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Y our discussion will be assisted by i close ook at the ayvail-
able evidence linking television and violent behavior, by
some tamiliacity with the kinds of rescarch that haye been
undertaken on felevision and. violence, and by an under-
standing of the complexities that mahke rescarch on this
subject especially ditticult.
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Introduction

o
There 1s no doubt that mass media have changed what people
know and how they think and behave. fxactdy how has
been the subject of 4 great deal of speculative thought.
Hnaginative wriing, and even some scientilic resedrch
Much oi this attennon has {ocused on the influence of the
mass media on violent behavior,

In the past, other media. such as comie books. radio, and
new spapers, were thought to be possible causes of violence
For the past 30 years, however. televivion has recerved the
most uttention

All mediadeal with vialent subjects either i covering the
news or 1 ficuonal storles and programs. According 1o
public apinion suryey s, a Moty ol peopie agree that there
15 o much violence vn televiston, In TUS2 the Gallup
organtzation found that nearly two-thirds of the adult popu-
lation thought that there was a relatonship “hetween vio-
lence on wlevision and the rising crime rate 1 the United
States.”™ Fmally, people think that televiston has a strong
influence on children. to one survey by Yanhkelovich. )
Skells. and White, 76 percent of the people questioned
agreed that “welevision has more influence on mostchildren
than the rarents have ™ [neffect. television”s influence has
become a socially accepted “fact.”

However, the scienufic evidence does not suppori such
definite conclusions.

Research on Television and
Violence

A considerable amount of research has been concerned with
the impactof telesiston on violence. Some of this has been

conducied or sponsored by the Federal Government and

some of it has been done by academs: researchers

L. Government reports . There have been two major Federal
projects. The tirst, u report to the Surgeon General i 1972,
commisstoned new research The second, sponsored by the
National Insttute of Mental Health (NIMH), reviewed
stndies dane i the 10-year pertod follow mg the publication
of the Surgeon General™s Report. The 1972 Report’s conclu-
sion was extremely tentatis ¢ und tound “a prehmimary and
tentative indication of « vausal relatonship ™ The 1982
NIMH report was more emphatic in s conclusion that
television causes violence. However, this report was
criticized severely in an evaluatnon commissioned by the
National Academy of Sciences The evaluation was under-
tahen at the behestof the U8 Department ot Justice, which
wanted to know whether fegislatve regulution of television
was sarranted . The Natonal Academy of Sciences” evalu-
atton coneluded that the evidence was insufficient to warrant
regulatory orlegslany e action. The evaluators urged caution
i drawing policy recommendations from the avatluble

This progrant braought 1o you by the Nanonal
Instiute of Justice. James Ko Stewart. Director
The series produced by WETACOM through a
wrant to the Police Foundation

ro

research because 1t suifers trom g number of scientifiy
shortconungs and 1t deals almost enurely with mild forms
o gggression amoeng children, notw ih crimmal behavior

2 Survey studies. Survey studies examine correlations.
From sunvey studies which measure both how aggressive
people are and how much they watch violent programs, we
know that people who are antisocially aggressive wend, more
than most people. o watch teley iston programs with violent
content. Tois hard (o hnow what tomake of that correlation
I01s not clear whether watching more vViolent programs
careses people o be uggressne . orwhether aggressive people
choose to watch more violent programs

This conundrmm s an inherent weakhness of survey resaarch,
which can indicate whether correlattons exist. but not why
And that mierpreuve problem will beconre steadily more
vening. Beviuse televiaon s a muass nvadium, people can
select what they wantro wateh froma wade variety of pro-
grams. Cable and satellite delivery sy stems have nade 10
program services available (o the average household, and
this number will ncrease m the fuure.

3 Experimental studies . The basie limitation of susvey s -
that they reveal when two things are correlated but not
whether one catses the other - can beray oided by undertah-
ing a different level of rescarch known as “experniments.”
Fxperiments are the most rehable kind of research for deter-
mining whetherone thing causes another. Inanexperiment,
subjects are randomly assigned to difterent treatments In
anexperiment on television violence and violent behavior,
some people would be randomly assigned 1o watch violent
programs and others would be shown programs with no
vialence i them. People’s aggressive behavior would be
meastired then or fater, cither by observation or through
questionnaires. If the two groups truly are assigned ran-
domly . ditfferences between their aggression levels could
be tested, usimg statistical formulas, to see it e differences
were Jurger than would be expected by chunce: I they were,
an nference could be made that the presence or absence of
exposure 1o matertal caused the difference.

Eapenmental studies fur outnumber any other kind of study
done on this subject. Most are canducied in luboratories
where the researcher has ahrgh degree of control over the
expernment. A\ few expernments have abso been done
peal-Ttie setings such as boys™ homes or reform schools.

