  Since the assimilation of television into mainstream American culture violence has proven an important element of programming.  The effect of television violence has been a controversial issue for decades, and research has shown that exposure to such violence does have a harmful effect on young viewers.  According to research studies television violence not only causes increased crime rates, aggressive and antisocial behavior, desensitization, and faulty beliefs among children, but also causes children to become fearful of the world around them.  Given the influence of television violence many steps have been taken to counteract its negative effects.

Types of Television Violence

     In 1993 Congress pressured the television industry to perform self-evaluations in order to determine violent content of programming.  The broadcasting industry chose to conduct their monitoring through UCLA.  The UCLA Television Monitoring Report divided television violence into four categories.  The first of these categories includes television shows that raise serious concern, or that contain explicit violence.  Such shows include “slasher movies” (1) and films that depict “real people being killed on camera” (1).  

     Another category of television violence includes shows that “contain scenes of violence but raise few concerns” (1).  Such programming includes shows that depict accidents and humorous mishaps in which characters are not seriously injured.  For example, the sitcom Home Improvement portrays frequent, minor accidents relating to home improvement.  WORK ON THIS.

     The third type of television violence includes shows that “do not have high levels of violence, but due to context raise serious concerns” (1).  This category includes shows that portray violence as humorous, but do not actually contain violence.  For example, shows that display stand-up comedians that frequently make comic references to violent acts are considered to possess violent content.

     Violent content of television shows may fall into the fourth category: shows that “do contain a high level of violence, but due to context do not raise serious levels of concern” (1).  Such programming includes the televised version of such films as Schindler’s List and other historical works. 

Research Studies

     
Throughout our research, we found various research studies that looked at the effects of TV violence on children and adolescents.  The National Television Violence Study of 1996 is the most comprehensive analysis of violence on television.  It lasted three years and studied 3, 185 programs, across 23 TV channels, from 6 a.m. to 11 p.m., seven days a week, for an entire TV season.  This study found that 57% of all programs analyzed had some violence and that one-third of the programs presented nine or more violent interactions.  It showed that the violence was rarely punished and it portrayed victims of violence as rarely suffering from harmful consequences.  The study proved that 37% of the perpetrators of violence were portrayed as attractive and 44% of violent acts were shown as justified.  “Not only was violence prevalent throughout the entire television landscape, but also it was typically shown as sanitized and glamorized” (Potter 123).  A March 1989 study by conducted 20 field experiments to determine the short-term effects of viewing aggression in TV shows on child social behavior.     

  “Field Experiments of TV Violence with Children:  Evidence for an Environmental Hazard?” found that exposure to violence on TV has adverse effects.  Kenneth D. Gadow, PhD and Joyce Sprafkin, PhD found exposure to violence increases one’s acceptance of aggressive behavior in others, dulls one’s sensitivity to violence, and causes one to adopt “mean world” attitudes that are consistent with TV’s portrayal of aggressive behavior.  Overall, the study found that watching aggressive-laden material led to relatively higher levels of post-viewing antisocial behavior.  

  “Contributors to Violent Behavior among Elementary and Middle School Children,” a study conducted in October 1999, hypothesized that the number of daily television-viewing hours and a preference for watching violent television shows would be associated positively with children’s violent behaviors.  The study hypothesized that children’s exposure to violence would be associated positively with self-reported violent behaviors as well.  Mark I. Singer, PhD and associates found that a significant association was demonstrated liking violent exposure with children’s self-reported violent behaviors within a diverse sample of elementary and middle school students.  The study concluded that TV had a role in fostering violent behaviors among children, and that exposure to portrayals of violence on TV are associated consistently with children’s aggressive behaviors.  Singer and his colleagues found that such viewing can have significant behavioral and emotional consequences for children.  Several research studies found that TV violence had negative influences on children and adolescents.  However, studies show that TV violence is not the only contributing factor to negative behavior among children and adolescents.

