing campaigns, regula-
tion measures and also research.

The material to be analysed was gathered from about thirty interviews with professionals
from this specific field - programmers, producers, directors, script-writers, marketing direc-
tors, regulators and researchers.

Additional research objectives include discovering guiding criteria and the options available
to children’s programming executives of the Portuguese terrestrial channels, and also under-
standing how they programme in a multi-channel environment for a fragmented and
demanding audience.

This essay will also trace the shifting balance between paternalistic, protective and child-cen-
tred approaches and the view of the child as a consumer and a social actor.

The audiovisual changes that began in the 1990s in Portugal have led to a new conceptuali-
sation of the child audience. Children have become a powerful audience; however, this
power is viewed by television programmers primarily in terms of consumption. Children are
seen as sovereign consumers in their own right and through the purchasing power of their
parents. In this sense, children are seen as consumers rather than viewers. In the current cli-
mate, it is important to discuss the notion of public service and its responsibilities towards
young people.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The study of the relationship between children and television can focus either on
television and the media or on the audience, namely, children audience. The current
study focuses on the first option. However, despite its being concerned mostly with
one of the axis structuring the analysis of the aforementioned relationship, that is to say,
the institutional face of television and, specifically, programming for children, the
study intends to help build a global frame that will enable both the analysis and under-
standing of children’s relation with TV. Maintaining a holistic perspective of this field
of study should be a real and constant concern.

Research has shown that the context and conditions surrounding child develop-
ment and socialization influence a child’s use of television. Several authors have
stressed the fact that television consumption is influenced by a set of factors: age, gen-
der, the family’s social and cultural setting, household characteristics, life style and
pace, as well as what television has to offer are the most mentioned without, however,
it being possible to determine each one’s role exactly.

The last mentioned factor, of great relevance to this study, was stressed particularly
by Rosengren and Windhal (1989). These authors have operationalised the concept of
«media use» in terms of «habitual consumption» and «real consumption»: the former
refers to a certain consumption pattern and depends on stable factors, such as life style,
social status, interests, needs and the media offer itself; the latter, which is mostly of a
situational (conjunctural) nature, depends on the viewer’s specific setting and on the
media offer which is available at the time. What television has to offer appears then as
a factor which can both influence and determine consumption.

Considering that one of the factors conditioning television use consists in the pro-
grammes being offered, and considering the importance television assumes in a child’s
daily life, our research sought to get to know and analyse television from the inside,
focusing the analysis on the programming aimed at children. Research centred on the

other side of the screen to get to know what is thought, conceived and broadcasted
specifically for those on this side of the screen, in this case, a child audience. The data
presented and analysed here refer to only one of the topics comprised in research.

2. THEORETICAL STARTING POINTS

This piece of research considered the changes which took place in the last decades
in the Portuguese audiovisual scene. The current Portuguese legal framework, similar
to that of most countries in the European Union, put an end to the state’s monopoly
over television broadcasting in the early 1990s and since then there has been competi-
tion between the public and private channels, with the former having a set of obliga-
tions understood as «public services. Insofar as children are concerned, according to
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Portuguese legislation, it is only the public broadcasting service that is expressly com-
pelled to consider, produce and broadcast programmes aimed at children.

The study also took into account that television is a product which is socially con-
structed according to specific interests, programme orientation and control strategies.
Television, considered by Perez Tornero (1994) as an institution, technology, language
and discourse, creates a certain representation of reality (which is appropriated differ-
ently by different social groups) according to different resources and rules, to a com-
petitive market setting, as well as according to different forms of property and control.
In this sense, programming trends which are prevalent at a particular time are also far
from being «natural»; they are, instead, the result of choices and criteria originating in
factors which are nowadays found trans-nationally. As programming is a social-histori-
cal activity produced under specific space-time constraints, it also assumes a chrono-
logical dimension, and as such the chronological time at which itis produced must also
be considered: the time of year, days of the week and schedules of broadcasts which
are being offered to the audience, in this case, children. However, this chronological
time is also a social time, in so far as programming is determined, not only by the clock
and calendar, but also by the pace and life styles of the potential audience.

Programming presents itself as a complex phenomenon which is strongly connect-
ed to each society’s culture, conventions and social habits, reflecting significant repre-
sentations of their social reality. It would be important to stress that transformations in
programming models are not isolated from economic, technological, political, social
and cultural change taking place in societies. As Cortés (2001) suggests, by reading and
analysing the schedules, we can find signs of the times at which each was put together.

