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Furthermore, much of what they view is violent in content. Two- .

Most children watch a great deal of television in our culture--
b

upwards of three to four hodfs,per day as reported by some

researchers (Lyle § Hoffman, 1972 - for sixth grade}ﬁ).

thirds of all cartoons sampled by Gerbner in 1975 were found to"A

depict violence and.aggression. This massive’ exposure of children

-/ ) ) : , ) Ca
to televised aggression has led parents and legislators, as well

aé psfﬁhologists; 29 take a close look at the effects 6f shgh
progranming on children's behavior and attitudes, : ‘

’ Alfﬁough initially there was'much controversy surfopnding°
what effectsovialent television might have, there is a devglpping
consensus that this programming ;ﬁcreases children's subsequenf

aggressive behavior, However, we think the evidence for this

is still not Lmnequivocal. One reason, of course is that some’

studies show a decrease in children's aggressive behavior

- - Iy . e m o

°

after they Rave viewed violent shows (cf. Feshbéck § Singer,"

1971)., Another is that some studies which have been interpreted

9

. 'as demonstrating that violent shows increase children's

égg;ession are not clear-cut., A frequently cited study by
Friedrich § Stein‘(1973)Aactu?11f found a decrease in aggression °
among their kindergarten subjects who had seen violent cartoons,
The authors concluded that since tﬁis decrease was less of a

< o

decrease ‘than that. found among children exposed to Neutral and

i ¢

Prosocial shows, violent television encourages the tendency to  _ __
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‘dag%ress. Perhaps., But ;ﬁié is certainly'not well-established

--at least not in this oft-cited study. .

3
.o . There is a second and, we feel, more sericus constraint -

to the blanket statemént fhaﬁ*vi?lgpt televisica increzses )
children's aggressive behavior. That is that most of the

,eﬁpiricai work in the area %ﬁs examined only preschool boys.
Not. only is roughly hélf the population ignored, but the

£, aséumption is appé}epély that children at-arl ages ére
affec;éq by TV in a similar wéy-;Qhether it be through modeling,

s e -

catharsis, or some othef process. gYet, there are several .

‘reasons why television may influence different-aged children .

-~

to a different degree. : ' o

2

As children gfbw older, they becone incyeaéingly aware of

<

. .normative constraints on behavior. During the middle years in

- ’

particular, they are more susceptible to normative or peer

v

influence (CostanzofandjﬁhﬁWj*IQﬁﬁ}‘Hargup, A970)5 s
" suggests that different aspects of a'telévision show méy abpeal
to childrén at different ages. Whereas the four-year-old may
~be content with fleeting aspécts of a program--the individual
'actibné, sights, and sounds as ends in themselves--the ten-
year-old may seek information--guidelines as to what is
-appropriate or chic--that is revealed only through a more

global orientation to the show. In other words, clianges in

the child's social world may be reflected in what the child -

v




seeks from television.

-

|3
Just as importantly, children's cognitive skills become

°

much more sophisticéfed as they grow older. Young chil&§én R

are less able to con51der an actor's 1ntent10ns and motlvatlons
(Berndt & Berndt, 1975), less able to separate fantasy from
reality (Piaget, 1962); and less able to retain information

they do initially perceive (Collins, 1973). This suggests

2

that the understanding a younger child takes from a violent

show may be fundamentally dlfferent from when he/she is older,

- For these reasons we feel it is important to take .a T

developmental perspectmwe on the effects of violent telev151on.

. We propose that the impact. of télevised aggression will vary

acdcording to the child's cognitive and social developmental

lqvel.

