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Abstract

Comfort TV: Considering Everyday Television Use as a Mode of
Self-Care

This thesis argues that television is an overlooked, yet often highly significant source
of comfort in everyday life. It examines television’s contribution to the resilience and
wellbeing of three distinct audience groups: family units, first-year undergraduate students
and hospital patients. An important resource for comfort and support in many of their lives
— a way by which to feel better — study data indicates that watching television can be an
instrumental activity. More accurately, specific television texts and viewing routines become
salient in light of the viewer’s shifting subjectivity, relied upon to regulate their feelings
(consciously or unconsciously) and respond to external influences. Presenting two in-depth,
qualitative case studies involving family units and first-year undergraduate students, and a
third utilising survey data from hospital patients, I consider what comfort TV is and evaluate
the effectiveness of this mode of self-care for my audiences in context. Beginning with the
impact of setting, I demonstrate how viewers are positioned by their environment and how
their relation to a specific space or place influences their need for and reception of TV.
Through doing this, I make an argument for television viewing as a form of emotional
digression, a way to manage emotion and compensate for threats to personal continuity.
[lustrating how comfort viewing facilitates important moments of transition for various
members of my study sample, I then analyse the characteristics of the comfort text. Focusing
on the traditional television sitcom — which presents as the archetypal comfort genre — I
consider how the comfort television text is realised through a combination of formal
characteristics and experiential qualities. Given the findings and particular context of this
research, I conclude by looking at television’s current use in hospital care and suggest how
the medium might fulfil a more therapeutic purpose.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

At 10:30pm on 17 November 2018, Emmy-nominated comedy writer Bess Kalb
posted the following question to her Twitter account (@bessbell): “What is the TV show
that got you through an unbelievably sad time?” (2018a). By 21 November 2018, the tweet
had been commented on over 7,800 times. The responses Kalb received varied in intensity,
with perhaps the most powerful being those posted by individuals who had either
contemplated suicide or suffered bereavement. As people who had been in crisis, they
explained how particular programmes became lifelines and supported them through difficult
periods of uncertainty or transition. In most instances, television was positioned as an outlet
for feeling, a way to express and release emotion, but also to take in positive affect — I say
in most instances as some individuals suggested comforting films or novels, or even the
affections of a family pet instead of television programmes. As one user commented
regarding Sense8 (Netflix, 2015-18), “[It] had a nearly indescribable effect on me. I was at
my lowest point, suicidal low, and it gave me courage when I didn’t think I had any left...”
(All you need is Sense8, 2018). Another reflected on the reassurance of watching Law &
Order (NBC, 1990-2010) reruns, stating, “They got me through my grandmother passing,
nursing two kids, and most times I just need to check out and find mindless solace in the
familiar” (Leigh Graham, 2018). Initially turned to and embraced as a distraction, as a way
to imaginatively escape their concerns for a time, the narratives, characters and worlds of
these texts were restorative and revitalising. Watching television was/is understood by these
individuals as a way to alleviate extreme emotional and psychological pressures and increase

their resilience.

Other responses to Kalb’s question attested to the soothing effect of television
viewing in daily life more generally. The original Star Trek (Paramount Television, 1966-
69) was celebrated for its familiarity and dependability by a user who experienced “a lot of
instability and conflict” during their childhood (Kobayashi Saru, 2018). Watching reruns of
Golden Girls (NBC, 1985-92) was described by one individual as, “Like being with family
that drove you nuts [and you] couldn’t be away from because you loved them so much!
Comforting, insanely snarky [and] filled with pieces of everyone you know”
(MerriweatherSunshine, 2018). Another simply declared Friends (NBC, 1994-2004),
“Better than therapy” (Rebecca Blokker, 2018). Particular programmes and viewing routines

are appreciated then for their continuity and dependability, for providing characters who
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come to feel like friends (or family) and worlds as familiar as home. As well as offering

entertainment, these texts remedy other concerns. As Kalb herself later suggested, “Parks
and Rec and The West Wing should be recognized by the American Psychiatric Association
as effective treatment options when used in conjunction with other clinically tested
therapies” (Bess Kalb, 2018b, my emphasis). This idea that the viewer treats themselves
with television and their viewing sits at the heart of this research. Moreover, in asking about
those shows that ‘got you through an unbelievably sad time,” Kalb highlights an instinctive

awareness among viewers; that television can be used to make us feel better.

In this thesis, I argue that we must reappraise the value of our TV viewing. I argue
that television is an overlooked, yet vitally important, resource for comfort in the day-to-day
lives of many. Specifically, and as those who interacted with Kalb’s tweet evidence, I believe
that viewers often use television to respond to emotion and external influences, an attempt
to regulate their feelings with what and how they watch. This behaviour might be a conscious
or unconscious intervention on their part. Many forms of comfort viewing are borne of habit
and sustained through the same old routines, while others are about the viewer knowingly
engaging with television and watching specific texts as acts of self-care. In both scenarios,
the viewer exhibits some desire to change their current state — be that a state of boredom,
dissatisfaction, sadness or vulnerability — and to strengthen their position in their world,
which is to say their feeling of “security” (see Silverstone, 1994), satisfaction and
belonging.! Indeed, TV can allow the viewer time in which to reflect and recover, to be with
others (people from real life or that they “know” from the screen) and can reacquaint them
with altogether more appealing and rewarding emotions, such as feelings of joy, recognition
and reassurance. Viewing is often an instrumental activity, part of a collaboration of
discourses and inputs that help to sustain personal continuity in everyday life. As such, TV
deserves critical attention beyond its delivery of spectacle, information and entertainment,

exploring instead its value as a regular source of comfort in contemporary society.

The work of this thesis is to consider what comfort TV is (or what can make
television comforting), to illustrate distinct ways in which TV use contributes to the
resilience and wellbeing of viewers and reflect on the effectiveness of this mode of personal
care. There is a wealth of criticism which examines resilience and wellbeing as neoliberal

concepts, meaning they are terms complicit with the idea of self-governance as a form of

!'It should be said that the viewer may also feel happy or contented already, and that television is arrived at to
either continue or enhance further these feelings; there need not always be a “deficiency” or lack of positive
feeling on the part of the viewer.
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“liberation”. Looking to their definitions, resilience relates to strength, but also confirms an

ability to adapt to change quickly and easily (resilient., 2018), while wellbeing, as well as
describing the health, comfort and happiness of an individual is also said to be a reflection
of their success (wellbeing., 2018). In both cases, it appears freedom equates with increased
personal responsibility and the resilient, healthy or happy individual is one who has
succeeded in mastering their own self-care. More precisely, they have learned how to
respond to threats in their day-to-day world by necessity, as the uncertainty and complexity
of modern life looms large and is positioned as relentless and beyond their control (see
Mckeown & Glenn, 2017). The sense of struggle that permeates these concepts, and, indeed,
the crux of this thesis being that viewers often rely on TV in the absence of sufficient care
from the state or other people, poses broader questions as to the roles of state, society and
culture in everyday life and how they should operate; questions for subsequent study. For
now, however, it is useful to state that resilience and wellbeing are at once personal, i.e.
relating to the self as a continually evolving entity in need of guidance and self-management,
and prescribed, i.e. neoliberalism dictates that an individual either has or should attain the

capacity to look after themselves (see Skeggs & Wood, 2012).

As well as evidencing how comfort TV contributes to viewer resilience and
wellbeing, I wish to ascertain how comfort TV’s purpose and effect is understood by
viewers, reflecting on various examples of directed and spontaneous television use that result
in some feeling of comfort. To satisfy this objective, I designed and completed an original
audience research study in collaboration with the NHS. This involved three distinct audience
groups, including 5 family units (comprised of 6 adults and 8 children), 10 first-year
undergraduate students and 10 hospital patients. These groups were selected as each faced
different situations and pressures: everyday life in the domestic context, life away from home
for the first time, and life within a medical institution, entirely removed from one’s regular
day-to-day world. Presenting two in-depth, qualitative case studies involving family units
and first-year undergraduate students, and a third utilising survey data from hospital patients,
I consider how these audiences typically use, and in many cases rely on, TV for comfort. I
also reflect on how relationships with television shift and evolve in light of the changing

circumstances of the viewer.

As advised by the College of Arts’ Research Ethics Committee (University of
Glasgow) and NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde’s sponsor representative, hospital patients
were required to complete a written survey only — the intention being that a survey would

likely prove less intrusive than a face-to-face interview. The consequence of this prescribed
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method, however, is that patient data is more limited and often lacks the detail of family unit

or first-year undergraduate students’ responses (a combination of qualitative interviews,
surveys and participant journals). This being said, I believe that hospital patient participants
still offer significant insight as to the current role and perceived value of television viewing
in health care, while family unit and first-year undergraduate student data suggest how TV
might be employed more knowingly in patient care. In addition, my experience designing
and conducting this study with the NHS provides an instructive narrative for future medical
humanities researchers. This study’s methodology is fully outlined and critiqued in the
chapter that follows this one. For now, it is simply important to note that my approach to
this topic is holistic, meaning that I am as much concerned with the lives of viewers around
and away from their television devices — and how this informs viewing choices and
behaviours — as I am with what and how they watch. Informed by a wealth of new data that
considers television use in context and attests to its therapeutic potential, I assume a ‘non-
media-centric’ approach to media studies and consider media use as part of a “wider

quotidian fabric” (Moores, 2018: 7; see also Silverstone, 1994: 2).2

In this introductory chapter, I expand on the concept of comfort TV and start to
consider why watching television can be an effective response to the stresses and anxieties
produced by everyday life. Beginning with definitions of comfort, I suggest that television
can be used to positively influence the individual, exploring TV and its texts as ‘transitional
phenomena’ that are relied on to maintain or make better the situation of the viewer (see
Silverstone, 1994). Highlighting a number of ways in which television offers comfort — as a
familiar presence, an object around which people can gather and interact, a companion
whenever we are alone, and so forth — I explain why this sort of engagement with the small
screen is problematic in academia and studies of reception. Traditionally, TV is a device and
pastime associated with loss and guilt. Prolonged exposure is said to result in loss of control,
as viewers become subservient to the power of “things” and additionally, there is loss of
identity and choice, as the “unending sameness” of culture industry products subsumes the
individual (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002 [1944]: 106). This results in the loss of drive or
vitality, as television is seen to devour free time and cause its viewers to disengage from
their own lives and roles in society. While an uneasiness persists as to the cost of viewing —
many participants describe feeling guilty or anxious about the volumes of television they

consume at the expense of other activities — I argue that watching television can be far more

2 First proposed by David Morley (2007, 2009), a ‘non-media-centric’ approach to media studies is advocated
and advanced by Shaun Moores in Digital Orientations (2018), essentially arguing for the need to ‘de-centre’
media research and consider media use alongside of other technologies and activities in everyday life.
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productive, rewarding and essential than viewers typically realise. Looking to audience

survey data, I then present the principal characteristics of the comfort TV text and a sample
of participants’ thoughts on the comforts they offer. Finally, I set out the structure of this

thesis and key questions I mean to answer upon its conclusion.

Defining Comfort

In suggesting that television is an undervalued yet consistently relied upon resource
for comfort, I raise a number of important questions. The most pressing of these appears
simple: what is comfort? More precisely, what is comfort in the context of television? The
definitions offered in Collins’ online English dictionary present a useful starting point, with
‘comfort’” defined firstly as “what you feel when worries or unhappiness stop” (comfort.,
2018a). This reinforces my previous suggestion that watching television can be motivated
by an effort to replace existing concerns with something altogether more responsive and
satisfying. Doing something ‘in comfort’ is described similarly as feeling “physically
relaxed or contented” and free from “any pain or other unpleasant sensations” (ibid.),
suggesting comfort is a state of physical and psychological wellness that often accompanies
(or is achieved through) other activities. When it is then attached to people or things, we
begin to see comfort is transferable, that the actions or words of other people or the feelings
excited by particular objects or recollections can create feelings of relaxation and
contentment. Indeed, “If you comfort someone, you make them feel less worried, unhappy,
or upset, for example by saying kind things to them” (ibid.). Equally, “If you refer to a
person, thing, or idea as a comfort, you mean that it helps you to stop worrying or makes
you feel less unhappy” (ibid.). The relationship presented here implies a certain reliance as
the worried or unhappy individual is restored or made better by an external object or
influence. As opposed to a lack of pain or ‘unpleasant sensations’, a feeling of relaxation or
contentment, the individual is not comfortable to begin with; rather they need something or

someone to help make them so and support their recovery.

Looking to its etymology, the word comfort comes from the Late Latin confortare,
meaning “to strengthen much” (comfort., 2018b). As well as meaning to “give or add
strength to” in Middle English (c. 1300), comfort also meant to “encourage, urge, exhort”

(ibid.). There is something appealing in this idea that comfort is the strengthening of a
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person, with the reference to encouragement and persuasion perhaps read more appropriately

as the comforting object or influence giving the individual confidence and a sense of
optimism. Pulling together the strands I have set out thus far, I believe that comfort is
principally a sensation, a feeling of being at ease and without worry. Yet, for the individual
in need of comfort, the person who requires some form of consolation, support and strength
(whatever their reason may be), comfort is also a process of sorts and requires action.
Whether they choose to surround themselves with objects that make life easier and more
pleasant, or draw comfort from other people, ideas, behaviours or routines, the individual
means to progress from a state of unhappiness or worry to one of contentment and increased

satisfaction. They do this by returning to particular people, places and/or things.

In thinking about optimism and instilling confidence, it is also important to
acknowledge that the comfort delivered by other sources is (typically) neither instantaneous
nor complete. Instead, it should be said the comforting resource “orientates” (see Moores,
2018: 3-4; see Gorton, 2009: 12) the individual more positively to their position (namely,
physical and psychological, but also social and cultural) at that moment in time. It makes
possible their restoration and feelings of renewal as it were by shifting their concerns for a
while and letting other sensations in. In the context of television, we can say TV facilitates
valuable space and time in which to comfort oneself and to allow oneself to be comforted
by TV. This is to say the viewer, through their behaviour and their decision to spend time
watching television in the first place — their receptiveness and attitude towards the small
screen — is as vital to any experience of comfort as TV is (the device and its texts). Their
presence and/or attention allows TV as the source of comfort to take effect, to introduce an
alternative to their current affective state. The viewer might then experience comfort as a
feeling of great confidence and contentment, as recognition and understanding, something
spectacular and energising, or more everyday and reassuring (comfort can be a multitude of

different feelings).

Throughout this thesis, television is presented as an important site for “working
through™ (Ellis, 2000: 79) personal concerns and performing these efforts of self-care. I
invoke John Ellis’s term as he similarly suggests that TV provides space and opportunity in
which to entertain uncertainty and come to terms with different — and difficult — aspects of
contemporary life. According to Ellis, television introduces the viewer at home to “a sense
of powerless knowledge and complicity with what we see” (ibid.: 1), to feelings of exposure
intensified by intimacy and liveness. As ‘witness’ to traumatic events (local and

international) in TV news programmes and social issues highlighted by talk shows,
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documentaries and soap operas, for example, the viewer faces potentially overwhelming

information. Yet, Ellis suggests TV is at once an outbreak and remedy for anxiety. Indeed,
he proposes television is a “vast mechanism for processing the material of the witnessed
world into more narrativized, explained forms” (ibid.: 78). Describing working through as
“a process of reconciliation based upon familiarity and repetition-in-difference” (ibid.: 81-
82), he argues that television “renders familiar, integrates and provides a place for the
difficult material that it brings to our witness” (ibid.: 79-80). In doing so, the medium appears
to “care” for its viewers, in the sense that it invites them to engage directly with often
complex issues from the security of their own homes — a communal endeavour — before
alleviating any concerns generated by offering a form of (temporary) resolution (ibid.: 81-
82; see also Scannell, 1996). As Patricia Mellencamp echoes in High Anxiety: Catastrophe,
Scandal, Age & Comedy (1992), “Television is shock and therapy; it both produces and
discharges anxiety. [...] TV administers shock and ameliorates the collective affects,

imagined as shared, perhaps uniform” (1992: 85).

