LY e = T om = "
resilied Special Communication \
1ld have : .
ergency :
xample,
Wayne
Angeles
be high
; assume
ieides in
the inci-
ocality’s
L bemea- : '
fatal as- T , T _ .
carmes €levision and Violence
‘here are : :
cific in- :
ational The Scale of the Problem and Where to Go From Here
a8 across
ress this Brandon S. Centerwall, MD, MPH
1 be used N
7. Among .
were an IN 1975, Rothenberg’s Special Commu- Cations for the Eighties, again document- Whereas infantg have an Instinctive
sault vie- nication in JAMA, “Effect of Television ing a broad consensus in the seientifie desire to imitate observed human be.
close to Violence on Children and Youth,” first lterature that exposure to television vi- havior, they do not Possess an instinet
1age fire- alerted the medieal community to the  glence increases children’s Physical ag-  for gauging a priori whether a behavior
deforming effects the viewing of tele- gressiveness.” Fach of these governmen-  ought to be imitated. They will imitate
ide is the vision violence has on normaj child de- 5 inquiries necessarily left open the anything," including behaviors that mogt
‘males 15 velopment, inereasing levels of Physieal question of whether this increase in chil- adults would regard as destryctive and
ims close aggressiveness and violence i In re-  dren’s physical aggressiveness would antisocial. It may give pause for thought,
y. These sponse to physicians’ concerns sparked  later lead to increased rates of violence. then, to learn that infants as young as
qall num- by 'Rothenberg’s Communication, the Although there had been dozens of 1ah.- . 14 months of age demonstrably observe
States; it 1976 American Mediea] Association oratory investigations and short-term  and incorporate behavigrs seen on tele-
ives. (AMA) House of Delegates passed Res-  field studieg (3 months or less), few fong-  vision (Fig 1).1218 (Looking ahead, in
olution 38: “The Hoyuse declares TV vi- term field studies (2 years ormore)had two surveys of young male felons im-
L olence threatens the heaith and welfare been completed and reported. Since the prisoned for committing violent crimes,
a“eii;,rf;“fg of young Americans, commits Itself to 1982 National Institute of Mental Health eg, homicide, rape, and assault, 229 tq
f,)y level of ‘remedial actions with interested par- report, long-term field studies havecome 349 reported having consciously imi-
rough 1989, ties, and encourages opposition to TV into their own, some 20 having now been tated erime techniques learned from
programs containing viglence and to  published ® television Programs, usually succegs-
Z;ﬂf;;; their sponsors,”2 In my commentary, I diseuss televi- fully.1)
on the Rec. Other professional organizations have sion’s effects within the eontext of nor- As0£1990, the average American child
Conference, since come to a similap conelusion, in-  mgl child development; give an over- aged 2 to 5 years was watching over 27
aith Organi- cluding the Ameriean Academy of Pe- view of natural eXposure totelevisionas  hours of television per weel 15 This might
il Vie- ~diatries and the American Psychologi-  a cange of aggression and violence;sum-  not be bad, if young children understood
A National cal Association? In light of recent re- marize my own researeh findings on tele- what they are watching. However, up
)C: US Bu- search findings, in 1990 the American vision as a cause of viclence; and Sug-  through ages g and 4 years, many chil-
-l22024. Academy of Pediatries issued g policy  gest a course of action. : dren are unable to distinguish fact from
statement: “Pediatriciang should advige fantasy in television programs and re-
Parents to limit thejy children’s televi- ~ TELEVISION IN THE CONTEXT OF main uiable todo so despite adult coach-
sion viewing to 1 to 2 hours per day.”  NORMAL CHILD DEVELOPMENT ing.® In the minds of such young chil-
Rothenberg’s communieation was The impact of television on children is dren, television is a souree of entirely
larg_ely_based on the findings of the 1968  best understood within the confext of  factual information regarding how the
National Commission on the Causesand  normai child development, N. eonatesare  world works, Naturally, as they get
Prevention of VioleneeS and the 1972 born with an instinctive capacity and older, they come to know better, but the
Wgeon General’s report, Television  desire to imitate adult human behavior,  eariiest and deepest impressions were
0 Growing Up: The Impact of Tele- That infants can, and do, imitate an ar- laid down when the child saw television
“3ed Violenee 5 Those findings were up-  ray of adult faciz) expressions hasbeen  ag g factual souree of information about
dated ang reinforead by the 1982 report  demonstrated in neonates asyoungasa g world outside their homes where vi-
of the National Tnstitite of Mental  few hours old, ie, before they are even  olence is a daily commonplace and the
}_ealth, Television angd Behavior: Ten  old enough to khow cognitively that commission of violence is generally pow-
078 of Scientifie Progress and Impli-  they themselves have facial features that erful, exciting, charismatic, and effica-
3 correspond with thoge they are obsery- cious, Serious violence s most likely to |
o ”"L Denartment of Psychiairy ang Behavioral - Ing.** It is a most usefu instinet, for the erupt at moments of severe stress—and
i cur”,lf,iﬁ“ﬁn’ Ofrix?:hi”g’f’."' Seattls. Dr Cen- developing child must jearn and master it is precisely at such moments that ad-
el Togquegts o 811 Saret Ay E Seatle, wa & Vast repertoire of behavior in short  olescents and adults are most likely to
Dy eNterwal)), | order, - revert to their earliest, most visceral
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- Fig 1.—This series of photographs shows a 1
month-old boy leaming behavior from a television
set. In photograph A the aduit pulls aparta novel toy.
The infant leans forwarg and carefully studies the
adult's actions. [n photograph B the infant is given
the toy. In photograph C the infant pulls the toy
aparn, imitating what he had seen the adult do. Of
infants exposed to the Instructional video, 65%
could later work the loy, as compared with 20% of
unexposed infants (F<.001 ) (reprinted with permis-
sion from Meftzoff12),