The several authors considered agree that all programming argumentation is devel-
oped according to the audience, which is thus a compulsory reference when con-
structing a schedule. In programming, the programmer, who in the new television
model has a prominent and strategic role, acquires a special relevance. As stated by
Lochard and Boyer (1995), their role is that of someone who organizes meetings
between the programmes and the individuals. The programmer makes decisions
according to products and audiences, having to relate them and ensure a connection
between them, not only every day, but in every moment of the day, in a television flow
which is virtually uninterrupted. Although the internationalization of programmes and
formats may give the viewer the impression that channels are all the same, according
to those who study programming (cf. namely Bustamante, 1999 and Mehl, 1992),
schedules are only superficially similar. These authors admit the existence of a certain
standardization of the «spices» used —the programmes— but support that there is always
a touch of singularity to programming, each schedule providing its own particular
flavour.

The heterogeneity which characterizes programming is horizontal (diachronic — a
diversified programme offer), but also vertical (synchronic — a simultaneous offer of dif-
ferent broadcasts). Based on audiometer data, TV stations look to fit their products (pro-

141




LOS NIN®@S FRENTE A LAS PANTALLAS

grammes) to audience tastes, preferences and habits, not forgetting advertising
investors, a vital financing resource for television which intervenes and conditions the
construction of schedules and the broadcast pace itself.

These are some of the starting points on the broadcaster’s side. This study has, how-
ever, also taken into account some principles which involve the viewer and television
reception.

As sociological studies have shown, children are an autonomous social group
which has detached and transformed itself historically and culturally, far from corre-
sponding to a universal, natural category of obvious meaning. Besides individual dif-
ferences, different social settings in which children live, social class and ethnicity, gen-
der and culture are all important aspects in characterizing the social position each of
them belongs to.

Following what sociological studies of children have tended to stress, and accord-
ing to the spirit of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, this study is based on a
conception of children as social subjects, not as an object of adult projects and initia-
tives. To consider children as social actors entails the recognition of their active role in
their environment, of which television is a part. It is, however, important to stress that,
by rejecting a view of children as passive victims of television, we do not wish to sim-
ply adopt the opposite view and replace the traditional image of innocence and vul-
nerability by one of an «active and autonomous» being. From our point of view, this
concept of children is as indefinite and controversial as the one it wishes to substitute.
Children are still spoken of as a universal category, instead of children who live in spe-
cific social, cultural and historical circumstances which place them in specific posi-
tions in a social structure.

According to studies developed in both Portugal and other countries, television
plays a very large role in a child’s day-to-day life. They spend a good part of their day
and free time watching television, often left to themselves, with no alternative activi-
ties. As mentioned by Pinto (2000), «television is often a baby-sitter, a companion, a
story-teller, a window for imaginary travels, a refuge, an alienation, a provider of par-
ticipation in its symbolic universe».

Also according to several studies (cf. for example Brederode Santos, 1991; Pinto,
2000; Pereira, 1999), children believe they learn «something» from television, identi-
fying programmes which are directed at children as an example of what is learned.
There are, however, programmes for the general audience which obtain higher or iden-
tical children audiences when compared to the most watched children’s programmes.
Children usually watch those programmes with relatives, as opposed to what happens
with the programmes which are aimed at them, which are normally watched by chil-
dren either alone or with their siblings (Pereira, 1999).

It is, therefore, necessary, when thinking of and analysing matters of children’s and
youth programming, to take into account these background dimensions in order to
analyse detectable tendencies and implications in this kind of programming.
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3. METHODOLOGY

The research presented in this article is a part of a broader study on the offers and
criteria in children’s programming in the Portuguese terrestrial channels (two public -
RTP1, RTP2 and two private - SIC, TVI) which involved both documental research and
interviews to professionals connected to television for children. Considering this arti-
cle’s scope, only one of the themes covered in the interviews will be discussed.

3.1. Aims

In broad terms, this study sought to contribute to a better understanding of the rela-
tionship between television and society and to raise awareness on programming for
children in Portuguese television. Specifically, it was meant to characterize the trends
in children’s programming in the Portuguese terrestrial channels; to know the status of
the professionals working in children’s programming; to understand the guiding crite-
ria and the options available to those responsible for this programming over a period of
time and, finally, to understand how those professionals define children audience. This

paper addresses these last two aims.

3.2. Interview procedure

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with television professionals who had
a varying range of experience and responsibilities in producing and programming for
children. This technique allows us, according to specialized literature (cf. Lindlof,
1995; Patton, 1990), to collect information which is richer, more spontaneous and of a
more significant depth. Besides that, it also allows the interviewer to restrict the sub-
jects to be discussed, providing, however, a significant level of freedom to the inter-
viewees, as they can voice their opinions without excessive constraint. In planning the
interviews, three procedures were adopted: setting the goals, putting together a list of
professionals to be interviewed and writing the script.

