


But what can be done to reverse these recent
trends? Some criminologists argue that the best
method of slowing juvenile crime is to strike
at the commonly heralded ‘“‘causes of crime’:
poverty, unemployment, drug and alcohol
abuse, possession of weapons, and the like.

Others maintain that an easier and more effec-
tive means of curbing delinquency is to reduce
young peoples’ exposure to violent acts. This
decades-old theory—that violence begets vio-
lence—is gaining acceptance in the United
States as well as in other countries, including
England.

Parents’ groups in the United States have
spearheaded the effort to earn legislative back-
ing which would mandate the reduction of
violence on television, or, at the very least,
establish a committee to conduct a definitive
study of the issue. And, although some legis-
lators are convinced that television violence
promotes aggressive behavior in young people,
their efforts to influence the amount of vio-
lence children are exposed to have been large-
ly unsuccessful.

The British have met with greater success.
Under pressure following the two media
related mass killings last fall, Britain’s Home
Secretary has established the Broadcasting
Standards Council to monitor violence on
television. The consequence of this scrutiny
may be the banning of programs that glam-
orize violence and, in so doing, desensitize
viewers to it.

Disagreement about television’s influence
Talk of the possibility of banning programs
which contain excessive violence evokes, pre-

dictably, the cry of censorship.

Opponents of governmental regulation of pro-
gramming argue that attributing the escalation

of violence to television is unwarrantable. To
permit a committee to determine what are ac-
ceptable levels of violence and then to use this
information to regulate television’s content is in
violation of the First Amendment, they maintain.

But the other camp, less concerned about cen-
sorship and more interested in reducing vio-
lence among juveniles, makes a persuasive
case for examining television’s influence. The
belief that television teaches children and
young adults that violence is an acceptable
means of solving problems and acquiring
power is attracting the attention of sociologists
and criminologists, as well as parents’ groups
and legislators.

Surveys by researchers at the Annenberg
School of Communications at the University of
Pennsylvania substantiate this belief. When
asked, young viewers who watch a lot of tele-
vision are more likely than their non-viewing
counterparts to agree that it is almost always
right to hit someone if you are mad at them
for a good reason. Consequently, the Surgeon
General has clearly documented violent pro-
gramming for children as a serious public
health problem.

The vicarious violence to which children are
exposed is pervasive. In studies of the 1984-85
and 1985-86 seasons, the researchers report
that nearly nine of every 10 hours of program-
ming in the family-hour slot (the first hour of
prime-time viewing) contained violence at a
rate of eight violent incidents per hour—the
second and third highest indices ever record-
ed—and more saturated with violence than late
night prime-time hours.

Weekend daytime children’s programs for the
1984-85 season contained an average of 27
violent acts per hour, the second highest since
the School began its analyses in 1967. The ill
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effects of cartoons, which comprise most
weekend programming for children, have been
reported in 40 National Coalition on Tele-
vision Violence studies of children aged 3-11.
Children exposed to cartoon violence experi-
enced increases in loss of temper, fighting,
kicking, choking, selfishness, and cruelty and
disrespect to animals. Authorities also agree
that children under the age of 6 or 7, often
avid viewers of television, many times cannot
distinguish between reality and fantasy. And
even after that age, the distinction can become
blurred because television programs are in-
creasingly plausible and realistic in nature.

Do children learn what they see? Experiments
at Michigan State show that the greater the level
of exposure to violence, the more the children
are willing to use violence, to suggest it as a
solution to conflict, and to perceive it as effec-
tive. Even opponents of these findings concede
that for children predisposed to violence, ex-
posure to it, on television, for example, can
provoke exhibitions of violent behavior.

“Advances” in television stand to exacerbate
this already sensitive issue. Interactive televi-
sion is on the immediate horizon, bringing with
it the opportunity for viewers who own the ap-
propriate companion toy to aim at the televi-
sion screen during the course of the program
and fire bullets or missiles at an enemy figure.
Good aim scores points for the viewer. It may
also further confuse the child who is unable to
differentiate television fantasy from reality.

Anyone who has heard children repeat jingles, who
has heard them talk about what they have seen on
television, who has seen them fantasize that they
were a favorite character, or who has watched
them incorporate behavior they have learned from
it, knows how great is its power to reach them.
The National Council on Crime and Delinquency
said in 1959 that if people believe in television’s

value to teach, to modify values, and to change at-
titudes, as it has with so many educational pro-
grams, then those same people cannot at the same
time deny the effect of a daily diet of violence
masked as entertainment. Likewise, the National
Committee on Causes and Prevention of Violence
concluded in September of 1969: “Violence on
television encourages violent forms of behavior and
fosters moral and social values about violence in
daily life which are unacceptable in a civilized so-
ciety,” especially in youngsters that lack the bal-
ancing environment of family, peer, or school relu-
tionships, because they tend to accept television
portrayals as reality.

As the Annenberg analyses prove, however, despite
these and other arguments, little has been done to
make today’s programming any less violent than it
was in 1967. Rather than enact change through
legislative measures that threaten First Amendment
privileges, parents should become more responsible
in screening programs for their children. To help
them assess programs’ content, networks and local
stations should, on a voluntary basis, rate all pro-
grams. The rating should be printed on newspaper
television grids and in other television guides. The
plan would be self-policing: parents would voice
complaints of abuse of the system, and networks
and stations would become accountable to the
public for the content of their programming, in the
end reducing the violence it contains. Limiting the
violence to which children, teenagers, and young
adults are exposed will not by itself eliminate ju-
venile violent crime, but indications are that, at the
very least, it will offer one less provocation.
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