     Many research studies have been conducted on the effects of television violence.  George Gerbner, PhD, at the University of Pennsylvania and his associates, performed one of the most important studies of the effects of television violence.  Gerbner performed a twenty-two year content analysis of violence in children’s programming.  The content analysis carried out by Gerbner and his associates over the twenty-two year period indicate a “consistently high level of violence” (2) in American television.  Furthermore, they found that television programming aimed at children contains almost twenty violent acts each hour (3).  Children’s programming, especially Saturday morning cartoons, proved to contain more instances of violence than any other programming (2).  From these findings and other research, Gerbner concluded that children heavily exposed to television are more likely to consider the world as dangerous and frightful than are children less exposed to television (3).  This conclusion closely correlates with the Scary World Hypothesis. (MORE ON THIS??)

     Researchers Leonard Eron and Rowell Huesmann conducted a longitudinal panel study of over 800 eight year old children.  They then re-interviewed the subjects eleven and twenty-two years later.  Eron and Huesmann compared the childhood television viewing to adult criminal activities and found a close correlation between the two.  For example, they found in males a strong relationship between preference for violent media at age eight and aggressive behavior at age eighteen (2).  In fact, Eron states, “The correlation between violence-viewing at age eight and how aggressive the individual was at age nineteen was higher than the correlation between watching violence at age eight and behaving aggressively at age eight” (4).  This seems to indicate that television violence has a strong long-term impact on viewers.  Eron and Huesmann also found that the children that viewed the most television as eight-year olds were more likely to be “arrested and prosecuted for criminal acts as adults” (3).

     In a smaller study conducted by Pennsylvania State University 100 preschool aged children were observed both before and after television exposure (3).  Some children viewed non-violent cartoons while some viewed cartoons containing violence and aggression (3).  Researchers found that the children exposed to the violent cartoons were more likely to exhibit aggression and other negative behaviors than were the children exposed to non-violent cartoons.  Researcher Aletha Huston, PhD asserts, 

“Children who watched the violent shows, even ‘just funny’ cartoons, were more likely to hit out at their playmates, argue, disobey class rules, leave tasks unfinished, and were less willing to wait for things than those who watched non-violent programs.” (3).

In general, the study found that exposure to television violence impacts the behavior of children.

Research Conclusions

     The research studies examined indicate that exposure to television violence has many effects on children and adults.  Perhaps of the most important effects is the exhibition of aggressive behavior.  According to the studies television programming, especially children’s’ programming, contains significant levels of violence, and that high levels of exposure correlate with higher levels of aggression in both children and adults.

     In addition, children may become fearful of the world around them due to exposure to television violence, as indicated by the research of George Gerbner.  Television programming depicts high levels of violence and in viewing such violence children are likely to believe the world is characterized by such violence.

     Desensitization is also a harmful effect of television violence.  According to the American Psychological Association, “Children who watch a lot of television are less aroused by violent scenes than are those who only watch a little; in other words, they are less bothered by violence in general, and less likely to see anything wrong with it” (5).  Due to viewing violence on television children are more likely to consider violence as common and acceptable.  Several studies show that children exposed to violent media are less likely to intervene when they “saw younger children fighting or playing destructively” (5).


  During our observations of various research studies, we found numerous negative effects that were consistent throughout the research studies.  There was a significant amount of evidence, which concluded that TV violence creates faulty beliefs about real-life, promotes antisocial behavior, and increases high crime rates among children and adolescents.  “Television enters people’s lives regardless of their capacity to deal appropriately with its content” (Wharton and Mandell).  Therefore, media illiterate individuals, such as children and adolescents, are more willing to accept what the media portrays as realty.  Children still tend to accept what they see on TV as realistic; they do not easily distinguish truth from fantasy (Effect of TV Violence).  The level of violence in the media is far higher than the real-world levels of violence and crime (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  TV focuses on the most arousing crimes and types of violence (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  Children may learn to perceive aggressive behavior as normal and acceptable (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  Children may become more tolerant of what they thought as real-life aggression against other children (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  One study found that even the TV evening news can traumatize children and lead to nightmares (Committee on Public Education).  Children may gain faulty beliefs from what the media chooses to represent as reality.  Nearly two-thirds of all programming contains violence (Committee on Public Education).  Portrayals of violence are misleading, because violent acts are glamorized and often go unpunished (Committee on Public Education).

