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 RCA introduced television to the world at the 1939 World’s Fair.  To help quiet the skeptics, a 

transparent television was included as part of the exhibit, allowing those in attendance to see the 

working parts.  Visitors to the fair were also able to see themselves on TV and received a card 

documenting the event. 

 By 1950, nine percent of American households had television sets.  Today, over 98 percent of 

American households have one television set, and 66 percent of homes have more than one.  Moreover, 

the United States has the highest ratio of television sets to people than any other country: about 776 

sets per 1,000 people. (Bushman, 2001). 

 Much like the radio when it was first introduced, many television sets were at first too expensive 

for the majority of the population.  As the technology and production improved, however, the retail 

price dropped and television’s popularity increased.  As this happened, the television replaced the radio 

as the center of the family home, something that we can still see clearly today: furniture in the living 

room, den or bedroom centers on the television, making it the focal piece of the room.  Once, people 

gathered around the radio to hear FDR’s fireside chats or the latest installment of War of the Worlds.  

Now, we get together with our closest friends and family members to watch the Superbowl and pick our 

favorite commercials. 
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 In fact, researchers estimate that the average American will spend 3,000 entire days – or just 

about nine years of life – doing nothing but watch television (Noble, 1975, p. 7).  Based on this, it comes 

as no surprise that researchers were concerned with the effects of television on its viewers as early as 

the 1960s. 

 This paper will examine the numerous experiments designed to determine whether television 

violence effects children’s development.  It will explain how the inconclusiveness of the results means 

that media violence does not significantly affect children’s development, and how many of the results 

are questionable when there is no definition of “violence” or “aggression.”  This paper will discuss the 

importance of including both boys and girls in study samples before making ethically questionable 

claims about “all children”.  Finally, this paper will also show how the real world influences what we see 

in the media, rather than the other way around. 

 Albert Bandura’s “Bobo Doll experiment” examined 36 boys and 36 girls enrolled in Stanford 

University Nursery School.  The ages ranged from three to six years, with the average age being four 

years old. 

 Bandura divided the subjects into eight experimental groups of six subjects per group, as well as 

a control group of 24 subjects.  Half of the experimental subjects viewed aggressive models, while the 

other half saw nonaggressive, subdued models.  Half of the subjects in both groups observed same-sex 

models and the remaining subjects in each group viewed opposite-sex models. 

 The experimenter and a nursery school teacher, both of whom were well acquainted with the 

children, rated the subjects.  Using four five-point rating scales, the adults measured the extent to which 

the subjects displayed physical aggression, verbal aggression, aggression toward inanimate objects and 

aggressive inhibition. 
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 For the actual experiment, the experimenter brought the subjects to the experimental room 

individually; the model stood in the hallway outside the room until invited in by the experimenter.  Once 

in the room, the experimenter brought the subject to one corner of the room, set up as the child’s play 

area.  Next, the experimenter brought the model to an opposite corner of the room, which contained a 

small table and chair, a tinker toy set, a mallet and a 5-foot inflatable Bobo doll. 

 In the nonaggressive condition, the model assembled the tinker toys quietly, completely 

ignoring the Bobo doll. 

 In the aggressive condition, the model started to assemble the tinker toys but then turned to 

the Bobo doll, spending the rest of the time “aggressing” towards it. 

 Once exposure to the behavior was complete, the model left the room and the experimenter 

brought the subject into an anteroom with an assortment of toys for the child to play with.  Once the 

child became involved with the toys, the experimenter entered the room and told the subject that these 

were the very best toys and they had decided to reserve them for other children, but that the child 

could play with anything in the next room.  The experimenter then brought the child into the adjoining 

experimental room (Bandura, A., Ross, D., & Ross, S., 1961). 

 With this experiment, “Bandura wished to establish that children can learn ‘novel’ behavior if it 

is observed either on film or in real life on one occasion.”  His argument was that children would not 

spontaneously attack the Bobo doll by hitting it with a mallet. 

 Once the experimenter left the room after bringing the child back into the experimental room, 

there was a brief settling down period, after which the child played with the toys for 20 minutes while 

the judges scored and observed his play through a one-way mirror.  However, many of the children left 
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the room because they did not want to be alone.  The experimenter returned and told the child that she 

would soon bring more toys for the child to play with. 

 Based on these conditions, Bandura found that children readily imitate the attacks of the adult – 

88 percent of children directly copied the posture, words and actions of the adult, while 79 percent who 

saw the attacks on film copied the adult’s behavior.  Bandura also concludes that film models are as 

effective teachers of aggression as real-life models, like parents or teachers. 

