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REPRODUCED AT GOVERNMENT EXPENSE

OUR CULTURAL PERPLEXITIES: V

" Television and violent crime

BRANDON S. CENTERWALL

HILDREN ARE born ready
to imitate adult behavior. That they can, and do, imitate an array
of adult facial expressions has been demonstrated in newborns as
young as a few hours old, before they are even old enough to
know that they have facial features. It is a most useful instinct,
for the developing child must learn and master a vast repertoire
of behavior in short order.

But while children have an instinctive desire to imitate, they
do not possess an instinct for determining whether a behavior
ought to be imitated. They will imitate anything, including be-
havior that most adults regard as destructive and antisocial. It
may give pause for thought, then, to learn that infants as young
as fourteen months demonstrably observe and incorporate be-
havior seen on television (Figure 1).

The average American preschooler watches more than twenty-
seven hours of television per week. This might not be bad if
these young children understood what they were watching. But
they don’t. Up through ages three and four, most children are
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Figure 1. This series of photographs shows a fourteen-month-old boy learn-
ing from a television set. In photograph A the adult pulls z.lpa:t a novel
toy. The infant lcans forward and carefully studies the adult s_acuons. In
photograph B the infant is given the toy. In photograp.h C ti'le infant pulls
the toy apart, imitating what he saw the aduit do. Sixty-five percent of
infants exposed to the instructional video could later work the. toy, as
compared to 20 percent of infants who were not exPosed. ('I'{epnnted by
permission from Andrew N, Meltzoff, “Memory in infancy,"” Encyclope-
dia of Learning and Memory. New York: Macmillan, 1992. Photo by A.

N. Meltzoff.)
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unable to distinguish fact from fantasy on TV, and remain un-
able to do so despite adult coaching. In the minds of young
children, televisicn is a source of entirely factual information
regarding how the world works. There are no limits to their
credulity. To cite one example, an Indiana school board had to
issue an advisory to young children that, no, there is no such
thing as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Children had been crawl-
ing down storm drains looking for them.

Naturally, as children get older, they come to know better,
but their earliest and deepest impressions are laid down at an
age when they still see television as a factual source of informa-
tion about the outside world. In that world, it seems, violence is
common and the commission of violence is generally powerful,
exciting, charismatic, and effective. In later life, serious violence
is most likely to erupt at moments of severe stress—and it is
precisely at such moments that adolescents and adults are most
likely to revert to their earliest, most visceral sense of the role
of violence in society and in personal behavior. Much of this
sense will have come from television.

The seeds of aggression

In 1973, a remote rural community in Canada acquired tele-
vision for the first time. The acquisition of television at such a
late date was due to problems with signal reception rather
than any hostility toward TV. As reported in The Impact of
Television (1986), Tannis Williams and her associates at the
University of British Columbia investigated the effect of televi-
sion on the ckildren of this community (which they called
“Notel”), taking for comparison two similar towns that already
had television.

The researchers observed forty-five first- and second-graders
in the three towns for rates of inappropriate physical aggression
before television was introduced into Notel. Two years later, the
same forty-five children were observed again. To prevent bias in
the data, the research assistants who collected the data were
kept uninformed as to why the children’s rates of aggression
were of interest. Furthermore, a new group of research assis-
tants was employed the second time around, so that the data
gatherers would not be biased by recollections of the children’s
behavior two years earlier.

TELEVISION AND VIOLENT CRIME 59

Rates of aggression did not change in the two control com-
munities, By contrast, the rate of aggression among Notel chil-
dren increased 160 percent. The increase was observed in both
boys and girls, in those who were aggressive to begin with and in
those who were not. Television’s enhancement of noxious aggres-
sion was entirely general and not limited to a few “bad apples.”