sense of what violence is and what its
role it in society. Much of this sense will
have come from television.

Not all laboratory experiments and
short-term field studies demonstrate an
effect of media violence on children’s
behavior, but most do 171 In a recent
meta-analysis of randomized, case-con-
trol, short-term studies, exposure to me-
dia violence caused, on the average, a
significant increase in children’s aggres-
siveness as measured by observation of
their Spontaneous, natural behavior fol-
lowing exposure (P<.05).19

NATURAL EXPOSURE TO
TELEVISION AS A CAUSE OF
AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE

In 1973, a small Canadian town (called
“Notel” by the investigators) acquired
television for the first time. The acqui-
sition of television at such a late date
Was due to problems with signal recep-
tion rather than any hostility toward
television. Joy et gl investigated the
Impact of television on this virgin com-
Munity, using as control £roups two sim-
flar communities that already had tele-
vision. In 3 double-blind research de-
8ign, a echort of 45 first- and second.
grade students were observed pros-
Pectively over 5 period of 2 years for
rates of objectively measured noxious

- Physical aggression (eg, hitting, shov-
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ing, and biting). Rates of physical ag-
gression did not change sgignificantly
among children in the two control com.
munities. Two years after the introdue-
tion of television, rates of physical ag-
gression among children in Note] had
increased by 160% (P<.001).

In a 22 year prospeetive study of an
age cohort in a semirural US county
{N=875), Huesmann observed whether
boys’ television viewing at age 8 years
predicted the seriousness of criminal acts
committed by age 30, After controlling
for the boys' baseline aggressiveness,
intelligence, and socioeconomic status
at age 8, it was found that the boys’
television violence viewing at age 8 sig-
nificantly predicted the seriousness of
the crimes for which they were convicted
by age 80 (P<.05).

In a retrospective tase-control study,
Kruttschnitt et a2 compared 100 male
felons imprisoned for violent, crimes (eg,
homicide, rape, and assanlt) with 65 men
without a history of violent offenses,
matching for age, race, and census tract
of residence at age 10 to 14 years, After
eontrolling for sehaol performance, ex-
posure to parental violence, and bage-
iine level of criminality, it was found
that the association between adult erim-
inal violence and childhood exposure to
television viclence approached statisti-
cal significance (P<,10), '

All Canadian and US studies of the
effect of prolonged childhood exposure
to television (2 years or more} demon-
strate a positive relationship between
earlier exposure to television and later
physieal aggressiveness, although not
all studies reach statistica) signifieance ®
The eritieal period of exposure to tele-
vision is preadolescent childhood. Later
variations in €xposure, in adolescence
and adulthood, do not exert any addi-

tional effect, 2 However, the aggres-
sion-enhancing effect of exposure to tele-
vision is chronic, extending into later
adolescence and adulthood 3% This im-
plies that any interventions should be
designed for children and their caregiv-
ers rather than for the general adult
population.