  These conclusions would make sense…if they were actually accurate depictions of the way 

children play.  As Noble (1975) writes, “Were this the whole story, we should live in a society where our 

children constantly imitate the aggressive behavior of television characters in their play” (p. 127).  

However, looking out the window, children spend very little of their playtime imitating aggressive film 

characters.  In fact, children imitate people in their daily life more often than they imitate aggressive film 

models.  While “cops and robbers” is certainly more violent than playing “house” or “doctor,” children 

play these games because they look up to the people they imitate.  The real-life people they imitate, 

including mom and dad, have a far greater impact on their development than do people on a screen. 

 Bandura’s results also imply that children – specifically boys - are indiscriminate mimics of 

behavior.  That is, that they will mimic all behavior, regardless of the model or what type of behavior.  

Again, we can also disprove this idea because we know that both boys and girls are likely to imitate 

behavior, but also because children tend to mimic the behaviors of those to whom they look up, even 

though the behaviors themselves may not be appropriate for children.  If children went around solely 

imitating everything they saw without some sort of conscious or unconscious filter, none of them would 

have their own personality. 
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 One of Bandura’s later experiments sought to determine whether children would imitate the 

behavior if the characters were successful or unsuccessful.  The results found that most of the 

aggressive behavior exhibited by the children was not similar enough to the characters in the film; 

therefore, strictly speaking, this did not constitute imitative behavior.  Despite this, however, Bandura 

concluded that children would imitate behavior that they see rewarded on television, an idea 

perpetuated by other researchers to this day. 

 One of these researchers is Leonard Berkowitz, who reformulated the popular Frustration-

Aggression hypothesis.  This hypothesis states that aggression is the result of the relationship between 

unpleasant stimuli and negative effect.  Negative effect is an unpleasant emotion, like anxiety, anger or 

annoyance, which can trigger a “fight or flight” response (RevisionNotes). 

 Other experiments by Berkowitz and his colleagues found the following: 

1. Exposure to media violence provokes aggressive feelings, but viewers can control these 

feelings. 

2. Viewers who see filmed aggression that they consider justified are more aggressive. 

3. Media violence provokes aggressive drive in viewers who are angered. 

4. Viewers with access to a target for their aggression will not inhibit their aggressive 

behavior if the target is associated with the victim and not the agent of the aggression 

(Noble, 1975, p. 132). 

While Berkowitz, Bandura and others found positive correlation between exposure to violent 

behavior and real-life aggression, other researchers have called these results into question.  To do this, 

they have conducted their own research, finding that exposure to violent behavior does not lead to real-

life aggressive behavior. 
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These second groups of experiments are “natural field” studies, which mean that rather than 

taking place inside a laboratory setting, the experiments take place in more life-like situations, such as 

watching an aggressive movie in a classroom or home setting; some studies also asked children to list 

their favorite shows, which the researcher then examined for violent content. 

In two separate studies by Noble, and Feshbach and Singer, the experimenters found that boys 

that are more aggressive are less aggressive after viewing television aggression (Noble, 1975, p. 136). 

A third study by Feshbach (1961) argues for catharsis, an idea originally made famous in 

Aristotle’s Poetics.  Based in Greek drama, catharsis refers to a sudden emotional climax that leaves the 

viewer with extreme feelings of sorrow, pity, laughter or any other change in emotion.  This feeling 

serves to revitalize, renew and restore members of the audience. 

Aristotle’s definition applies to an ideal sensation or effect that would overcome an audience 

after viewing a tragedy, but we can still see its effects today.  A modern, classic example of this idea is 

the way some women will watch a romantic “chick flick” and cry at the end because they identify with 

the hero or main character. 

Similarly, Feshbach found that frustrated students who saw an exciting prize fight wrote fewer 

aggressive words in a word association test than students who saw a neutral film or non-frustrated 

students who saw the prizefight.  Feshbach argued that the sight of a prizefight helped the students 

clear out their aggressive feelings (Noble, 1975, p. 136). 

We can also see this part of catharsis at work in our everyday lives.  When we are angry (or 

happy, sad, etc.), the type of music we listen to is usually a reflection of the emotions we are feeling at 

the time.  For some teenage boys, listening to aggressive rock bands like Children of Bodom or Fear 

Factory can help them feel less angry and therefore act less aggressively.  Likewise, girls who have just 
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had their first kiss or experienced their first breakup tend to be more inclined to listen to love songs or 

songs that generally have a “sadder” sound to them. 