Several research studies found that TV violence increases and promotes antisocial behavior among children too.  One study discovered that watching aggression-laden material leads to relatively higher levels of post-viewing antisocial behavior (Gadow and Sprafkin).  It was documented that “media violence contributes to the development or exacerbation of some forms of childhood psychopathology and it is a predisposing factor for interpersonal conflict” (Gadow and Sprafkin).  In one study, teachers rated children who watched more violent TV programs as less cooperative, less successful in interpersonal relationships and less happy (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  It was also found that TV violence could cause psychological distress like depression, anxiety, disassociation and post-traumatic stress among children and adolescents (Singer et al.)  

In addition, research studies found a correlation between high crime rates among children and TV violence.  There is a strong connection between media violence and real-life aggressive behavior and violence (Committee on Public Education).  Children’s shows contain the most violence (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  In fact, children’s television programs are six times as violent as adult television programs (Zuckerman and Zuckerman).  In relation to these statistics, the number of violent crimes among children has increased.  From 1980 to 1995, arrests among children 12 years of age or younger for violent crimes increased by 102% (Singer et al.)  Studies show that children are becoming perpetrators of violence at increasingly younger ages (Singer et al.)  In one study, children who watched a lot of TV violence when they were 8 years old were more likely to be arrested and prosecuted for criminal acts as adults (???).  In another study, there was a strong correlation between childhood exposure to TV violence and later criminal behavior (???).  Between 1957 and 1974, murder rates nearly doubled in the U.S. and Canada as TV was introduced into each country (???).   
Theories


Psychologists and sociologists have developed many theories to explain the effects of media violence on audience members. These theories are divided into three categories: biological, ecological, and cognitive.


Biological theories explain how a person’s physiological characteristics, such as instincts and hormones, contribute to aggression. According to Lorenz (1963) aggression is an instinct that serves the continuation of a species by generating energy. This energy, however, must be brought on by a stimulus, such as violent content on television (Potter 1999). 


While biological theories contribute aggression to human nature, ecological theories contend that a person’s environmental factors affect them over time. Cultivation theory explains that the formation of opinions and beliefs about the world over the long term is a result of media exposure. This theory maintains that there is a linear relationship in television exposure, that is the more television people watch, the more likely they are to believe that the real world is like the world on television (Potter 1999). This is indicated by the prevailing opinion that crime, violence, and victimization are more common than they really are. Potter (1999) defines socialization as the “gradual, long-term process that teaches children about society’s rules, attitudes, values, and norms.” This explains how a person’s experiences can shape aggressive attitudes in him or her. In the process of socialization, people learn about their world by internalizing, they then develop habits through externalization, and finally their actions become legitimate in the process of objectification.


The cognitive theories explain media effects through human thinking processes. Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget asserted that children are more likely to be adversely affected by violence on television because they are unable to distinguish fantasy from reality and have trouble connecting consequences with actions (Potter 1999). Bruner’s (1957) theory on perceptual readiness explains that people interpret events by choosing the construct that is most accessible to them. The media are influential in the formation and transport of constructs to the forefront of a person’s memory (Potter 1999).


Interactionist theories incorporate environmental factors and an individual’s characteristics to explain the effects of media violence. According to the frustration-aggression hypothesis people respond aggressively when they become frustrated; however, these people are influenced by external stimuli, such as television violence (Potter 1999). The excitation transfer theory states that the media can reduce or increase arousal effects. According to Zillman (1982) arousal intensifies a person’s behavior. While watching a violent television show a person’s attention is absorbed and this can help distract them from maintaining in a negative arousal state. In this way, much as in Aristotle’s catharsis theory viewing drama aids the audience in purging negative feelings. However, Zillman’s theory also says that violent portrayals can stimulate arousal which can be transferred to another activity (Potter 1999). 