In another Canadian study, Gary Granzberg and his associ-
ates at the University of Winnipeg investigated the impact of
television upon Indian communities in northern Manitoba. As
described in Television and the Canadian Indian (1980), forty-
nine third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade boys living in two commu-
nities were observed from 1973, when one town acquired tele-
vision, until 1977, when the second town did as well. The ag-
gressiveness of boys in the first community increased after the
introduction of television. The aggressiveness of boys in the
second community, which did not receive television then, re-
mained the same. When television was later introduced in the
second community, observed levels of aggressiveness increased
there as well.

In another study conducted from 1960 to 1981, Leonard Eron
and L. Rowell Huesmann (then of the University of Iilinois at
Chicago) followed 875 children living in a semirural U.S. county.
Eron and Huesmann found that for both boys and girls, the
amount of television watched at age eight predicted the serious-
ness of criminal acts for which they were convicted by age thirty
(Figure 2). This remained true even after controlling for the
children’s baseline aggressiveness, intelligence, and socioeconomic
status. Eron and Huesmann also observed second-generation ef-
fects. Children who watched much television at age eight later,
as parents, punished their own children more severely than did
parents who had watched less television as children. Second- and
now third-generation effects are accumulating at a time of un-
precedented youth violence.

All seven of the U.S. and Canadian studies of prolonged child-
hood exposure to television demonstrate a positive relationship
between exposure and physical aggression. The eritical period is
preadolescent childhood. Later exposure does not appear to pro-
duce any additional effect. However, the aggression-enhancing
effect of exposure in pre-adolescence extends into adolescence
and adulthood, This suggests that any interventions should be
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Figure 2. Relationship of television viewing frequency at age eight to
seriousness of crimes committed by age thirty. Columbia County Cohort
Study, 1960-1981. (Reprinted by permission from Leonard D. Eron and
L. Rowell Huesmann, “The control of aggressive behavior by changes in
attitudes, values, and the conditions of learning,” Advances in the Study
of Aggression. Orlando, Florida: Academic Press, 1984.)

designed for children and their caregivers rather than for the
general adult population.

These studies confirmed the beliefs of most Americans. Ac-
cording to a Harris poll at the time of the studies, 43 percent of
American adults believe that television violence “plays a part in
making America a violent society.” An additional 37 percent think
it might. But how important is television violence? What is the
effect of exposure upon entire populations? To address this ques-
tion, I took advantage of an historical accident—the absence of
television in South Africa prior to 1975.

The South African experience

White South Africans have lived in a prosperous, industrial-
ized society for decades, but they did not get television until
1975 because of tension between the Afrikaner- and English-
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speaking communities. The country’s Afrikaner leaders knew that
a South African television industry would have to rely on British
and American shows to fill out its programming schedule, and
they felt that this would provide an unacceptable cultural advan-
tage to English-speaking South Africans. So, rather than negoti-
ate a complicated compromise, the government simply forbade
television broadcasting. The entire population of two million
whites—rich and poor, urban and rural, educated and unedu-
cated—was thus excluded from exposure to television for a quar-
ter century after the medium was introduced in the United States.

In order to deterrsine whether exposure to television is a
cause of violence, I compared homicide rates in South Africa,
Canada, and the United States. Since blacks in South Africa live
under quite different conditions than blacks in the United States,
I limited the comparison to white homicide rates in South Africa
and the United States, and the total homicide rate in Canada
(which was 97 percent white in 1951).' I chose the homicide
rate as a measure of violence because homicide statistics are
exceptionally accurate.

From 1945 to 1974, the white homicide rate in the United
States increased 93 percent. In Canada, the homicide rate in-
creased 92 percent. In South Africa, where television was banned,
the white homicide rate declined by 7 percent (Figure 3).

Controlling for other factors

Could there be some explanation other than television for the
fact that violence increased dramatically in the U.S. and Canada
while dropping in South Africa? I examined an array of alterna-
tive explanations. None is satisfactory;

¢ Economic growth, Between 1946 and 1974, all three countries
experienced substantial economic growth. Per capita income in-
creased by 75 percent in the United States, 124 percent in Canada,
and 86 percent in South Africa. Thus differences in economic
growth cannot account for the different homicide trends in the
three countries,

tThe “white homicide rate” refers to the rate at which whites are the victims of
homicide, Since most homicide s intra-racial, this closely parallels the rate at which
whites commit homicide.
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* Civil unrest. One might suspect that anti-war or civil-rights
activity was responsible for the doubling of the homicide rate in
the United States during this period. But the experience of Canada
shows that this was not the case, since Canadians suffered a
doubling of the homicide rate without similar civil unrest.