According to psychiatrist Edwin Cook, “If my son watches an action show and hits his sister, 

then…it’s guess what you don’t get to watch for two weeks.  But the most aggressive kid in our 

neighborhood is the one who doesn’t get to watch TV at all, because he has no outlet” (as cited in Jones, 

2002, p. 199). 

 While both schools of research differ significantly about the effect or importance that television 

or filmed aggression has on the actual aggression of children, they all agree that viewing the violence 

provides children with codes for how to behave in similar situations. 

 It is remarkable that researchers on any topic are able to agree – it is not surprising, however, 

that they are quick to separate themselves from the pack: some researchers argue that television 

violence provides children with codes for the expected ways to behave in certain situations.  Still others 

argue that these codes tell children how not to behave by showing them what society considers 

unacceptable behavior. 

 Interestingly, one of the first people to argue for this more positive role of television was Albert 

Bandura.  If television provides surrogate experience with characters that we consider extended kin, 

then television should also be able to provide surrogate experience of fear-inducing objects – without 

the danger. 

 In this experiment, Bandura showed children who were afraid of dogs one of three films: (1) a 

boy playing with a dog, (2) dogs of various sizes and fearfulness or (3) films in which there were no dogs.  

After watching the films, the children saw real life dogs.  The children who had seen the dogs on film 
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were no longer frightened – or less frightened – while children who did not see dogs on the film were 

still scared (Noble, 1975, p. 130). 

 Although some naysayers interpret these results to illustrate that children can eventually 

become immune to real-life violence because they have seen so much on television, the results also 

suggest that contact with people, places and things on television can be as effective as real-life contact.  

These results also help explain why we know that places like the African plains are dangerous: the 

majority of people have never been lost there, but there are enough reality shows showing the danger 

of different places that we have an idea of what to do – or what to avoid - if we were ever in the same 

situation. 

 Interview data is another prime example of the way these mental scripts, or codes, are formed.  

For example, interviews with seven-year old children show that they know how to order a drink from a 

bar at least eleven years before they are old enough to place this order.  We can also predict that 

newsreel violence – in other words, violence that happens every day, rather than the “novel” violence 

that Bandura studied – contains more clues for later imitation than children’s shows like Tom and Jerry.   

 Anecdotal evidence of these copycat crimes include a case in Boston in which six men set a 

woman on fire after forcing her to cover herself in fuel.  In another case, four teens raped a nine-year 

old girl with a beer bottle, reenacting a scene from the made-for-TV movie Born Innocent.  While these 

are novel behaviors for the people involved, they suggest the possibility that unusual and dramatic 

behaviors can be imitated by viewers who might otherwise not have done them (Prince, 2000, p.253). 

 While all of these studies ended in landmark decisions, none is without flaw.  One major 

problem is that all of the studies looked at the behavior of only boys, or only stated that they were 

looking at boys.  One reason for this discrepancy comes from the idea that boys have a genetic 



 

9 

 

predisposition to be violent.  Based on this misconception, many experiments have literally focused only 

on the behavior of boys, altogether excluding girls from the research process.  This happens despite 

“common sense” knowledge that girls watch TV, too – and despite the knowledge that there are 

numerous shows geared towards girls or mixed audiences that contain violence! 

 Some of these shows include Power Puff Girls, Power Rangers, Pokémon, Digimon, and Teen 

Titans, as well as live action shows such as Zoey 101 and The Suite Life of Zack and Cody.  While most of 

these shows are cartoons, they are just a small sampling of shows found on Nickelodeon and the 

Cartoon Network that contain depictions of violence or aggression.  

 We know from research in the technology industry that girls are willing to play video games 

geared towards boys if the company markets it as something that they can enjoy, too.  We also know 

that children account for the majority of disposable income spending for parents all year, not just during 

the holidays.  When information like this is readily available, researchers who ignore the facts are 

sabotaging their own research. 

 Furthermore, making claims about all children without studying a sample that represents all 

children is both ethically questionable and means that the results are dubious, at best.  As has already 

been mentioned, “all children” is the same neither as “boys” nor as “girls.”  It seems like Research 

Methods 101, but the best way to say something is true for a particular group is to study that group.  To 

do anything else is bad research and bad ethics, plain and simple. 

Moreover, as girls and women in 2008, we have enough social pressures to contend with 

without researchers acting under the misguided belief that females are not interested in violent 

television.  Acting in this manner further perpetuates gender stereotypes and serves as a setback for the 

steps we have made towards total equality.   
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Now that we know what researchers have found, perhaps looking at exactly what they are 

studying will help explain the discrepancies and differences between each individual study. 