°

There are studies in the television violence literature

U

studies a certain de;elopmentaliperspecfive might be obtained
(see %ggin q\Péiedrich, 1975).‘ However, many things other .
than the child's agéﬁvary across studies--things such as the
type of programs presented, the various dependent measures

taken, and the populations from which the children are drawn,

What is needed is to assess different-aged children within

the same study so that other factors are held as constant as

possible.,, The study I*d like to describe examined the impact of

o
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violent television dé children at three different ages and in
a naturéli§tic sétting--fheir freely occurring playground
behavior while at school. | ' s

As a genéral overview, a field preriment was conducted
using kindergarten, sécond, and . fifth graders 'at two public
‘elementary schools., Free playground play was observed during-
a one-week baseline period, a'two-week experimental period,

a

and a one-week follow-up perifod, During the experimental phase,

Mgubjeqﬁs were randomly assigned to view either exclusively e

Y *

aggressive or non-aggressive programming after which they were
Y ‘

observed on* the playground. Subjects watched a twenty-minute

segmentﬁfach day and various cognitive measures relating to the

show were taken,

.. Theﬁsquects were recruited from two elementary schools

in the Princeton public school system via letters to all

..parents of children in the relevant grades dzscribing the—

general purpose and method of the proposed research, . The

finai éubject pool censisted only of ‘children for whom parental

consent had been obtained, One hundfed-nineteen childreg were

involved in the study (58 males and 61 females). =
Subjects were shown contemporary commercial television

A 3

programs that had been pretested to differ in aggressive content’

and to be similar in interest level, amount of action, etc.

Some examples of typical shows, each edited to approximately

-
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twenty minutes, were The Incredible Hulk andaplamerstownlfUSA

.

°in the Aggressive condition and Eight is Enough and The Brady -
Bunch in the Nonaggressive condition.” All segments were
commercial-free. There were no cartoons in eithsr condition,

although two shows in the Aggressive conditi%n, The Incredible

Hulk and Six Million Dollar Man, contained many aspects of

fantasy. %ubjects viewed the shows iﬁ same-age, mixed-sex
groups of between 8 and 14 children.

Several measures were included to assess subjects'
reactions to the shows, ~Each day a ?ifferent child in each of
the viewing groups was randomly selected as the target for‘fhat‘
viéwing session. This was unbeknownst to the child. During
the program, this child was obsgrved unobtrusively as £6 his/her
attention to the show.” Their .expressive behavior and interactions

with other members of their ,group was also noted. Afterwards,

they were asked a series of questions concerning their comprehension

and recall of.the segmént in individual interviews with trained
observers. i

‘After viewing the television ségmenbs, the subjects were '
"then free to take their recess for a period which lasted
approximately twenty minutes. During this time, trained
observers blind to the film mapipulation coded subjects' behayior
using an adapted form of a procedure employed by Berkowitz,

Parke, Leyens, and West (1974). This procedure involves coding
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behav1or into one of 13 dlfferent categorles Wthh are listed

“for you along with a brief description of each 1n Table 1 of

the handogf. Categories one through twelve were taken ‘directly

from Berkowitz and category thirteen was added during the

L . - . . 3 N -' . ~
initial observer training week. .The observation procedure was

such that each of six observers had from three to five
children to observé each play.period. Each child was observed
for 30 seconds out of évéry 21/2 minutes.for atotal of eight

30-second observation periods during the 20-minute play period.

The categorles were applled in the follow1ng manner: " No

- 1

category had prlorlty over another and more than oné category -

_could be used in sequence during the 30-second interval. That

“observation interval if that behavior was interrupted by

is, a behavioral category could be coded more than once each
~ W

something fitting into another behavioral category. Each

.cbserver was-equipped with a clipboa;d:with the coding sheets

and a digital stopwatch.

L]

i&llphotographs of the children to be observed were displayed

‘
a?
e

across the top of the clipboard, This arrangement allowed the
observers.to easily identify the children and to move' freely
about the piay area. The prdcedure was that when an observer
visually located a child, she would start the timer and code
the child's thavior for the next 30'seconds. At the end of

the 30-second interval, she would locate the next child to be

* ~

* observed and then reset the timer and code that child's

s
. .

.




behavior fo§°30 seconds.
Over the three phases of the experiment the ‘order in whiéh
the’children were observed and the observer by which they were
rated were completely counterbalanced. Each child nas observed
by each observer once each week during the baseline and follow- -up
periods and twice during the two-week television viewing period
The observers received one week pf training in using the
coding system before the experiment actually- began.

During this :

time the observers 1ndependentiy coded the same children's

behavior so that reliability measures could be gauged.