Other possible explanations include changes in age distribu-
tion, urbanization, alcohol consumption, capital punishment, and
the availability of firearms. As discussed in Public Communica-
tion and Behavior (1988), none provides a viable explanation for
the observed homicide trends.

In the United States and Canada, there was a lag of ten to
fifteen years between the introduction of television and a dou-
bling of the homicide rate. In South Africa, there was a similar
lag. Since television exerts its behavior-modifying effects prima-
rily on children, while homicide is primarily an adult activity,
this lag represents the time needed for the “television genera-
tion” to come of age.

The relationship between television and the homicide rate
holds within the United States as well. Different regions of the
U.S., for example, acquired television at different times. As we
would expect, while all regions saw increases in their homicide
rates, the regions that acquired television first were also the first
to see higher homicide rates.

Similarly, urban areas acquired television before rural areas.
As we would expect, urban areas saw increased homicide rates
several years before the occurrence of a parallel increase in rural
areas.

The introduction of television also helps explain the different
rates of homicide growth for whites and minorities. White house-
holds in the U.S. began acquiring television sets in large numbers
approximately five years before minority households, Significantly,
the white homicide rate began increasing in 1958, four years
before a parallel increase in the minority homicide rate.

Of course, there are many factors other than television that
influence the amount of violent crime, Every violent act is the
result of a variety of forces coming together—poverty, crime,
alcohol and drug abuse, stress—of which childhood TV exposure
is just one. Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that if, hypo-
thetically, television technology had never been developed, there
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‘g:::: t_(;g:gz) gefeﬁ)égoi;:;ve:n};o:o‘glgg; ?:\‘i}; year if‘ the United ! mately twice as much as children in the general population at
tates, 70, . , r injurious assaults. l that time.
Violent crime would be half what it is. i Unlike GBS. ABG maintained control over publication. The
. ! final report, Studies in Violence and Television (1976), was pub-
The television industry takes a look lished i[r)1 a private, limited edition that was not released topthe
The first congressional hearings on television and violence general public or the seientific community.
were held in 1952, when not even a quarter of U.S. households NBC relied on a team of four researchers, three of whom
owned television sets. In the years since, there have been scores were employees of NBC. Indeed, the principal investigator, J-
of research reports on the issue, as well as several major govern- Ronald Milavsky, was an NBC vice president. The team ob-
ment investigations, The findings of the National Commission on served some 2,400 schoolchildren for up to three years to see if
the Causes and Prevention of Violence, published in 1969, were watching television violeace increased their levels of physical
particularly significant. This report established what is now the aggressiveness. In Television and Aggression (1982), Milavsky
broad scientific consensus: Exposure to television increases rates and his associates reported that television violence had no effect
of physical aggression. upon the children’s behavior. However, every independent inves-
Televisian industry executives were genuinely surprised by tigator who has examined their data has concluded that, to the
the National Commission’s report. What the industry produced contrary, their data show that television violence did cause 2
was at times unedifying, but physically harmful? In response, modest increase of about 5 percent in average Jevels of physical
network executives began research programs that collectively would AEETUSSIVERESS, When pressed on the point, Milavsky and his
cost nearly a million dollars. associates conceded that their findings were consistent with the
CBS commissioned William Belson to undertake what would conclusion that television violence inereased physical aggressive-
be the largest and most sophisticated study yet, an investigation ness “to a small extent.” They did not concede that television
involving 1,565 teenage boys. In Television Violence and the violence actually caused an increase, but only that their findings
Adolescent Boy (1978), Belson controlled for one hundred vari- were consistent with such a conclusion.
ables, and found that teenage boys who had watched above- The NBC study results raise an important objection to my
average quantities of television violence before adolescence were conclusions. While studies have repeatedly demonstrated that
committing acts of serious violence (e.g., assault, rape, major childhood exposure o television increases physical aggressive-
vandalism, and abuse of animals) at a rate 49 percent higher ness, the inerease is almost always quite minor. A number of
than teenage boys who had watched below-average quantities of investigators have argued that such a small effect is too weak to
television violence. Despite the large sum of money they had account [or najor inereases in rates of violenee, These investiga-
invested, CBS executives were notably unenthusiastic about the tors, however, overlook a key factor.
report. Homicide is an extreme form of aggression—so extreme that
ABC commissioned Melvin Heller and Samuel Polsky of only one person in 90,000 committed murder each year in the
Temple University to study young male felons imprisoned for United States in the mid-1950s, If we were to rank everyone's
violent crimes (e.g., homicide, rape, and assault). In two surveys, degree of physical aggressiveness from the least aggressive (Mother
22 and 34 percent of the young felons reported having con- Theresa) to the most aggressive {Jack the Ripper), the large
sciously imitated erime techniques learned from television pro- majority of us would be somewhere in the middle and murderers
grams, usually successfully. The more violent of these felons would be virtually off the chart (Figure 4). It is an intrinsic
were the most likely to report having learned techniques from property of such “bell curve” distributions that small changes in
television. Overall, the felons reported that as children they had the average imply major changes at the extremes. Thus, if expo-
watched an average of six hours of television per day—approxi- sure to téle\'isic;n causes 8 percent of the population to shift
W-’?‘u’ = o AN A Yk ’
RTINS TR S E BTt
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from below-average aggression to above-average aggression, it
follows that the homicide rate will double. The findings of the
NBC study and the doubling of the homicide rate are two sides
of the same coin.

