= DOCUMENT , RESUME

ED 247 628 - ' - \ CS 504 66
ﬁIAUTHOR Christenson, Peter G.; Lindlof, Thomas
TITLE \ The Role of Audio Medxa in the Lives of Chxldren. ~
PUB DATE} May 84
NOTE 31p.; Paper- p(esented ‘at the Annual Meeting of the
' International Communication Association (34th, San
s R Francisco, CA, May 24-28, '1984).
- PUB TYPE . Information Analyses (070) -- Speeches/Conference
' Papers (150) . :
EDRS PRICE MF01/PC02 Plus Postage. )
DESCRIPTORS *Audience Analysis; Audio Equipment; Childhood
.o Attitudes; *Childhpod Interests: Communication
Research; *Listening Habits; Literature Reviews; Mass.
’ Media; *Mu51c' *Popular Culture; *Radio; 'Research
’ Needs -
ABSTRACT

Mass communxcatxon nesearchersfhave largely 1gnored
the role of audio media and popular music in the lives of children,
yet the available evidence shows that children do listen. Extant
studies yield a consistent developmental portrait of childrens'
listening frequency, but there is a notable lack of programatic
research over the past decade; one in which stereophonic and tape .
playback systems proliferated widely, FM nusic formats generated
greater market stratification, and cultural markets for
preteen-oriented entertainers became established. Children can .

. usually name performers and musical genres they prefer. In addition,
the social aspect of lxstenxng seems to cover several of the same =~ °

- functions as television v1ew1ng, including entertainment and passing
the time, and has some unique fupctions; for example, friendships may
be established on shared musical taste. From song lyrxcs, young
listeners may learn new vocabulary, ideas, and other life styles or
world views. Usage and ownership patterns of audio equxpment X __
children's accounts of their audio media use and perceptions, and
sensitive analyses of textual 51gn1f1cance of characters, dctlonS///
and atmospheres are 'logical areas to be explored in future

+  investigations. (CRH) :

¥
**********t*****************}******************************************

* . Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

X .from the original document. - *
ARAKRR R AR KRR AR AR A AR AR AR AR R AR A AR R AR R A RRR AR RR R AR AR AR A AR A AR R AR AR AR A AR R A AR AR
[ ]




. : ’ U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCA

' . ’ NATYIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
Ay -t . > _ * EDUCATIONAL RESOUACES INFORMATION

L4 . : CENTER (ERIC) : S
R ' Thisa document has been reptoduced as \
recorvad from ths person or_organizetion
onginating it i
- . '] Minor changes have been made to impiave
, ¢ reproduction quahty.
X . ® Pomnts of viow or opinions statad in,this docu

. ment go not necessanly represent officaat NIE
, Positon or golicy ’ -

(o o) - _ N '
o ) R
O ¢ -
N~
A ) . )
= THE ROLE OF AUDIO MEDIA IN THE LIVES OF CHILDREN
U . ‘
* - ‘ -
A o
. \ ‘ \ -
—
By* .
. Peter G. Christenson
. : Thomas R. Lindlof . '
[ 1
{ ” . .
Departmént of Speech Communication
, o The Pennsylvania State University
University Park, PA 16802
. o '814-865-3461 -
\ ¢’ '1 1 r (
» - ¢ ’ - \ ? €
“PERMISSION.TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY ’
Peter Christenson L
* - ). - - + . ‘4 ',2
" TOTHE EDYCATIONAL RESOURCES . -, " °
.-, - v . INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)." , :
. :..’ “ . o

: ¢
v .IU ) R



" ABSTRACT _

-
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-
" audio media and popular music {n the lives of children. Yet, the

Mass communication researcherd have iargely ignored the role of

»

-

available evidence ?hows'that children do listen. This artifle
Y " reviews the current state of our knowledge, presents some observations
¥ regarding the possible conseéquences of listening, and suggests ‘some

logical next steps in exploring the area. /}
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-\ | Audio media are the negleoted*stepchildren'of mass communication

research. Certainly within the context of children'sg uses and perceptions

. of media, the iésues raised and data gathered have been pverwhelmingly'

—~—

;skewed toward.tetevision. This imﬁalance is weli-documggted'in recent
reviews (NIMH, i982; Roberts and Bachen; 1981; Qartella, Alexander énd
'Lemish,‘19795. The Roberts and Bachgﬁ réviéw of "mass communication
effects,”" for instanéé,'hakes-literally.no mention qf eigher radio or music‘
listeﬁing. lThis is not so much an oﬁersight on their part, however, as a

S

simple reflection of the fact that the work is not being_done. ,
An&g}son's recent call for communightion research -of the.ch11¢'s

“ecology of inf;rma;ion invites the consideration of audio as an integral
paft of many.children's development (Anderson, 198}).; In this paper we p
wiil summarize what littli‘ss known about children.énd audio media,  refer
*to some data we have.recent1¥ collgcted, and make a case that audio play;
an important and unique role in the lives of children. one which demands

4 study'if we-ser}oﬁslf mean t6 tél# about the child's "ecdlpgyiof‘

)

- informat 10“0 " i . . . ¥ L] )

Y.
PATTERNS OF LISTENING

It is known, bf course,tthat adolescents use audio extensively—;

primarily as sources of popular musiés}and that these media may play a

significant role in their soqiniizationﬂ This is not to suggest_ that our
' ~\

knowledge of adolescents and audio is advanced; it id, however, more

“=

.

anVaﬁced than the literature concerning younger children's listening
patterhé./ ft,seems likely ;ﬁat audio use éatgerné do not appear ab ovo
' at Ehe ;dvent'of adolescence, but rather. are shaped to a great extent by

! childhood experience.




Listening Frequency
We have but a few, féolated citations of childhood usage patterns of b
radio and sound recording media. These studies, though, do yield a

relatively consistent developmental portrait of 1ibtening frequency.