These

reliability scores were Judged acceptably high, with a mean of

5 14 T e
o -

.84 and a range between ,79-,93, _ S e oLl

Let me turn now to some of the results; The cognitive

o

measures yielded a clear and con51stent developmental trend

©

The older the subjects, the better their comprehension and

reca11 of the shows. For example, as you will note in Fighre 1:

3

of yourwhandouts, the mean percentage of comprehension questions

" answered c01rect1y was 34° for kindergarteners, 64% fo. second

graders, and 80% for fifth graders. The main effect for Grade
was highly significant at p<.001. And each of the three groups
differed significantly from one another by at least p<.05..
There were no other main effects or interactions on thie
meaSure,nhich suggests that the Aggressive and Nonaggressive

<
shows were equally understand..ole.

1Y
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We see clear diﬁferenee; then, in subjects’ uﬁde;standing
of the shows as a function of their age. Were these differences v
. accompanied by differences in playground aggressive behavior?
Feﬁaie aggressive behavior wes‘quiteclow thrdughqut the |

experimeat, ‘'which is consistent with the few studies which

have included females., For girls, no overall effect was found -
N -

for type of program Qieged. .But for boys, aggressive behavior

3
decreased after they viewed fhe aggressive segments., This can
M ) 5 ¥ : ¢ hd
be sec* in Figure 2. The aggression index used here was empirically

. 4 -
. derived through a factor analysis of the behavior categories. )

A" represents the aggressive program condition and "Behavior :

e Change" 15 from the Baseline to- the Experimental Perlod As

can be seen, there is a main effect -for program type w1th the

b
7 e ——
T———

mean change in the Aggression condlt%9n~-2.3, Nonaggression +.1, I ——
°differing'by. p<.07, If you examine the aggression curve, you

-will note that the ggeatest decrease occurs among kindergarteners —
‘ with each higher grade‘showing successivelf less of a ehange:

" The three groups, however, are not statlstlcally different. | )
- This suggestlon of a developmental 1nf1uence is seen more '

clearly in Figure 3. -This shows the change ‘in Aggre551ve Social

Interactiog, whith was category 13 in the coding scheme.

. . This.category was the most frequently observed of all -the

- categories reflating to aggression. Jt also loaded most highly
on the factor used as our Aggression Index. In Figure 3, we

see again a hain-eﬁfect for Program-Type with Aggressive -

° )
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. .
. that sex on the baseline measure of aggressiveness.

.hlgh in aggressiveness.

P

) ) ’
©

Programs leading to significantly pore'of a decreased "Aggressive
Social Interactien than Nonaggressive programs, at p<.05,

-, Y 7 - . - AT
Furthermore, within the Aggressive program condition we see

. . . : - &
again the greater decrease in aggressicn in the younger children,
&~ ", . e ' !
Kingergarteners show significantly more of a decrease than !

flfth graders, p<.05. Also, only durlng kindergarten is the

Aggre551on program condltlon rellably less than the’ Vonaggre551ve

., <

program group, p<.09. And so for males, it seems that the,

Aggress ve programmlng was followed by a decrease in aggr3551ve
behavior hthn was espec1a11y notlceabLe among k1ndergarteners. .
, .
For females, as I mentioned,

s N

* To'help circumvent, this "floor -effect' on the data,

ogerall levels of aggre551on )
were low,

we examined only thike females who were above the median for'

This is:-a

quite common procedure in this -area of research. Indeed,

several investigators frequently cited in the ;iterature have
found that violent shows affect ohly those subjects initially
Among these studies are ones by

[d

Berkow1tz and hlS colleagues (summarized in Parke, Benkow1tz,

-

Leyens, and Sebastian, 1975), Feshback § Singer (192132 and
Friedrich § Stein (1973). / Py

When we examine those %emales high in init&al aggreésion{
This is

Whereas for males the Aggression programs .

we see quite a different impact from the Programs.

.shoun i Figure 4.