After the results of these studies became clear, television
industry executives lost their enthusiasm for scientific research.
No further investigations were funded. Instead, the industry turned
to political management of the issue.

The television indusiry and social responsibility

The television industry routinely portrays individuals who seek
to influence programming as un-American haters of fre¢ speech.
In a 1991 letter sent to 7,000 executives of consumer product
companies and advertising agencies, the president of the Net-
work Television Association explained:

Freedom of expression is an inalienable right of all Americans vig-
orously supported by ABC, CBS, and NBC. However, boycotts and
so-called advertiser “hit lists” are attempts to manipulate our free
society and democratic process.

The letter went on to strongly advise the companies to ignore
all efforts by anyone to influence what programs they choose to
sponsor. By implication, the networks themselves should ignore
all efforts by anyone to influence what programs they choose to
produce.

But this is absurd. All forms of public discourse are attempts
to “manipulate” our free society and democratic process. What
else could they be? Consumer boycotts are no more un-Ameri-
can than are strikes by labor unions. The Network Television
Association is attempting to systematically shut down all dis-
course between viewers and advertisers, and between viewers
and the television industry. Wrapping itself in patriotism, the
televison industry’s response to uppity viewers is to put them in
their place. If the industry and advertisers were to actually suc-
ceed in closing the circle between them, the only course they
would leave for concerned viewers would be to seek legislative
action.

In the war against tobacco, we do not expect help from the
tobacco industry. If someone were to call upon the tobacco

]
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industry to cut back production as a matter of social conscience
and concern for public health, we would regard that person as
simple-minded, if not frankly deranged. Oddly enough, however,
people have persistently assumed that the television industry is
somehow different—that it is useful to appeal to its social con-
science. This was true in 1969 when the National Commission
on the Causes and Prevention of Violence published its recom-
mendations for the television industry, It was equally true in
1989 when the U.S. Congress passed an anti-violence bill that
granted television industry executives the authority to hold dis-
cussions on the issue of television violence without violating
antitrust laws. Even before the law was passed, the four net-
works stated that there would be no substantive changes in their
programming. They have been as good as their word.