Bearing in mind that «the quality of the information obtained during an interview is
largely dependent on the interviewer» (Patton, 1990: 279), a script was initially written
which, given the diversity of experiences, had to be adapted for each group of profes-
sionals, which resulted in six versions. Despite the particularities in each script, the
interviews were meant to:

= sound opinions, experiences, concerns and desires on the subject being studied:
’

= understand how different professionals perceive children’s programming in all
four Portuguese terrestrial channels;
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_ understand programming strategies and logics in television broadcasts aimed at
children; . - .

_ understand the problems faced by programmers in their daily Yvor ; ‘

— sound the professionals’ opinion on the basic principles a station should follow

i le;
when programming for young people; ‘ ' '
— understand how those responsible for programming see and conceive children

audience.

When making the list of professionals to be interviewed, we tried to ensure that
there would be some diversity in terms of experience — Ty dlrector.s,‘ programn.w(-ers,
marketing directors, script writers, producers, hosts, dubbing tech|1|C|a|1§, telewsnc:\n
critics, researchers, representatives of media regulatory body, and the preS|de|1t§ of the
viewers associations. We were interested in a diversity of views and perspectives on

j 6 interviews were held.
the/itlllbijstcér\i?ejils, \:2vere recorded, their full transcription being later made i—n c')rd.e; to
analyse their content. Transcription resulted in approximately 500 pages. Th?s m(;)r-
mation corpus was first submitted to a critical reading and exploratory ana|?15|5 m.or eC;
to create guiding lines. A list of theme categories was later elaborated which oriente

the qualitative content analysis, namely:

Perspectives on television for children in Portugal (in the 90s);
_ Notions of child and child audience’;

Programming for children:

Factors conditioning programming;

Criteria used in programme conception;

Criteria present in programme conception and production;
Criteria present in programme selection and purchase;
Criteria guiding hosting;

Criteria present in dubbing;

The role of public service in broadcast offer for children;

— Ingredients for quality programming for children.

The analysis of the interviews was undertaken within the «context of discpvery» and
not the «context of justification», to quote Lessard-Hébert et al. (1990?. By t.hIS we mean
that the main objectives were to identify, describe, establlis.h Con.nectlons, interpret ar;]d
assign meaning to the data. We sought to become familiar with and Itmdersctfln((jj tthg
meanings and interpretations given by the social actors to the matter being studiedq,
situations they are involved in and how they act.

' This being the category to be analysed in this paper.
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Given the diversity in the interviewees’ professional training, we tried to make the
discourse constructed from the analysis reflect the diversity of opinions and the con-
sensus among the different interviewees.

4. FINDINGS
4.1. Perspectives on television for children

Despite having different perspectives and levels of involvement, the interviewees
show some convergence regarding trends in children’s programming. Most profes-
sionals, even some who work in television stations, stress how negligible children’s
programming is in the context of general programming, due to the lack of economic
investment and the little relevance sometimes assigned to it by executive boards. These
interviewees deplore the inferior status this field is sometimes relegated to and share
the notion that programming for children is particularly important given the specificity
of the group it is aimed at — children in a phase of development and character forma-
tion.

These data place us before a paradox. On the one hand, children are recognized
and valued as subjects and as an audience (the importance of there being television
programming broadcasted specifically at them is recognized), but, on the other hand,
there is little availability to invest economically in this field. The way children and
childhood are seen, which is certainly influenced by their importance in Western soci-
eties, their public visibility and symbolic value, are not always reflected in institution-
al policies and practices.

Although children are valued as an audience, economic interests lead television sta-
tions to give priority and attention to other audiences, for fear of losing them to other chan-
nels and due to the fact that certain schedules are even more valuable for advertising.

The issue of the criteria underlying the construction of programming schedules
acquires special relevance when debating television for children with the interviewees.
Their points of view and opinions centre around three positions:

— the first, an interventionist one , encompasses the points of view of those for
whom television cannot be guided simply by its own criteria and interests — especially
when dealing with children, who are a more vulnerable, a more easily influenced audi-
ence, and one which is not fully developed yet — and should be guided by rules defined
and supervised by the State;

- the second, a liberal one, encompasses the points of view of those who stress the
market rules of demand and supply; public interest is thus defined as what interests the

public. Children are seen as consumers, possessing a critical ability of choice, who can
choose what interests them the most;
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_ the third, an intermediate position, though accepting the market logic, considers
that these rules cannot be the only criterion for action, and supports the existence of
legal norms and obligations to frame and guide it. A child’s television viewing must be
monitored (as must other daily activities) by parents and other significant adults, so as
to help them choose what interests them the most and to defend themselves against

that which can harm them.