. . - .
r, we should note that there has been a
. . * e ")
notable lack of programmatic research of children's listeniﬂg patterns over

Before presenfing those data, howeve
~

the last .ten years, a period in which stereophonic and tape playbaqk

systems proliferated widely, Fﬁ music formats gedéra;ed greater market
sttatifica;ion, and culgural marketé for pre-teen-oriented entertainers
becamé established. Further, ‘the rangé of descriptive preQ}ctors of audio
usq among children rarely goes beyond dedograpﬁié aqd socio-economic

RN
indices which, when controlled, often show age to be the strongest

predictor (Greenberg, 1973), thotigh it is doubtful whether b{ological

& N

maturation can be accepted as ap -adequate "reason" for differences.in
p n q : Y

response to cultural envf?onments. : \ v !
- " . ' l ‘ - * R »
There is no question that children iisten to audio media. P;iqgrily ) .
) ‘.’ .

they listen~~like the rest éf the pophla:ion-—for music. (For that reason,
we will at times refer to pdpular mSFid and audio media almost
interchangeably. We know of no data indicating that today's children
lisien for 6evs or tq}k; to the yBung listener, audio {s_music.)% How dften'

and how much-do they listen? The.firbt qugstion is more~easily'§ﬁswered .
than the'second, though there is some é;idence on both. One of the ‘ |
earliest documen;ations’bf'child;en'; radio consumption since the’

- o , .
introduction of television.comes out of the landmark investigation by

Y

Schramf, Lyle, and Parker (1961) of children's uses of television.’ The

g P

authors found radio listening to a%erage#approximately 6ne hoﬁr’;'day among .
. . < V4

’ -

children living in areas with television coverage, with a dramatic increase /17
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1istening than boys across all grade levels.

’

occurring with thdiiSvenu'of adolescence. Girls reported slightly more:p
. Y ‘

_In Lyle and Hoffman's extensive study (Lyle and ‘Hoffman, 1972) of

first, sixth, and tenth—grade children’'s usee of ‘media, almost hal{jpf the

first grade sample reported having listened to radio the preceding day,\

-

with another 262 citing some radio listening during the preceding week; n
Significant differénces between boys and girls were'found. For the sixth-
and teIth grade respondents, daily radio 1isténing showed larée step~-wise

increa.es, with girls‘demdnstrating heavier overall listening. Of the

.sixth grade boy sample, 29% reported two or more hours per school day

devoted to radio listening, while 44% of tne sixth gfede.girln‘listenéd at
that level. A British report at about the same time showed the same -
trends--older children watched more than younger, giri? more than
bcys——thcugh the/actual time spent was less than in'iyle and Hoffman's U.S.
sannlefcpszagly due to the restricted Wwvailability of .pop music on the
British dial‘at the time (Greenberg, 1973).. A more recent report shoﬁed
Gidespread use of fadicias early as the 6-8 year age range;\mofhets{

reports indicated that 59% of these children were doing afi least some

listening. rising to 92% by 15-17. * Thirty-four percenht of the 6-8 year old
girls reported using radio "a lot" as a free time activity, compared to 29%

of ‘the same age boys; this slightly heavier use by‘girls continued through

A 4 s

. adolescence (Newspaper Advertising Bureau, 1980)

1 \‘

‘ \
J‘Audio is more than just radio, of course. A great deal of .listening

‘occdth in the home and elsewhere with records and tapes. Unfortunately thé
da‘a here are even sparser than nith radio. Young children are, of course, _

quite capaple of operating record players, and appear to do so with some .

N
frequency, although the independence of their activity from joint usage.

&
-
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occasions with sib‘ings or peers remains to be. determined. Lyle and
Hof fman report that 44X of the first grade boy respondents and 57% of the
girl respondents had played records "within the last week." The Newspaper
Adyertising Bureau study confirms that approximately nne—thlrd_pf enildren
between ages six and;eleven report "a lot" of free time devoted to reeord
playiné, with a d}Ematdc anrease in this activitf between ages elev n and
thirtéen, when reported record playing nearly doubles, We found no data
concerning thedfrequency of audio tape lietening by children, possibly.
because (as noted above) the audio cassette technology has achieved most of
its penetration since many of the relevant studies were carried out. In~
an;'case, tﬁ;-data‘on time spent listening and'frequency of listening |
behaviog do lead to some conclusions: children listen; girls listen more
-than'boys; and listening‘dncreasestwith age.

Apart from these simple conclusions, the data on amount of use do not

seem to give a very good picture of the importance of audio media are in

children's lives. As we have noted, the hardware environment has changed a

~

lot over the last few year3, thus many of the data are perhegg too old to .

‘u

be of much help. The process -of synthesis is mede difficult by /

- {
inconsistency among the available studies in questions asked, categories
1d";lsed, and so on. Beyond these problems, though, it may be that amount of

.listening is particularly hard to measure. Difficult as the measurement
N ’ \

problems are with TV viewing, they seem evén more difficylt with listenihg.‘

4

Visual orfentation to a TV set is,a fairly objective and verifiable measure

of "viewing." Listening, howe;Br really cannot be observed but must be

#

reported. Visual orientation, for instance, is no clue at all--very few

. people do their listening while starin’ at the speakers.

A\
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Not only is it harjiﬁ}r an obsérver'go tell if a person is lidtening,

but a listener may be only faintly aware him/herself of the presence of -

audio media in the environment. Frequently music is very much in the

o

batkground, as in the case of piped-in superqaﬁ}et sounds. Is this the

same sort of lisgpning as when one buys a fgvorite group's new LP and puts

it on the_hoﬁe stereo for the first time? Probably not. Furthermore, even

when Iistening is the primary activity, it is difficult for the listener to
LN . < . .
est%matetduration in terms of hours and minutes; tapes, records, radio .
13 . " ,
formats are not packagéﬁxinto the discrete half or one half hour lengths |,

“ . v . '
characteristic of television. For these various reasons, then, we must

turn to other sorts of data in order to fill in the picture of audio in the,

lives of childrens”
¥
- OWNERSHIPF AND PURCHASE PATTERNS

»

. . ~
One such class of data concerns chiidren's‘purchase, ownership and

possession of audio hardware and softcare. While young childreﬁyare

< o

obviously limgged'in this regard by th%in_economic dependency; tany do -

.