* These studies confirm what many
Americans already believe on the basis
of intuition. In a nationa} opinion poll,
43% of adult Americans gffirm that tele-
vision violence “plays a part in making
America a-violent society,” and an ad-
ditional 37% find the thesis at least plau-
sible (only 16% frankly dishelieve the
proposition).* But how big a role does it.
play? What is the effect of natural ex-
posure to television on entire popula-
tions? To address this issne, I took ad-
vantage of an histories] experiment—
the absence of television in South Africa
prior to 1975.8%

TELEVISION AND HOMICIDE
IN SOUTH AFRICA, CANADA,
AND THE_ UNITED STATES

The South African government, gjy
not permit television broadcasting Drior
to 1975, even though South Afrieyy
whites were 3 Prosperous, industyy).
ized Western society.® Amidst the hog.
tile tensions between the Afrikaner gpg
English white commmunities, it wag gen-
erally conceded that any South Afriea;
television broadcasting industry woylg
have to rely on British and Ametieay,
imports to fill out jts Programmip
schedule. Afrikaner leaders falt that tha%
would provide an unacceptable cultyrg)

advantage to the English-speaking white.

Bouth Africans. Rather than negotiatey
- complicated compromise, the Afrikaner.
controlled government choge to finesse

the issue by forbidding television broag. -

casting entirely. Thus, an entire popu-
lation of 2 milltion whites—rich and poor,
urban and rural, educated and unedun-
eated—was nonselectively and absp-
lutely excluded from exposure to tele-
vision for a quarter century after the
medium was introduced into the United
States. Since the ban on television was
not based on any concerng regarding

television and violence, there was no -

self-selection bias with respect to the
hypothesis being tested,

Toevaluate whether exposure totele-
vision is a cause of violence, I examined
homicide rates in South Afriea, Canada,
and the United States. Given that blacks
in South Africa live under quite differ-
ent conditions than blacks in the United
States, I limited the comparison to white
homicide rates in South Afriea and the
United States and the total homicide
rate in Canada (which was 97% white in
1951). Data analyzed were from the re-
spective government vital statisties reg-

istries. The reliability of the homicide:

data is discussed elsewhepe.?

Following the introduction of televi-
gion into the United States, the annual
white homicide rate increased by 93%,
from 3.0 homicides ber 100000, white
population in 1945 o 5.8 per 160000 in
1974; in South Africa, where television
was banned, the white homicide rate
decreased by 7%, from 2.7 homicides
per 100000 white population in' 1943
through 1948 to 2.5 Per 1000606 in 1974
(Fig 2). As with US whites, following
the introduetion of television into Can-
ada the Canadian homicide rate in.
creased by 92%, from 1.8 homicides per
100000 population in 1945 to 2.5 per
100000 in 1974 (Fig 3).

For both Canada and the United
States, there was a lag of 1010 15 years
between the introduction of television
and the subsequent doubling of the ho-
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micide rate (Figs 2 and 3). Given that
homicide is primarily an aduli activity,
if television exerts jts behavior-modify-
ing effects primarily on children, the
initial “television generation” would have
had to age 10 to 15 years before they
would have been old enough to affect
the homicide rate, Tf this were so, it
would be expected that, as the injtia]
television generation grew up, rates of
serious violence would first begin torise
among children, then several yearslater

- It would begin to rige among adoles-

cents, then still latep among young
adults, and so on. And that is what is
observed :

in the period immediately preceding
the introduetion of television intg Can-
adaandthe United States, all three coun-
tres were multiparty, Fepresentative,
teral democracies with strong Chris-
Yan religiong influences, where people
W nonwhite pgees were generally ex-