First, let us look at the facts about television violence.  According to a Parents Television Council 

(PTC) special report, Dying to Entertain (2007), the television season that started in fall 2005 was 75 

percent more violent than the television season of 1998, with an average of 4.41 instances of violence 

per hour during prime time hours, 8:00 pm through 11:00 pm. 

The PTC study examined violence on the six major networks – ABC, NBC, CBS, Fox, UPN and the 

WB during the first two weeks of the November, February and May Sweeps during the 2003-2004, 2004-

2005 and 2005-2006 seasons, totaling 1,187.5 hours of programming.  Using the previous report, TV 

Bloodbath (released December 2003; analyzed content from 1998, 2000 and 2002 seasons) as a 

baseline, the PTC discovered longitudinal trends and qualitative differences over the past eight years. 

Among these, include that TV violence increased in every time slot, with UPN and Fox as the 

only networks containing less violence in the 2005-2006 Family Hour than the 1998 season.  ABC had the 

biggest increase in violent content during the 9:00 pm hour, increasing to 5.71 instances of violence per 

hour – or a 1,742 percent increase. 

Most shocking of these, however, is that NBC experienced a 635 percent increase in violent 

content during the 10:00 pm hour, from two instances of violence per hour in 1998 to 15 instances of 

violence in 2005-2006.  Additionally, every episode of every program on NBC during this time slot 

contained at least one instance of violence. 

With all this violence apparently running rampant on television, somewhere, someone must 

have created a definition of “violence” and/or of “aggression” so that researchers can ensure that they 

are all measuring the same thing. 
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This is not so. 

Webster’s dictionary defines violence as, “1.intense force.  2. abusive or injurious physical force 

or action.”  Likewise, aggression is defined as, “1. an unprovoked act.  2. offensive action in general.  3. 

hostile behavior.” 

In 1994, the National Cable Television Association funded a study that defined television 

violence as “any overt depiction of the use of physical force – or credible threat of physical force – 

intended to physically harm an animate being or group of beings.  Violence also includes certain 

depictions of physically harmful consequences against an animate being or group that occur as a result 

of unseen violent means” (as cited in Aidman, 1997). 

Multiple e-mails to the PTC regarding their definition of violence received no response, so it is 

difficult to say exactly what the PTC considers a violent act. 

The rest of Dying to Entertain sheds some light on the shocking statistics; however, it still does 

not provide a definition for violence, aggression or a violent act.  One reason behind the statistics is that 

each act of violence within the same scene counts as one act of violence rather than a continuation of 

the same act.  For example, when a person pulls out a gun during a fistfight, the PTC considers these two 

acts of violence – one for the fistfight and one for the gun (2007). 

Furthermore, the results seem skewed when one considers that most of the networks’ main 

shows are spin-offs of one another.  When viewed this way, NBC’s line-up of various, successful CSI and 

Law and Order shows would naturally make them a more violent network than both UPN and WB 

combined, which cater to a more middle-of-the-road and family friendlier audience.    

Other problems abound without a concrete definition of violence, including the fact that some 

researchers exclude certain programming that others consider part of the realm of violent shows.  
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Despite the differences in their results, most researchers seem to agree that cartoons like Powerpuff 

Girls and Tom and Jerry should be included as violent programming because they show violent behavior 

with varying amounts of damage and usually no consequences for the character’s actions. 

The consensuses among those who exclude cartoons from their studies are simple: by their very 

nature, cartoons are humorous.  Therefore, they are not violent programming because they are not 

meant to be taken seriously.  If anything, cartoons make us think by poking fun of what is serious.  

Following this logic, then, cartoons are really for adults, not children - especially since children probably 

do not understand what the cartoon is satirizing in the first place. 

With this in mind, it is easy to see why some researchers believe television violence causes real 

life violence, while others have found no discernible relationship.  The methods of some of these world-

renowned researchers are questionable in and of themselves - for instance, the practice of Bandura’s 

experimenters ushering children back into the experimental room after the child had left the room out 

of fear of being alone. No two researchers use the same unit of measure, and no researcher provides a 

definition of what he considers violent programming or aggressive behavior.  Furthermore, while the 

PTC report (2007) contains examples of the shows used in the study, none of the shows used are child-

friendly.  Only the shows Smallville and House are remotely family friendly, and even that is 

questionable:  the explanation for House (episode: “Distractions”, February 14, 2006) reads in part, “Dr. 

Foreman performs a spinal on the burn victim.  The needle punctures the skin on the victim’s neck.  A 

close-up of the needle entering the neck and the burn is shown”. 