‘puréhgse réco;ds and tapes,-and many own or have thé_private use of various
audio‘equ%pment. 'Ly}e and Hoffman (1972) reborifq &hat Séz»of‘sixth.grade
boys and 48% of sixth grade girlg\owned record players, tape {;cordergk dr
both. A dore recent marketingvéurvey of the readers ofjfeyr magazines
directed t& the 2-16 year old market (reSpoﬁdents were eith;r parénts or
the children themselves) revealed tﬁa; of someJZOOO respondents who

returne questionnaries, two thirds had radios, nearly gwo-ﬁhirds owned
record players, and'ohe third- had cassette players (Bunchez, 19}8). .In a

recent ot study we carried out involving 17 northwest Pennsylvania

children between 5 and 13, we asked parents what audio equipment chidlren '

T
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,either owned or had in their rooms. - Thirteen of the 17 had radios,. 10 had
s#ecord players, and 8 (almoet half) .had’ an audio cassette deck.’ All but
. \ - :
- K two of the childremny had at least one of these.

\.;

Obviously, many child%eu also purchase records and tapes, though
recent data on ‘young children 8 software‘?urchase patterns are uhhvhilable.
In Lyle and Hoffman's sample of sixth graders 49% had bought singles during
the preceding month, 30% LP's, and a smaller percentage had bought tape
products. One would expect that these.patterns might well have changed in
tHe last ten years, though the hard data are not there. In any case, the
pattern of hardware ownership and possession strongly suggests that S ';
Isoftware purchases are not likely to have declined in the last decade.

/;Werall, the conclusion is inescapable that many children are.immersed in a
p

ch and variegated audio environment at quite an, early age..

CHILDREN'S MUSIC PREFERﬁNCES

Though most children are first introduced to recorded music in the
form ef "children's" songs'played for them by their parents, the trend in
music preferenée as children advance in grade levels is one of growing
conformance to a’ pattetn of choice of "popular music. Greer, Dorow and
‘Randall (1974) view the transition from third to fourth grades as "inOtal"
o in stpdeﬂts' proclivities for rock.music over other forms. Furthermore, |

®
-‘t . this growing taste for pop or rock seems to be rather impervious to adult

’

approval of other, "high tagte" forms, as indicated by an experimental
study invblving*fifth graders (Greer et al., 1973). +
Our own interviews show that children not only have preferences, but

generally can name their favorite genre as well as list ohe or two favorite

groups which fit in that genre. We asked children (aghin; between j and

4 ' '
<
_ . . N\
g
.

~




particular genre but described a type of beaé they liked. All these

. ; ¢ : .
" 13) "what kind of music do you like best?L In oqr'smé&l sample, 11 of &3

eight to thirteen year olds némedla‘commonly accepted genre of music. 1In
by far the majority of cases, the favorite ;as“a_type of .pop music, whether
"pop réck," "punk rock," "soft rock," "Top 40," or "rock." Two children

cited "Christian" music as their favorites, and two others cited no

[ L]

-

chilaren could name‘at’least one, and usuallj two, favorite performers:

the two who preferred "Christian" music named groups within that genre, the
rest named pop performérs, such as Michael Jackson, Irene Cara, Survivor,
Olivia Newton John, Laura Brannigan, Men At Work, Hall and Oates, the Doors
and the Beach Boys." Th; four children seVen ;nd younger did not respond
with a genre of music, pop or other&ise. One liked "Sesame -Street" and one
had no interest in nor awareneés of ;Lsic Qf any type. The other two had
clearly heard some pop ﬁusié, thoﬁgh,"anq it had registered; one cited
"Xanadu" (a pop hit) as the favorite type of music; the other liked "fast
and dancy" music best and was gble,to recite some lyrics ("Celebrate good
tiﬁes, come. on"). .
$ If children enjoy.listening, and they cléariy do, what'structural
elements are salient Eo them? To fost teenagers, it is apparently more the
"sound" dor the "Seat"-rather than the words which determine preferencesa
(Robinson ;nd Hirsch, 1969). The case Qppears much.the same with children.
Recent research on the musical ta#te preferences of a sample of figsh

graders shows rankings clustering closely for the following genres (in

ord* of populagity): easy listening pop, rock, ragtime, Dixie, march, and

"country & Western/bluegrass. The apparent commonality underlying these

"liking" ratings was the heightened tempo or beat evident in these genres;

presence or complexity of lyrics did not'play a strong part in the

-‘ - ) | 10'_ /_
& |
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responses (LeBlanc, 1979). When we‘gskdd the children in our sample

L

what they liked about listening, 6 of the 17 cited the "sound" .or the

—

"beat" while only two mentioned the lyrics or words; others cited more

general gratifications, such as listening for company, "it keeps you
going," or the vague "I just like the tunes," which could mean the beat,
3 - ’ .

the lyrics, the instiumentation, of‘combinat;ons thereof.

Perhaps the most ambitious study’of the factors involved in children's

iusic preferences is that of Boyle, Hosterman and Ramsey .(1981). They

. 1N
tapped with survey. items several variables which might influencevpop music

L 4

selections, including: (a) sociocyltural factors; including peer ¢

influence, "hear it on the radio," danceability and sentiment; and (b)
S
formal feakures,»including n&}ody,>harmony, rhythm, instrumentation,

*

singer/group, and mood. The most salient dimeénsions for the 5th graders
were danceability, peer influence and sentiment. With the exception of
sentiment, the sociocultural factors seemed to increase in importance into

adolescence. The importance of hearing a song -on the radio increased until

"%

- . b .
9th grade, then declined sharply through college. The formal features’

?

which appeared most influential in children's musi¢ choices were, in rank
- EAN .

order: melody, rhythm, mood and lyrics. This basic pattern held

A

-througnout thg age range. Finally, the authors observe that amdunt of -

>

ﬁugic experience wasjrelated 1nverse1j'to dependence on peer’ opinions, as

well 4s.-to the perceived importance of danceability and hearing a song on .