In Ellis’s paradigm, television makes the outside world familiar and offers
understanding at a distance. Viewers are never in danger (physically, at least) as they come
into contact with other lives or ways of living and are encouraged to form an opinion of
them. Yet, while working through is about “solving” particular issues, in the sense that they
are placated and better appreciated by audiences as a result of their viewing and television’s
modes of presentation, I propose comfort TV is in fact about audiences working with
television respective of their personal concerns. This is not to suggest television is capable
of knowing and reacting to the idiosyncrasies of individual viewers, but rather TV and our
viewing are continuous. There is at once a natural momentum and continuity to television as
it carries on alongside of the regular viewer’s everyday life and becomes an accepted part of
their support network. TV is not a ‘cure’ for trauma or anxiety or discontent — these are
sensations that cannot be eradicated permanently from daily life. However, comfort is about
the individual influencing how they feel day in, day out by working with television, by using
it to excite a positive change or transition that might restore their sense of self or feelings of
contentment.’ Indeed, comfort TV is about the individual engaging with content intended
for the many — television speaks both to and for imagined audiences — and experiencing said

content as a form of self-care, responsive to their subjectivity that moment. While comfort

3 As James Friedman describes in Reality Squared: Television Discourse on the Real (2002), “The new
therapeutic dynamics of consumer culture [...] [encourage] people to manage problems, emotions, and
fantasies” (2002: 313). He continues, “Therapeutic discourse involves negotiating and working through
social subjectivity and does not necessarily involve achieving a specific transformation or effecting a
“cure”.” (ibid.)
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can be textual, a formal aspect of the television text (the comfort of specific actors or

personalities, narrative structures, visual and aural aesthetics, and so forth) what becomes
apparent is the viewer determines the suitability of available comforts and applies them as
needed. In doing so, television becomes idiosyncratic to the individual and the moment(s)

where they encounter the comforting text.

Why TV?

The next question I address is more complex: why TV? Having made clear my
understanding of what comfort is, this question looks first to our innate need for comfort and
support as human beings before considering television’s suitability as a source of comfort.
Roger Silverstone’s Television and Everyday Life (1994) emerges as a significant text here
as he examines the individual’s engagement with everyday life and the various strategies by
which they attempt to maintain order and a sense of personal ‘continuity’ (namely media use
and the appropriation of commodities). Central to his research approach are two interrelated
concepts: Anthony Giddens’ notion of ‘ontological security’ and D. W. Winnicott’s theory
of the ‘transitional object’ (see also ‘object relations theory’). According to Giddens,
“ontological security refers to the confidence that most human beings have in the continuity
of their self-identity and in the constancy of the surrounding social and material
environments of action” (1990: 92, cited in Silverstone, 1994: 5). “A sense of the reliability
of persons and things” (ibid.), ontological security is subsequently described by Silverstone
as an unconscious “kind of faith” (1994: 6) that is “sustained through the familiar and the
predictable” (ibid.: 19). As Silverstone explains, the confidence Giddens refers to is “born
of experience” as the individual learns how best to “manage, counteract or minimise the

various threats and dangers that appear to challenge [them]” (ibid.: 6) in everyday life.

One way the individual is said to manage themselves and the risks and opportunities
they face is by structuration, meaning they develop predictable and reliable routines that help
to reinforce their sense of trust, confidence and contentment (ibid.: 7). This leads
appropriately to the second concept Silverstone employs, that of the transitional object (see
also Winnicott, 1953). Originally used by Winnicott to describe the infant’s first attachment
to a ‘not me’ object, such as a teddy bear, doll or blanket, Silverstone explains the transitional

object is “the object through which the infant begins to distinguish between him/herself and
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the mother” (ibid.: 9-10). Anthropologist Elizabeth Chin elaborates in My Life with Things:

The Consumer Diaries (2016), “The notion of the transitional object posits that infants lack
the concept of ‘object permanence,’” so when the mother is absent, they experience distress,
anger, or other negative feelings” (2016: 42). In place of the mother, the infant learns to rely

on and “draw comfort from a thing” (ibid.: 45). Silverstone confirms:

“This object becomes vitally important to the infant for use at the time of going to
sleep, and as a defence against anxiety. It becomes a comfort and a comforter. It is
taken everywhere, cherished for its familiarity, a magical object embodying the

continuities of care but also the infant’s emerging powers of creativity.” (1994: 9-
10)

The transitional object is imbued with intense affection and significance, supporting
the infant as they develop and start to recognise themselves as separate from the mother, as
an “independent [being] with their own motivations, ideas, feelings” (Chin, 2016: 42).4
Affirming identity, it is the foundation of their ontological security, the infant’s first
realisation they need not rely solely on interactions with others for comfort and feelings of
security. Reflecting on the status of objects and commodities and their significance
throughout the life course, Chin explains they are appreciated for “the solidity and continuity

they describe” and their “staying power” (ibid.: 99).

Fundamentally, people need comfort to maintain or restore their sense of security in
the world. Learning at a young age to protect themselves by investing mental and emotional
energy into the predictable and the familiar, into reliable objects and routines, they seek such
catalysts for comfort whenever they find themselves under ‘threat’. These objects and
routines enable the individual to regain composure and help to alleviate feelings of
vulnerability, sadness or anxiety. For Silverstone, TV is one such object, “occupy[ing] the
potential space released by blankets, teddy bears and breasts [...] and function[ing]
cathectically and culturally as [a] transitional object” (1994: 13) in childhood and adulthood.
As Jo Whitehouse-Hart confirms in Psychosocial Explorations of Film and Television
Viewing (2014), “Transitional object and transitional phenomena usage are present
throughout life and can be utilised in all situations where creativity of thought and perception

are needed or to manage anxiety” (2014: 40). According to Silverstone, television prevents

4 By “acclimating children toward forming social relationships with objects,” Chin describes the provision of
security objects as “a foundational moment in creating a commodity fetishist” (2016: 45; see also Debord,
1995). Indeed, “Where commodity fetishism exists, it is commodities that appear to have social lives and
social being, not people. [...] The things they produce and the things they purchase have acquired all the
livingness that people have lost” (ibid.: 24).
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the outbreak of chaos by virtue of its constancy and scheduled regularity: “[TV] survives all

efforts at its destruction. [...] Television is, as many observers have noted, constantly
present. It is eternal” (1994: 15). While scheduling is likely less of a concern for
contemporary viewership, as the experience of TV has changed with increased use and
access to on demand services and increasing platform mobility, viewers still curate their own

TV schedules and develop routines which they rely on.

The object — in this case television (device and/or its texts) — will readily satisfy a
particular need and is expected to do so again and again. Whitehouse-Hart agrees, stating,
“It is the specific combination of text, context and viewing practice or style that designates
the use of a text as a transitional object” (2014: 45). For Whitehouse-Hart, the “impact text”
will reflect a specific moment in the life of an individual (ibid.: 27). Their arrival in front of
the screen and their decision to engage with said TV text will then become a part of the text
and its associations in the future, an additional layer evoking their “psychic history” (ibid.:
41-42). More simply, part of our trust and confidence in the transitional object comes from
its ability to capture and retain something of ourselves when we use it. Describing objects
as “containers for different emotional self-states” and “part of a cumulative process of self-
elaboration” (ibid.: 43), Whitehouse-Hart explains they are at once reminders of identity and
personal progress, things through which we can “elaborate psychic idiom” and “perform
emotional work” (ibid.). As opposed to being expressions of taste only, she argues particular
television texts become “expressions of character” which the individual can use
“spontaneously” and “creatively” to respond to their own “desires, needs and imagination”

(ibid.: 41-42).

Returning to the question of ‘why TV’ and television’s suitability as a form of
comfort, several important points are raised here. Firstly, television emerges as a medium
responsive to individual concern, as a viable “space” for comfort in day-to-day life. On the
one hand, this relates to television as a physical device, as a familiar technology often found
in the heart of the domestic world. Indeed, television is the object around which people
gather and talk, which they look to attentively day after day and share with other people
(literally when living with others, but also figuratively with regards to other households
watching similar content in a similar way on their own devices). Considered in context, this
surrogate “member of the family” (Silverstone, 1994: 40) is crucial to how we understand,
experience and shelter in the home (literally but also metaphorically in terms of coping with

those exterior threats and concerns). Constantly available, its presence can be reassuring,
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often activated as an automatic behaviour and appreciated for the normality it suggests.

Furthermore, as David Morley describes in Family Television (1986):

“Television can be seen to provide in one sense an alibi, in another sense a context,
for encounters between family members, where the content of the television
programme they are watching together may often simply serve as a common
experiential ground for conversation.” (1986: 22)

He continues, “In this kind of instance, television is being used for something which
is more than entertainment. It is being used as a focus, as a method for engaging in social
interactions with others” (ibid.). That television can be used to encourage familial or social
connection in this way is significant, appreciated as a device through which the viewer might

stimulate genuine intimacy and affection (see Spigel, 1992: 42).

Thinking more specifically about television as a medium, as this constantly
fluctuating arrangement of sound and image onscreen, of story after story, a comforting
sense of connection and interaction with others is suggested for the isolated individual.
Labelled “para-social interaction” by Donald Horton and Richard R. Wohl (1956: 215; see
also Giles, 2002; Wood, 2009), TV is said to create this “simulacrum of conversational give
and take” (1956: 215) between personalities onscreen and the viewer at home. While this
virtual sense of exchange and reciprocity, of being with people even when we find ourselves
alone, is entirely synthetic — “The interaction, characteristically, is one-sided, nondialectical,
controlled by the performer, and not susceptible of mutual development” (ibid.) — the viewer
might yet rely on these continuing relationships at a distance in place of connections and
interactions with real people. Indeed, this is further reinforced by the physicality of our
interactions with persons onscreen as we instinctively read their vocal and bodily signals,
judge their actions and behaviours based on our own moral codes and values (as we would
in real social situations), which then colours our attitudes towards them thereafter. As Horton

and Wohl confirm:

“This intimacy, even if it is an imitation and a shadow of what is ordinarily meant
by that word, is extremely influential with, and satisfying for, the great numbers who
willingly receive it and share in it. They “know” such a persona in somewhat the
same way they know their chosen friends: through direct observation and
interpretation of appearance, his gestures and voice, his conversation and conduct in
a variety of situations.” (ibid.: 216)

Although the viewer can neither speak to nor readily influence those who they come

into contact with via their screen, they still react and respond to them instantaneously (their
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emotions are triggered and felt), they can be moved by them (for better or worse), and they

might learn from or be changed by the encounter. To all intents and purposes, these
interactions can feel as vital, inclusive and rewarding as personal exchanges in the real

world.

Furthermore, as Stuart Hall explains during his introduction to Morley’s Family
Television, “We enjoy the way the televisual flow is incorporated into the “flows” of
everyday domestic life” (1986: vii), as characters, fictions or events enter into the home and
become topics for discussion (see also Briggs, 2010). This is to suggest many people feel
most ‘at home’ with TV and that to an extent it is their lives; that content becomes real and
feels consequential to them, at least for a time. As Helen Wood describes in relation to TV
talk shows, “Programmes are alive and in motion in reception contexts” (2009: 4), their
meanings “mutually constructed” (ibid.: 178) as viewers elaborate on them through their
own discussion and interaction. This sense of consequence and contribution is most obvious
in TV talk shows and reality formats as viewers often have a role to play while the text is
‘alive’ — to talk back, to vote for their favourite contestant, and so on.’> Yet, I would argue
the same can be true of other genres and that viewer involvement does not end with the
deactivation of the television set, rather viewers carry resonant narratives, characters and
experiences into their lives. As was suggested with Golden Girls, Friends and Star Trek at
the start of this introduction, characters and their stories can feel as important as the people
we meet and the narratives we encounter in everyday life. In fact, there is potential to
experience an even greater sense of knowing and connection with multiple characters over
a short period of time than would likely be possible in the real world, an immediacy that can
quickly satisfy the viewer’s desire for reciprocity and togetherness. In addition, Robert
Blanchet and Margrethe Bruun Vaage explain that familiarity with particular characters or
TV texts can create a pleasurable feeling of recognition and ease which only increases with
time (2012: 23-24). As characters and their behaviours “remain basically unchanged in a
world of otherwise disturbing change” (Horton & Wohl, 1956: 217), dedicated viewers are
gifted a comforting level of predictability and certainty which is otherwise absent from daily

life (see also Klinger, 2006).

5 Implicated by social subjectivity, by their position and interactions in society, the viewer performs their identity
and value in a way similar to those featured onscreen (see White, 2002). In fact, as Wood highlights with
Beverley Skeggs in Reacting to Reality Television: Performance, Audience and Value (2012), “We learn to
recognise ourselves through others” (2012: 69-70, my emphasis); “We are dialogical beings that come into
effect through our relations with others. We continually negotiate what Lisa Blackman (2008) calls being
‘one yet many’” (ibid.: 69). This is to suggest the talk of television (talk on TV, with TV, and around the
device) can be therapeutic and affirming, can provide a sense of community and validity, can help one to feel
involved and significant.
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Similarly, having suggested that comfort often equates with ease and notions of
simplicity, there is an effortlessness and immediacy to small screen engagements — both in
terms of how viewers watch and where they typically watch from — that seems to make TV
a natural source of comfort. Television allows space for its viewers, or at least those viewers
who feel sufficiently catered for by TV broadcasters and/or programme makers; some
audiences might feel marginalised by TV and find it more difficult to derive comfort from.
In turn, viewers can use television to create (the right kind of) space for themselves, specific
to its modes of address, its everydayness, and its memory. They do this in light of subject
position or “place” (see Moores, 2018), meaning their physical location, their relationship
to said location, how the setting impacts on them that moment, and any other experiences or
concerns accumulated. Indeed, place is doubly meaningful as it relates also to an individual’s
feeling of belonging and of ‘being in place’, which is to say how confident they feel in
themselves and where they are, and how that influences their behaviour. In Digital
Orientations (2018), Shaun Moores reflects on viewing as a “place-making activity” (2018:
67) and goes on to suggest viewers “dwell imaginatively” in fictional places (ibid.: 68-69).
Indeed, he proposes that television texts (and films), when repeated, become sites of meaning
in their own right, fictive locations in which the viewer might feel comfortable and safe
(ibid.). For Moores, the worlds of The Simpsons (Fox, 1989-), Doctor Who (BBC, 1963-89;
2005-) or Grey’s Anatomy (ABC, 2005-) can become as welcoming, reassuring and essential

as the places we know and move between in daily life (see also Moores, 2012).

This is a concept which I echo and develop during this thesis, imagining TV texts as
inhabitable places; not simply referring to onscreen locations or their realisation, but story
worlds in their entirety, including their characters and their relationships, ongoing narratives,
and so forth.® Specifically, my ‘Place’ chapter examines the use of television in response to
known places and unknown spaces (see Lury, 2005; McCarthy, 2001) in the real world,
suggesting TV can instil a powerful sense of place and belonging, of comfort and
reassurance, that allows the viewer to exercise greater control over their surroundings and
emotions. Considered in this way, the places we know from the small screen, or simply the
enticing glow and endless chatter of the television device itself as a familiar “place”
synonymous with home, can be called upon and brought to bear on different situations. The

comfort text can change how we perceive and experience our circumstances. It is able to

6 As Jeffrey Sconce considers in his contribution to Television After TV (2004), “The series to spawn the most
involved audience communities [...] are those that orchestrate a strong and complex sense of community
while also leaving a certain diegetic fringe available for textual elaboration” (2004: 95).
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inflect our location with the comfort of familiar characters and narratives, and the feelings

and/or recollections they inspire (returning to Whitehouse-Hart’s idea of texts as ‘containers
for different emotional self-states’). In effect, comfort TV can channel and redirect emotion
and can help to change our understanding of a given setting. Yet, this sort of engagement
with television, suggestive of personal and practical value, challenges many traditionally
held views about the medium and its effects. Indeed, my conception of comfort TV is
somewhat problematic in that it directly opposes television’s perceived lack of value

historically.

Television and Effects

In many ways, negative attitudes towards television arise from the limited
consideration (in number and scope) and over simplification of what audiences do with TV.
More precisely, the effects of television (on infants and families, society and culture) and
the processes of engagement are relatively well served by reception studies’ scholars. On the
other hand, viewer motivation and the personal value of small screen encounters — TV’s
ongoing contribution to their resilience and wellbeing — are frequently overlooked.’
Emphasis is placed on how audiences watch, and sometimes why they ought not to, as
opposed to why the individual turns to television to begin with and the significance of the
relationships they develop with particular texts. In part, this is borne of the effects tradition
and the Frankfurt School’s “‘hypodermic’ model of the media” (Morley, 1992: 41), which
proposed that the culture industry possesses “the power to ‘inject’ a repressive ideology

directly into the consciousness of the masses” (ibid.).

Drawing on Marxist social theory towards the end of World War II, philosophers
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer held the culture industry to account for its
commodification and devaluation of art in Dialectic of Enlightenment (2002 [1944]).

