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Research Notes:
Experiments in ETV: Effects of adding background

JON BAGGALEY,

Audio-Visual Aids Unit, University of Liverpool, and

STEVEN W DUCK, Department of Psychology, University of Lancaster

In an earlier paper (Duck and
Baggaley', 1974), the authors
discussed the unintended biassing
effect of one ETV production
technique : namely the inclusion of
audience shots in a televised
lecture. By counteracting the
otherwise monotonous effect of a
single camera angle, many tech-
niques of this sort are supposed to
serve the valuable functions of
sustaining the audience’s attention
and enhancing the production’s
overall impact. In most instances
the final product is undoubtedly
polished by such methods, but
their side-effects are often over-
looked and their actual value in
relation to the material’s educational
impact remains to be seen.
A technique commonly used in
the straightforward ‘head and
shoulders’ delivery of information
is the addition of a visual back-
ground, either by means of a rear
projection or a ‘keying’ process.
While setting the speaker in a
context relevant to his subject
matter, background images may in
some circumstances be usefully
changed apace with the exposition.
Even in situations where the image
is not actually essential to the
delivery, it is evidently supposed
that the viewer's interest is retained
or increased by the provision of
such extra stimulation; and the
tendency to avoid a plain back-
ground at all costs is frequently to
be noted in network presentations,
especially of the news. it
However, it is as yet an open
question whether this addition of
backgraund detail is justified on
the grounds given, or more im-
portantly whether it has uncon-
sidered and unfavourable effects on
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the material’'s overall impact. It is
possible that viewers become con-
fused by the additional background
information; alternatively, and in
view of the findings reported in the
previous paper, their assessments
of such characteristics as the
speaker’s authority and credibility
may be unwittingly affected by the
added context. A resolution of this
issue would have several impli-
cations, whichever direction the
effects were shown to take; and a
method of assessing the effects of
adding background in a television
reportage situation was designed
as follows.

The experiment

70 second news-type report of
an archaeological dig by members

Fig. 1

of Liverpool University was pre-
pared by a professional television
news writer. Two versions of the
material were prepared using two
cameras immediately adjacent. The
speaker's image on one camera
was used as an ‘external key source’
for the studio mixer and the normal
problems of keying in mono-
chrome thus avoided. In the one
version, the speaker was seen
against a plain studio screen, and
in the other his image was com-
bined by the keying process with
that of a landscape background
(see Figures 1 to 3). The two
recordings were made simul-
taneously and all characteristics
relative to the speaker’s performance
(e.g. speed of delivery, vocal
inflexion, facial expression, and
bodily movement) were thus in-
variant. ;I'he tapes were shown one
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to each of two student audiences,
and audience assessments of the
speaker's performance were ob-
tained by means of psychological
rating scale techniques.

Analysis of the ratings revealed
that the speaker was not seen as
more interesting when the keyed
background was present. Indeed,
the average ratings of ‘interest’ in
the keyed and non-keyed versions
were statistically indistinguishable.
However, compelling effects in
other directions were observed.
When presented against the picture
background, the speaker was
construed as significantly more
honest, more profound, more
reliable, and more fair than when
seen against the plain background.
The keying process had the entirely
unforeseen effect of heightening
the speaker’'s ‘credibility’ as a
performer and of increasing the
amount of trust which viewers
were prepared to invest in him.
It should be re-emphasized that
the two recordings of the actual
performance of the speaker were
identical and that the viewers’
attitudes to him were thus influenced
by the presence of the background
alone.

On the other hand, the manipu-
lation did nothing to distort the
viewers’ perceptions of the speaker’s
expertise as in the televised lecture

Fig. 2

situation reported previously. It may
be that viewers attribute lesser
expertise to a speaker in television
reportage situations than in a
lecture  setting — realizing,  for
example, that most news reporters
generally work to someone else’s
script—although they are prepared
to applaud his impartiality and
objectivity. While the usual justi-
fication for visual background in

Fig. 3. By us’e of keying technique, Figs. 1
and 2 combine
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terms of its contribution to a
production’s overall interest value
is called into doubt by the experi-
ment, the addition of a relevant

background seems to have led on,

balance to a favourable increase
in the speaker’s perceived honesty.
This is clearly a finding which
must  be
politicians ! <
This paper and its predecessor
indicate the subtlety of the psy-
chological effects which standard
television production techniques
may have upon the viewer. In
ETV usage certain production
strategies may influence a pro-
gramme’s educational impact
powerfully and quite unwittingly.
In order that beneficial effects may
be repeated, detrimental ones
avoided, it is important that the
circumstances in  which they
operate be investigated. In view of
the vast potential of ETV and the
stage which its development has
now reached, it would seem un-
fortunate to present sceptics with
easy arguments simply because we
have no bank of investigation
studies by which to counter them.
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