In the light of the «theory of social responsibility», which goes with the third posi-
tion, television has obligations towards society that are beyond its own interests. As
mentioned by McQuail (2003: 188), media organizations «are social institutions that
perform important public tasks beyond their immediate goals of making a profit and
providing jobs». The author adds that, though in the last few years the media have
increasingly come fo resemble industries, they are not just ‘some business’ nor do they
necessarily cease to be social institutions. However, this does not mean that the eco-
nomic reality must be ignored either, since they have to work, in whole or in part,
according to the rules of a market economy.

Maost of the interviewees from outside the television medium considered that, espe-
cially when dealing with children, public service should be extended to all stations and
not just the public one, which means that all programmes aimed at children should be
guided by civic, cultural and educational principles and concerns. However, consider-
ing that the working context of the television sub-system that has come to take its place
in Portugal (and in Europe) - based on a market logic, therefore, one of demand and
supply — can lead either to the gradual effacing of children broadcasts from program-
ming schedules, or to a low quality offer, these interlocutors stood for a public broad-
casting service (PBS) for the younger audience segments supported by that service’s
concessionary entity.

The PBS, closely connected to the notion of public interest, was identified as the
warranty for pluralism, equality, diversity and safeguard of the rights and interests of
more vulnerable social groups, as is the case with children. Public television was pre-
cented as the necessary and desirable alternative for television offer for younger view-
ers, there being widespread consensus on the goals it should serve. As supported by
some of the authars we named in the first part of this essay to discuss the matter, most
of the interviewees thought that children’s programming should be one of the «rgu-
ments» of public television, which, as stated by the most recent Concession Contract

for the Public Service (September 2003) must «coppose the tendency for the standardis-
ation and massification of television offer, providing hroadcasts which are not directly
dictated by the objectives of commercial exploit» (clause 6, 1a), offering a program-
ming that respects, or even supports and promotes, the dominant values in society,
voicing the culture, language and art of our society, but of other societies as well, and
attends to the needs of younger viewers.
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4,2, Concepts of child and child audience

L — . .
; a:zlno_n of Eh”.d wasl always discussed based on their role as a television viewer
i Coyrl] ! Ysmg t. e interviewees’ discourses, it is concluded that they are unanimo ‘
ek ]5-| (;rmg chlltc)iren «a special audience», to quote Aimée Dorr (1989). The childLfs
nised as a subject of rights, and the exis | Y
; . : tence of «a world children h i
own» is recognised, which is relatively di el
! y different from the adult '
A h : ult world. It is based on thi
Offerillieneed for a specific Iprogrammmg for children has been recognised, one t::;
i «Supr:r_p;ro'grtammes wl:juch adequately relates to them and is conceived tl’ﬂnking of
ior interest», as defended by the Conventi '
tion on the Rights of ]
i : : ) ghts of the Child.
rom the collected interview data basically three concepts of child have emerged:

~ The firsti inci
o anférzt |ts grounded on the prlnClpIe of a progressive development of the child’s
e at:togomy.dThat is, children are considered as being able to develop active
itudes and practices towards televisio

. ] n but they do need i

& es tow y do need support, incen-

ive and guidance. In sum, mediation is required. Those who stand for thislr)mtion t::}
S 5

dO not Consider C ||d| d d 1 r il e ti
en as natura”y nd SF)Dnt iti i e
deVEI()p ﬂ at ablllty. ar EOLISIY C |tlcal, I aving a n d o]

- Thes
emhUSiastif;ﬁgi{ctizcriE: ir:nayfb;;: regarjed'as a.vla.riation of the first position, albeit less
L e hé of t ose Ct’llld s abilities. The interviewees supporting this
e N SES chi audaence? s vulnerability, considering it easily influenced
B |-t?| content‘s. Children are thus seen as a target for commercial
i ,bmh g little experience gr knowledge to react and resist, and therefore
g protection from the possible consequences of their search for mere grat-

«We can’ i

e M}/éa}:(ﬁ)e ff)r Z” ch;ld;en to have the same instruments to evaluate and
hey're being offered and that’s the bi
ki ' he big problem here. It’s evident
gramming has mostly unfortun

! te and harmful eff

children who, to start ' ' ) e ey
3 , are ill equipped to deal wi j
. ith all this and h '

- il : ‘ ave no other instru-
e havga in ac\cess to certain goods, to gain access to a certain kind of language
o !e no access to .the education of taste — those are the ones who are es ’

y vulnerable.» (President of the Institute for the Media) o

«Nowa ; ]
e a(iay;sbv:el' often hear: «children can make their own choices». | don’t
oo . | believe -th.ey are extremely influenced. | am very anti-protectionist
i tr;?es ﬁt(o}:%ews;on, but towards the home and the child | am very protec
.| think kids are very sensitive to tl icti ' :
o | . o the addictive side of television
games, in this aspect, are even more prone to cause addiction. From [hfsj
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s ati ive, there is
oint of view they must be disciplined — there is a time to play Mega D{;IV? (tf ere
’; time to watch television... It's a difficult task, as they are also often affecte
we, adults, by the addictive side of television.
’ ’