According to the pair, the culture industry disciplines and controls consumers by creating

7 Some notable exceptions include: Christine Geraghty’s Women and Soap Opera: A Study of Prime Time Soaps
(1991), Roger Silverstone’s Television and Everyday Life (1994), Shaun Moores’ Satellite Television and
Everyday Life (1996) and Digital Orientations (2018), Paddy Scannell’s Radio, Television and Modern Life
(1996), David Gauntlett and Annette Hill’s TV Living: Television, Culture and Everyday Life (1999), David
Giles’ Media Psychology (2003), Barbara Klinger’s Beyond the Multiplex (2006), Misha Kavka’s Reality
Television, Affect and Intimacy (2008), Matt Briggs’ Television, Audiences and Everyday Life (2010), Jo
Whitehouse-Hart’s Psychosocial Explorations of Film and Television Viewing (2014).
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and sating desire for hollow, mass produced cultural products (ibid.: 115-16). These products

most often provide a model of sorts for consumer behaviour with displays featuring mediated
versions of other members of society, their concerns, aspirations, buying habits and so forth.
Their “unending sameness” (ibid.: 106), whether packaged as films, TV programmes or
radio shows, is said to render consumers ‘passive’, bringing them to a literal standstill as
they engage with and invest in variations of the same product ad infinitum. Indeed, Adorno
and Horkheimer claim that the “schematic nature” of mass production means “products are
all ultimately the same” — an observation inspired by the automotive industry which the pair
apply to film production companies — differentiated only by “enthusiasts” who “perpetuate
the appearance of competition and choice” (ibid.: 97). Describing “the incurable sickness of
all entertainment,” they state, “The spectator must need no thoughts of his own: the product
prescribes each reaction” (ibid.). Encouraging disengagement from reality and subservience
to the power of things, the products of the culture industry are positioned as corrosive to

both individual and society.®

This concern with effects and the susceptibility of consumers manifests in a variety
of TV-centric texts, from Marie Winn’s The Plug-In Drug (1985), which proposes TV is “an
irresistible narcotic” (1985: 12) for parents and children (administered to grant a few hours’
relaxation),” to Neil Postman’s Amusing QOurselves to Death (2005), which considers how
TV not only “pollutes” the content of our culture (2005: 28-9), but has “gradually become
our culture” (ibid.: 79). Indeed, scrutinising television’s impact on public discourse in

contemporary America, Postman states:

“Television offers viewers a variety of subject matter, requires minimal skills to
comprehend it, and is largely aimed at emotional gratification. [...] What I am
claiming here is not that television is entertaining but that it has made entertainment
itself the natural format for the representation of all experience.” (ibid.: 86-7)

In both examples, television is maligned as “dangerous” (ibid.: 27) and “destructive”
(Winn, 1985: 8), a technology of deception, which is to say there is a deceptive simplicity
to all TV viewing. For Postman, TV as spectacle and entertainment has shifted expectations

of culture and society, not simply in terms of how each is thought about and experienced,

8 In Society of the Spectacle (1995), Guy Debord similarly bemoans our continuing withdrawal into cultural
assets and performance of “trancelike behaviour” (1995: 17).

° A metaphor which Jason Mittell unpacks further in ‘The Cultural Power of an Anti-Television Metaphor’
(2000), emphasising that “television is often constructed as a scapegoat for social ills, much like drugs have
been used for many years” (2000: 235).
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but also the individual’s position and purpose within them.!® Indeed, “Television is our

culture’s principal mode of knowing about itself. Therefore [...] how television stages the

world becomes the model for how the world is properly to be staged” (Postman, 2005: 92).

Similar concerns present in Winn’s The Plug-In Drug. Writing about American
commercial culture in the 1980s and its impact on family life, she explains how TV in fact
limits the child’s understanding of, and their involvement in, the world. Arguing that TV
“helps to perpetuate dependency” (1985: 7) in young children, Winn considers the medium
a convenient but constraining resource. Denying children the opportunity to “work out basic
[...] relationships, thereby coming to understand themselves” (ibid.: 7), television is seen to
supplant the value of ‘real-life activity’ and interaction. Specifically, Winn considers that
parents, who regularly “overemphasise the importance of content” (ibid.: 10-11), fail to
recognise that young viewers do not have the same “vast backlog of real-life experiences”
(ibid.) with which to contextualise their viewing. As a consequence, television becomes the
child’s reality, and the real world simply an ‘echo’ of the one found on TV. Reiterating the
one-way flow of information from screen to spectator and how little it demands of younger
viewers — “living in a holding pattern [...] passing up the activities that lead to growth or
development or a sense of accomplishment” (ibid.) — Winn concludes that watching
television is addictive, that it ‘weakens’ relationships, and, like all addictions, it consistently

fails to sate the viewer’s appetite, leading to yet more viewing.

Robert Kubey and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 2003) scrutinise further the
addictiveness of TV. In their article ‘Television Addiction is No Mere Metaphor’, they
attempt to unpack the ‘love-hate relationship’ that many people appear to have with TV,
describing “the medium’s hold on [its viewers]” (2003: 50). Less critical of television or its
contents, Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi take issue instead with viewer behaviour, arguing
greater “knowledge of how the medium exerts its pull may help heavy viewers gain better
control over their lives” (ibid.). To evidence this, they surveyed a sample of viewers and
used their data to expose and disprove commonly held attitudes about the effects of
viewing.!! Their findings suggest that dependency on television (specifically the act of

viewing, as opposed to what is watched) most often develops when viewers come to

10 “What I mean to point out here is that the introduction into a culture of a technique such as writing or a clock
is not merely an extension of man’s power to bind time but a transformation of his way of thinking — and, of
course, of the content of his culture. And that is what I mean to say by calling a medium a metaphor”
(Postman, 2005: 13-14).

! Utilising the Experience Sampling Method (ESM), Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi used beepers to signal
participants six to eight times per day over a period of seven days, at which point participants would note
what they were doing/how they felt using a standardised scorecard (2003: 50-1).
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associate the device with relaxation and use it regularly to escape daily life. The

instantaneous feeling of relaxation experienced when viewing commences, combined with
the stark disconnect felt once the TV device is switched off, is said to reinforce the “viewers’
vague learned sense that they will feel less relaxed if they stop viewing” (ibid.: 51). Although
watching television can bring about a feeling of easement and passivity, Kubey and
Csikszentmihalyi contend that this can only be “beneficial in limited doses” (ibid.: 55). More
often, television is seen to perpetuate negative feeling. Viewing begets more viewing,
reportedly diminishing any sense of reward, and ‘unstructured’ time away from the screen
(especially when viewers are alone) causes heavy viewers to feel “significantly more anxious

and less happy” (ibid.: 53).

Contemporary studies of the effects of TV bingeing have started to challenge this
assumption of waste and/or loss associated with prolonged viewing, however, including Lisa
Perks in ‘Media Marathoning and Health Coping’ (2019). In the interest of ‘neutrality’,
Perks employs the term ‘media marathoning’ as an alternative to ‘binge watching’, analysing
how a dozen people dealing with “cognitive constraints or decreased cognitive opportunities,
physical limitations, dysphoric moods, and social isolation” (2019: 31) used media as a form
of distraction and means of physical and emotional recuperation. Providing “evidence that
media marathoning was used as a coping tool that enabled cognitive, emotional, and physical
regulation” (ibid.), Perks reveals that all 12 participants stated, “They would recommend
media marathoning to a person going through the same health struggle as they had” (ibid.:
32). This indicates that, depending on the situation of the individual, ‘binge watching’ can
have practical value, helping to improve quality of life and wellbeing more generally (see

also Tukachinsky & Eyal, 2018; Horeck, Jenner & Kendall, 2018).

Television and Value

At the heart of the effects movement, then, is this presumption that television is
(mostly) bad, that devoted viewers are powerless and have fallen prey to its discourses, that
its influence undermines hearth and home. Watching TV is rarely considered a productive
or meaningful activity, but rather an exercise in loss, with television supposedly taking from
viewers and offering them little in return for their attention and affection. Although

understanding of the viewer’s role as they watch, that is to say the ‘activeness’ of the activity
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as they receive and interpret content and contribute to its meaning, has evolved considerably

(see Hall, 1980; Fiske, 1987; Morley, 1992 & 2006),'? there is a dearth of literature
pertaining to the positive value of TV viewing, to what the viewer might gain from watching
in the first place. Jay G. Blumler and Elihu Katz’s argument for a uses and gratifications
approach to television is one notable exception here, exploring the idea of media use in
response to human needs (1974: 30; see also Halloran, 1970). Describing the ‘intentionality’
of all audience activity (Blumler, 1979: 13-14), they suggest that small screen encounters
stem from a need ‘to be connected’, either to oneself or to ‘different kinds of others’ (1974:
23). Viewing is seen to be active and motivated, “a form of problem solving” (Whitehouse-
Hart, 2014: 7-8), and as such implies a purposefulness to viewer behaviour, driven by any
number of “social and environmental circumstances” (ibid.: 26-7; see also Giles, 2003: 18-
25). Blumler and Katz confirm: “Our position is that media researchers ought to be studying
human needs to discover how much the media do or do not contribute to their creation and

satisfaction” (ibid.: 30).

However, critics of uses and gratifications theory find fault in its limited depth and
grandiose claims around viewer autonomy (the conscious use of TV as a form of problem
solving) and the malleability of ‘the message’. As Morley argues, television’s message
cannot help but be ‘structured in dominance’ due to the nature of its production (1992: 47-
48): “The moment of ‘encoding’ thus exerts, from the production end, an ‘over-determining’
effect (though not a fully determined closure) on the succeeding moments in the
communicative chain” (ibid.). In addition, uses and gratifications assumes the availability of
content responsive to the needs of viewers (ibid.). As Kristyn Gorton notes in Media
Audiences: Television, Meaning and Emotion (2009), this implies that “the media is capable
of knowing what audiences want and is therefore able to give it to them” (2009: 6). Yet, the
reality of viewer psychology is immensely complex, as are the ways in which programmes

are produced, transmitted and received in context. Finally, there is a specificity inherent to

12 John Fiske argues it is the viewer who activates the television text and gives its content meaning in relation to
their subject position and ways of understanding. He explains, “Television and its programs do not have an
‘effect” on people. Viewers and television interact” (1987: 19). The viewer is seen to be an ‘active agent’, as
opposed to a ‘passive dupe’, transforming TV into something of value. Yet, Morley challenges Fiske’s
approach, stating it “exaggerate[s] and wrongly romanticize[s] the supposed power and freedoms of media
consumers” (2006: 102-3). Instead, Morley favours Hall’s encoding and decoding model (1980). It describes
the cyclical way messages are constructed by programme makers, positioned as meaningful discourse,
deciphered by audiences, and subsequent productions then informed by the audience’s reception and
response. Hall explains, “Before [a] message can have an ‘effect’ (however defined), satisfy a ‘need’ or be
put to a ‘use’, it must first be appropriated as meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded” (1980:
119). He continues, “It is this set of decoded meanings which ‘have an effect’, influence, entertain, instruct,
or persuade, with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences”
(ibid.).
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all uses and gratifications research, “concerned inappropriately with the mental states of

individuals” (Whitehouse-Hart, 2014: 7-8) and the use of television to sate some particular
need or desire, which means that findings cannot be scaled and applied readily to other texts,

groups or cultures (Giles, 2003: 187-188).

In this thesis, I argue for uses and gratifications’ redemption (to a certain extent),
presenting audience data that evidences ways in which television responds to the needs of
its viewers. Specifically, I call on Whitehouse-Hart’s consideration of television as
psychosocial — Whitehouse-Hart uses object relations theories in order to explore what
happens in the “space where the ‘world of the text” and the ‘world of the reader’ meet”
(2014: 11) — and her examination of TV use to resolve “emotional issues and identity
conflicts” (ibid.: 75).!* For now, however, I contend rather simply that the theory’s principal
issue is one of ambition. Uses and gratifications comes unstuck when it suggests al/l viewing
is intentional and goal-oriented. To account for every form of viewing behaviour — where
each need originates from, how it is recognised by the viewer, then satisfied (or not) by
television — is unachievable. Equally, arguing every TV encounter is motivated denies
unconscious thought and Moores’ appealing notion that “media users and others
knowledgeably feel their ways, habitually yet responsively, through everyday
environments” (Moores, 2018: 2-3). TV use is often unstructured and sporadic, instinctive
and ‘felt’, that is to say the viewer is not always in control in the way uses and gratifications
implies but is finding their way; their approach to television is speculative and viewing
outcomes uncertain. Indeed, watching television is more nuanced and subtler, intimate and
personal than is typically acknowledged in audience research, making subjective value (or
TV’s ‘use’ value) problematic. We each develop our own hierarchies of value, prioritising
some people, places, commodities and experiences over others. These subjective estimations
of importance evolve throughout the life course, as changing circumstances create different

perspectives and invite continual reappraisal of our personal needs from moment to moment.

13 For instance, Blumler and Katz note that media can satisfy a need for ‘reassurance’, “seeking reinforcement of
one’s attitudes and values,” a need for ‘self-esteem’, using “fictional (and other) media materials for
‘personal reference’,” or a need to “release tension and reduce anxiety” (1974: 24), serving as a form of
escape. It is worth mentioning I investigated affect theory for a time and the development of our emotional
selves — i.e. the amplification and expression of the motivating drive signals given out by the body that tell
us, and others, how we feel (Tomkins, 1992: 6; see also Ahmed, 2010; Highmore, 2010). As Misha Kavka
reminds us, television is “a product of intimacy, a machine that functions by drawing viewers close” (2008:
5); “a point of contact to others” and an “affective means by which people ‘get to know...other people’”
(ibid.: 10). However, aside from reinforcing theories around the performance of learned behaviours as a
means to safeguard individual wellbeing, this body of work proved to be of limited value in my research.
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Valuing Television

Our appreciation of what television actually is has become blurred in recent years.
Several times during this study, participants asked for clarification as to what “counts” as
TV: does all content viewed on a television set instantly become televisual? Equally, if
watching programmes on other devices, like smart phones, laptops and tablets, does that
mean they are no longer TV? What about DVD box sets or episodic content produced for
streaming services such as Netflix, Now TV or Amazon Prime Video? Platform mobility
and increased agency with regards to the viewer’s ability to bypass advertisements and less
valued forms of entertainment have undoubtedly changed what it means to watch television.
TV has moved beyond the restrictions of a singular device and programme schedules
(though audience data indicates many viewers still engage with television in more
‘traditional” ways),'* and in doing so has become more intimate and its texts more knowable.
In Legitimating Television (2012), Michael Z. Newman and Elana Levine consider TV’s
increasing cultural value and how this has been inspired by evolving technologies and the
coming together of media in an era of convergence (2012: 4), along with the
commodification of some televisual forms, like serialised drama, at the expense of others.!>
Newman and Levine suggest that increased agency has altered our perception and

appreciation of television:

“Now that [users] are in control of their viewing, watching television is rehabilitated
as a productive and respectable way to spend leisure time, and television programs
are seen to improve to match the newly legitimated ways of viewing.” (ibid.: 130)

Indeed, with control comes choice, which is to say contemporary viewing often
appears more valuable (productive) and is more responsive to the needs and desires of the
individual. Much of Newman and Levine’s thinking relates to Derek Kompare’s “publisher”
model (2006) and how “technologies of agency” such as DVRs and DVD players
encouraged viewers to assume the roles of “archivists” and curate their own collections of

satisfying texts (ibid.: 139). Made collectible, these technologies enabled the television text

14 Most family units indicated that they still watch TV together frequently via their television sets, with only one
family unit (FU3) — a 33-year-old single father and his 14-year-old son — tending to view TV programmes on
desktop or laptop computers. This would usually occur individually, though their viewing could overlap at
mealtimes (FU3, interview 1). Similarly, students would often gather in their living rooms or TV rooms in
shared accommodation to watch “event TV”, like Game of Thrones (HBO, 2011-) or Planet Earth II (BBC,
2016), or even “something passive, something easy” (FUS, interview 1) like First Dates (Channel 4, 2013-),
during which they could chat.

15 “Convergence-era discourses of legitimation make particular programs, styles, technologies, or practices the
exceptions to the rule of television as a whole. [...] They can only achieve their stature by lending credence
to the long history of the TV-as-corrupter-of-all-that-is-good theme.” (Newman & Levine, 2012: 18)
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“to be arrested and repeated, to be saved for later, and most of all to be appreciated as an

object of intricacy, richness, complexity and beauty” (ibid.). The commodification of culture

which Adorno and Horkheimer disparaged has in fact elevated TV’s cultural status.