Even if one had never seen the show, it is clear that House is not a show intended to be violent; 

as a “doctor show,” the violence is usually incidental to the storyline, rather than the other way around.  

Obviously, Dr. Foreman sticks the patient with the needle not to make the patient scream but rather to 

find out what is wrong with him – something that happens daily in hospitals around the world. 
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The PTC also included one episode of America’s Funniest Home Videos in their examples.    

America’s Funniest Home Videos is similar to cartoons in that there is humorous intent. Viewers send in 

videos of Dad and Junior playing baseball in the backyard.  Junior misses the ball but loses his grip on the 

bat and hits Dad in the “family jewels.”  Dad falls to the ground in pain but laughing hysterically.  Even if 

other viewers do not find this particular video funny, it is obvious to everyone watching that there was 

no malicious intent on either Junior or the camera operator’s part. 

Armed with this information, it is clear that researchers who have found positive correlation 

between viewing violence and acting violently have results that are questionable, at best.  Not only are 

they not studying a representative sample, but they are also unclear as to what they are actually trying 

to measure.  When certain shows are measured, few are shows geared towards anyone under the age 

of 13, and some of the measurements include hospital procedures that are medically necessary rather 

than acts done with malicious intent.  With all of this misinformation, it is still possible that there is a 

relationship between exposure to television violence and real-life behavior, but it is certainly not a one-

to-one corollary. 

If we continue our discussion based on the idea that there is a positive relationship between the 

amount of television violence viewed and real –life aggression (that is, that watching violent television 

causes the real-life behavior), than it follows logically that children who watch this type of programming 

would have to be acting out somewhere. 

However, as previously mentioned, children do not appear to be playing any more or less 

violently than they have in years past.  If viewing television violence was indeed a “magic bullet” effect, 

then it makes sense that children everywhere would constantly act in a violent manner.  Again, this is 

not so.  While cops and robbers might be a violent game, children who play do not do so to “kill” each 
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other; they play the game for the same reason they play games like “house” and “doctor” – to imitate 

the people to whom they most look up. 

Since children are not imitating violent behavior on the playground or in their backyards, then 

the only other possible place would be at school.  To get a better sense of the way children behave 

inside the classroom, I interviewed two of my former teachers who are still teaching today. 

Sharon Hayes has been teaching for 23 years.  She currently teaches fourth grade General 

Studies and sixth grade Language Arts at the Yeshiva Academy in Worcester, MA, but she has also taught 

the fourth and fifth grades at Our Lady of the Valley Regional School in Uxbridge, MA.  The Yeshiva is an 

orthodox Jewish private day school that provides students with a dual education in general and Judaic 

studies. 

Twelve years ago, Michael McNamara started his career as a seventh grade teacher.  Today, he 

teaches World History II to tenth graders at Nauset Regional High School, a public high school on Cape 

Cod.  He has taught students in very poor socio-economic areas and in extremely affluent suburban 

Washington D.C., as well as at Doherty Memorial High School here in Worcester. 

Because of their background and experience, I believed that these teachers would be able to 

provide honest and accurate observations regarding the way children behave – and they did not 

disappoint. 

Both teachers found that behavior of children has not changed significantly since they first 

started teaching nor since they themselves were in any level of their schooling.  If anything, Hayes feels 

that children today tend to act more like teenagers than children or pre-teens, most likely as a direct 

result of all the technology.  Likewise, McNamara has not noticed a measurable change.  As he says, 
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“Kids are kids are kids.  Most students want to learn and do well in life.  Most see school as a means to 

make that happen.” 

While both teachers vary slightly on their definitions of violent or aggressive behavior, their 

ideas are more unified than anything we have discussed thus far. 

According to McNamara, violence and aggression are two entirely different things.  Aggressive 

behavior can be good or bad; a positive reaction to a lesson or excitement about something.  On the 

other hand, violent behavior is always negative and typically occurs when one student feels threatened 

by another and lacks the self-control or discipline to control it, as often happens with younger students. 

Similarly, Hayes feels that violent or aggressive behavior is, “like a tea kettle ready to blow its 

steam,” but does not see them as two separate entities.  She agrees with McNamara, saying that a 

person exhibiting this type of behavior usually wants to be in control of the situation and is having a 

difficult time relating to others in a positive manner.   

If we take our teacher-created definitions and apply them to the studies previously discussed, it 

becomes clear that violent behavior and aggressive behavior are two entirely different things.  It is also 

evident that whatever definitions researchers like Bandura and Berkowitz were using, they were nothing 

close to what we have come up with here: the researchers use the terms interchangeably and while 

their research subjects do not have total control of the situation, the situation itself is certainly not one 

that is out of control. 