Laboratory expermments have been used 1o study whether
children Wil nutate w hat they see: Mostof the experiments
deal with nuld forms ol aggressive behavior directed @
toys, although ma few experiments more aggression was
ubserved among children i recess or play situations. Serious
interpersonal ageression was not studied becanse the con-
stramts af research ethies do not allow placing people m
real jeopardy

Other hinds of faboratory experiments have been used to
study whether seetng actiyities depieted in a dramatie story
can lead peaple o act more aggressively  For example,
these studies mvestigate whether people are more fthely to
Itate aggressive actons when these actions are shown to
be justfied in the dramate presentation than when they
were shown o be undesersed by the victim. One hy pothests
s that watching aggression that is deserved by the character
on whom it s intheted 1o the (il wall lower the viewer’s
mhibitions aginst acting aggressively wward real people
in smlar areunstanees Thie hy pothesis has been con-
{irmed by the expernmental studies

Gy

The main problem with the experimental studies s that the
very feature that gives them then power (o detect etiects,
the degree uf control over condions., dlso makes one won:
der whether they are oo arttficral o apply tareal-life con
dimons Just because chitldren s il mmate what they seeon
fitan or on teley ision ma laboratry does sotmean that they
will do this m their homes. And even o cluldren. i their
play athome. seentio mcorposate things they seeontele-
viston. 1t does not mean that they will really iy o hurt
others usmg methods seen on television

There are seyeral reasons why one cannat be sure whether

the Nindings of these kinds of stdies vin be apphed
evenyday siuatons. First, violence i real Dile is rare. s
aenerally discouraged. and is pumshed. which helps explam
why itrarely oceurs. Inorder toencourage “real-life™ agares:
sive beluvior on the part of subjects, expermmenters need
{0 let the subjects know that they sl ot be punished
Further. for ethical reasons, experimenters cannot isk en-
couraging real, serious aggression. Therefore, experiments
use substitutes Tor interpersanal aggression, suchas punch-
ing a doll or pushing a *shock™ button. Fally. the kind
ol visuitl violenee used in the experiments is selected hecatse
it is thought o be the type that has the greatest chance ol
encouraging aggaression. Clear and graphic acts. upon s hich
the subjeet’s attention is forced o focus care often isolated
from ather events and are shown out of conent. Acts ol
violenee seen in normal tefeyision view ing. hy contrast, ure
less graphic than those seen inexperiments and are shown

in context: moreover, the viewer’s attentian olien s not
fully focused on the sereen. Thus the intensity ol the expert-
menial conditions may bear litde resemblance o actual
viewing conditions.

Some experimental studies have been done i realistic set-
tings - with inconsistent results. One series of such exper-
iments examined i real episode of a television dramatie
program but showed two different endings. Inone version,
a charity collection boy was broken mnto and the money
stolen. This was the antisocial act to be imitated. In the
ather version. this did nathappen, butesery thing else was
the same. Although collection boxes strategically placed by
the experimenters in nataral surroundings, such as lunch
counters, were hroken into and the money stolen, thote
who saw the episode with the experimental ending did not
break intd the boves any more often than those who did
not. Inanother realistic experiment. in boy ™ hemes, those
who were shown only nonviolent television programs fora
number of weeks rurned out to be more aggressive than
those who watched violent programs for the same perod.
The Tikeliest explanation is that the boys who watched only
nony iolent pragrams felt deprived of some of their fivontes
and acted hostilely as aresult, That isavery good example
of why experiments in real-life situations may necturm out
as neatly as they do inthe laboratory .

Better Methods for Study
of Television and Aggression

I is difficult o design convineing experimental studies of
nrass media effeets in natural setrings, so researchiers hive
turned w otherapproaches. Two ol the bestsorts of studies
are discussed in the Crime File program.

| Longitudinal panel surveys Longitudinal panelsurveys
can measure interactions bettseen television viewing and
aggressive behan o among the same people over a periad
of time. For example. people might be questioned and
tested convernng their siewing habits and their behay ior
onceevery 6 months lor 3 years. Analysis ol theiranswers
over time can indicate i behas o changes are reluted o
viewing.

The virtue ol such an approach s that it allows the study
of both view g and behay 1or as they oceur nawrally - Other
Factors that mightmileence either view ing or behavior, of
the relationship betw cen them. may be studied atthe sume
time by collecting extra mfornnation i the same surness.
FFor example. researchers can examine whether television
violence has different etfects on poar children, the friends
of those who commut aggression, those who has.e emottonal
prablems. or those whose parents don't get along.

Howes er. no research destan is perfect. The migor problem
with this And of study is that 1t does not require random
assignment of individuals w carefutly controlled treatments.
ane cannot be as sure inan experiment that any one causal
factor produced whatever change v observed. In order 1o
rule aut other things that nughthave influenced the outcome,
the analyst has w see tf changes in aggression vary when
the other factors are also examined.