While technology has evolved even further since — DVD culture is in steady decline,
replaced by digital downloads, streaming/on demand services and ‘online TV’ — the sense
of ownership and personal value that became attached to television content in this time
persists.!® We now recognise the quality of (some) television, we cherish many TV texts as
they become expressions of identity and “objects” of intense affection, and as transitional
phenomena we can call upon in an instant, we trust them to bear the weight of our
experiences again and again. While our ability to influence ‘the message’ remains relatively
unchanged, this present era of abundance, choice and instant delivery means we can be
highly specific in selecting the message most likely to respond to our needs. Although, as
Mareike Jenner suggests in Netflix and the Re-invention of Television (2018), a streaming
service “may not schedule in the sense of linear broadcasting, but it strongly urges, or in the
terminology of data science, nudges viewers to make certain choices” (2018: 119). Just as
particular genres of TV are now elevated and celebrated, appreciated as artforms of cultural
significance and value, throughout this thesis I offer participant data that attests to the
personal value and importance of specific television texts and viewing routines. It becomes
clear TV is not always just entertainment, but rather can be an essential means of regulating
emotion and can instil a vital sense of confidence and support in the viewer. As academics,
we need to evolve our thinking and acknowledge more openly television’s meaningful
contribution to the emotional resilience of many of its viewers. There are programmes which
become lifelines of a sort, which serve as reminders of identity or as joyful distractions,
creating opportunities for relaxation and laughter and moments of togetherness. There are
TV shows which offer predictable rewards, rewards that their viewers come to relish and
savour, which they can utilise more knowingly to impact how they feel and which they come
to rely upon. All of which leads me to the comfort texts selected by the 34 participants in

this study and my assessment of the principles they share.

16 Catherine Johnson defines online TV as “services that facilitate the viewing of editorially selected audiovisual
content through internet-connected devices and infrastructure” (2019: 53).
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Comfort TV Texts

The tables that follow feature data taken exclusively from the initial surveys
completed by study participants. The reason for this is that the survey presented the best
opportunity in which to ask all participants to identify explicitly their personal comfort text
with the question: ‘“What is your go-to comfort TV show, i.e. the one that you know will
always make you laugh like no other, help you relax, have a good old cry, or make you feel
good?’!” Although further comfort texts were identified through the process of research, in
interviews and journals, they were offered by participants at different junctures and in
response to various questions, usually in the form of anecdotal accounts of prior TV use or
enduring routines. In addition, as a result of the methodology agreed with the NHS Research
Ethics Committee, hospital patients could not be afforded the same time as family units or
first-year undergraduate students to provide such data, as I was restricted to the completion
of a written survey only (see Chapter 2: Methodology). Accordingly, I rely on survey data
to initiate this introduction to the comfort TV text and best represent the tastes and practices

of each audience group.

With this in mind, the following table presents all 34 participants’ responses to the
aforementioned survey question. As well as participant IDs and programme titles, the table
includes programme genres for all texts, as perhaps the most immediate means of
differentiating content. Recalling Steve Neale’s explanation of genre as ‘repetition and
difference,” Brett Mills argues in The Sitcom (2009) that all genres “work within a context
of similarities” (2009: 26). He continues, “All media texts must be similar enough to existing
ones to be understood, while different enough from existing ones in order to be interesting”
(ibid.). Consequently, the coherence and consistency of genre should aid this initial appraisal

of the comfort texts offered by participants and the qualities they share.

17 As surveys were tailored for different groups, it should be noted this question was asked at different points in
their surveys; question 17 for family units and first-year undergraduate students, and question 25 for hospital
patients. While the question suggests a number of possible effects and affects from the viewer’s interaction
with particular television texts — written with the intention of encouraging them to think actively about how
different programmes make them feel — comfort TV is framed at once as a positive and reliable stimulus.
Moreover, the question was asked without inviting consideration of the participant’s immediate situation, i.e.
no mention was made to students starting university, hospital patients responding to a need for care, nor
families engaging in cyclical routines. This is not to say social and environmental factors and participant
subjectivity did not impact their responses, but that participants were invited to consider their viewing
preferences simply as independent individuals, as opposed to individuals in prescribed viewing, domestic or
institutional contexts.
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Table 1.1: Comfort TV Texts (Participant Surveys)

FYUSO1 In the Flesh (BBC Three, 2013-14) Supernatural drama
FYUSO03 Jane the Virgin (The CW, 2014-) Comedy drama
FYUSO04 The Office (NBC, 2005-13) Comedy
FYUSO05 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FYUSO06 Flight of the Conchords (HBO, 2007-09) Comedy/music

The Crystal Maze (Channel 4, 1990-95;
FYUSO07 2016-) Game show
FYUSO08 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FYUS09 Shadowhunters (Netflix, 2016-) Supernatural drama
FYUSI10 The Simpsons (Fox, 1989-) TV sitcom
FYUSI11 South Park (Comedy Central, 1997-) TV sitcom
FUI.1 Gogglebox (Channel 4, 2013-) Reality TV
FU1.2 The Graham Norton Show (BBC, 2007-) Chat show
FU1.3 1ISuperwomanllI (Lilly Singh, YouTube) Vlog
FU1.4 Steven Universe (Cartoon Network, 2013-) | Animation/drama/fantasy
FU2.1 Frasier (NBC, 1993-2004) TV sitcom
FU3.1 Looney Tunes (Warner Bros., 1930-69) Animated comedy shorts
FU3.2 Did not identify a specific comfort TV show | n/a
FU4.1 Saturday Kitchen (BBC, 2002-) Cookery
FU4.2 Still Game (BBC, 2002-07; 2016-) TV sitcom

Comedy/hidden camera

FU4.3 Impractical Jokers (Comedy Central, 2011-) | show
FU4.4 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FUS.1 Frasier (NBC, 1993-2004) TV sitcom
FU5.2 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FUS.3 The Next Step (CBBC, 2013-) Teen drama
HPO1 The Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007-) TV sitcom
HP02 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
HPO3 Only Fools and Horses (BBC, 1981-2003) | TV sitcom
HPO5 Still Game (BBC, 2002-07; 2016-) TV sitcom
HP06 QI (BBC, 2003-) Quiz show




32

HPOS River City (BBC, 2002-) Soap opera
HP09 EastEnders (BBC, 1985-) Soap opera
HP10 The Grand Tour (Amazon Video, 2016-) Entertainment/factual
HP11 Coronation Street (ITV, 1960-) Soap opera
HP12 The Chase (ITV, 2009-) Quiz show

What immediately stands out when surveying this table of 33 television shows
(participant FU3.2 failed to identify a preferred comfort text) is the predominance of
comedy-related content.'® Indeed, 55% of TV programmes listed are comedy genres (18),
with 39% of shows being sitcoms (13). By contrast, 24% of texts are drama-related (8),
including soap operas, animation, teen drama, supernatural dramas, and comedy drama
(please note, as Jane the Virgin is a comedy drama, I have included it in both comedy and
drama categories here).!” The remaining 24% of comfort TV shows identified are best
classified as non-fiction formats (8), including quiz shows, reality TV, a chat show, cookery
programme, game show, entertainment/factual, and a continuing YouTube series (all are
repeated formats). Notably, many of these non-fiction texts still feature comedic elements,
however, including semi-factual car review series The Grand Tour, quiz show QI, hosted by
comedian Sandi Toksvig and featuring a panel of well-known performers in the UK comedy
circuit, Graham Norton’s self-titled celebrity chat show, and ITV’s tea-time quiz series The

Chase, hosted by actor and comedian Bradley Walsh.

Comedy-based programming accounts for 70% of student participants’ texts and
54% of texts preferred by family unit participants.? While 40% of hospital patients’
selections are sitcoms, however, participants appear to favour soap operas (30%), quizzes
(20%), and entertainment/factual genres instead. This might be due to the volumes of content
viewed by many of the unemployed and retired patients outside of hospital — out of a total
of 10 patients, 4 are unemployed, 4 are retired, 1 is in full-time education and 1 is self-

employed as a joiner — and the availability of particular programmes.?! With the exception

18 FU3.2’s response: “Not sure, probably one that makes me binge watch it.”
19 As a result of Jane the Virgin being featured twice, once as a comedy-related text and once as a drama-related

text, the combined percentage of all comfort TV texts here totals 103%, as opposed to 100%.

2030% of comfort TV texts identified by first-year undergraduate students were drama-related (once again, Jane

the Virgin was included in both drama and comedy categories here), and 10% non-fiction. For the family
units, only 15% of texts were drama-related (Steven Universe and The Next Step), while 31% were non-
fiction texts.

21 Of the 10 hospital patients, 4 retirees (3 males and 1 female) and 2 unemployed males over 55 illustrate a

greater reliance on TV as a comforting resource, with all but one stating they watch television at home on
average for over 6 hours a day. By comparison, younger, unemployed females and those who are employed
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of The Grand Tour, which is exclusive to Amazon Prime Video, the drama and non-fiction

content identified is broadcast on BBC One, BBC Two, or ITV, and adheres to a reliable
daily or weekly schedule, possibly helping structure routines in the domestic context.
Nevertheless, comedy emerges as a key criterion for the comfort TV text, its prevalence
reinforced by the fact that 90s/00s sitcom Friends was the most popular comfort text

identified by the survey (5).

Indeed, asked to account for their selection of comfort TV text in the question which
followed this one,?? a number of participants highlighted the significance of humour and
comedy value to them, as well as light subject matter and notions of ease. For instance,
having identified Looney Tunes as his comfort TV text, this 33-year-old father and online
merchant says, “It’s funny, straightforward exaggerated humour that’s not meant to be real”
(FU3.1), while this 18-year-old male (FU4.3) says of US hidden camera show Impractical
Jokers, “It is very funny and light-hearted.” This appreciation of simplicity and lightness of
touch is echoed by this 44-year-old father of two (FU5.2), who says of Friends (as well as
US sitcoms Frasier and The Big Bang Theory, for that matter), “Lots of series to choose
from/short episodes/light hearted and easy to watch.” His wife, aged 43, concurs, stating she
selected Frasier as her go-to comfort text because, “I just know that it will always make me
laugh out loud” (FU5.1). Considering his choice of classic British sitcom Only Fools and
Horses, this 59-year-old male hospital patient explains, “It’s really funny, worth watching
again. It’s one of those shows you never tire of” (HP03). Finally, having identified US
animated sitcom South Park as his comfort text of choice, this 18-year-old male, a first-year
engineering student, notes, “Same great humour, same great message, same [be]loved

characters that have been part of my life and my older sister’s life for a long time” (FYUSI11).

Comedy, especially the traditional sitcom — studio-based, brightly lit, filmed with
multiple cameras, and featuring the characteristic laughter track — presents as
‘straightforward’, reliable and repeatable. There is an inherent sense of continuity and
journey with such texts. Viewers often share long histories with them, accumulating
meanings and circulating memories over time. The predictability of the traditional sitcom
and its characters negates any sense of risk, of potential for any disappointment or

discomfort. If anything, predictability can enrich its comfort value and make particular

or in education watch on average between 2-4 hours each day. Notably, the self-employed joiner (HP10) and
the patient in full time education (HPOS) state their viewing increased as a result of being in hospital.

22 ‘Why do you think that is your favourite feel-good text’; question 18 for first-year undergraduate and family
unit participants, question 26 for hospital patients.
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moments more rewarding, reinforcing comedy value and promoting ‘grown up’ interaction.

As this female student, aged 18, says of Friends: “It is easy to watch, I have seen every
episode, so don’t need to worry about missing parts, it is reliable because it’s always on and
I love all the characters. Plus, it still makes me laugh” (FYUSO5). Her peer, a 24-year-old
male, similarly justifies his selection of Friends, stating: “Because I can predict exactly what
each character is going to say next, nothing too dark happens and all the characters are
generally good people” (FYUSO08). In addition, comedy television texts are comparatively
short and self-contained. Their narratives are typically resolved by the end of each episode,

placing minimal obligation on the viewer and guaranteeing closure.

There is also a distinct social and participatory dynamic to the vast majority of
comfort TV programmes identified by all participants, including those series which are
comedy-based. They are all television texts which either feature depictions of familial
interaction and social dynamics, which stir some sense of involvement (fictitious or
otherwise) and feelings of community, or which viewers share with others and develop social
routines around. For example, the comfort texts identified by the fourth family unit, with the
exception of Saturday Kitchen — which was seemingly savoured by the mother alone (FU4.1)
— are all shows that participants later expressed they enjoy viewing together. While Friends
emerged as a staple for the whole family, Scottish TV sitcom Still Game and Impractical
Jokers are texts which the father of the family and his sons share, and which (consciously or
unconsciously) create a time and space exclusively for them. Similarly, the father of the first
family unit (FU1.2) justified his selection of The Graham Norton Show, which he and his
wife watch together every Friday night, stating, “[It’s] because we share it; I wouldn’t watch
it on my own. We talk about it. It brings us together at the end of the week, tells us it’s the
weekend and we’ll be together till Monday morning.” Particular texts are appreciated, then,
for their wider significance and all that they come to represent (a sentiment largely imparted
by the viewer), whether that is signalling the arrival of time for family, leisure or rest, or in

providing opportunities to gather on an evening and be entertained as a group.

As a further point of comparison, I invited all 34 participants to identify their
favourite texts, as opposed to their most comforting, with the question: ‘What is your

favourite TV show?’?3 They selected the following programmes:

23 Again, this question was asked at different junctures in the surveys; question 4 for family units and first-year
undergraduate students and question 7 for hospital patients.
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Table 1.2: Favourite TV Texts (Participant Surveys)

FYUSO1 Hannibal (NBC, 2013-15) Horror/thriller
FYUSO03 American Horror Story (FX, 2011-) Horror/thriller
FYUS04 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FYUSO05 Game of Thrones (HBO, 2011-) Drama/fantasy
FYUSO06 Twin Peaks (ABC, 1990-91; 2017) Drama/crime/mystery
FYUS07 The Crystal Maze (Channel 4, 1990-95; 2016-) Game show
FYUSO08 Lost (ABC, 2004-10) Drama/mystery/supernatural
FYUSO09 Skam (NRK, 2015-17) Teen drama
FYUSI10 Shameless (Showtime, 2011-) Comedy drama
FYUSI11 1t’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia (FX, 2005-) TV sitcom
FUI1.1 Gogglebox (Channel 4, 2013-) Reality TV
FU1.2 Doctor Who (BBC, 1963-89; 2005-) Drama/science fiction
FU1.3 Stranger Things (Netflix, 2016-) Drama/supernatural
FU1.4 BoJack Horseman (Netflix, 2014-) Comedy drama (animated)
FU2.1 Death in Paradise (BBC, 2011-) Drama/crime
FU3.1 Sherlock (BBC, 2010-) Drama/crime
FU3.2 Game of Thrones (HBO, 2011-) Drama/fantasy

Air Crash Investigation (National Geographic
FU4.1 Channel, 2003-) Documentary
FU4.2 Judge Judy (CBS Television, 1996-) Reality TV

Homicide Hunter (Investigation Discovery, 2011-
FU4.3 ) Documentary
FU4.4 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FUS.1 Holby City (BBC, 1999-) Drama/medical
FU5.2 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
FUS.3 The Next Step (CBBC, 2013-) Teen drama
HPO1 The Walking Dead (AMC, 2010-) Drama/horror
HP02 Friends (NBC, 1994-2004) TV sitcom
HPO3 TCM (Old Westerns) Westerns
HPO5 The Antiques Roadshow (BBC, 1979-) Entertainment/factual
HP06 The Train Now Departing (BBC, 1988) Documentary
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HPOS8 Hollyoaks (Channel 4, 1995-) Soap opera

HP09 EastEnders (BBC, 1985-) Soap opera

HP10 The Grand Tour (Amazon Video, 2016-) Entertainment/factual
HPI11 Silent Witness (BBC, 1996-) Drama crime

HP12 Tipping Point (ITV, 2012-) Quiz show

Radically contrasting with the selection of comfort texts, only 21% of the 34
programmes identified as favourites were comedy-based (7), with just 15% being TV
sitcoms (5). Instead, 59% of favourites were drama-related (please note, as Shameless and
BoJack Horseman are comedy dramas, they feature in both categories),”* including
horror/thriller genres, fantasy, crime, supernatural, teen drama, science fiction, medical
drama, comedy drama, and soap operas. One participant (HP03) said his favourite texts are
classic Western movies broadcast regularly on TCM, as opposed to identifying a specific
programme. Non-fiction TV favourites accounted for a comparable 26% of texts (9), with
documentaries, quiz shows, entertainment/factual, reality TV, and one game show. This
inversion of the popularity of comedy-based texts with drama genres is useful, suggesting
comfort shows allow for different modes of attention and often feature ‘lighter’ performance
styles, aesthetics and content. TV favourites appeal instead to a desire for drama and
uncertainty, and, in most cases, are texts which necessitate close attention and encourage

isolated viewing (perhaps through fear others might detract from or disrupt them).