the radio. The use of survey items to tap these "1nf1uences" (particulatly

1

in the absence of any independent measures of audio 1istenin§ behavior) and

the fnevitable risk that respondentg may, for teasons of,dbcial ¢
e

desitability, underestimate their dependence on the various factors, temper

our confidence in- the repot%ed teﬂationships. Still, this study points to

© 11



some initial directions for conceptualizing thpkgxnamics of children's
music tastes, and it gives a sense of thelcomplexity‘oﬁ the issues
-involved. It 1is obvtous that 1if one wishes to understand how‘listéni;g
figures in§o children's lives, it is necessary to go beyond the h- Yo
characteri ics of the music itself and’ consider what it is that childrem
seem to get from listening and how listening fits into the broader texture
of children's family aﬁd social environment. It 1s to these considerations

-

that we now turn.

CHILDREN'S PERSONAL AND‘SOCfAt'USéS OF LISTENING
'While the data tegafding patterns of usage, ownership/purchase and
preferences suggest thaf audio media havé a pléce in children's lives}
there 1s little sysgemat%c evidence ;oncerning what.that p}ace is~-in other
words, why children listen J%d what funé\igns listening serves fqr them.
. In this section we will summar&ze what 1is knowp and supplement the section

AN

with observations derived from our own talks with children. It might be

useful; as g/point of departure, to consider the uses television has for.

children. Rubin (1979), reports six apparently independent types of
- A

motivations for children's televiewing. They afé, 1ﬂ'rpnk order of their

seeming impdgtance to children -(9-13 years): (1) to pass the time (viewing

out of habit was included here as well as the vagué "I just like 1t"

( / _ "
motivation; (2) arousal t's thrilling, exciting)' (3) relaxation
(pieaSant reét)' (4) companionship (for company), and finally, two factors

which were apparently not important motivators, (5) to learn (about the

self, world, others);land (6) to forget or escape.

*
-/

The available evidence Indicates that many of the same motivations
apply to listening. For instance, Lyle and Hoffman (1972) found "listening’

to music" (subsuming radio and sound recordings) more likely to be cited by"

12
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sixth graders than other media‘when.the respondents wanted to relax, be
. : _ ' 9 N , :
entertained, or when they felt lonely. -The use of music for these -

'réaéona-&qu also.for situations wﬁQW'qdmeone "has hurt your feglinga" or

"mqﬂe you angryy-ibecame thémpvgrﬁhelmfng choice over other media by the -

tenth grade, with'girls_paiticularly'likély to use music as a recourse

o

during those‘ﬁltuationé. In our recent in;erviews, we asked children what

they liked about lfstening to musiC (they all claimed they did like it) and -
o N s ‘
found some of these uses and others. A common response was a general "I

- rd

just like it" or to "péssvthe time," (5 of i7), though several specifically

Qo -

. cited the "sound" or the "beat" (6 of 17), and two mentioned/éhe lyrics.

‘ e : ) ' !
Three children mentioned that they listened for thé company (see also

Dominick 1974), and references were also made by individdals to arousal

("1t keeps you going") 'and to what could be called accompariiment ("it makes

_what you're doing more fun"). * - ' .

» ‘ : L]
Our sample was small and our measures unrefined. Yet some tentative

obsegvationé may be warranted. First, listening does serve’ some of the

"same functions as viewing. In both cases entertainment and passing the

-

- b8
" time are important, and both media seem capable of serving the role as

surrogate comﬁanipn. Information-seeking or learning is not apparently a

strong motivation for use QF either case. dbviously,-the very natures of .

videé and audio dictate thét somé’uses willlbe different. For instance,

television (except as a conveyor of -music) has no “"sound," no "beat" to
. . . 4 » o

dance to. And even the superficial similafities'betweeq children's usés

of audio and video may be misleading. }Both.may be "entertaining,?_but'do'

* they entertain in Ihe’éame way? Both may help to relieve lorieliness, but

are the djnamica’thd same? Obviouai}”more data are needed here.

Generally, though, 1t seems clear to us Siﬁply'froa the readiness with

.

. »
w . ) L
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which children csn respond. to the question, "What do you Yike about _ .

listening to music?", as well as the specifioity of many of their

responses, that listening fulfills some important needs ﬁor many children.
Childgenjmsy,'ofzcourse, be either'unsware of or unable to articulate

:some of the uses,they have for listening."‘In this connection, it is P

interesting that our study failed to elicit a single direct rererence to a

social use, t.e:, a use of 'l1istening as a lubricant of peer or family

interaction, a focus of orilentation, a symbol of‘in;group vs. out-group

. fgglings; snd so on. Yet is is within the contextsaqf family and peer
v group relations that the\functions of audio in children's Iivesfnay most
meaningfuily diverge from those of television.
Of course, the interweaving of popular music and teen culture(s) and
¢
group interaction has received some considerable attention. " For many
teenagers, music plays a central’role in the movement psychologically and

socially away from the amily and toward the peer group. Music is the

focus of . the search for group identity: musical taste.sepsrstes-young from

Il

old, and young from'young—-i.e.;:different/music.tastes define sub-éroups
in youth culture (Frith, 1978). 1In addition,"shared musical taste can, for_
teens, be an important factor in. determining friendships (Frith 1978,
Clarke, 19f1). -Overall listening to music, whethgp/it is the
"sccompsniment of leisure or the "focus of leisure" (Frith, 1978) is very
much a part of the adolescent social world. . |
The 1ikely role of listening in the social and family life of xonnger '
‘\s‘ . ch{ld;en is bound to be influenced and defined by the myriad ways in which
their psychology, biology and society differ from adolescents and young
adults.. Opportunitif},for usé, hardware svailabilities, and music u‘ .

selection range for children are apt to be constrained in a manner

14
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different than adolescents.: And of course "children" are not a homogeneous

class. xhe 11fe of a five year old is just as different from that of a
tnelve year old as the twelve year olq‘r 1s from the high school student.