Three major longitudinal panel studies of television and
aggression are discussed i the Crime File program. Albor
(hese studies have been either of children or of children and
teens. One covers a 20-year time span. from the early 19607
w the early 1980°s, while the other two follow ed children
overda 3-year periad, from 197010 1973 and from 1978 1o
1981, Although the three studies differed in some details.
they shared many features and reached similar results.

All three found a weak tendeney foraggressive childrento
watch more violent releviston programs. o “correluton”™
which asdiscussed above - could aceur because aggres-
sive children prefer violent programs.

The results from the three studics are ambiguous. n some
cases. statisiical tests showed small assoctations between
viewing and later aggression, but in most cases they did
not. [nthe two 3-year studies, when Tactors other than tele-
vision were tithen into accaunt staustically . the relationships
between television exposure and aggression either di-
minished or disappeared.

3 “Time-series” studies. Another Kind ol study . which
examines television s effeets as they veeur in ordinary fife,
is catled i "timesseries analysis,” These studies take advan-
tage of the social statistics hept by various agencies, such
as those on suicides., homicides, and automobile accidents.
The study examines whether particular events on television
are related to fuctuations within these series of soctal sttis-
tes.

David Phillips has studied what happens 1o suictde raies
after-the news media report the stietdes of famous people
like Marilyn Monroe. He has also attempted 1o study how
suicide rates fuctute afrer fictional suicides oceurin ele-
vision soap operas: Other studies have amed ac detecting
Muetuations in homicide rates after the death penalty has
been administered.

Phillips reported that homicides merease alter professional
boving matches and decrease after exeeutions, and that
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suicides increase alter reported suictdes of famous people
and after Ncoonal sterdes have vecurred inday time teles
ston soap aperas. In several studies, the changes e the
sockal statisties are reported as oceurring alter a spectiic
short Tength of tme--tor mstance. exactly 3 days

The virwe of these sorts ol stadies s that they mvaolyve sertous
acts of violence and not the playful aggression - or ather
Kinds of mild aggression thatare usually studied. Howeser,
they also have sertous draw backs. Frst. boving maiches.
executions, and sutctdes 13 soap operas are rare events, and
any mistake can strongly atfectone’s results. Forexample,
one researcher Tound two errors e Philhips” stady of 22
executions—and these errors reversed the result. Second,
other things can happen at about the same ttme as the events
bemg stedied and they can affect the resuli without being
detected. Although the researcher can tahe as many things
as passible nto account, 1t s not possible to tahe every thug
i account that iy have miluenced the staistios,

The topres of Plullips” studies are extremely impaortant. As

a result. a number ol researchers have attempied (o deter-
mine if they canreproduce hisresulis, and they have reached
different conclustons. It s therelore prudent. to wat

unpl other attempts at reproducing Phithps™ lindings are
completed before accepting the remaining stedies as conclu-
SIvVe

No definitive answers have come from other attempis o
document the existence of acts in'real lile that seem 1o
imitate acts depicted on television. One study of SN madents
of alleged movie-inspired violence. includmg a number of
metdents involy ing imitation of the Russian roulette scenes
i The Deer Hunter,” concluded that no clear evidencé i
causal links could be found:

Even though most people behieve that television influences
violentbehavior. the seienuitic evidence 1s not canclusive
As L. Freedman has puot it

_theavatlable literature does not support the
hypothesis that viewing violence on telexision
causes an inerease in subsequent aggression in
the real world. [tremains @ plausible hy pothesis,
butone for which there i, as vet, livle support-
ing evidence.

This carefully worded conclusion does not say that teley ision
has noeffect on violentbehaviarsitsay s that we donot yet
really ‘know whether it does.

We are dealing with what is at most @ small influence of
television on behavior that is currently more strongly inflo-

enced by a host of other factors. IUis not surprising that

altempts Lo jsolate television™s effects in natural settings do

not provide conclusive results,

We cannat be sure that our commaon belief in teleyision’s
tmpuct on violence is correct. However, since an efiect
cannotentirely be ruled out, both those who produce tele-
vision programs, and those w ho watch them. must be alent
10 the possibility of a causal Hink between violent television
and violent behavior.
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Discussion Questions

1. Dayou think vieleat television shows cautse aggression
i young children?

A the evidence of o linkage between mass medra and
viofent behavior is tnconclusive. why should we worny
about the prohlem”

A-Some people argue that the content of telev ision programs
should not be the concern of government, no oatter whin
research shows about s impacton viewers. Do youagree?

4. What s the responsibility af parents tin contralling what
a child wartches on television?

SoWould you favor the establishment of government censor-
ship of violence on tefevision?

This study gurde-and the videotape, TV and Violence.,
isone ol 22 inp the CRIME FILE seres. For mformation
an how 1o obtain programs on other eriminal justice
Issues an the series, comaet CRIME FILE, Nanonal
Insutute of Justuce NCIRS. Box 6000, Rockyille, MD
20850 or call 800 831~ 3420 (301251, 3300 trom
Metropoluan Washingtear, 1 C . and Mary land)
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