I am drawn to Paddy Scannell’s thoughts on ‘concern’ here, where he states in Radio,
Television & Modern Life (1996): “That things matter for us (no matter what), the ways in
which they matter and the extent to which they do so, mark out the boundaries of our
concerns. [...] Concern is being caught up in. It is engagement with, involvement in” (1996:
144-5). This is the key distinction between favourite television and comfort TV, as favourites
stir in the viewer a more explicit feeling of enthusiasm and anticipation. In effect, the viewer
is more keenly aware of their concern for favourite shows. With comfort TV the sensation
of being ‘caught up in’ a programme is not necessarily absent but is not usually marked by
the same intensity or excitement. The comfort text appears more controllable (it does not
incite specific viewing behaviours), reliable, and responsive to the whims of the viewer. It

can be shared with others or enjoyed independently. Always available, there is an inherent

24 As a result of Shameless and BoJack Horseman featuring twice, the combined percentage of favourite TV

texts totals 106%, as opposed to 100%.




37
feeling of dependability to it, a familiar resource, or even a texture, as opposed to a viewing

event.

This is not to suggest drama texts cannot be comforting. There are many TV dramas
which, though intense, emotionally-charged, and very much about excitement and event, are
comforting because of their characters and satisfying narratives, or because of experiences
viewers develop around watching them. In the case of this 19-year-old Finnish-British
student, her comfort text of choice, supernatural drama In the Flesh, rewards her with a sense
of recognition and acceptance. As she noted when asked in the survey why she considers it

her ‘go-to comfort TV show’:

“I feel that it is cathartic. [...] I feel understood when I watch In the Flesh, and that
I can survive. I love the way it features such a popular trope as the zombie-apocalypse
and turns it into something quiet and introspective about family and isolation within

a community. There’s something about it that makes me feel like it’s mine.”
(FYUSO1)

Presenting as a fairly grim series about death and loss, /n the Flesh evidently satisfies
a particular need for this viewer, nourishing and reassuring her in a way less explicit than,
say, the traditional sitcom might. The sense of ownership she alludes to is intriguing,
emerging from a combination of her intimate knowledge of the show and her feeling
‘understood’” whenever she watches it — perhaps not surprising given the BBC Three drama
was made for a British youth audience (Woods, 2016: 94-101). A different kind of comfort
to the laughter and warmth of the traditional sitcom, the programme’s comfort is akin to
validation. It is as if she uses this text to rediscover and/or to better understand aspects of
herself, either as she is now or as she used to be. This in turn reassures this viewer that others
share or have shared similar thoughts to her — specifically around mortality and relationships
— and that she is not alone. Her example illustrates once again how a text’s comfort is often
determined by viewer experience and, in this case, a sense of recognition and closeness
whilst viewing. Although sitcom accounts for the lion’s share of comfort TV texts in the
survey, it is important to recognise other genres can also comfort viewers, albeit in less

predictable ways.

What I have begun to illustrate with this summary of survey data is some of the ways
in which I intend to explore the infrastructure of the comfort text later in my penultimate
chapter. Specifically, I have relied on a combination of statistical data and participant

reflections to identify the prominent characteristics of their chosen texts. These



38
characteristics include, but are not limited to, narrative simplicity and predictability; ‘light

hearted’ content (for the most part); allowance for different levels of attention; feelings of
recognition and identification with characters and/or situations; sociality and (the illusion
of) participation; the comfort of known characters or personalities; and, finally, familiarity
and control. I also wish to include textual aesthetics, which is to say visual and/or aural
characteristics that provide comfort. I will revisit this list of defining characteristics at the
end of my ‘Texts’ chapter. For now, however, the texts identified here and the attributes that
they share provide a useful point of reference, indicating comfort TV has a particular
easiness and/or predictability that the viewer can quickly become familiar with and utilise

to satisfy ever-evolving needs and desires.

Conclusion & Aims

In this introductory chapter, I have explained my conception of comfort and
suggested various ways in which TV can provide comfort to groups and individuals in
everyday life. I have outlined negative attitudes towards the small screen and how it
positions and enacts upon viewers, arguing instead that television can gratify important
needs and should be valued more highly as a means of regulating (or working with) emotion.
Finally, looking to participants’ surveys, I highlighted the sorts of TV texts most associated

with experiences of comfort and considered their most apparent qualities.

In this thesis, I explore the use of TV in response to change (external) and as an agent
of change (internal), meaning that television’s value lies partly in its ability to facilitate
moments of transition; to inspire feelings of comfort and contentment where there were
none, to respond to and reassure the person who we are always in the process of becoming
(as people are neither fixed nor complete). While motivation will be different from person
to person, and is therefore extremely difficult to account for definitively, by examining why
participants in this study turn to TV, the significance of the relationships they have with
particular programmes, and their experiences of these television “texts-in-action” (Wood,
2009: 4-5), I try to account for TV’s capacity for comfort. Looking to moments of transition,
to the positive changes brought about by various forms of viewing, I evidence how

productive and rewarding television can be as a comforting resource.
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Accordingly, through this thesis I mean to satisfy two objectives: (1) To establish

where and how comfort value originates from television texts, and (2) to ascertain how
comfort television’s purpose and effect is understood by viewers. In other words, what is it
that makes television/a TV programme comforting, and how do viewers understand their
personal TV use? Do they recognise when they use TV for comfort? In order to answer these
questions, and others like them, the thesis is divided into three core chapters. The first of
these, ‘Place’, looks to the physical position of the viewer and examines how familiar places
and unfamiliar spaces can impact our viewing. Often producing a more urgent need for
comfort, a case study concerning the arrival of first-year undergraduate students at university
explores the significant role TV played as they negotiated new spaces, new people and new

routines.

‘Instrumental Viewing’ then considers television as a form of emotional digression,
arguing TV is employed in daily life as a way to manage emotion and compensate for threats
to personal continuity. As well as illustrating television’s significance as companion for the
isolated individual and as host for groups and families looking to be together, a case study
involving a widower and father of two reflects on the important role television continues to
play in his and his children’s recovery. At once a way to remember (revisiting old texts), to
forget (viewing as a form of fantasy or consolation), and to be together (TV connecting him
and his children in the present). ‘Texts’ then returns to the traditional TV sitcom — as the
archetypal comfort text — and considers its formal characteristics and experiential qualities
arising from its use to ascertain what makes the genre so consistently comforting and
rewarding (I also return to other texts and genres identified through the course of the study).
With a selection of examples involving sitcom viewing as a form of self-care, I consider the

responsiveness of the comfort text and the importance of recognition and familiarity.

Having attested to the effectiveness of various forms of comfort viewing —
specifically, via family unit and first-year undergraduate students’ far more extensive data —
in the thesis conclusion I consider if comfort TV might be used differently in patient care.
The instrumental uses of television as self-care highlighted in the second and third chapters
of this thesis indicate that (directed) comfort viewing can be therapeutic and restorative,
leading me to believe TV could have a greater role to play in the hospital setting. First,
however, my methodology chapter outlines the development, implementation and
management of this research project, and provides a useful resource for (medical) humanities

scholars interested in conducting audience research with the NHS.
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Chapter 2
Methodology

The best way to contextualise my research aims and methodology is to tell a story,
to present a narrative which fully accounts for the development of this research and
collaboration with NHS Greater Glasgow & Clyde (NHS GG&C, the study sponsor). While
the project I ultimately designed and implemented largely resembles the one conceived
during the initial phase of my research — as I will shortly outline — the NHS’s process for
ethical approval was rigorous and complex. Better suited to clinical research (specifically,
clinical trials) involving multiple researchers and a great number of participants than
investigation into television use by a lone humanities scholar, the research application
demanded meticulous attention to detail and provision for numerous scenarios that could put
researcher, participants or host organisation at risk. Despite the more modest scale of my
research, I was required to adhere to the same rules and principles as any clinical study,
enforced by the assigned Research Ethics Committee (REC) and local Research and
Development (R&D) authority.?> Inevitably, this overt level of scrutiny and due process
impacted my research approach to some extent, and the amount of time I had available in

which to successfully carry out the research and interpret my findings.

To contextualise proceedings, the NHS application process lasted just over five
months: I began working with the sponsor representative 19 May 2016 and received
favourable ethical opinion from the REC on 25 October 2016, closely followed by R&D
approval on 27 October 2016. Promotion, recruitment and data collection were similarly
completed over a period of five months: PR distribution began 27 October 2016 and the final
interview [FU2.1] conducted 22 March 2017, before NHS permissions ended officially 31
March 2017. Yet, while preparation for research was extensive, I am also keenly aware that
this somewhat alien approach to studying audiences helped me to become a more proficient
researcher. In particular, my initial preoccupation with accountability and strict adherence
to the guidelines imposed by the REC and R&D soon gifted me a necessary feeling of
confidence and authority. The methods prescribed, especially with regards to the creation of
a highly structured site file for the storage of all study data, consent forms, permissions,

correspondences, and so on, made clear my every action and outcome for the duration of the

25 The REC is concerned with maintaining the highest ethical standards in research, while R&D approval
“provides permission for a study to commence [...] and is required for all research studies involving NHS
patients, their tissues or information, or studies involving NHS staff participating by virtue of their
profession” (NHS GG&C, 2018).
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project. The NHS method, including mandatory additional training I was required to

complete before interacting with patients/participants, informed my conduct and offered (at

least, for the most part) suitable guidance and support throughout the course of the study.

With this in mind, in this chapter I consider the preparation of my research
application for the NHS, making clear the various stages involved in that process, how I
attained REC and R&D approval and, importantly, how I gained access to conduct research
with patients at the Queen Elizabeth University Hospital (QEUH) in Glasgow. I then turn
my attention to the launch of the study, considering the success of my recruitment drive and
the suitability of data collection methods for NHS and non-NHS participants (first-year
undergraduate students and family units). In doing so, I mean to provide an instructive and
insightful resource for academics looking to engage in medical humanities research. I mean
to share my experience and suggest ways in which future collaborations of this sort with the
NHS can be improved upon. First, however, I think it necessary to revisit the origins of the
‘Comfort TV Research Project’ (as it would be known) and how other examples of audience

research informed my methodology.

Research Design

Perhaps like many newcomers to audience research, I began this project with an
extensive (and slightly unrealistic) wish list of participant demographics and data collection
methods. Having reviewed, among other things, David Morley’s The ‘Nationwide’ Audience
(1980) and Family Television (1986), Helen Wood’s Talking with Television (2009), and
Shaun Moores’ Media and Everyday Life in Modern Society (2000), I decided that an
ethnographic approach would generate very distinctive primary sources/qualitative data for
me to work with. I also concluded that rather than focus exclusively on one single audience
in one context, a more diverse selection of participants might offer a dynamic picture of
television’s comfort function and value in daily life. With a range of life experiences and
faced with different everyday situations (not just in terms of their physical setting or
wellbeing, but also distinct emotional and psychological pressures), multiple demographics
could yield richer data. Accordingly, I settled on the themes of everyday TV viewing,
viewing during a period of change or tramsition, and viewing during/after crisis and

identified family units, first-year undergraduate students, and current or recently discharged



42
hospital patients (dependent on accessibility) as suitable audience groups. My aim was to

recruit 5 family units (comprising up to 20 participants), 10 first-year undergraduates and 10
hospital patients total. In addition, I had planned to interview professional care
givers/clinicians and TV industry professionals to further contextualise the therapeutic
potential of viewing and possibly account for any intentions of programme makers in this
regard. However, professional interviews were soon dismissed as the complexity of

conducting original research with the audiences I had identified became more apparent.

In their respective audience texts, Morley and Wood make clear the issue of
‘contexts’; specifically, the importance of where and how audience data is generated and
collected. Reflecting on “the major problems” he identifies in his study of the Nationwide
audience, Morley notes in Family Television “the difficulties arising from the fact that the
[...] study was conducted by interviewing groups of people outside of their homes™ (1986:
29). He continues, “This strategy had the disadvantage that I was not talking to people about
television in the context in which they normally watch it” (ibid.). Framing his revised

approach to such research in Family Television, Morley then states:

“It is for this reason that in this new research project the decision was taken to
interview families, as family groups, in their own homes. [...] I would wish to argue
that this is the necessary framework within which we must place our understanding
of the particularity of individual responses to different types of programming.” (ibid.:
30)

A viewpoint echoed by Wood, who makes mention of Morley’s early work and the
necessary shift within audience studies “to focus upon the domestic conditions of media
consumption” (2009: 103), she explains “actual moments of viewing are essential to
capturing the communicative event of the text in action with its audience” (ibid.: 105). In
both instances here, due attention is given to “how the [TV] text is negotiated while it is
alive” (ibid.: 109) and how external factors, such as audience location, impact reception (or
‘decoding’). As I was specifically concerned with how different audiences encounter and
use different television texts for comfort, and where that comfort value comes from, I
became convinced of the need to interact with audiences in their own settings (domestic,
social, institutional) and to design a methodology that would suit their locales and
lifestyles.?¢ In addition, this issue of ‘contexts’ is significant throughout this study as I

frequently focus on position and experience of the individual in day-to-day life, on how a

26 As this student from Lithuania noted during her second interview/feedback session, “The interviews are really
comfortable because you come to my home, of course” (FYUS04, interview 2).
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given situation can inform what, how and why they watch television. This also gestures

appropriately to another aim of this research: looking to establish how reliant distinct
audiences are on TV as a tool for self-care, and how aware they are of their own use

of/dependency on the medium in this way.

Rather than identify participants based on signifiers like class, income, occupation,
ethnicity, gender, my intention was to employ more flexible recruitment criteria principled
on comparable or relatable situations, such as family or domestic life, undertaking significant
change or challenge (university) and ill health. As Moores usefully explains of his survey of
satellite TV viewership — in which he interviewed 18 households in South Wales — “I do not
focus exclusively on ‘conventional” nuclear families. Instead, [I examine] merely one living
arrangement found amongst others” (2000: 59-60). It is this notion of ‘arrangement’, of
studying individuals connected by a similar situation or position at a historic moment in time
and space (geography), that would guide my recruitment aims. Contemporary audience
research examples, such as Elke Weissmann’s study of British viewers watching CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation (CBS, 2000-15) on Channel 5 and 5 USA (2017), similarly call attention
to the position of viewer and/or text in a given moment. In Weissmann’s case, recruitment
simply required participants be regular viewers of CSI on either of the channels listed, as she
hoped to observe their negotiation of broadcast TV flow’s integration into ‘household flow’

(Altman, 1986), i.e. the rhythms and hierarchies of domestic life.

Ksenia Frolova’s 2017 survey of parenting, digital television viewing practices and
experiences of TV flow similarly cast a wide net in terms of attracting research subjects,
recruiting parents and families via online media and forums to complete an online survey,
before inviting them to interview. Although Frolova could extrapolate trends with regards

to participant identity and diversity, she interestingly concedes:

“While the aim was to recruit parents from diverse social, economic, cultural and
racial backgrounds, particularly for the in-depth interview part of the project, it was
not always possible, as there was no control over who chooses to express interest in
further research participation.” (2017: 246)

On the one hand, it is possible to argue here that greater specificity during
recruitment would allow greater control over participant diversity. Yet, as Frolova also
suggests, researcher location, and by extension research funding (or lack thereof, as was the
case with my project), inevitably has an impact on study reach. Such restrictions, I believe,

give the researcher cause to suitably tailor or expand their eligibility criteria to satisfy their
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particular research aims. For example, it seemed logical for me to recruit first-year

undergraduate students using promotional channels available to me via the University of
Glasgow. Similarly, the broad term ‘family unit” was used to denominate a variety of familial
dynamics, such as two parent families, single parent families, children cared for by a legal
guardian(s) who may or may not be blood related, and so on. This was because I was
particularly uncertain what the response rate to the call for family unit participants would be
like and I wanted to make sure I managed to secure the 5 families required. Even hospital
patient criteria simply stated participants be aged 18 or over and speak English (translation

services would have necessitated funding). As Frovola considers of her own study sample:

“While this sample does not allow to produce representative and generalizable
results, it is sufficient to elicit deep and personal accounts from respondents, as well
as to explore the personal nature of television viewing in the context of the home and
parenting, its diverse practices and experiences.” (ibid.)

This summation best reflects the intention of my research and the kinds of responses
I hoped to uncover from the three audience groups I identified. I sought to understand
television’s comfort function in their daily lives (assuming it did indeed fulfil that role for
them) with a view to better utilising its therapeutic potential following further study. This is
not the definitive study of comfort television and/or instrumental forms of viewing in day-
to-day life; rather, it is a much-needed introduction to an area of research deserving of greater

scrutiny.