Continuing with this theme, while both teachers have seen a few instances of violence, they 

have all resulted from one or more of the involved students losing control for a few moments.  Usually, 

it starts over whose turn it was on the swing or in the lunch line, or because someone called someone 

else a name.  The kids forget everything by the next day, and on looking students looked or felt 
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uncomfortable at the time but were quick to gossip about what they had seen or whom they felt had 

started the altercation.  As McNamara says, “I don’t think much has changed over the years.  If word 

gets around that [they] are going to meet at the flagpole, there will be a crowd waiting for them. It was 

like that when I was in high school 30 years ago and the same today… The idea is to keep an ear to the 

rail in hopes of heading off violence before it starts.” 

Many parents and families limit the amount or types of television that their children watch, as a 

way to ensure that children only view things they are mature enough to handle.  However, it seemed to 

me that even if they do not watch certain programs, they have friends and classmates who do not have 

such restrictions.  As a result, it is still possible that the children who have restrictions would respond 

violently, possibly more so than their classmates because they did not see the violence in its original 

context.  To find out if these limits were in effective, I asked McNamara and Hayes if the parents of their 

students limit their television viewing and if they believe that children are more likely to respond 

violently as a result. 

McNamara encourages parents of his students to supervise what their children watch rather 

than limit what they watch.  Of course, not all media is bad: there is a major difference between 

watching two hours of CNN and the History Channel and watching MTV all day.  That said, McNamara 

also encourages parents to subscribe to daily newspapers and encourage their children to read and 

write on a daily basis. 

As a former student of McNamara’s, he is not exaggerating when he says that he encourages his 

students to watch educational television.  When he taught my sophomore history class, we had to take 

CNN news quizzes: while watching a CNN broadcast, we had to take notes on everything, including the 

commercials.  We then had to take a quiz on the information to see how well we did at paying attention 

to the “important stuff.”   
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There is no doubt that these are by far one of the hardest but most educational and useful tools 

I have encountered on my journey through school.  Five years later, it is nearly impossible for me to 

watch CNN or a Presidential State of the Union address without paying attention to the small stuff and 

being able to summarize the main points into just a few words or phrases… and then be able to 

remember it later on in the day or week.   

On the other hand, Hayes took things further by polling her fourth grade students to find out 

about their television viewing habits.  Seven of her nine students were polled, and though religious 

background and sample size skews the results, they are still surprising.  Here is what she found: 

• Three watch movies that their parents approve.  Of these; 

o One rents from the library 

o Two watch movies that their parents consider “high quality” 

o  None watch regular television 

o  Two do not have working cable television 

• One watches cartoons or limited amounts of Nickelodeon shows like Hannah 

Montana and Full House 

• The fifth watches television shows and PG/PG-13 movies with parents, but watches 

whatever he wants when everyone else is asleep  

• The last two students watch television and movies; scary movies are okay but 

otherwise nothing inappropriate 

Hayes – like McNamara – believes that the more often children are exposed to violent 

television, the more likely they are to become desensitized at best and imitative of the behavior at 

worst, though they both stress that seeing a murder on television does not automatically mean that 

they will become murderers.   
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Of course, this idea of television influencing rates of crime and murder is not a new idea.  In fact, 

Brandon Centerwall (1992) completed an in-depth study comparing the rates of homicide to the 

introduction of television in the United States, Canada and South Africa in order to determine whether 

television is indeed a cause of violence. 

Since blacks in South Africa live under completely different conditions than blacks in the United 

States, Centerwall limited the comparison to white homicide rates in South Africa and the United States, 

and the total homicide rate in Canada.  All of the data came from governmental statistics. 

For both the United States and for Canada, Centerwall found that the homicide rate doubled, 10 

to 15 years after the introduction of television – or, just as the first generation to grow up with 

television reached adulthood.  For both countries, 15 years after the introduction of television is 1974.  

Both countries have not seen an increase in their white homicide rates since 1974. 

In South Africa, the government prohibited television production until 1975, though the book, 

newspaper, radio, and cinema industries were well developed.  By 1987, South Africa’s homicide rate 

increased by 130 percent from 1974, the last year before the introduction of television.  However, it is 

important to note that the rate had already increased 56 percent by 1983, so the change is neither as 

significant nor as surprising as it first sounds –it amounts to a 74 percent increase that, while high, does 

not account for the major differences in American and South African culture. 