(...) They are also very influenced by advertising. Everything they see on televi-

ir fi jon i elieve
sion, they buy, they wantto buy, they want to have. Their first reaction is to b

jon i led.
the messages — if | take that, it will do that to me. Some deconstruct;nl)n is nzec o
ariti i i ility to be criti-
{ ' || think we must develop their abili
| don’t believe they are critical. ves
in thi t only for children,
i this sense school should have, no ire

cal. More than that, I think in ) o

but also for teenagers, subjects that teach them do decode the media.» (tele

critic).

hcept sees children as critical consumers and viewers. /?js
[ i rod-
opposed to the previous notions, centred on the child, the focus her(? is ?} thsh;?'d J
justi in ki ning. The
i d to justify certain kinds of programn ‘
ucts. Audience results are use : B
iti ' differentiated and out of context. )
seen as a critical viewer, but un d and Wit o
ili -« ic iustified, mostly, by their ability to chang .
o esby | i i and by the ways of constructing a
ttention they give to it and by or
another programme, by the a "
meaning for what they see, their answers and the uses they make of televisior

_ The third emerging col

t volatile one, because, and | am going to exag-
y intuitive, it does not rationalize very much.
ince i 1 i h. Chil-
And it is very demanding, especially since it does not rat:gl7alrze very Imuc(ljon/t y
dren do not rationalize very much. If it’s up, they like :t;i:fllt S ctl’own:st:ﬁ:t dead.ly
here i
i it, if it’ ), they turn away. And then

it’s up, they watch it, if it’s down, urn 2 ’ el
tremgndous weapon, probably the most significant weapon of the 2.0. (;enttlr);,mce

: i i tical and,

' lives. (...) I think they are hypercri

remote control. That can ruin our . ; elfijpETCriticd i

everything’s so impulsive, approval is immediate and so is rejection if they

like it, they don't like it.» (Programming director, SIC)

«The child audience is the mos
gerate a ittle, it is almost completel

are not the customers, but

mer-spectators — they
«They are the so called custo P o el

they are so indirectly. And they’re dynamic, because of tha
the remote control.» (Marketing director, SIO)

Jite critical, from age two they know what a .remolte
control is. They change channels if they don’t like somethin{g; they are pvovs’i:;l);/t];j
most unfaithful viewers of all audiences. .T’,]?y almost learnt zapping

were still using a dummy...» (Head of acquisitions, TVD)

«They are quite active, gt

i i i hostly on

The professionals from private stations clearly centre their quts o|f vuewd?ationycan

the third of these notions, though they also empha51'z.e the deC|§|ve ro :3 mi ion
play in the relationship between children and television, both in developing

.
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ical attitudes and as a way of protecting the most vulnerable and most easily influenced
younger viewers from the television’s possible harmful effects. The professionals who
are connected to the public station share a view which is more centred on the child,
therefore placing themselves between the first and second notion?.

In private stations, child audiences are seen mostly as consumers, as customers, as
a share to be captivated, as stated by the marketing director from SIC:

«The most important “target” is the one that will make the most money. At the
moment, this is how we are working; we weren't always, but it’s obvious that, as in
any business, it must be so. Audiences are meaningful only if they allow us to make
money. The commercial director said that children, in the whole year, represent
5% of the station’s investment. Investment is distributed differently along the year.
The investment cake is in October, November and December because of toy man-
ufacturers, school period and Christmas. 80% of all commercial investment related
to children is made in that period. In those periods, we are packed with advertise-
ments; during the rest of the year there are months with 1%, 2%, the average is 5%.
Children cannot, therefore, be a priority, on that account. The older kids are always
important, because they are a decisive factor for adults to watch television.»

«Children are an important group, not only during the period for children, but
also during the rest of the day, because, as I'm telling you, they’re the ones who
took the decision to watch. If they, in fact, take that decision, and many adults
watch it, if the audiometer is there and it’s on and obtains adult audiences, then the
advertisers will buy us advertising time in that adult target slot , but the children
were the ones who decided to watch it.»