Little has been written on TV and its propensity for comfort,?” much less audience
research specifically investigating how small screen encounters serve as modes of self-care.
Contemporary audience research remains concerned instead with digital consumption, for
the most part, as per Weissmann’s and Frolova’s analyses of flow (above) and a great many
investigations into second screen use around the domestic (see Sherryl Wilson, 2016;
Elizabeth Evans et al., 2017; Rebecca Coates Nee & David M. Dozier, 2017; Evelien D’heer
& Cedric Courtois, 2016). Focused more on how modern audiences (or ‘users’) negotiate a
media landscape plagued by distraction and abundance (both in terms of content and
technology), most seek to understand and explain the effects of these evolving viewing

practices. Such research is of course significant as relationships with personal screens

27 Aside from passing reference to experiences of comfort from specific texts or personal viewing rituals (see
Barbara Klinger, 2006: 151-64; Bob Mullan, 1997: 4; John Ellis, 2007: 13-4; Joy V. Fuqua, 2012: 53-4),
TV/screen media’s capacity for comfort is largely overlooked. A sample of blogs, such as Tom Nicholls’
‘Comfort Telly’ (2016) and Douglas Howard’s ‘Bazinga/Bazinga: On Predictability and Reruns’ (2013) —
both written for CST Online — reflect on what ‘comfort telly’ looks like and the pleasures of familiarity and
repetition, but each is highly subjective and their scopes limited.
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continue to grow and assume greater importance in daily life. Yet, this emphasis on

technological shifts and different ways of viewing television alongside other screen media
obscures what, for me, is the more interesting question: why do people do what they do with
TV? What motivates a viewer to watch television, particularly when they feel tired or sad or
lonely? What makes certain texts or viewing rituals comforting and rewarding? There exists
in TV academia an anxiety around questions of value and the reality of the support role
which television so often plays in the lives of its viewers. While criticism of the perceived
‘negative’ effects of viewing is important (see thesis introduction), I also believe television
can, and does, add value to many lives and situations. It is an essential source of comfort,
pleasure and security for many, and as such it is vital that we acknowledge and scrutinise

TV’s more positive contribution to viewer resilience.

My study closely belongs to the field of medical humanities research, considering
the role of the arts (television) in maintaining personal wellbeing and the delivery of care. A
similar example is to be found in Ana Salzberg, Jenna Breckenridge, Thilo Kroll and Gavin
Wylie’s interdisciplinary investigation into the use of ‘classic’ films in care homes (Scottish
Social Services Council, 2016). Salzberg et al. observed groups of residents in two care
homes watching specially selected films, their intention being to discover if watching these
films together promoted social connectivity between residents. As well as observation, they
discussed the films with residents after each screening and interviewed staff about the benefit
for residents of communal viewing events. Sadly, there has been no significant publication
of their findings to date — I was fortunate to discover a leaflet online which includes a brief
summary of their analyses, entitled Care Home as Cinematic Community (Salzberg et al.,
2016), and to hear Salzberg present this research at Discourses of Care (5-7 September 2016,
University of Glasgow). Nevertheless, several themes Salzberg et al. identify are strongly
echoed in my research, including the pleasure — and displeasure — of memory, instrumental
viewing to enhance mood, the ability of certain texts to excite some physical response (e.g.
clapping, dancing), and viewing as a way to facilitate interaction with others.?® T mention
this example, then, as it suggests my investigation is part of an emergent trend in
contemporary audience research concerned with questions of self-care and the benefits of
(instrumental) media use. What this body of research intends to offer is something perhaps

more optimistic, accepting that while media dependencies can prove detrimental in many

28 The leaflet ends by stating Salzberg et al. now wish to pursue a bigger interdisciplinary study looking at how
to improve film screenings for care home residents and how film might have a positive effect on loneliness
(Salzberg et al., 2016). I am optimistic any such research would complement my own findings.
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instances (concerns around screen addiction, the influence of content on mental health and

sociability, and so forth), there is potential for rewarding and constructive media use as well.

Method & Analysis

Initially considering a more fluid methodology (see Koro-Ljungberg, 2016),
involving participant observation and the generation of bespoke interview questions based
on their survey responses, I concluded a linear approach with greater continuity and
uniformity in questioning would yield more versatile results. While observation as a research
method is essential in studies like Elizabeth Evans, Tim Coughlan and Vicky Coughlan’s
survey of ‘digital estates’ and multiscreening technologies in the household (2017), its value
was less apparent here when compared to that of participant reflection and discussion.?® In
addition, observation as a research method would have required filming and editing
equipment, incurring additional cost, and extensive scheduling both in terms of participant
availability and the selection of programming (either scheduled broadcasts, comfort TV
schedules curated by participants, or comfort schedules curated by me). I also had
reservations about my presence and/or the presence of cameras during observations
impacting viewer behaviour. While Evans et al. used motion detectors and data logging to
track participant activity on primary, secondary and tertiary screens over an extended period,
limited resources would likely have determined I be present as the viewer(s) watched content
in their home or student accommodation (participant observation was never considered a

suitable option for hospital patients).

Instead, I devised a methodology that I believed would satisfy the interests and
availability of my chosen audience groups and allow them sufficient time to reflect on their
viewing behaviours. Attending to family unit and first-year undergraduate student

participants first — as both groups were invited to complete several phases of research,

2 The idea of “digital estates’ is intended to “conjur[e] up not only connotations of multiple outlets integrated
into a coherent unit but also strategies of asset management” (Evans et. al, 2017: 194). Similar to transmedia
storytelling, Evans et. al originally expected to uncover instances of second screen use where audiences
interacted with content related to what they were watching on TV (ibid.: 197). Yet, “What actually emerged
was relatively little such behaviour” (ibid.); “moments when television and digital technologies were used
together in distracted, passive and ephemeral ways were far more common” (ibid.). Second screen use, as in
my own research, is rarely related to the primary screen activity. Interesting to note research findings resulted
in a very different narrative to the one Evans et. al had anticipated, instead “captur[ing] the absence of
behaviour that is often touted by the industry as fundamentally altering audiences’ relationship to television”
(ibid.: 201).
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responding to identical questions for the most part — participants were tasked with the

following research activities:

e Complete an online survey about their viewing habits, likes and dislikes (25 questions in
total, including a mix of multiple-choice options and questions with text boxes for more
detailed answers);

e Participate in a first phase interview (family units would interview as groups in their
homes for 60-90 minutes, students would interview individually in student
accommodation for 60 minutes);

e Complete a journal of their viewing activity for 7-14 days;

e Participate in a second phase/final interview, in which journal entries would be reviewed
and an opportunity given to provide feedback on the research process (again, taking place

in familial homes or student accommodation, interviews would last 15-30 minutes).

In addition, I would also collect environment photos to illustrate where and how

participants most often engaged with television and their preferred comfort shows.

My intention with this assortment of methods was, on the one hand, to generate as much
original data as possible for subsequent analysis, but more specifically, I wished to garner a
real sense of participant identity and how they call upon television (or not) to support their
wellbeing and position over time. For instance, with the online survey, participants would
be asked to comment on their viewing routines, favourite texts, comfort TV texts, any
previous experiences of discomfort from television, and so on (see Appendix A & B). This
would not only offer me some understanding of the people I would later interview, but also
begin to indicate possible trends in the collective data which I might go on to examine
further. While the first (focused) interview would principally rely on a series of set questions
— with 25 questions for first-year students and 27 for family units — I would also ask
additional questions where appropriate concerning individual survey responses (see
Appendix C & D). To paraphrase Morley, these would be introduced in an attempt to engage
with and further develop points already raised by participants (1980: 32-3). I believed this
would help me to build a stronger rapport with participants, inviting them to expand on their
previous insights and demonstrating that I had engaged with them and their current situation
and was keen to discover more about their personal use of TV. Viewing journals would then
attest to the accuracy of reflections and recollections, painting a picture of their day-to-day

experiences with or around the small screen (see Appendix E). Finally, the second
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phase/final interview would allow me to discuss their viewing over that short period of time

and consider how it compared to their accumulated data and data provided by others in the
study. In addition, I hoped for feedback not simply on what it was like to participate in the
study (responding to focused questions once again), but also whether participants believed
they had learnt anything valuable about their viewing and if they might use TV differently

in the future as a result of this research.?°

With regards to question style, while survey questions and journals were inevitably more
formal and to the point, it was always my intention to assume a personable and relaxed
approach in focused interviews. On the one hand, this was because I was keenly aware
participants would be inviting me into their homes and providing their time and efforts
entirely for free. Yet, I was also of the view that a more informal, conversational tone would
make the study more enjoyable for participants and encourage them to offer the best data
possible. Just as Moores explains his question style during his audience research “was
chiefly open-ended, tailored to producing narrative responses rather than short answers”
(2000: 60), I would similarly design open questions to gift participants greater freedom
during interviews and allow them to lead much of the conversation. As interviewer,
favouring anecdotal accounts would in turn enable me to probe further points of significance,
calling on examples or specific memories offered by participants throughout the course of
the study as points of reference. The quality of the interview data collected during the
research attests to the success of this question style/method. In a study concerned with
comfort and instrumental TV use supporting distinct forms of personal care, it was essential
I embody that principle of care as a practitioner also, taking care with participants and
framing them with expressions of openness and concern would likely allow them to be more
vulnerable and honest in their responses. I believed this approach would also negate some
of the concerns voiced by other audience researchers, such as Sherryl Wilson (2016) during
her investigation into second screen use as standard viewing practice, that participants might

shape their responses “to ‘fit’ an interview with a university researcher” (ibid.: 182-3).

30 All participants were positive about their research experience, with several indicating they think about their
TV use differently — more positively and consciously — as a result of taking part. As this 33-year-old single
father explains, “It made me think more about how I watch TV and why I watch it [...] It was a good insight
for me, personally” (FU3.1, interview 2). This 43-year-old mother of two similarly states, “You don’t really
analyse the comfort aspect of [watching TV everyday]” (FUS.1, interview 2), suggesting TV use is very
often subliminal and taken for granted. She continues, “It was really interesting to actually sit and go, ‘How
did that make me feel? Why do I keep going back to that [programme]?’” (ibid.). This 19-year-old Finnish-
British student also points out, “Usually, I would kind of go, ‘TV makes me feel better, I’m just going to do
that now,” but now I’'m like, “Why?*” (FYUSO1, interview 2).
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The methodology for hospital patients was somewhat different. Anticipating that the

time available for interaction with patients would be greatly restricted, I originally proposed
a single interview only in which to discuss their TV viewing inside/outside of hospital and
explore any comfort value they derived from their small screen encounters. However,
following an initial application for ethical approval to the College of Arts’ Research Ethics
Committee at the University of Glasgow (submitted 9 March 2016, returned to me for
resubmission 15 April 2016), and later discussion with NHS GG&C’s sponsor
representative, I was advised that this approach would likely be unsuitable. Alternatively, a
written survey/questionnaire was believed to be less taxing for patients. Specifically, the
College of Arts” REC were concerned about interviews being ‘intrusive’ to hospital patients;
vulnerable adults who, by my own definition, are in crisis. Accordingly, I accepted this
feedback and expanded on the survey questions asked of family unit and first-year
undergraduate participants to capture as much data as possible (hospital patient surveys
featured 35 questions total and would be delivered to patients as physical copies for
completion [see Appendix F]). However, it is worth stating my experience with patients,
clinicians and medical staff on site at the QEUH would conflict with this assessment, and
that the survey would not only yield less data but would require greater effort from patients
to complete compared to informal discussion. The hospital patient envisioned by the College
of Arts” REC, and NHS GG&C’s sponsor representative for that matter, lacked the capacity
and/or inclination to take part in interviews. Yet, in reality, their estimation did not account
for different kinds of illness nor different stages of recovery, for any nuance in patient ability
or experience. This is something I return to later in this chapter when considering the success
of my data collection methods. Finally, rather than capturing environment photos of each
patient’s room, I would simply procure a sample of images of an unoccupied single room at

the QEUH to illustrate standard viewing conditions in the hospital setting.3!

As for how I was going to make sense of this assembly of audience data, the research
generated was to be a mix of written and aural responses, requiring extensive transcription
(I would conduct 30 interviews in total, amassing 1,138 minutes’ worth of audio). Once this
had been completed and collated, I could begin to develop my interpretation of the study
data. I italicise interpretation as, like Moores framing his analysis of audience responses in
Media and Everyday Life in Modern Society (2000) — “I offer an interpretation of people’s

talk about their relationships with technologies, and with each other, in consumer cultures”

31 All patient rooms on the ward I was given permission to access were single rooms, and each had a touchscreen
TV which could be easily manoeuvred to watch from bed or an adjacent armchair.
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(Moores, 2000: 57) — I am all too aware that the findings of this research (except for

quantitative data, perhaps) rely on my reading and connecting people’s articulations
correctly. Understandably, I am motivated to uncover instrumental uses of television and
how the medium is already being used in daily regimes of comfort and self-care, and I
believe my research succeeds in this regard. Nevertheless, the wealth of data collected also
offers a broader snapshot of TV viewership and day-to-day living which extends beyond the
immediate focus of this thesis. A variety of familial and social dynamics are exposed in the
data and in participant responses, for example, as are other screen tastes and experiences, all
of which could prove fruitful to researchers following further interrogation. As David
Gauntlett and Annette Hill similarly note of the data they utilise from the BFI Audience
Tracking Study in TV Living: Television, Culture and Everyday Life (1999), “We hope that
we have also captured some of the detail and texture of the lives of our diarists, even though
condensing all of that material into the confines of one book was, frankly, a struggle” (2).
While I do not intend to endlessly explore alternative ways of utilising my research findings
here — the ‘texture of the lives’ of my participants — I wish to highlight that various secondary

and tertiary narratives are still present in the research data.

Continuing with Gauntlett and Hill for a moment, their consideration of how best to
‘become familiar’ with the open diary-questionnaires completed (three times a year for five

years) by their 500 respondents seems appropriate here. They explain:

“We wanted to be led by the respondents, as it were, rather than approach the data with
a set of questions, concerns and assumptions which the diaries would simply confirm or
deny. Naturally, we had a range of interests and issues which we imagined the diaries
would illuminate, but we have tried to follow up new leads presented by the data itself
and sought to pay closer attention to the issues and material which the data itself made
more pressing.” (1999: 17)

Just as 1 would introduce specific questions now and again in focused interviews,
following up on emergent themes or significant ideas introduced by interviewees while the
study was active, it is useful to note Gauntlett and Hill’s determination to be led by data in
their analyses. In particular, the theme of change would dominate their findings as the lives
of their 500 respondents over the five-year period evolved in quite unpredictable ways,

shifting their perspectives and patterns of TV use.*? I would come to reflect on data in a

32 “The important and interesting changes (which we forgot at first) are the changes in people’s lives. These
changes cannot be missed in the diaries: people grow older, get married, get divorced, get a job, become
unemployed, fall ill, move house, have children or see them leave home, retire, lose loved ones, fall in love,
and experience a massive range of other unpredictable developments, shifts and transitions” (Gauntlett and
Hill, 1999: 17-8). It is also worth noting here that the number of respondents declined over the course of five
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similar way, identifying emergent trends — including themes of choice, familiarity, risk,

sociability, shifting contexts, recovery, guilt and value — and allowing the data to inform the

direction of the study, before considering how best to account for my three audience groups.

NHS Application

Following the findings of the College of Arts’ Research Ethics Committee, I
contacted NHS GG&C’s R&D office on 13 May 2016 for advice developing and conducting
research with hospital patients. As I intended to interact with patients directly, I was told I
must apply for both NHS R&D management approval and NHS REC favourable opinion.
Moreover, I was informed that all NHS-related research must have a sponsor, an
organisation that takes responsibility for the initiation, management and/or financing of the
study. Fortunately, as a University of Glasgow student undertaking this research as part of
an educational qualification, NHS GG&C would fulfil the role of sponsor, and I was
assigned a sponsor representative to support me during the preparation of the research
application. In addition, the sponsor representative confirmed that I would no longer require
REC approval from the College of Arts as NHS REC approval would cover a// aspects of
the study (including those relating to family units and first-year undergraduate students, i.e.
participants outside of the hospital setting). In many ways, this was a relief as it meant [
would only have to contend with one application process. Yet, what I initially perceived as
an efficient streamlining of concerns would subsequently come to delay the launch of family
unit and student recruitment, with negotiating access to patients proving especially complex.
For now, I will (attempt to) summarise the NHS research application process as concisely as

possible.