Another type of interactionist theory, social learning theory, explains how children can be negatively affected by violence on television. Children learn social skills by watching others and the media; they then imitate those observed behaviors. Cue theory, developed by Berkowitz (1965) explains that when angry people are exposed to violent television content, those depictions indicate to them to behave aggressively. Elements on television such as guns serve as cues. When people encounter these cues in real life, they are reminded of violence and are more likely to behave aggressively (Potter 1999). Finally, social cognition theory, also known as script theory, maintains that aggressive behavior is dependent upon how an individual handles environmental events. According to Huesmann (1986) children learn aggressive scripts by watching violence in the media (Potter 1999). 

Remedies


The violence chip, commonly known as the v chip, was put into use January of 2000.  The v chip is required to be in all new televisions 13 inches or larger. The v chips work with the television industry’s rating system.  With the v chip parents can program their television to block television shows that they feel are inappropriate based on the rating system.  The major problems with the v chip’s effectiveness are that many people do not know they own a v chip equipped television and many parents that are aware they own one still do not use it. (stats on the use of the v chip)

The rating system used on television is a requirement for all programs.  The rating system was first required by the FCC in January 1997.  All television programs are required to have a rating in the upper left-hand corner of the television screen.  The rating system has six different ratings, ranging from TV-Y, which are television shows designed for young children, to TV-M, which are for mature audiences.  As an addition to the rating system, in the fall of 1997 extra content letters were added to the rating.  These extra letters are to clarify the content of the program.  Although the rating system allows people to be prepared for the content of the program, there are many problems with this system.  First of all, the rating of the program is only shown for a few seconds at the very beginning of the program.  This is often easy for people to miss, so often people have no idea what the rating is of they show they are watching.  This also means that it is difficult for parents to know what the rating is of the program that their children are watching.  Another problem with this system, when being used to protect children from violent television programs, is that it relies on parents.  Parents have to pay attention to the rating system and turn the television for the v chip to have any affect.  

Currently there is a proposed Senate bill that would ban violent television shows during daylight hours, when children make up a significant portion of the audience.  The hours that would be considered daylight would most likely be from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m.  If this bill were to pass, then a government agency would determine the definition of “violent programming,” and the television industry would have no choice to but to go along with it.  The restriction contained in this bill would only go into effect if the FCC find that they v-chip is not effective in protecting children.


The problem with this proposed Senate bill, is that it most likely will not be effective in protecting children against violence on television.  This is because it is extremely difficult to get a law passed through the legislature that puts restrictions on television.   There have been dozens of proposed bills with intentions such as this, but the United States Congress tends to vote them down. 

In addition to all of these restrictions there are also many commercial products on the market that are designed to protect children violent television programming.  One of these products is call the Weemote, which is a colorful plastic remote control for the television that can be programmed to work with up to five preselected channels.  This way children can watch television and control what they watch, but are still limited to channels that their parents feel are appropriate.  However, this product is only recommended for children up to eight years old.  Older children may be able to outwit the device.


Another product is TV Allowance.  This product does not actually censor or block any television shows, instead it only allows children to watch a limited number of hours of television per week.  The idea behind this product is that children will be more responsible with what they watch

Even with all of these products, bills, new technology, etc., the only sure way to protect children from violent television is parental supervision.  Children can often find a way around the new technology and such, with make it very important that parents pay attention and monitor what their children are watching.

Conclusion

     In psychologist Leonard Eron’s Congressional testimony, he affirms,

“There can no longer be any doubt that heavy exposure to televised violence is one of the causes of aggressive behavior, crime and violence in society….The fact that we get this same finding of a relationship between television violence and aggression in study after study…cannot be ignored…It cannot be denied or explained away.” (2).

Clearly television violence is not solely to blame for the harmful behaviors and attitudes of children; the breakdown of the nuclear family, high divorce rates, parental supervision, and other “social, cultural, familial, and cognitive factors” (6) play an important role in childhood development.  However, as Eron concludes, “We have come to believe that a vicious cycle exists in which television violence makes children more aggressive and these aggressive children turn to watching more violence to justify their own behavior” (2).