Even within age groups, such factors as socialwclass and family'

-

- communication environments will also play a part.

<

Overall though, does listening play a part in children s family and
social lives? Apparently yes, though the evidence is sketchy. Lyle and
Hoffman (1972) found that audio media use underpinned many peer meeting
occasions as earIy'as the sixth grade; 1in their_sample,_ ‘only 31 percent of

/

both sixth and‘tenth graders said that they usually listened tolrecords

alone" (Lyle and-ﬂoffman, 1972, p. 164). We would also suggest that the

apparent associations among advancing age,.growing peer group orientaéiop

and heightened interest in music listening reflect a trend toward sharper

,demarcations between family.media occasions and personal or.peer media

occasions.; This trend in patterns of-audio media use would be quite
consistent with a more general development among children in adolescent

transition of progressively more heterogeneous ''social maps"--that is, the

pchild's perceptions of those taking an interest in his/her 1life begin to

include a smaller proportion of adults and institutional representatives

(e.g8.» teachers) (Garbarino'et al., 1978).
- b
In other words, the involvement of audio in the process of orientation

~ud

away from the family and the solidification of personal and group

-/

identities miy spring from roots in earlier childhood. 1In our interviews,
for instance, we found that audio media apparently were used differently

from television in this regard., Children repor.ted listening to music

either alone or with friends more often and with family and siblings less

, B
often as compared to television. Thus, for children television tend$ to be

"~

N\
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a mdétum of family Q;ientqbloﬁ; listening is the medium of self and/orIpeer

orientation. ‘ TN | -
,' - 3 : ! o \I »
' Television seems to have some important "“social uses" within the

- . family (Lull, 1980; Medrich et al., 1982). - Many parents express concern ..
about the Influence of television on their children, and tséﬁgh they may

ot gctually‘gg_yery much to police their children's viewing (Cbmstéck"’,

e '

et al., 1978), it is common for parents to interact with children

.

concerning television prqograms, thus shaping the process'through which TV

has its impact (Messaris, 1982). 1In contrast, if music has sdcial uses for

’

children, these uses may be more focused on the dejglopmeht and maintenance
of friendships and peer g;oup'membérship. 'This, of course is the typical
"teen" 'pattern (Clarke, 1973; Frith, 1978; Larson, and Kubey, 1983);: we are

. suggesting that the pattern may develop{g;;n earlier. The precise nature

4 -

~

of children's social uses of audio remains to be'determined. Based on what

little evidence we currently:havé, it would seem ﬁﬁat.since ahdio is often

. ) . 3 , |
enjoyed in privacy with peers, if not in solitude, the use of radio, recerd -

players;'and tape/cassette players )may qperate for the child as one elemenﬁp)

in the creation of a proxemically nd symbolically self-defined wotld
wighin the family. ' One major difference between television and radio in
this regard is instructive:  mothers' attitudes toward their children's

radio listening is characterized by near-complete approval 'or indifference,

suggesting that a child's radio use “"creates little cause for family .

L]
-’

'éontroﬁersy" (Newspaper Adveftising Bureau, 1980, p. 39).

In sum, it appears tﬁat although childreq's uses for listening bear

by
LY

Qsme similarities to both their motivations for watching television and ,

adolescents' uses for popular ﬁusic, there may well be important

-

age-related and media-related differences. If lisféﬁlng_begi7£ as early as

16 '
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four -or five,. one Would obviously expect, as suggested aBove, substantial

L
and continual changes in the role played by audio media through the span of

childhood on into adolescent transition. If indeed these media are
important o some children, and we believe they ‘arg, then our crucial
> e . .l N

regsearch priority must be to. illuminate the nature of audio use from a

developmental_%erspective,

THE CONSEQUENCES OF AUDIO USE FOR CHILDREN "’?

% ®

So, children do attend to audio media, can articulate.preferences, and

'Peem to get. mething,out of the listening process. ’To our‘#nowledge,
however, no reseafcher has empirically tested even the most obvious
questions concerning the impact of radio and/or pop music on chi1dren s
behavior, attitudes, or cognitions. In the absence of such research,
commenté on the impact of listening must be speculative., We will mention
.briefl} some angies from which the broad question may he‘approeched, while
recognizing that the highest priority at this time is to fill in our |

knowledge of patterns®of use.:

The Nature of Populef’Music Lyrics. .The process through which song
lyrics might hffect“chiidren's'cognitions is doubtleés verf'comnlex,
depending not only on the lyrics .themselves but a host of situational,
social, cultural and individual variables. Stili, the logical place to
begin is with a look at what messagee or“themes the 1yrics "apbarently;
contain, thew to‘proceed to question® concerning the ways these symbols

might be interpreted by children and what the implications might be for

their thoughts and behavior.
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There have been several content analysés of popular music lyrics gver
- e

the years, and théy are well réviewei‘elsew e {Rice, 1980). As is often
tﬁa ca;e'with contéﬁt'and ﬁnalyseé, categories vazy Erom study to study ané
criteria for‘q}as?i caqion are frequently left‘unexpla;neé,gso the various
fsiudieshare difficult to;eoﬁpare. By way of backgrqund‘ however, Mooney

“,(19§8) éébortéd that by‘far the majority of pppula; songs-ﬁrior'fo the.rock
‘era (1890-1950) dealt witﬁ éﬁﬁe-aspecé of romantic love. This basit
preoccupation persisted tﬁrough to early rocﬁ music, and even. today )
variations on this theme constitute the biggest single focus'of attention
in pop lyrics. Rice k1980) tontent analyzed the lyrics of%the 19}6 Top 40
Co;htry/Western (CW), Easy Liséening AEZL), Rhythm and Blues (R&B), and

lPopular (essentially rock) recordings. He found thaty c0mbared¢to earlier

musical eras, love themes weré'still the most popular yet declining, and
; P )

that they had taken on a_pfedominantly sad tone. In all but R&B more songs

dealt with the "downward cours; of the relationship” or "being left alone

afterward" than with what Rice called the "honeymoon" phase. Other themes

A3 -
»>

were‘significantly present: 15% of the CW songs concerned rfaﬁil& values,"

27% qﬁ_éhe rock and 22X of the R&B songs’wé;e a?out dancing (thig was ag

the height of the disco voguef, and 112 of the Ezi tunes had to do with

" "personal identify" (the definition of which is not made cle;r). And -at

* various times during the rock era different sorts ‘of themes have assumed a
certain prominence, sucﬁ as drugs, rel{gion;.social change, dancing, and

arlnking. o . ‘ ! -

’ While such data do provide a.general sense of the concerns of popular

music agd some ;ense of the differences among genres and ‘eras, there ig

more "information" in popular music than these global categories reveal.