We do not mean to say by this that the professionals from private stations are not
concerned with the «child-person» and those from the public station do not take into
account the «child-consumer in their decision-making. We are able to observe, in the
programming philosophies in the private and public sectors, a concern towards chil-

2 It is important to mention, however, that this is the private view of the professionals intervie-
wed and which obviously has a bearing on programming schedules. This note draws attention to the
fact that other professionals, working in the same context, might have different perceptions. When
analysing RTP’s offer for children, between 1992 and 2002, we realize the schedules didn’t always
reflect the concept of child shared by the professionals from this station who were interviewed. Over
the 11 years being studied, it was possible to identify a period during which programming was cha-
racterized by a strong hesitation and the schedules showed an irregular alternation. This was, per-
haps, the less creative phase of the public station and a great mimicry of private channels was
observed. At this time, the programmer’s attention seemed to focus more on the products that on
children, perhaps because the people who, in that period, headed the department, had a concept of
audience which was closer to the one shared by professionals from the private sector.
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dren; the question is what weighs the most — the «person» side (a§ a «subject».) or the
consumer side. In the discourses from public television professionals the first gne
stands out; in the discourses of private stations the second one is str‘on.ger.. The‘notlo'n
of child viewer arising from the study of programming schedules is in line with this
analysis. . '

To a certain extent, the concept of child audience shared by private stations allows
us to explain the gradual disappearance of children’s broadcasts from the. afternoon
period from 2000 onwards. The child audience is seen mostly as an audlencg —an
audience which is at all times measurable — and one of the key goals of the main sta-
tions is to reach the largest number of viewers. Therefore, when it became clegr to the
re was another, more valuable, audience available to
watch television in the afternoon, they did not hesitate to take the primacy away from
children in this particular time slot. The head of acquisitions from TVI a.nd. the host of
the children’s show Batatoon, broadcast by this network, corroborate this idea:

television executives that the

«When “Batatoon” came along, TVI helda 19% audience share and «Batatogn»
held 25%; nowadays TVI holds a 37% share and «Batatoon» still holds 25%, which
means it did in fact serve the network’s interests for some time. Whgn the network
started growing, there was a drop in audiences there. Then we tried to produce
shows, not so much for children, but for older people, mqstly women, .hence the
change in programming. (...) There was in fact a break with children, in order.u')
reach other audiences.» (Director of foreign programming and «<head of acquisi-

tions», TVI)

«For about four years, the show (”Batatoon”) was broadcast live in the after-

noons; now, because of changes in programming, it is a weekend broadcast in

the children’s schedule, which is Saturday and Sunday mornings. This because a
market study was conducted and these things aren’t completely. stable. Broac/{-
casts have a life expectancy and then they change. Even so, | think ”Batatggn 4
was the child broadcast that lasted longer in the history of Portuguese television,
that was stable for the longest time, right there, in the afternoon. Anyway, the
gentlemen from the station conducted a market study and t.hey thgught they
could get even higher audiences. As it seems, that is something which is com-
puted in television terms. Housewives rather than children were the main target
audience, so “Batatoon” ceased to be broadcast live in the afternoons an.d star’t-
ed being recorded to be shown during the weekend.» (Host for the children’s

show «Batatoon», TVI).

In public television, for some time, the protectionist model provided, according to the
Director of Children’s and Youth Programming for RTP, the basic principles for the Dep|art.
ment's work. One of the members tells us how aconcern with the child was above all else:

B

Sara Pereira

«When a broadcast was conceived and produced, the idea was not “how this
can be watched by a larger audience”, it was instead “how this can be more attrac-
tiye to a child and at the same time, help it to learn”. (...) I think the most important
thing was to try to understand what that child was already able to understand and
to what extent we can contribute to develop that understandings.

Thi§ does not mean that the concern with the audience was not present in pro-
gramming criteria. From the analysis of the schedules, the importance of audience
shares in programming decision-making was obvious in several moments, especially
since television would have trouble existing were it not for the audiences aslmentioned
by the Director of Children’s Programming for the public station:

«RTP is in that game [of competition] because of the audiences, and today |
think, if we hadn’t joined that game, no one would have watched us, because the

“kids” broadcasts’ had their “Turbo Rangers”, but then, during the w,eek, we only

had soft stuff, with very high quality, made by famous people, but no one watched
us. It was depressing.»

We would like to stress that the concept of child consumer is not present only in the
discourses of professionals workingin private networks; there are other professionals
who see them as such. The general prevailing notion is that nowadays the child is, in
fact, a consumer, not only of television itself, but also of other symbolic goods matleri-
al goods (food products, clothing, shoes) and services (schools, kindergartens ’associa—
tions for the occupation of free time, clubs, etc.). We did, however, find clelar differ-
gnces in the way that role is formulated and characterised: in the political sphere it is
linked to the idea of participation and citizenship whereas in the economic sphere it is
linked to consumption.