1

led to a decrease in aggressiveness, for females we sée that

11° -




it is the.Nonaggressive programs which are followed by a decrease

in aggression. TKe Main effect for Program-type is significant
. ' £ .
.at p<.05., Of course, since we are discussing subjects initially b

high in aggressiveness, it's-possible that the Nonaggressive.
g ggressi ’ pos

program condition simply reflects a regression to the mean over
' Lt . B

time, and thefsfore that the Aggression program condition, by

"l
.

b

not decrea51ng, is the one exerting 1nf1uence on the subJects,

' L4 <

,preventlng them from becoming less aggre551ve. If this were -

truf€, tpe direction of influence from the Aggressive prograns .

- 'would' still be exactly opposite from males, where the Aggressive

pngrams decreased subjects' aggre;sivehess. As ifi the

preV1ous twoaflgures, there is agaln a suggestlon of developmental
. 1nfluences in females. Flfth graders show the smallest .
dlﬁference between the Aggre551ve and .Nonaggressive condltlons,

and 1ndeed this dlfference is 51gn1f1cant only at p<.20.

\

. iet me summatize briefly ‘what I think are the major

<

toncldsions_to be drawp from the study: Most importantly, it

-

E'suggest; that the .impact of televised violence on -children's

® aggreésive behaviors is a complex matter and something not as

rs

stralghtforuard as 1is frequently argued .
In this study, using commerc1a1 network teieV1s£on programs
" and examlnlng behav1or in a natural setting, males decreased
thelr aggre551ve behav1or after V1ew1ng aggre551ve programs;

females who ..were ;nltlally high in aggre551on were 1nf1uenc=d

much differently, eltner "modellng“ "the nonaggressive shows or

- . ~
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,p%rhadschaving the’aggréssive programs prev: ut' their aggressive

L
oehavior from decreasing. Furthermore, across these measures

o

-

A\ «a developmental influence was apparent. Kindergarteners--who

[

"understood the shows the least--were consistently the most
L. influenced, whereas fifth, graders--who understood the shows .

© ,.best~-showe§'¥he weakest effects.
’ o . ey

- What these results -suggest—is that the influence of violent

K1 <

- television on children will depend--perhaps «crucially so--on

. tite 5€x of the child and the child's developmental level. o
.= — ~~ Future -research should be directed toward further clarifying

)" 2o - T ) 3 " 3

; " what .these interrelationships might be. - There are important
3 : ' 3

- issues of policy as"well as of .aeory that hang.in the balance.

foae s =

- 2

2

) . ¢
:

, ' .~ .« Thank You.
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Table 1

- Behavioral Categories and Examples of Behavior

I Piysical Threat - Attacs without contact, fist waving;
' threatened slap or kick, chase.

2. Physical Attack ~ - Physical contact of sufficient intensity
- _ to potentially inflict pain on the victim,

such as namecalling, teasing, taunting, etc.--

2

4, Noninterpersonal Physical Aggression - Hitting or kicking an
. ’ inanimate object.

s

.5, Noninterpersonal Verbal Aggression - An-'angry outburst with _
' no clear social target. .
. 6. Self-Aggression Verbal - An aggressive statement addressed o
. o : toward the self, ] ST
7. Self-Aggression Physical - Hitting oneself on the head or
' jumping wildly.around when
‘ ' . disappointed,
¥ g o
. 8. Alone Active - Walking, running, or playing an active game, T
9. Alone Passiye’ - -Sitting, lying, standing alone.

Y.

10. Yell - Yeiring 1dudly with or without comfiunicative value.

-

11~  Social Interaction Active -''Playing game such-as basketball.

£

3

- Standing and talking.

12. Social Interaction Passive
:.‘ - ' *

.

13. Social Interaction Aggressive - Arguing over the rules of
* . a game, etc. )

-

no—

g \)4 “' . - i ' ) , ot
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| . Figure 2
l ‘ I3
[ . .
change in aggressiveness from baseline to experimental period, males only:
Aggression Index
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Figure 3

Change in aggressiveness from baseline to experimental period, males only:

Aggressive Social Interaction
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. Figure 4

-Change in aggressiveness from baseline to experimental period:

Females initially high in aggression
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