Lyrics tell stories about psggle as they meet, exchange g;pnceé. fall in

* »

'Té!gil' fﬁ‘
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love, aé\éﬁ!t encounter problems and cope with theﬁ; and so on. « There 1s a

»

' kreat deal of specific information about how to.feel and act, not only im " -
love. but in.p variety of other situations. ]
[ //.On the squhé% of hetéposexugl relationships, a sample from the 1983 |

o _hit liét might include Bob éeger's rather straightfqorward description of a
} ’ i ' - t LI | ! P’ ) 3 N i
' ' “scene in a roadside balr; - C . - e
Twelve hours out of Mackinaw City ‘
Stopped in a bar to have a brew _
Met a gifl and we had a fgw drinks .
And I told her what I'd decided to do i . .

or this breakup of a relationship (Christopher Cross);
} 1
Well, I read it in town,
In the meloncholy news,
The front page story is our love is through .« o

~or purely sexual themes, including Loverboy's .
She's turnin' on the heat, she's got the mag c“to h

She's turnin' on the heat, oooh and it's a little too much
She's turnin' on the heat, it's a hundred above

Hot girls in love, hot girlg in love . . .;

and (from the Chinites) ' .

From the rooter to the scooter
You're a bad motor scooter, straight up .
‘ From the roofer to the tooter ' M
) You're a bad motor scooter. )

And we see one way of reacting when a love affair ends (The Policé);

Oh can't you see, you belong to me .
I . How my son heart aches, with every step you take,
» - Every move you make, every vow you break,
Every smile,you take, every claim you stake,

I'11l be watching ygu.

And there are other topics, too, treated with varyingsdegrees of

ambiguity. For example, from Michael Jackson's 'Beat It!":
You have to show them that you're really not scared
You re playin' with'your life, this ain' t no truth or dare,
They'1l kick you, then they beat you
: Then they'll tell you it's fair
o So beat 1t . . . .

19 ... ¢
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Or' from Pink E}oyd' "Not Now John" a (presumably) political theme:

We've got to compete with the wily Japanese

Thére's too many home fires burning, and not enough trees,

sb fuck all that we've got to get gy with these.

Can't stop, lose’ job, mind gone, silicon, _ -

What bomb, get away, pay day, make hay, . '
\uBreak down, need fix, big six

Clickey cliCk, hold on, qoh no, brrrring bingo (Song %{ts, 1983)

Fuzx all that, we've got to get on with these

Lyrics deal with a range of subjects, and vary tn their treatment oiu

- i q o
these subjects from literal to inscrutable. [In some cases, :‘@ med"

listener may be fairly confident what the song 1is."about," in others!any
such surmising i1s done at great perilt In considering children's reactions

to lyrics, and what they might possibly learn from.them, it is of course

important to bear in-mind that they will have even more trouble deciphering

,. 4
1]

”1Yfics than teenagers or aduIts do. Hirsch (1971) reports that only about

30Z of teenagers could state correctly the message contained in four 1960's

Y

and young children would clearly fare worse. In any case,

protest songs,{

pop music lyrics are not likely to have any great cognitive impact at the

-~

‘rarified lewel of politiecal or social values addressed subtly and -

v . .
allegorically. . N

- A

On the other hané, we might expect some learning—;nhether or not it
reflects an "accurate” reading--concerning those aspects of every&ay life
which are pottrayed in a relatively straighforward, uncomplicated, yet
nignly evocative manner in pop songs. In some cases, there may be
information in the lyrics about realms completely outside the child's
experience, even a child who has never seen the ocean or a surfboard.may be'
able to give an account of how to catch the best wave. Or a country child

who has no concept of urban youth gangs may be inttoduced to them by

Michael Jackson's ."Beat It!" (Interestingly, Michael Jackson seemed to be
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B ’ ’ ~ *
b | . ) 8
A -

the favorite arciht of the white, smallé;Own, grade school children we
[ & *
tnterviewed ) And’ confuaion about what lyrics mean may spur children to

" seek 1nf€rmation from older siblings and peera*-in this case, the learning

would be 1nd1rect, but audio would have played a-critical role.

As we have noted, most'children, 11ke most adolegcents, choose music

¢

: brimarily on the basis of the "souﬁd" or the‘"beat," raéher than'tﬁe

lyrics; This in no Way 1mp11es, however, that lyrics are 1gnored. findeed,
most of the children we interviewed had no trouble reciting lyrics from a
favorite song. We‘suspect that-lyrics are‘at}ended to, processed, stored
and recited.by ;hildgen. "

The child listener is, in a sense, an eavesdropper,‘. tuning in tofa
message not réally'intended for him, but which is gtill full of information

_ . : r .
about the exigencies of roles he will assume in the future. It has been

suggested, for instance, that many cross-sex behaviors are learned prior to
' ' ?

'adoleséence from the media, to be applied later on during édolescgnce

(Matﬁesoﬁ, 1975). At this point we are not prepared to say how audio may )
compare with teleQision oﬁ-thls level, but it is interesting t§ note that
it is television, the medium which more reflects the adult agenda to begin
with (Larson and Kubey, 1983), which parents apparently feel more need to
mediate. Popular music is left to purvey its manifesto in the relative
absenqe of pa;ental concern and intervention. We siﬁply_raise here the
possibility that music lyrics may play a part in children's "anticipatory
socialization," whether in terms of setting a tone--;nd a predominantly sad
and pessimistic one at that (e.g., the'Christopher Cross or Pélice~lyr1¢b
above), with its ‘many, encapsulated vignettes (e.g., Bob Seger's roadside

- .
assignation), or cultivates more specific behdvioral menus or "social

scripts” (Abelson, 1981; Schank and Abelson, 1977).