Some interviewees note that, in relation to some television broadcasts, children are
regarded more as consumers than viewers, because they are, in fact, more interested in

the merchandising products associated to them than in the content of the programme
itself.

| To conclude, we would like to stress the fact that most of the interviewees share a
view which is close to the one we supported in another piece of research on television
in the family — «it is only by comparing and contrasting the perceptions children have
of the messages they receive with the interpretations they make of them that some com-
petence may emerge that is active, critical and creative towards television» (Pereira
1999: 81). ’
Q Itis also relevant to stress the reason why some of the interviewees do not perempto-
flly assume that children are critical and active viewers. In their opinion, a child’s behav-
iour .does not fit a single pattern and neither does childhood; the variety, diversity and
specificity of contexts, routines and life situations of children must be taker; into account.
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This discourse agrees with the point of view of Schramm, Lyle and Parker (1965) on
the role of children. These researchers stressed, as early as the 50s, their active role in
the relationship with television, but suggested the need to bear in mind life contexts
and not only one of their dimensions. In that relationship, therefore, it is not only the
child factor or the television factor that must be taken into account, but also the social
and cultural contexts in which this interaction takes place. Thus, Schramm'’s (1965: 1)
ctatement from over forty years ago is still valid:

«Nothing of what is duly documented can just say that television is good or bad
for children For some children, under some conditions, some television is harmful,
For some children under the same conditions, or for the same children under other
conditions, it may be beneficial. For most children, under most conditions, most
television is probably neither particularly harmful nor particularly beneficial.»

During the so-called «golden period» of children’s programming (from the mid-80s
to the early 90s), the team in charge of this area of programming for the public televi-
sion network, in an effort to obtain information on the needs and interests of children,
conducted extensive research involving educators and children, academic essays and
investigation reports, especially those from abroad. This was a time when schedules
were constructed based on the «intuition» of professionals and audiometric data.

In private networks, audience shares are the number one evaluator of children’s
interests, tastes and preferences. The Marketing director for SIC, however, also tells us
about the importance of market studies to perceive interests:

«n relation to what they want to watch, we have, for all programming, market sur-
veys in which we ask what people want to watch, what they do not want to watch, what
attracts them, what would make them change channels; it is also meant to get to know
some programming trends. These surveys are a lot more complex to conduct with chil-
dren, as you can imagine. We conducted a market survey, drawn up by a collaborator
of ours, here, at the marketing section, precisely because we are repositioning chil-
dren’s programming in that sense — of what children want.»

Regardless of the specific goals of this survey, it allows for a sounding of opinions
and an awareness of the points of view of children themselves on what they like and
dislike watching and the reasons why.

This kind of studies with children is still rarely used by Portuguese networks, which
are based mostly on the quantitative data provided by audiometers to define and eval-
uate programming. However, as was also stated by the marketing director from SIC,
those data can be the starting point for qualitative studies, «they can help ask the right
questionss. Television networks, by investing in this kind of studies which seek to hear
the children themselves would be, in fact, complying with the rights laid down in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child — the right to an opinion, the right to participate
in matters that concern them and to direct consultation.
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) tTTere- is a significant number of professionals who work, not only in programming
U ; Y ) ) I !
idene;i:;) ;ndcc;ncelwlr:g, pro(ciiucmg and presenting the shows that, according to them
nd know the needs and interests of childr i :
; en through the universal «k
edge» of child development, ba i il ot
, based on their own experiences of childh
contact with children (their own chi i ‘ i
ildren, nieces and neph irfri i
’ phews, their friends’ childr
for ixample) and also based on intuition and maternal instinct. o
;! w;llrle of this reality, the Director of the Children’s Programming Department for
e public ne-twork comments: «this thing, «swhat my children like» is a hassle: it’s pre-
vailing even in those who aren’t specialists». P
4 Thlfi trgfpd reveals that the conception of children’s programming in Portugal has
een ngn! icantly supported by practical knowledge. It is not our intention to under-
tr:w:eﬂ:' e importance of personal experience and sensitivity, however it would seem
nat this area would stand to gain in stature and benefit from scientifically based
approaches, T
Chil’;k:: way children’s programming is conceived is also closely connected to the way
n are seen as an audience and to the ision i i i
piL e role television is perceived as having in
TheThti prc;fessmnals working at TVI, for example, see television as a toy for children
They therefore try to make the broadcasts aimed at them take them to a world of imag;
ination and adventure. That is actually Batatoon’s main goal, as explained by the el
ments of the show’s creative team: ’ SRR
“.Of;ebOf our concerns with the show is that it isn’t too educational and peda-
i?égfia | because we .have this notion that television is a toy for children. Although
ar s owfteaches children many things, our goal is not to teach... Those two hours
e [ I
a toy for the child, a good toy — we want them to laugh, to be cheerful. (...) The

main message is to play and k ' s i
ok play now how to play. I think that's it, healthy children at

, «And so I thought that “Batatoon” had to be a kind of virtual toy, that the clown