For instance, the population of South Africa is mainly black African, with only about 9 percent of 

the country’s total population identifying as white.  As a result, examining the white homicide rate gives 

an incomplete picture of the true effects of television violence.  Furthermore, not only is South Africa’s 

population considerably different than the U.S. and Canada, but the politics of the country are entirely 

different, as well.  The president and the rest of the government are working together to improve the 
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transport and delivery of goods and services in a post-apartheid world, and removing the legacy of 

apartheid is a long-term process that will require sustained commitment on the part of the government 

and the people of South Africa. 

The abolishment of apartheid did not begin until 1990, so it is important to look closely at 

Centerwall’s data.  As has already been established, watching a murder on television does not make 

children go out and commit murder at any point in time.  Rather than be completely discredited, 

Centerwall’s results should be looked at within the entire context of the country’s political climate 

rather than just making broad stroke judgments based on how much the numbers increase over a 

certain amount of time.       

It is also important to realize that there are other factors affecting the way a child behaves than 

the type of television he watches. It comes as no surprise that parents and other family members are 

the most influential people in a child’s life.  As a result, their behavior and reactions are the ones that 

will most determine whether a child behaves violently after watching violent television.  We can see this 

theory at work when we discover that children of abusers often grow up into abusers themselves, just as 

children of alcoholics or drug addicts often have to battle those demons themselves as they grow up. 

Because parents are the most important role models, it is important to model, mirror and 

mentor the behavior we want our children to exhibit.  As Jones (2002) writes, “from the moment a child 

understands that he will someday grow up into an adult, the adults he sees every day become his vision 

of what an adult is supposed to be” (p. 185). 

Modeling the behavior we expect from our children lets them know that while there is a 

difference between real violence and make believe violence, we are okay with the make believe kind as 

long as it does not manifest itself in daily life.   
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Mirroring is also a tool that parents use, often without even knowing it.  When the baby smiles, 

we smile back at him.  He runs around laughing, and we run and laugh with him, proclaiming, “You’re 

running!” (Jones, 2002, p. 186) 

According to developmental experts, mirroring is an important process in emotional maturation, 

as well.  A few decades ago, parents would say that their child was only crying because he wanted 

attention; they feared it would make him needy or less able to control his desires.  Now, however, we 

understand that meeting this need for attention has the opposite effect – children need to be seen and 

need to know that adults are aware of them and what they are doing. 

   However, it is also important to give children their private time, as they need to set 

themselves apart from their parents.  As we have discussed earlier, watching television, playing video 

games, or even listening to music in isolation can be a productive way to shut out real stressors and 

regroup for real life.  Nevertheless, since it is important keep fantasy in realistic perspective, 

entertainment cannot be a closed topic or overemphasized by rules or anxious parental lectures (Jones, 

2002, p.187). 

Finally, psychologists have determined that children want to know what is real; they want to be 

able to make sense of what they see.  They run into problems, however, when they cannot fit what they 

see into a real context.  Talking about what they see is the best way to ease parental concerns about the 

effects of the media (Jones, 2002, p.193). 

Children are also quick learners: the first time they imitate Power Rangers, kick a friend, and 

their friend starts to cry, they also get angry parents, an abruptly ended game and a sore foot.  He also 

learns that make believe and real life operate on fundamentally different levels.  As much as they want 
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to have exciting fantasies, they do not want to get hurt, get in serious trouble or alienate their other 

friends and playmates (ibid, pp. 194-195). 

Because children often imitate what they see, many researchers and parents believe that 

television is a mirror that reflects the violence that occurs in the real world.  However, we have already 

examined statistics showing that the homicide rate has not increased since 1974, 15 years after the 

introduction of television.  We have also seen that children are not playing any more violently than they 

were 30 or more years ago, and that whatever effects media violence does have can be counteracted by 

parents keeping the lines of communication open and making sure their children understand the 

difference between fantasy and reality. 

Because of this, it is fair to say that if television violence mirrors real life violence, it is more like 

a funhouse mirror, providing a distorted and violent image of society.  Even in reality TV, violence is 

over-emphasized; as we know, if it bleeds, it leads. 

Regarding this claim about television as a mirror, film critic Michael Medved says,  

“If this were true, then why do so few people witness murders in real life but everybody 

sees them on TV and in the movies?  The most violent ghetto isn’t in South Central L.A. 

or Southeast Washington, D.C.; it’s on television.  About 350 characters appear each 

night on prime-time TV, but studies show an average of seven of these people are 

murdered every night.  If this rate applied in reality, then in just 50 days everyone in the 

United States would be killed and the last left could turn off the TV” (as cited in 

Bushman, 2001).  