R B -t
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Other learning is possible, too. For many;xMichael Jackson's "'Beat C?

It (eapecially.when accompanied by its vidcd) paints nicturea of an
otherwise alien world, thus expanding life.space; thc/Chi—Liteﬂ ("From the
rooter to the tootet;:. .") expand vocabdlary as well. Thus, while ncf -
foreclosing the<poaaibility that lyrics may hdVve conseanences for' broad

s ' sociallpolitical valugs'(e.g._fink Floyd above), the more acceasiblc and’“\
developmenfally relevant lyJEca}-themes and eléments are more likely

: sources (either direct or .fndirect) of social learning.

Reyond Lyrics; SomehNonVerbal Processes. Up to now, we have been

conchlgd with lyrics, the verbal gontent of popular music. But apparently

to most listeners it 1s the "sound" which most attracts attention. It is

-y

therefore logical to ask what the insiications of 1istening to music as .

-

7,/'”) music may be for the individual and for society (while not forgetting that
’ ) .

the lyrics as sung are a part of thac gestalt). .

The consequences/of liatening“naz depend, we feel, on the style of
listening bchavior. For the sake of digtussion, asaune chat a meaningful
'diatinction can be drawn between: (a) prim;ix listening, in wAich the

. music is the focus of attention and the listener is highly involved in the

) ) ) S .
1isteging process; and (b) secondary listening, which occurs while ‘the .

- /4

liatenen's attention is directed togard other activities and during which

. : the music is largely in the background. In theory, the impact of heavy
nrimary li;tening, which by our definition denies cognitive priority to
other activities, ought to differ from that of secondary listening, during

which the music assumes a background relationship to othet activitiea.

4
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One of the most obvéoue and uncontroversial effects of primary

listening 1s thak it displaces time from other activities, such as reading,

‘ 2,
playing with friqnds, studying, family interaction, watching television,

playing video games, and so on. This kind~of effect 1s not related to
anything specific about the music--its beat, melody, chord structure-~but
‘-~ 18 what MeLeod and Reeyes (ibal) have called "content diffuse.” Whether

the ;nd result is functional or dysfunctional depends on thé.rélative'

3

immediate and long-term value of the listening experience as compared to
the pall of the activity it would most likely have replaced. It 1is not

safe to assume that television viewing and radle/stereo listening are using
-~ ' : . . .

P time sthat would otherwise have been spent in "more constructive'

-~ C . '

- activities--e.g., cooperative, wholesome play with the kid next door or

. - ,
_\\\J/}o reading the ¢lassics.. = .. . .

Primary listening may ;Egg/have a significant emotional or affective
4

'impact. As we.héye goted, there 1s evidence that two.of the prime
determinants of children's musical preferences are the mood and sentiment
of the msuic. One doesn't need to refer to.émpirichl studies to make the
obs;rvation that mu;ic has an emotional impact on many listeners. Most
rock music is by its very nature an excitator& stimulus, and can arouse the
listenzrx(Blaukopf, 1974). Emotional arousal is important“for two reasons:

- First, ‘in the short rumn, increased arousal can act as generalized stimulus

T

R

for all sorts of behaviors, i.e., it tends to increase whatever activity
seems to be called for in a given context (Huston, Wright & Potts, i982{
Zillman, 1971). Second, fhe;e is the poq;ibility that frequent exposure to
emotion;lly Afousing material may leéd to what Dorr has called "a more
' _/';:;:ralized evocation of rélevqpt emotions," (Doér, 1981, p. 338), 1&sting°
" well beyond the time of exposure. For both reasons, children's egpéional/

affective responses to audio media seem worthy of attention.

B W, 23
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As we have indicated, there is a listening mode in which the music is
more or le;s in the.background whilgyother activities are going on. This
_secondary listening may be facilitative or-diérﬁptive, dgpending‘on'its
context and one's point of view. Shoppers and workers with dull,
repetitive jobs are frequently treated to background musié uhder.the
assumption that "pe?fbrmance" wi{} be‘enha;céd; But music in the -

//‘ background may also have a disfuptivé potenti;i; it may interfqre'with or

-t

distract attention from primary goal-directed activities, egspecially the
<& .
potential

more cognitively demanding ones.. we would expect cﬁe‘disruptive
of secondary listening to b% especially greaz among children in early grade
school orygﬁnger, whose ability to persist in and congentrate on
intéllectually demanaing tasks'is ligﬁled. ‘The effects on—older children
.or adolescents may be less, but it is still difficult to see hqw music in
the background cou}d operate systematiéally so as to imgro;e performance on
( complex. and demanding tasks. The mosf important type of secondary
EA listening is.probably the presence of music in the study environment,
) which, wﬁile it may mask environmental noise gnd create a pleasant
» ambience, could wel% interfere with academic pefformance, perhaps even in
the long run. |
An attempt has been made here to mention a few promising

- effects-related hypotheses. We have obviously not covered every gspéct.

It Would be possible to use the children~and-television literatpdre as a

model| and develop an audio anplogue to every proposition that has been

fé;mulated therein; we have not put toggther such a catalogue, fqéusing
instead on a few @reéa, In fagt, if the ways childrén use~aydio.dif%ers
' . | frbm.fhe way they use television-~that is, 1f the tﬁo'media p1;§'different
and uniqﬁe goles in children's.lives-—thgn-yelevision would be a mislea?ing .

e . - ) . ot ) . Y}

-
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model. If audio media are used differently thenltelevision, then the

processes through which they may have their impact should differ as well.

% .

One of the significant challenges in this area arises.from the.probability
that the impact of listening is medlated through siblirgs, peers, -
publications (teen magazines. . .) and other compunications media (e.g.