The application for NHS REC and NHS R&D approval was arduous and involved a
number of stages — though, I would like to note here that the sponsor representative was
immensely helpful, patient and encouraging to me. First of all, I would have to devise all
study documents, including the development of a meticulous study protocol (see Appendix
G), participant information sheets (PIS) for NHS and non-NHS audiences, consent and

assent forms, sample questions (survey, interview, viewing journal), promotional materials

years, starting out with 509 respondents in total and dropping to 427 respondents by the study’s conclusion
(ibid.: 13).
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for study recruitment, and so forth.?>3 These would then be submitted for sponsor review, by

the sponsor representative, and returned to me with detailed comments noting all necessary
changes (in some cases, this would result in several versions of a document). Once
satisfactory, I could apply for approvals via the NHS’s Integrated Research Application
System (IRAS) online. This would involve the completion of several additional online
forms, with applications for NHS REC favourable opinion and NHS R&D management
approval requesting different information (see Appendix H & I). For instance, I had to
complete Site Specific Information (SSI) forms pertaining to NHS and non-NHS sites where
I would be conducting research, confirming who the principal investigator would be at each
site, details of location and research activities taking place, independent points of contact for
contributors and so on (see Appendix J). SSI forms would also need authorisation from each
site’s management organisation (NHS GG&C R&D would approve research at NHS sites,
and the University of Glasgow’s Research Governance Manager would approve all non-
NHS sites [familial homes and student accommodation]). Following further feedback and
revision — I first submitted drafts of IRAS forms to the sponsor representative 13 June 2016
—my IRAS REC and R&D forms and supporting documents would finally be authorised on
behalf of the sponsor and ready for submission 2 September 2016.

In addition to IRAS REC and R&D forms and supporting documents, as I did not
have a contract with the NHS, I also had to apply for a Research Passport for permission to
access patients. This demanded Occupational Health clearance, a standard disclosure check
with Disclosure Scotland, an up to date CV, and completion of a Research Passport
application form in which I had to identify the ward or department where I would be
conducting the research. I was very fortunate to establish links with two consultants from
Queen Elizabeth University Hospital (QEUH), who helped me to identify (and later
facilitated access to) an appropriate general medical ward.>* It is not an exaggeration to state
that their combined efforts made possible the hospital phase of this research. Both offered
valuable advice, served as on-site representatives during the application process, would help
me to meet my additional training requirements as swiftly as possible prior to study launch,
and provided me a platform to introduce myself to clinicians and nurses and explain my
research. Their recommendation that research be carried out in a general medical ward, for

example, was useful as such wards typically feature a diverse range of patients (both with

33 Please note that all participant information sheets, consent and assent forms are available to view, along with
the complete dataset for this research project, at http://dx.doi.org/10.5525/gla.researchdata.798.

34 Prof Matthew Walters (Head of School [Medicine, Dentistry and Nursing] and Professor of Clinical
Pharmacology at the University of Glasgow; Honorary Consultant QEUH) and Dr Marie Freel (Consultant
Endocrinologist and Honorary Associate Clinical Professor at QEUH).
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regards to their daily life, position in society and medical history) who are less likely to be

critically ill/in a critical condition. It was important that I evidence to the assigned REC and
NHS GG&C R&D that I had thought clearly about the specifics of patient situation, their
capacity to take part in research, and, basically, that I had sufficient justification to carry out

the research on the ward I had identified.

Once the full application and supporting documents were authorised on behalf of the
sponsor and ready to submit via IRAS, I had to contact the Central Booking Service (CBS)
to arrange proportionate review. The CBS operator asks a series of questions to ensure the
study is ready to submit and to book an appropriate REC, before enabling electronic
submission through IRAS. Following the call, I received booking confirmation, including
details of the assigned REC and a reference number, to add to the NHS REC application on
IRAS. The submitted application was subsequently transferred to North of Scotland REC 2
and scheduled for review by Proportionate Review Sub-Committee 27 September 2016. The
Sub-Committee delivered a provisional opinion letter 3 October 2016 with some revisions
required; most notably, they stated I would need to complete Good Clinical Practice (GCP)
training to take informed consent from patients, as well as asking me to expand on my patient
recruitment process. While I would have permission to recruit eligible patients and provide
them with necessary research materials (a physical copy of the survey and an Audience Data
Form [see Appendix K], collecting general information such as age, gender, nationality,
employment/profession, relationship status, and so on), the Sub-Committee were clear that
it was not appropriate for me to initiate contact with patients to promote the study.
Accordingly, a solution was devised — with the QEUH consultants mentioned previously —
whereby junior clinicians would inform patients about the research during ward rounds. I
would then visit the ward later that day to distribute information sheets (PIS) to those who
voiced interest and discuss the research in person. After a prescribed minimum period of 24
hours to consider taking part, I would return to the ward again to take consent from patients
and distribute surveys and Audience Data Forms. This revised patient recruitment method
was approved in principle and all necessary training scheduled, including mandatory
attendance of a Site Setup Workshop (21 November 2016) concerning the storage of data
and incident reporting, and the aforementioned Introduction to GCP training (9 November
2016) for taking informed consent from patients. After clarifying a couple of minor points
raised in a further decision letter (13 October 2016), I received a Further Information
Favourable Opinion letter from North of Scotland REC 2 confirming a favourable ethical
opinion “on the basis described in the application form, protocol and supporting

documentation as revised” (25 October 2016 [see Appendix L]). R&D management approval
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followed shortly after, including NHS GG&C Board Approval, an NHS GG&C Letter of

Access (from 27 October 2016 — 31 March 2017) and authorisation of my Research Passport.

I think it is important to reiterate at this point that this was not a straightforward
application process. Negotiating access to patients took a considerable effort of time and
patience, effectively having to learn the language of the NHS and perform the mindset of a
clinical researcher, as opposed to a Television Studies scholar. The GCP training highlighted
above offers a perfect example of this as I sat in a room full of clinicians and medical staff
— the only social science/non-medical researcher among them — and learnt about the history
of ethical research and clinical trial procedures. One particular exercise involved close
scrutiny of a hypothetical patient’s prescription, noting incorrect or inconsistent patient data,
basic medication errors and/or incorrect doses. While I was still able to participate to an
extent and find value in the day-long session, this experience indicates that the NHS research
method is, perhaps inevitably, somewhat insular, making it difficult at times to navigate as
an external researcher. In addition, as issues around patient recruitment came to dominate
proceedings in the final months of the application and proportionate review process, I was
keenly aware that this was delaying promotion of the study to non-NHS audiences. Rather
than recruiting participants September-October 2016 and completing all research activities
with them prior to the end of the semester/beginning of the Christmas holidays, the research
process would instead be forced to pause during the holiday season (for NHS and non-NHS
recruitment and research tasks). Not only would this hamper my progress with data analysis
and writing in my second year of study, but it meant that for many participants their
involvement in the study would now last several months. I am grateful for everything I learnt
about clinical research and project management as a result of this application process, but it

was by no means plain sailing.

Study Launch and Recruitment

As soon as | received REC favourable opinion and NHS GG&C R&D management
approval, I started non-NHS recruitment right away (27 October 2016). I had already
launched a dedicated Comfort TV blog (3 March 2016, www.comforttv.wordpress.com),
featuring a variety of different blog posts which I produced exploring aspects of comfort TV

and my personal history with the small screen (Figure 2.1). I would incorporate a call for
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family units and first-year undergraduates into this website once the study went live and

continue to add new blog posts for the duration of the recruitment phase (my final post, in
which I asked readers if they could live without TV, was published 17 January 2017).3% All
blogs were shared on Twitter (@comforttv), as well as on private social media accounts.
While, to the best of my knowledge, no participants were recruited as a direct result of the
blog, it helped me to raise awareness of the research project among friends and colleagues

and enabled me to explore my understanding of comfort television in various ways.

COMFO RT Tv All about the TV shows that make you feel better

<A A{\pnl 19, 2016
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Figure 2.1: Comfort TV Blog

Mailing lists and posters proved far more successful methods for study promotion
and the recruitment of first-year undergraduate students from University of Glasgow. As I
was already negotiating one NHS site and several other non-NHS sites, in the form of
households and student accommodation, I decided to recruit all student participants from
University of Glasgow only. This being said, it was my intention to try to engage with first-
year students from different schools/colleges at the university, and to ideally attract a mix of
UK and international students, in order to account for a broad range of experience and TV
use. It is useful to note that the only age restriction applicable to students required them to
be aged 18 or over; there was no upper limit. While I expected the majority of student

participants to be 18 or 19 years old, I did recruit a 24-year-old student (FYUSOS, returning

35 Other notable (and popular) blog topics included ‘Why US Sitcoms are the Ultimate Comfort TV’ (16 May
2016), ‘A Death in the Family — Why TV Stars Matter to Audiences’ (19 April 2016), ‘Viewing Diary —
Why I’'m a Tattoo Fixers Addict’ (11 March 2016), ‘Goodnight, Seattle — Saying Goodbye to Frasier (Again
and Again)’ (19 July 2016), and ‘Living with the Gilmore Girls: A Tribute to Truly Comforting Telly’ (24
November 2016).
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to university for a second time) and it was interesting to note his general confidence in

himself — his emotional maturity — compared with the uncertainty and/or anxiety of many
younger students away from home for the first time. I developed two posters for non-NHS
audiences: a punchy short form advert and a long form version with greater detail (the same
posters were used for family units and first-year undergraduate students [see Appendix M &
N]). After a short summary of the research, interested parties were invited to contact me via
email for more information on taking part, and also to visit the Comfort TV blog to read
about the project and field of study. Having contacted administration staff from all colleges
to confirm that they were willing to distribute PR to their 2016/17 cohort of first-year
undergraduate students, they kindly shared the short form poster with qualifying students
via email lists. Many also placed — or allowed me to place — posters around the campus to

further increase the visibility of the study.

This first call for student participants (27 October 2016) was very successful, and I
received several enquiries about the project immediately. For some of the enquiring students,
it seemed the methodology was perhaps too intensive, especially as they, unfortunately,
could not be compensated financially for their time. With the benefit of hindsight, I would
consider simplifying my data collection methods to make the project more appealing to and
manageable for students and families alike; something I return to later in the chapter. Yet,
during November-December 2016 I recruited 8 first-year undergraduate students to the study
(one participant, FYUS02, would later be excluded from this research following a
breakdown in communication), with a further 3 students recruited January 2017 following a
second call for participants (again, utilising college mailing lists). As expected, several
participants were film and TV undergraduates, but I was fortunate to recruit 4 students from
other disciplines as well (audiences less likely to survey the screen with such a critical eye).
Similarly, I was also pleased to recruit 3 international students as I hoped they would offer
different perspectives on television’s (new) role in day-to-day life for them at that time,
adjusting not only to academic life but to a different society and culture as well. The brief
summary of first-year student demographics in the table below also reveals that 70% of
student participants were female, although I find gender to be a more limited signifier within
the context of this research.>® In the case of student participants, the attitudes and behaviours

of male and female students appear remarkably similar for the most part. Yet, socialisation

36 While stereotypes around male and female TV viewing inevitably endure to an extent — like men preferring
sport or physical comedy, or women finding comfort in cookery shows or moments of romance onscreen — |
feel the study sample is too small and too person-specific (i.e. bound to the tastes, personalities and situations
of these individuals) to adequately engage with questions of gender.
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—to which gender remains central, in the sense that children learn a “culture’s gender-related

rules, norms, and expectations” and form their own gender identities accordingly (Vinney,
2019) — did appear to have a more significant impact on students’ viewing during this period.
Indeed, how effectively students managed to interact with others, to develop new
relationships as well as to sustain pre-existing ones with friends and family back home,
would often determine how much they viewed as well as influencing the types of

programmes they watched.

Table 2.1: First-Year Undergraduate Student Participant Demographics

Finnish-
FYUSOI |19 | Female | British Unemployed | Film & TV Studies

English Literature/Film & TV
FYUSO03 | 18 | Female | English Unemployed | Studies

FYUS04 | 19 | Female | Lithuanian | Unemployed | Film & TV Studies/Digital Media
English Literature/Film & TV
FYUSOS5 | 18 | Female | British Part time Studies

English Literature/Film & TV
FYUSO06 | 18 | Female | British Unemployed | Studies

FYUSO07 | 18 | Male Greek Unemployed | Electronics/Electrical Engineering
English Literature/Film & TV
FYUSO8 | 24 | Male British Unemployed | Studies

FYUSO09 | 18 | Female | British Unemployed | Astronomy/Physics

FYUSI10 | 18 | Female | British Unemployed | Politics/Geography

FYUSI1 | 18 | Male British Unemployed | Mechanical Engineering

Promoting this research to students via mailing lists and posters proved successful,
and was aided in part, I believe, by the focus of the project itself — TV viewing and its
contribution to self-care. I think the opportunity to discuss at length (and with great certainty)
personal viewing habits, favourite television texts and comforting small screen experiences

was relished by many, and this enthusiasm is often evident in responses.



58
The recruitment of family unit participants was a more difficult task, at times

complicated further by my decision to exclude child participants under the age of 10. I
originally held the view that participants younger than 10 years would have less to contribute
and might distract during interviews, potentially impacting the quality and relevance of data
collected. On reflection, however, this was an unnecessary, and somewhat costly, stipulation
as I struggled to locate qualifying families during my initial recruitment drive. Relying on
regular social media posts (@comforttv and private social media accounts), posts on
parenting forums and TV fan forums, and poster distribution around Glasgow to engage
eligible families living locally, the response rate was lower than anticipated. I was very
fortunate to meet the father of one family unit (FU2.1) at an academic conference who
expressed his keenness to participate, while I was introduced to two other interested families
(FU1 and FU4) by a colleague. The two remaining family units were recruited from social
media posts (FU3 and FUY). As a result of this rather protracted recruitment drive — with
one family unit committing to the study November 2016 (FU1), two December 2016 (FU2
and FU3), and two January 2017 (FU4 and FUS5) — participants would progress through the
various phases of the study at different rates. I think it is worth mentioning here the difficulty
of recruiting three different audiences simultaneously (found in quite different locations, be
they physical or digital sites). Managing promotion to/recruitment of each audience, while
others were already providing data, could be challenging at times. Although I would later
devise a participant timeline document to keep track of each participant’s progress, it would
have been much more economical to start research activities with all participants from a
given audience at the same time. If I were to conduct similar research in future, I would
ensure that all recruitment was complete before commencing research (assuming data

collection would involve interviews and/or more than one research activity).

The short summary of family unit demographics in the table below is perhaps most
interesting in terms of familial structure — i.e. the involvement of two single-parent family
units (FU2 due to bereavement, FU3 due to separation) and three ‘nuclear families’ (FU1,
FU4 and FUS) — and participant occupation. I mention familial structure as it becomes
apparent in the thesis that single-parent families in particular used TV in quite different
ways; a personal medium of remembrance for one father (FU2.1) and a way to develop new
routines with his children,?” and an obstruction or distraction for another (FU3.1), eating into

his limited time with his son. Similarly, occupation has this double meaning with regards to

37 It was initially agreed that one of his two 14-year-old children would participate in the study, as his daughter
had indicated interest. However, she would later change her mind. Yet, despite the absence of either child
from the study, this participant would go on to provide some of the richest audience data collected.
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the work of family unit parents, at once relating to their employment but also their role as a

parent, as a household authority, and how both can impact personal and familial viewing.
To a limited extent, age proves an interesting signifier also in terms of debates around TV’s
place and/or function within the domestic space, with some even calling into question what

television actually is in contemporary culture.

Table 2.2: Family Unit Participant Demographics

British/
FUI.1 50 Female | Scottish Self-employed Childminder
FU1.2 54 Male British Employed Senior Lecturer
FU1.3 13 Female | British n/a n/a

Part

FU1.4 19 Female | Scottish time/Student Veterinary Nursing Assistant
FU2.1 50 Male English Employed University Lecturer
FU3.1 33 Male British Self-employed Online Merchant
FU3.2 14 Male British n/a n/a
FU4.1 55 Female | British Employed Social Worker
FU4.2 63 Male British Employed Social Care Inspector
FU4.3 18 Male British Employed PR
FU4.4 14 Male British n/a n/a
FUS.1 43 Female | British Employed Teacher
FUS5.2 44 Male Scottish Employed Teacher
FU5.3 11 Female | British n/a n/a

Reflecting on family unit recruitment, while regular social media posting proved
“successful,” 1 believe additional promotional platforms would have boosted the rate of
recruitment (though, this would have required greater time and funding). For instance,
engaging with local councils and exploring opportunities with schools and community
groups, or monetising an online advertising campaign which targeted Glasgow-based

families, might have inspired a more immediate uptake. That being said, the 5 family units
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recruited were enthusiastic and generous with their time, and sufficiently diverse to raise a

number of interesting questions.