$ 1'ou!d be a communicator, and a friend, and there had to be a ce;rar'n complicit

':vrti? the kids —he should be a big kid - and that that object, which is a Iotpl ';<Cf .
knick-knack”, had to gain some life and move, shake and plzay with the kids : a

: b:ac;[;(c:)eprrr;a\::lch is always present is that this «toy» not be harmful to the child, that
appilsgnagczg:fciirlgﬁr;c;;ts Mahrketmg Directgr, tries to provide children with «a lively,
o e , with contents which a_re attractive to them», The network, he
ik (te ahgenera!ly plelasant envnrgnment, both for the network and the
i eCiﬁca them. With a view to making children loyal to the channel, and
e 3 ﬁ progran?mes, ’they want to promote the «SIC brand for childrens.

y seek, through the children’s broadcasts, to make them identify SIC as their
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favourite network — «the channel | like the most» — so that this preference may have
repercussions in programming in general, and even in family choices. That is why,
according to the Director,

«Children are an important group, not only in the schedule for children, but also
during the rest of the day. We are unconditional leaders for ages 4-14 and we make a
point of always having specific shows for that target and to have elements to attract that

audience in all the programming.»

It takes a lot of work to achieve this goal, cnot only to attract, but also to retain». The
Director of Marketing adds:

When dealing with children, this attraction is effected through good cartoons,
which is something they like, but also because it has a good environment, a pleas-
ant environment which makes them want to watch it and say, “I like to watch SIC”.
We want children to feel that.

(...) Children are “zappers”, just like adults, they're just different. What we do to
try to keep children is to provide some follow-up and always get them excited, to
create some tension so they’ll watch the shows.»

Once a child audience has been won over, it must be kept in the channel, and zap-
ping must be made a rare practice, in order to ensure their loyalty to a product which
is already known and approved of. After they go through the near frantic phase of
remote control use, children are expected to know how to differentiate and be able to
guide themselves through the different offers from a variety of channels and, therefore,
of choices. This explains the great importance assigned to the establishment of this

network'’s identity.

To sum up the analysis of results, we can affirm that with the liberalization of tele-
vision broadcasting in Portugal viewers started to take on new roles. Children are start-
ing to be seen by stations more as an audience (consumers), than as a public. This new
concept has naturally had consequences on the offer — the advertisers’ interests are
now met more often than the needs and even interests of the child audience itself. We
can say that it is not so much the children’s interests that mobilize and determine the
offer; the programmes are the ones that create and generate certain interests in chil-
dren, which, in turn, help maintain a certain kind of programming.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Television is, simultaneously, an expression and an agent of children’s cultures. On
the one hand, the programming reflects and (re)produces ideas and representations
about childhood, children and their social and cultural worlds; on the other hand, itis

Sara Pereira

an agent which takes part in the children’s socialization process and influences the wa
they perceive the world they live in and the way they see themselves and others ’
It is a fact that television is shaping. It takes on the features of an agent whicl.w con-
strL{cts, enunciates and represents ideas, values, attitudes, beliefs and ideologies in a
register which captivates and seduces the child audience. Messages interfere and influ
.ence the child’s life context, in which the role of television has a varying degree 0;
|r'nportance. We choose to distance ourselves from the different theories which egm ha-
size the media’s power of conditioning and modelling behaviours, but we can Fr)10t
ho.wever, deny or underestimate the contribution given by television, in terms of botf;
attitudes and conducts, although it is necessary to understand its impa:tt within the |
er social and cultural context in which this activity takes place. =
Television offer for children must be considered alongside the growing institutio
alization of childhood, the multitude of media (video games, computer games CDZ-
C.DROMS' Internet) children have access to nowadays, the «multimedia culturez: it has’
given rise to (Livingstone, 2002), and also the lack of offers and leisure spaces for the
devellopment of autonomy (in urban, suburban and rural environments).
. It is also important to consider that children - often seen more as <human becom-
ings» than as chuman-beings» (Qvortrup, 1994) — are not a homogenous reality we can
uniformly catalogue. In conceiving the television offer for a child audience s\j\/e must
thus takle into account the specificities, needs and interests of each of the’segments
composing it — one of the sides, identified when analysing the interviews, which inte-
grates the picture of quality programming for children. ’
. In the interviewees’ dominant opinion, a programming guided by high and exact-
ing standards and by excellence banks on diversity in terms of formats genres, origin
techniqugs and audience. Such a television offer provides its target—au;iience \:vithgthé
opportunity to get acquainted with a variety of situations and problems which enable
them to enrich their development and socialization process; the programmes shown
are a means to broaden their horizons and even allow them to travel worlds and liv
adventures that, as a rule, daily life does not allow for. N
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