- +.

music video) far more than the impact of television. Music is a

culture--or perhaps cultures—fand any attempt to sort out the implications

of listening must deal with that reality.

CONCLUSIONS: RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

-

The task of this paper has been to review what is known of children's

uses of and interactions with audio media. In the process, we have
”

attempted to provide conceptual clarity in those many areas where present

evidence is still incomplete. Here we will indicate those substantive
concerns and methodological approaches that might be fruitful for future

/}tudy.

Heading the research agenda for resuming studies of children and audio

should be the systematic study of usage and ownership patterns, software

’-\

purchasing, information sources, and family influence. The" development of
such baseline data should ideally related audio media to the child's total‘
ecology of information. One useful beginning might be a media profile of
entire peer networks, analagous to the survey by Dixon (1979) where
purchasea~of}audio equipment and software were correlated with a host of
demographic, psychographic, other media use, muaical taste, and musical '
competency variables. Besidea'updating the Lyle and Hoffman-benchmark
findings, such data would indieate directiona for areas of greatest

N

theoretical interest. The inclusion of more subtle predictb§~variables s

25.
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than have been preuigdslylutilized-—e.g.. birth order, family communication
N . & ’ 4 . s
. , ~ . .
rules, and level\of cognitive functioning--cquld well provide rich - ¢

- explanations of audio medi;\qif, especially when incorporated in ’ p
, |  multivariate analypis &esignsﬁ‘ R _. 'L' o
While uses and gratificétions approééhes)might orient tesegrchers to
.typologies of/Lse, the;e aég problems to qpnsider; ‘As mosé'commhnicati hs -
‘5' researchers who héve intér;ieweq childrén are well aware, their level of

L4

verbal facility causes difficulties in-instrumentﬂdésign and data

~

interpretation. Moreover,%the tises and gratifications aﬁproach asgumes- . ' /

 that a "rational” user can, in fact, accurately report the reasons

1
v

using a medium iniw;ys'that functionally correia@? with usage pattefns. In
the case‘of very Equtinized Qedia activiﬁy (esﬁéé&glly S0 wifh_r
S — often operates as an unobtrusive éecondary 3C£1Yéty): neithér can we say
with ceftainty why we attend to media on some bgcasiqns nor can we always .
be aware of acéidental media exposure. (The prﬁblems involved in taking

respondents' gratification reports at face vélﬁé’age cited in Messaris

/ T . _ S
[1977].) Finally, uses and gratifications remains bound to an operational

view of media useréenteréd in individuals, rather than as constiﬂdted in .

social occasions. Thig émphasis is unsqtigfaétory for undefstanding a

Yl

. AN '
. phenomenon, music listening, for whiqp the experiential nature is heavily
-dependent on social-structural and situational components, “ ' .

We would argue that treéfing childrehfs accounts of their audio media
use and perceptions-~~together withﬂsystemqtic observations of’audidf
related artifacts and family commuﬁii;tio: béhpvipr-—as primary data for
reconstructiong'the child's life wo'rltf ?is a prod:ct{ve alternative. T ST o~

K 1ogic of‘naturalistic inquiry (Denzin, 1978) requires the researcher to

situate his or her. activit{es in _the symﬁblic arenas of subjects and
- ~ * >

L
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develop sensitive concepts of the phenomena under study.  The triangulation
of several methods--such as participant observation, depth interviews, and

user diaries--would have the effect of cross-validating the emerging

4 -

.constructs of audio media use. Also, the sampling of behaviors over time

Ly . -
should be conducted in terms of the children's own patterns of media use.

o i

The use of innovative research technology, such as the electronic pagers
carried by adolescents in the Larson and Kubey (1983) study, might be
required to track the often-elusive cycles of audio media use. °

It should be clear by now that‘we are aware that the applicati|p of a |
simple ' effects parsdigm does considerable violence to what 1is certainly a ‘

~ .

very complicated web of processes.. still, this paper has made reference to
some arenas in which audio media might influence the’ perceptions of
ch:l.ldren,2 including the acquisition of certain information from lyrics and .

the interference with cognitive skills and styles from what we have called

primary listening. While recognizing the legion of interyening variables

'that figure in these processes, it still makes sense -to examine 1yrical

content and the musical symbol system for characteristics which may - have

.impact on children's cognitions. This, of course,‘calls for content

analysis, but of a certain type.

<

First, it is not enough to examine lyrics for broad themes and

‘:subjects. The fact that romantic love is the focus of roughly half the top

songs on the charts tells us little about tlieir specific meanings (1.e.,

‘thetconcrete scenarios which, on repetition, might-form the basis of social

scripts) or how childrenfmight interpret them. So,' the analyses must be

sensitive to the textual'significance of the characters, actions,zand

atmospheres represented in lyrics. ThEy should algo be, to the.extent

possible, valug-free: That is, rather’ than enter the task with certain

S .
. ) 1 /. 7. . ’
. “ ¥ . ) .
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assumptions about, for instance, how divorced peqp}e are portrayed in pop
music, 1t'WOu1d be preferable to describe the content objectively and
,nohdoﬁmatically. leaying agide questions of how it ought to be'interpreted‘
or ho; it was intendeh, aﬁd iéaving open the possibility that children will
come ‘away from ‘their musical éncountetS'with meanings'qdite different than
‘adults. | ‘
Finally,-such analyses should be informed by the very data oﬂ uses and
-ownership patterns which ve called for earlier 1n_thig paper. Whether or
not.pﬁe'conéurs with the assumbtion'that felevisio; viewing is 1arge1§
nonselective, one muét grant that music preferences can be éuite specific,

involving strong loyalties to radio stations}and musical genres. To the

- ‘extent that studies demonstrate coherént patterns of preference, and to the

. L b - n'.
P extent that the music subsumed in those patterns presents a consistent view

3 -

of? certain aspects of social life, we may then begin to hypothesize social

-and cognitive effects with, under certain conditions, implications for both.

the individual child and thée society in general.
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