While Michael J. Fox goes back to the future again, in a DVD trilogy scheduled for the holidays, Americans have been going back to the living room for the past year or so.

Families are enjoying increased home entertainment for many reasons, with the events of Sept. 11 playing a role in homebound escapism, as families have drawn closer together.

For video specifically, curiosity concerning DVD and what it has to offer might also play a role. Families appear to be spending more time together inside the home, where not long ago they went their separate ways and met up later.

While experts have long cautioned too much time in front of the television can blank the mind, further loosen the flab and couch-potato the soul, there’s also something to be said for families sticking together and sharing a common experience.

“Families benefit from shared time because it eases loneliness and isolation, nurtures relationships and creates a family identity,” says Nick Stinnett, a family life researcher at the University of Nebraska, and along with colleague John DeFrain, author of Secrets of Strong Families. “Strong families are made step-by-step. Spending time together – quality time in large quantities – has been found to be one of the important steps necessary to achieving a strong family.”

Can video serve as a tie that helps bond? Perhaps if it’s part of a wide array of activities built to keep families interacting consistently. A survey conducted by Stinnett and DeFrain found many parents considered television an interruption to family activities, and limited program and video time. Others used programs and videos as a springboard for discussion, seeking quality fare and discussing the issues presented afterward, as a family.

Using videos and television as a framework for bigger-picture conversations is one of many activities the researchers recommend, when used smartly.

The Northwest Regional Educational Library, a respected resource for parents concerning family issues, takes the usual hard line when it comes to ill-advised television and video viewing.

“Current research shows that a lot of television and video watching may make it hard for children to learn to read and do well in school,” the organization’s Web site material cautions. “Another concern is that when children spend hours watching television, they are not spending enough time reading, writing, drawing, talking, socializing, studying or learning in an appropriate way what adults do.”

But like other experts in the field, the laboratory researchers say limiting the viewing, exercising judgement in content and using that content as a link to important family discussions can be beneficial.

“Include movies, videos, computer time and video games in the allotment of screen time,” the lab suggests in its book Easy Ways for Families to Help Children Learn: Activities and Suggestions for Families to Enhance Learning for Children Preschool – Grade 6. “Young children often cannot tell the difference between what is happening on the screen and reality. Ask questions about what is happening as you watch. Explain and discuss appropriately.”

Many in the video industry are in line with these recommendations. Silvio Piccini, senior v.p. of merchandising for Hollywood Video, says he would like to see more quality family titles, because he believes they can sell even better.

“Also, make more edited, airline versions available for sale to retailers of PG-13 and R-rated movies,” Piccini says. “With DVD, it should be easy to provide alternate edited versions.”

Hollywood Video markets their family and kids video sections separate from other titles.

“We direct the message at the parent, with free kids rentals,” he says. “We also call out family titles with good recommendations, through in-store publications.”

Rentals and sales of family titles have been healthy this year compared to past years, Piccini says.

“Harry Potter, Grinch and Shrek are the most notable examples,” he says. “There could be momentum building, with a trend toward spending more time at home with family. (The studios) should capitalize on this by making more quality family titles.”

VHS has been a bastion for family titles, Piccini says, while titles appealing to both adults and children have migrated well to DVD.

At Wherehouse Music, recent family titles have pulled even or slightly ahead of VHS, says director of video Zane Plsek.

“Family and kids titles have never been our strong suit,” he says. “We do have success with the high-profile releases, and the titles that have more of an edge to them, making them appeal to a sort of Gen-X mentality. We have separate family and kids sections in all stores, and usually bring in free-standing merchandisers for the high-profile new releases.”

Along with the new and appealing, the return-to-family trend could also spell good news for classic American titles. Fox Home Entertainment has just released a Rodgers & Hammerstein Collection, featuring several great American musicals as both singles and as a boxed set. Titles include Carousel, The King and I, Oklahoma, Sound of Music, South Pacific and State Fair.

“These titles remind people how great the musical genre can be,” says Todd Rowan, senior v.p. of marketing at Fox Home Entertainment. “They have already enjoyed exposure at VHS, and now we’re repricing those and adding DVD to the equation.”

Fox is creating more than 3 million ad impressions for the titles, and doing a buy-two, get-one-free promotion.

“We’re always looking for the best time to market our deep catalog, and this is it for the musicals,” Rowan says. “We’re backing them up with a vibrant promotion. This is also the Rodgers and Hammerstein centennial celebration, so there is added exposure there.”

Modern musicals are in the mix, with Paramount bringing Grease and Footloose to DVD for the first time. Then there are the upcoming and recent titles that helped and are expected to further boost the family video marketplace, things like Shrek and Monsters, Inc.

DVD seems to be an instigator to the boost.

“DVD makes (family) titles new again to the consumer,” says Kelly Sooter, head of domestic home video for DreamWorks Entertainment. “The DVD puts the title in the forefront, and the retailer already has the advantage of the marketing that’s been going on since theatrical.”

Good messages make for the best family titles, says Gordon Ho, v.p. of brand marketing, animation, at Buena Vista Home Entertainment.

“There is so much family entertainment out there, it’s important not to lose sight of messages,” Ho says. “It’s quite competitive. You need to have, to borrow a phrase, faith, dust and a little bit of pixie dust.”