- Cluded fyop, political power., Although

“levision broadeasting wag prohibited
D}'mr 0 1975, white South Afvica had
“elf-d_GVeloped boolk, newspaper, radio,
<0 cinemg, industries, Therefore, the
effect of television could be isolated from
o of Dther_media influences. In addi-
EXamined an array of possible
dim‘:und_lng variables—changes in age
on, urbanization, economic con-
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ditions, aleohol consumption, capital pun-
ishment, civil unrest, and the availabil-
ity of firearms.® None provided a vighle
alternative explanation for the ohserved
homicide trends, Fop further details re-
garding the testing of the hypothesis, I
refer the reader to the published mong-
graph® and commentary.®

A comparisen of South Africa with
only the United States (Fig 2) could eas-
ily lead to the hypothesis that US in-
volvement in the Vietnam War or the
turbulence of the civil rights movement
was responsible for the doubling of ho-
micide rates in the United States. The
Inclusion of Canada as a control group
precludes these hypotheses, since Ca.
nadians likewige experienced g doubling
of homicide rates (Fig 8) without in-
volvement inthe Vietnam War and with-
out the turbulence of the US civil rights
movement. '

When I published Iny original paper
in 1989, T predicted that white South
African homicide ratee would double
within 10 to 15 Years after the intrg-
duction of television in 1975, the rate
having already increased 56% by 1983
(the most recent year then available) 8
As of 1987, the white South Afriean ho.-
micide rate had reached 5.8 homicides
ber 100000 white population, a 130%
inerease in the homicide rate from the

rate of 2.5 per 100 000 in 1974, the lasi
year before television was ntroduced 2
In contrast, Canadian and white g ho-
micide rates have not inereaged sinee
1974, As of 1987, the Canadian homicide
rate was'2.2 per 100 000, as Compared
with 2.5 per 100000 in 19742 1n 1987
the US white homicide rate wagq b4 peI:
100 000, as compared with 5.8 per 100 000
in 1974.% (Since Canada and the Unjteq
States became saturated with television
by the early 1960s [Figs 2 and 3], it was
- expected that the effect of television on
rates of violence would likewise regeh a
saturation point 10 to 15 years later)
It is coneluded that the introduction
of television in the 1950 caused 3 syh-
sequent doubling of the homicide rafe,
ie, long-term childhood exposure o
television is o causal factor behing ap-
proximately one half of the homicides
committed in the United States, or ap-
proximately 10 000 homicides arnually,
Although the data are not-as well de.
veloped for other forms of violence, they
indieate that exposure to television ig
also a causal factor behind a major pro-
portion~—perhaps one half—of rapes, as-
saults, and other forms of interpersonal
violence in the United States.? When
the same analytic approach was taken
to investigate the relationship between
television and suicide, it was determined
that the introduction of television in the
1950s exerted no significant effect on
subsequent suicide rateg
To say that childhood exposure to
television and television violence s g
predisposing factor behind half of vig-
lent aets is not to discount the impor-
tance of other factors. Manifestly, every
violent act is the result of an array of
forces coming together—povert , crime,
aleohol and drug dbuse, stress—of which
childhood exposure to television is just
one. Nevertheless, the epidemiologic ev-
idence indicates that i, hypothetically,
television technology had never been
developed, there would today be 10000
fewer homicides each year in the United
States, 70000 fewer rapes, and 700 000
fewer injurious agsaults 23!

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

In the war against tobacco, the to-
baceo industry is the last group from
whom we expect any meaningful action.
If someone were to call on the tobaceo
industry to cut back tobaceo production
as & matter of social conscience and out
of concern for the public health, we would
regard that person as being at least sim-
ple-minded, if not frankly deranged.
Oddly enough, however, people have
persistently assumed that the television
industry operates by a higher standard .
of morality than the tobacco industry_—
that it is useful to appeal to its social
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conscience. This was true in 1969 when
the National Commission on the Causes
and Prevention of Violence published
its recommendations for the television
industry.® It was equally true in 1989
when the US Congress passed a tele-
vision antiviolence bill that granted tele-
vision industry executives the author-
ity to confer on the issue of television
violence without being in violation of
antitrust laws.® Even before the law
was fully passed, the four networks
stated that they had no intention of us-
ing this antitrust exemption to any use-
ful end and that there would be no sub-
stantive changes in programming con-
tent.* They have been as good 2s their
word. _
Cable aside, the television industry is
not in the business of selling programs
to audiences. It is in the business of
selling andiences to advertisers. Issues

of “quality” and “social responsibility”