For the television industry, issues of “quality” and “social
responsibility” are peripheral to the issue of maximizing audi-
ence size—and there is no formula more tried and true than
violence for generating large audiences. To television executives,
this is crucial. For if advertising revenue were to decrease by
just 1 percent, the television industry would stand to lose $250
million in revenue annually, Thus, changes in audience size that
appear trivial to most of us are regarded as catastrophic by the
industry. For this reason, industry spokespersons have made in-
numerable protestations of good intent, but nothing has hap-
pened. In the more than twenty years that levels of television
violence have been monitored, there has been no downward
movement. There are no recommendations to make to the tele-
vision industry, To make any would not only be futile but could
create the false impression that the industry might actually do
something constructive,

On December 11, 1992, the networks finally announced a list
of voluntary guidelines on television violence. Curiously, report-
ers were unable to locate any network producers who felt the
new guidelines would require changes in their programs. That
raises a question: Who is going to bell the cat? Who is going to
place his or her career in jeopardy in order to decrease the
amount of violence on television? It is hard to say, but it may be
revealing that when Senator Paul Simon held the press confer-
ence announcing the new inter-network agreement, no industry
executives were present to answer questions.

o 69
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Meeting the challenge

Television violence is everybody's problem. You may feel as-
sured that your child will never become violent despite a steady
diet of television mayhem, but you cannot be assured that your
child won't be murdered or maimed by someone else’s child
raised on a similar diet.

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that par-
ents limit their children’s television viewing to one to two' hf)fxrs
per day. But why wait for a pediatrician to say it? Limiting
children’s exposure to television viclence should becot'ne part of
the public health agenda, along with safety seats, bicycle hel-
mets, immunizations, and good nutrition. Part of the public health
approach should be to promote child-care alternatives to the
electronic babysitter, especially among the poor.

Parents should also guide what their children watch and how
much, This is an old recommendation that can be given new
tecth with the help of modern technology. It is now feasible to
fit a television set with an electronic lock that permits parents to
preset the channels and times for which the set will be avaflable;
if a particular program or time of day is locked, the set will not
operate then. Time-channel locks are not merely feasible; they
have already been designed and are coming off the assembly
line.

The model for making them widely available comes from
closed-captioning circuitry, which permits deaf and hard-of-hear-
ing persons access to television. Market forces alene would r.uot
have made closed-captioning available to more than a fraction
of the deaf and hard-of-hearing. To remedy this problem, Con-
gress passed the Television Decoder Circuitry Act in 1990, which

requires that virtually all new television sets be manufactured
with built-in closed-captioning circuitry. A similar law should
require that all new television sets be manufactured with built-
in time-channel lock circuitry—and for a similar reason. Mar-
ket forces alone will not make this technology available to more
than a fraction of households with children and will exclude
most poor families, the ones who suffer the most from vio.-
lence. If we can make television technology available to benefit
twenty-four million deaf and hard-of-hearing Americans, su.rely
we can do no less for the benefit of fifty million American

children.
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A final recommendation: Television programs should be ac-
companied by a violence rating so that parents can judge how
violent a program is without having to watch it. Such a rating
system should be quantitative, leaving aesthetic and social judg-
ments to the viewers. This approach would enjoy broad popular
support. In a Los Angeles Times poll, 71 percent of adult Ameri-
cans favored the establishment of a TV violence rating system.
Such a system would not impinge on artistic freedom since pro-
ducers would remain free to produce programs with high vio-
lence ratings. They could even use high violence ratings in the
advertisements for their shows.

None of these recommendations would limit freedom of speech.
That is as it should be. We do not address the problem of motor
vehicle fatalities by calling for a ban on cars. Instead, we empha-
size safety seats, good traffic signs, and driver education. Simi-
larly, to address the problem of television-inspired violence, we
need to promote time-channel locks, program rating systems,
and viewer education about the hazards of violent programming.
In this way we can protect our children and our society.
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