Another possible explanation for skewed views on the world around us comes from media 

scholar George Gerbner.  Along with his colleagues at the Annenberg School for Communication, 
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Gerbner developed cultivation analysis as a new approach to studying the cumulative impact of 

television on viewers’ perceptions of society and cultural values (Audiences and Identities). 

This cultivation theory says that the more people watch television, the more likely they are to 

adopt those ways of thinking.  Therefore, the more people watch violent television, the more they 

believe their world to be scarier, meaner and more dangerous (Audience and Identities;  Aidman 1997). 

As stated at the beginning of this paper, the original hypotheses were that children imitate what 

they see on television but that media violence does not significantly affect their development and that 

real world events influence what we see on television, rather than television determining what happens 

in real life.   

A good example of this second hypothesis at work is from September 2001, shortly after the 

terrorist attacks.  Many shows like 24, CSI and Law and Order cancelled their shows for a short time out 

of respect for those who lost their lives but also because many of the storylines centered on terrorist 

attacks taking place in New York.  Obviously, the show writers did not and could not know that 

something would actually happen, especially when taking into consideration the fact that scripts are 

close to completion months before filming starts.  Instead, the writers used the information that was 

available and came up with a storyline that, while completely feasible and believable, seemed unlikely to 

occur in real life.  

However, the research also shows that the relationship between media and real life is more of a 

two-way street than a one-way road in either direction.  That is, the media and real life are reflections 

and exaggerations of each other; everything on television has not, cannot and will not happen in real 

life, but at the same, real violence has more factors behind it than just what the killer happened to see 

on TV the night before. 
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We also saw this two-way street idea at work in the copycat crimes that imitated scenes from 

movies or other stories that appeared on the news.  Other studies have shown that newsreel violence 

contains far more clues for future violence than do cartoons.   

In both cases, we know that while they are new and incredible behaviors for those involved, 

they are so unusual and dramatic that otherwise “normal” people might be tempted to act that way 

themselves.  While this particular aspect was not discussed in any of the research, it is highly likely that 

the people involved in the copycat crimes were probably under the influence of something – likely 

alcohol or drugs – lowering their inhibitions and making them more susceptible to peer pressure and 

group think.   

Group think is a psychological process that causes otherwise good decision makers to make 

stupid decisions in an attempt to minimize conflict and avoid promoting ideas outside the comfort zone 

of the group.  It is more likely to happen in cohesive groups because the individual members are less 

likely to ask questions, and helps to explain why groups of teenage friends often get into more trouble 

together than as individuals. 

It is also true that all of the studies researched have too many flaws in their designs to be able to 

truly determine how much of an effect television violence has on children’s development.  Most of these 

flaws seem to be simple oversights on the part of the experimenter, rather than something done 

intentionally to “stack the deck” to get a certain result.  One such example is Bandura’s Bobo doll 

experiment, in which the children were ushered back into the experimental room after they tried to 

leave because they did not like to be alone.  While this may not have made much of a difference in each 

child’s individual results, it is obvious that the results are questionable when the children themselves 

made it clear that they no longer wanted to participate. 
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The biggest issue regarding the results revolves around definitions of “violence” and of 

“aggression.”  Surprisingly, the teachers interviewed gave better, more concise definitions of those 

words than any of the researchers did.  Just as we cannot properly wallpaper the living room without 

first measuring the walls, we cannot accurately determine the effects of violent television on the 

development of children if we are not measuring the same thing.  The way to determine something’s 

effectiveness is by having a standard definition or unit of measure, so this research is what it is: a look at 

the worst-case scenario, but certainly not something on which to base judgments of reliability. 

It comes as no surprise that parents are the most important factor in determining whether 

television violence has an effect on children.  For years, every doctor from every field has said that one 

of the best ways to make sure your child stays healthy is to keep the lines of communication open and 

honest, regardless of what the issue might be.  Why would this be any different?  Children do not always 

know the difference between fantasy and reality, but they are not inherently evil – all they need is 

someone to sit them down and explain to them why and how what they see on television is and always 

will be different from the way they should act and handle situations in real life.   

As with everything else, the conversations should be age appropriate so that the kids always 

understand what mom and dad are trying to tell them.  By making sure that their children watch 

appropriate shows and understand that what they are seeing is not real, parents are ensuring that when 

their child is old enough to start watching professional wrestling or any other show condemned by the 

PTC, they will make the right decision.  Yes, it is an uphill battle, but battles worth fighting are never 

easy. 