are entirely peripheral to the issue of
maximizing audience size within a com-
petitive market—and there is no for-
mula more tried and true than violence
for reliably generating large audiences

that can be sold to advertisers, If public._ -

demand for tobacco decreases by 1%,
the tobacco industry will lose $250 mil-
lion annually in revenue.® Similarly, if
the television audience size were to de-
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crease by 1%, the television industry
would stand to lose $250 million annu-
ally in advertising revenue.® Thus,
changes in audience size that appear triv-
ial to you and me are regarded as cat-
astrophic by the industry. For this rea-
son, industry spokespersons have made
innumerable protestations of good in-
tent, but nothing has happened. In over
20 years of monitoring levels of televi-
sion violence, there has been no down-
ward movement.*®* There are no rec-
ommendations to make to the television
industry. To make any would not only
be futile but create the false impression
that the industry might actually do some-
thing constructive.

The American Academy of Pediatrics
recommends that pediatricians advise
parents to limit their children’s televi-
sion viewing to 1 to 2 hours per day.*
This is an excellent point of departure
and need not be limited to pediatricians,
It may seem remote that a child wateh-
ing television today ean be involved
years later in violence, A juvenile tak-
ing up eigarettes is also remote from the
dangers of chronie smoking, yet those
dangers are real, and it is best to inter-
vene early. The same holds true regard-
ing television-viewing behavior. The in-
struction is simple: For children, less
TV is better, especially violent TV,

 many waiting rooms now have g

- Less TV is better, especially violent

Symbolic pestures are importan ISIRY
The many thousands of physician s
gave up smoking were importag el
maodels for the general public, J

saying, “This Is a Smoke-Free
{or words to that effect), so likewis
sign can be posted saying, “Thig:
Television-Free Area.” (This {s
meant to exclude the use of instrueti;
videotapes.) By sparking inquitias f
parents and children, such a simp
vice provides a low-key way to bring
the subject in a clinical setting.
Children’s exposure to televisic
television violence should become 3
of the public health agenda, along
safety seats, bicycle helmets, imm;
zations, and good nutrition. One
campaigns are of little value. It rieeds
become part of the standard packs

Part of the public health approach shy
be to promote child-care alternativ
the electronic baby-sitter, especis
among the poor who eannot afford
baby-sitters.
Parents should guide what their
dren wateh on television and how mix
This is an old recommendation®
can be given new teeth with the he
modern technology. It is now feagibié
fit. a television set with an elec
lock that permits parents to preset w
programs, channels, and times they
the set to be available for; if a partic
program ot time of day is locked, thi
won'’t turn on for that time or chann
The presence of a time-channel lock
stores and reinforees parental a
ity, since it operates even when the
ents are not at home, thus permit
parents to use television to their far
ily's best advantage, Time-channel lo
are not merely feasible, but have
ready been designed and are coming
the assembly line (eg, the Sony XBE
Closed captioning permits deaf”
hard-of-hearing persons access to
vision. Recognizing that market fores
alone would not make closed-captio
technology available to more thana
tion of the deaf and hard-of-hearing, th
Television Decoder Circuitry Act
signed into law in 1990, requiring tha;,
as of 1993, all new television sets (wit
screens 33 cm or larger, ie, 96% of ne
television sets) be manufactured wit]
built-in closed-captioning cirenitry.® 4
similar law should require that eventd
ally all new television sets be manufac
tured with built-in time-channel loek cit
cuitry—and for a similar reason. Mars
ket forces alone will not make this te
nology available to more than a fractio:
of households with children and will ex
clude poor families, the ones who suff
the most from viclence, If we can malke
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n technology availabie that will
ofir 24 million deafand hard-of-hear-
Amerieans,® surely we can do no
for the benefit of 50 million Amer-

o

w have children.®

ke-Frog {'nless they are provided with infor-
)y s0 lik ion, parents are ill-equipped to judge
mg, ¢ ¢h programs to place off-limits. Asa

| recommendation, televigion pro-
.ms shotld be accompanied by & vi-

£ Inquiries \ce rating so parents can gauge how
ich a si er' a-program is without having to
way to ¢l it Such a rating system should be
settin
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a rating system would enjoy broad pop-
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freedom of speech. That is as it should
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