Hospital patient recruitment was an altogether different challenge. After attending a
clinical meeting 12 December 2016 to introduce myself to clinicians covering the general
medical ward where I would recruit patients from, I visited said ward and got to know the
medical staff and their normal routine (i.e. what times were best to visit/avoid the ward). An
assigned junior doctor began telling patients about the study the following day and shared a
different version of the short form poster (tailored to NHS patients) with those who
expressed an interest in the study (see Appendix O). I then visited the ward later that day to
review the information sheet (PIS) with patients and answer any questions that they might
have. I took consent from 6 hospital patients 14 December 2016, along with their completed
Audience Data Forms, and provided each with a physical copy of the survey. Returning to
collect the completed surveys a few days later, it emerged one patient had been discharged
from the ward (HP04) and failed to finish their survey — they were removed from the study
accordingly. This left me with 5 hospital patients yet to recruit, a task that, for a number of

reasons, | would not complete until 1 February 2017.

Firstly, winter is inescapably busy for the NHS and far from ideal for conducting
audience research. The prolonged research application process meant that, rather than carry
out research in September-October 2016, I was faced with a general medical ward which
would be inundated with patients over Christmas and New Year. The majority of these
patients (elderly and admitted with flu) had neither the capacity nor the inclination to take
part in research. As well as disinterested patients, it is important to acknowledge the
immense strain on clinicians and medical staff during this time, also. While this research is
of the utmost importance to me, I had to recognise that it represented another task for junior
clinicians already pushed to breaking point. With this in mind, the promotion of the study
was postponed until early January 2017, when a more receptive junior clinician (with some
experience in audience research) would offer to assist with recruitment. I also had to
approach R&D to request an extension to my research passport at this time, as it appeared
recruitment might continue into February 2017. More recruitment runs were attempted in
the weeks that followed, but it was not until 26 January 2017 that I would take consent from
2 more hospital patients (one of whom was in fact aged 16 but was able to consent as she
was being treated as an adult on an adult general medical ward). The outstanding 3 patients

were recruited 1 February 2017.
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Table 2.3: Hospital Patient Participant Demographics

HPO1 83 Female | Scottish Retired Secretary

HP02 27 Female | Scottish Unemployed | Finance
HPO3 59 Male British Unemployed | n/a

HPO5 69 Male Scottish Retired n/a
HP06 58 Male Scottish Unemployed | n/a
HPOS 16 Female | Scottish n/a Full time education

HP09 25 Female | British Unemployed | n/a
HP10 44 Male Scottish Self-employed | Joiner
HP11 79 Male Scottish Retired n/a
HP12 69 Male Scottish Retired n/a

I appreciate that this summary of patient recruitment is very specific, but it is
important to acknowledge this trying research journey, which included several failed
recruitment attempts. Due to the nature of the research site, it was often the case that patients
who had capacity were soon to be discharged from the ward, either prior to my arrival to
discuss the research with them in-person or before they had time to complete the written
survey. Equally, patient health could decline without warning, meaning that someone who
seemed willing and able to take part in research on a morning might no longer be eligible by
the afternoon. When I arrived on site, I would always enquire at the ward front desk to make
sure those patients identified by junior clinicians were still suitable to approach. On one or
two occasions, a patient might have changed their mind about taking part in research, either
because it turned out not to be of interest to them or because they no longer felt up to it.
There was one particular instance when a potential recruit, after allowing me to explain the
research in some detail, revealed to me that she had just moments before received an
unexpected terminal diagnosis. This startling revelation brought home to me the reality of
this environment and the uncertainty which so many patients face. As mentioned previously,
I felt I had a duty of care to all participants in this research, as I was asking them to be
vulnerable and consider why television might be relied on or cherished in their daily lives
(in effect, often to think about what their lives might be lacking). I think this was manifested

in my personable and open approach to questions and discussion. Reflecting on this difficult
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moment again, I can only surmise that the patient appreciated a brief distraction and innocent

discussion about something as apparently mundane as television. We chatted a few minutes

longer after and she appeared grateful for the company.

The promotion of any research project in a hospital setting is inevitably difficult,
more so for external researchers who must rely on posters (or possibly leaflets/flyers) and
the goodwill of busy clinicians. In addition, it is impossible to approach recruitment with
any notion of selectivity. It is quite simply a case of recruiting all those who indicate any
interest in your research, rather than holding off for greater diversity. I was very fortunate to
recruit a relatively broad sample of patients (age, gender, employment), as per the summary
of patient demographics above, and there are some interesting trends in their data.
Nevertheless, I must reiterate the limitations imposed on patient data by the prescribed
research method (survey only), which I now intend to illustrate with one atypical example,

before reflecting on family unit and first-year student data collection methods.

Data Collection

While completing the consent process with one hospital patient participant (HP03),
the patient explained he would not be able to write his answers himself and suggested that I
complete the survey with him. Whereas other patient surveys were all handwritten, I opted
to complete his survey digitally instead as this would allow the participant to request
changes. In order to fill out the survey, I would read each question to the patient twice and
then transcribe his answer. Once I had finished typing up his response, I would read it back
to him and he would then confirm if he was happy to move on or not. Although a little more
time consuming than completing the survey independently, the responses logged, in my
opinion, are a much more accurate representation of that patient’s life with the small screen.
I say his ‘life with the small screen’ here, as this participant was particularly vocal about the
importance of television to him, declaring in one question, “Life without TV would be an
absolute misery for me” (HP03, 2016). This response perfectly illustrates the difference
between answering formal survey questions independently and responding to questions
asked (or in this case relayed) by an interviewer. I chatted with this patient for a short time
prior to tackling the survey with him. We discussed various British sitcoms and other kinds

of TV we each enjoyed, and he seemed to savour the company. The benefit of such an
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approach was we established a rapport prior to the survey questions. I believe that the

participant felt comfortable with me and also took satisfaction knowing that his contribution
mattered to my research. Accordingly, his reflection on the prospect of life without TV has
a certain honesty and depth which is, for the most part, entirely absent from other hospital

patients’ survey responses.

As a further example, having identified programmes he likes to watch regularly in a
previous question — including soap operas, concerts and wildlife documentaries — the same

patient was asked, ‘How do you feel when you watch them?’ (Q.14). He replied:

“I can feel quite up and down when I watch the soaps. When they’re happy, I'm
happy; when they’re sad, I’'m sad. I do get involved in them, maybe too much for my
own good. I’ve got to watch what I watch and how much I get involved. I can identify
a lot with the moods of characters, but it can trigger stuff off with me.” (ibid.)

Responding to the same survey question, another patient, who had previously
identified The Jeremy Kyle Show (ITV, 2005-) as a programme she viewed regularly, simply
stated: “Relatable/humorous” (HP02, 2016). Not only is her answer somewhat vague in light
of the question, but there is no real sense of participant personality or experience. The male
patient suggests he is susceptible to the content he views regularly, betraying vulnerability
(“it can trigger stuff off with me’), whereas the female patient’s answer is functional, perhaps
as the physical survey also determined she write answers by hand, compared to completing
a digital survey or my relaying survey questions to her. All of which suggests two alternative
approaches may have proved more successful for patient data collection: 1.) I could have
been present to ask and record answers to survey questions on behalf of patients, or 2.) I
could have conducted a full interview with each patient, eliminating the need for me to repeat
their transcribed responses back to them and allowing me to ask them to elaborate further on
points of interest. On reflection, I believe that a written survey required an unnecessary effort
from patients and resulted in a collection of data which only partially accounts for their use
of television in the hospital setting. Yet, it is also worth stating here that the quality and
quantity of family unit and first-year student data more than compensates for any
oversimplification of experience in hospital surveys; and, in fact, later enables me to
consider how instrumental examples of viewing as self-care in day-to-day life might be

replicated in patient care.

The effectiveness of family unit and undergraduate student data collection methods

might be assessed in tandem, as both groups followed near identical research paths.
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Beginning with the distribution of an online viewing survey, hosted on Google Forms, the

majority of student and family unit participants completed the survey fairly swiftly. An
added benefit of Google Forms was that it would automatically collate survey data and
indicate trends of note; for example, statistics relating to how many hours of TV students
believed they watched on an average day. After each participant completed the viewing
survey, their first phase interview was scheduled. In addition, as per study protocol, I had to
keep a schedule of my research activities once interviews began (and NHS recruitment, for
that matter). I would share this with my supervisors at the beginning of each week and send
an email notification prior to commencing an interview/research activity and another email
after each interview/research activity concluded. All interviews were conducted in
participants’ shared or rented accommodation or family homes, with the exception of two
family units (FU2.1 and FU3) whose interviews were completed via Skype.*® The first
student interview was conducted 29 November 2016 (FYUSO03), while the first family unit
interview took place 19 December 2016 (FUI1). In Reacting to Reality Television:
Performance, Audience and Value (2012), Beverley Skeggs and Helen Wood reflect on their
similar decision to interview and observe viewers in their homes, allowing some participants
who were friends already to take part in group viewing sessions, while others watched alone

with the researcher.?® They explain:

“This decision was made to make the research environment less pressured and more
comfortable, but it also means that some text-in-action sessions are influenced by the
effect of a group, whilst others are a product of a different dynamic between
television, sole participant and interviewer.” (2012: 117)

Although I did not undertake any ‘text-in-action sessions’, it is necessary to
acknowledge that interview dynamics vary in much the same way. Group interviews,
somewhat inevitably, invite more economical responses from study participants and are
shaped to a large degree by the dominant voice(s) in the group; typically, a parent or parents
when interviewing family units. On occasion, this could be beneficial as a parent(s) might
encourage more detailed responses from their child(ren), perhaps relaying a question in more
familiar terms or sparking some recollection. Yet, I am also aware that, despite asking each
family participant the same question individually before moving to the next, affording each

the same opportunity to voice their point of view and experience, some children are simply

38 FU2.1 resided in London, while FU3 recently moved from Glasgow to Inverness. Each was still located in
their family home, however, for their first phase and second phase/final interviews.

39 Skeggs and Wood do note that some interviews had to be completed in local community centres or libraries
instead due to participants living in shared accommodation (2012: 117).
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Copies of advertisement materials for research participants: PR 2 04 October 2016
Short Form Advert
Copies of advertisement materials for research participants: PR 2 04 October 2016
Short Form Advert Hospital Patients
Covering letter on headed paper: REC Cover Letter 09 September 2016
Evidence of Sponsor insurance or indemnity (non NHS Sponsors 04 August 2016
only): Insurance Information
Interview schedules or topic guides for participants: First Interview |1 19 October 2016
Questions Families (FU)
Interview schedules or topic guides for participants: First Interview |1 19 October 2016
Questions Students (FYUS)
IRAS Checklist XML 24 October 2016
Non-validated questionnaire: Survey Qs Family Units 1 28 July 2016
Non-validated questionnaire: Survey Qs First Year Students 1 28 July 2016
Non-validated questionnaire: Survey Qs Hospital Patients 1 28 July 2016
UofG REC Feedback 09 September
2016*
Department Approval 30 August 2016
Participant Withdrawal Form 1 28 July 2016
Supervisor 2 CV 21 September 2016
Assent Form 1 28 July 2016
Participant Screening Form 1 28 July 2016
Viewing Journal (FU and FYUS) 2 04 October 2016
Audience Data Form (formerly Participant Screening) 2 04 October 2016
Covering Response Letter 1 11 October 2016
Second Covering Response Letter 1 24 October 2016
Participant consent form: Consent Form Families and Students] 1 28 July 2016
Participant consent form: Consent Form Hospital Patients 1 28 July 2016
Participant information sheet (PIS): Families and Students 1 28 July 2016
Participant information sheet (PIS): Hospital Patients 1 28 July 2016
Participant information sheet (PIS): PIS Families and Students 2 04 October 2016
Participant information sheet (PIS): PIS Hospital Patients 2 04 October 2016
Participant information sheet (PIS): PIS Child Version 2 04 October 2016
REC Application Form 210504/1006 |12 September 2016
564/1/732

Research protocol or project proposal: Project Protocol

1

09 September 2016

Summary CV for Chief Investigator (Cl)

1

21 September 2016

Summary CV for supervisor (student research): Dr Amy Holdsworth -
cv

21 September 2016

*date received

Statement of compliance

The Committee is constituted in accordance with the Governance Arrangements for Research
Ethics Committees and complies fully with the Standard Operating Procedures for Research

Ethics Committees in the UK.
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After ethical review

Reporting requirements

The attached document “After ethical review — guidance for researchers” gives detailed guidance
on reporting requirements for studies with a favourable opinion, including:

* Notifying substantial amendments

Adding new sites and investigators
Notification of serious breaches of the protocol
Progress and safety reports

Notifying the end of the study

The HRA website also provides guidance on these topics, which is updated in the light of changes
in reporting requirements or procedures.

Feedback

You are invited to give your view of the service that you have received from the National Research
Ethics Service and the application procedure. If you wish to make your views known please use
the feedback form available on the HRA website:
http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/governance/quality-assurance

We are pleased to welcome researchers and R & D staff at our NRES committee members’
training days — see details at http://www.hra.nhs.uk/hra-training/

_ Please quote this number on all correspondence

With the Committee’s best wishes for the success of this project.
Yours sincerely

5

y L'L/k (N e AAACA.

Professor Nigel Webster

Chair
Enclosures: “After ethical review — guidance for researchers” SL-AR2
Copy to: Miss Emma-Jane Gault

Ms Kayleigh Pender, NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde
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Appendix M
Short Form Advert [FU & FYUS]

NHS [Bf] University
Gre:rt‘zrcci;adsegow P " 5 (fGlaSgOW

COMFORT TV | PR Materials: Short Form Advert [FU & FYUS]

‘COMFORT TV: CALLING ALL VIEWERS’
Take part in an exciting new research project all about TV that makes you feel better.

The Comfort TV Research Project is recruiting Families and First Year Undergraduate
Students in order to examine TV’s potential to strengthen, soothe and rejuvenate its viewers.

This project is all about how audiences use and adapt TV on a daily basis, how viewing rituals and
what you watch impacts your well-being, and how successful television is as a tool for comfort.

To find out how to participate in this study, contact k.castle.1@research.gla.ac.uk

www.comforttv.wordpress.com

Version 2 04/10/16
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Longform Advert [FU & FYUS]
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Greater Glasgow
and Clyde

COMFORT TV | PR Materials: Longform Advert

‘COMFORT TV: CALLING ALL TV VIEWERS!'

So, perhaps you're wondering, “"What exactly is comfort TV?” Well, that question pretty much sums
up the entire purpose of this exciting new audience research project!

You see, comfort TV is something that has the potential to not only relax viewers, but also to
strengthen, soothe and rejuvenate them; essentially, TV that makes you feel better. Whether that
involves a return to childhood favourites like Friends (NBC) or Doctor Who (BBC), lifestyle and leisure
programmes like The Great British Bake Off (BBC) or Grand Designs (Channel 4), or panel shows like

Would I Lie to You? (BBC) or 8 Out of 10 Cats (Channel 4); whatever the show, it doesn't really

matter. What matters is how the shows you watch respond to your immediate situation, how they
meet your physical and emotional needs, as a reaction to life both around and beyond the TV screen.

And that’s exactly what this project is concerned with, looking at how YOU are using and adapting
TV, as a reaction and remedy to everyday living, and how successful TV is as a tool for comfort.

The project is now recruiting its three audience groups: Families, First Year Undergraduate
Students, and Hospital Patients, with each enabling us to explore TV's role and effectiveness

during periods of normality and crisis. The data gathered could prove invaluable to Film & TV
academia, the NHS and other care providers, and the broadcasting industry, too. It's also a great
opportunity for you to learn more about your TV viewing habits and how they can impact (positively
or negatively) your well-being.

So, if you think you fit the bill and want to find out more about how you can participate in the
study, simply contact k.castle.1@research.gla.ac.uk and our research team will be in touch shortly.

For more on comfort TV, simply visit www.comforttv.wordpress.com

Version 1

28/07/16
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Appendix O
Short Form Advert [HP]

NHS [Bf] University
Gre:rt‘zrcci;adsegow P " 5 (fGlaSgOW

COMFORT TV | PR Materials: Short Form Advert [HP]

‘COMFORT TV: CALLING ALL VIEWERS

Take part in an exciting new research project all about TV that makes you feel better.

The Comfort TV Research Project is recruiting Hospital Patients in order to examine
television’s potential to strengthen, soothe and rejuvenate viewers situated in healthcare
environments.

This project is all about how audiences use and adapt TV on a daily basis, how viewing
rituals and what you watch impacts your well-being — particularly when viewed away
from the domestic — and how successful television is as a tool for comfort.

To find out more about how to participate in this study, please express your interest to one
of the junior members of the clinical team.

www.comforttv.wordpress.com

Version 2 04/10/16
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