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, 
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH INTO FILMED VIOLENCE 

Concern about the possible ill effects of viewing televised 

violence is in essence the same as the concern expressed 

earlier this century about the moving picture. 

Although individuals undoubtedly had been researching the 

eff ects of I_he moving picture from its beg inning, the Payne 

Fund, set up in New York in 1928, funded one of the earliest 

large scale research programmes to study the effects of 

motion pictures. The results of the' twelve independent 

studies were published in 1933. 

One ::study was 

Hallo.ran Brown 

l:ha t of: those 

behnviour 10% 

by Blumer 

and Chaney 

young people 

of the boys 

and· Hauser (1933) reported in 

(1970) . Their study revealed 

with a history of delinquent 

and 25% of: the girls had been 

influenced by the cinema in some way. A second study by 

Cressey and Thrasher (1933), also reported in Halloran et 

al, suggested that a correlation existed between truancy and 

celinquency, and frequent attendance at the cinema. Not

withstanding these two studies, the authors of the Payne 

F'Lmd studies, 

"were unwilling to offer any conclusions attributing 

delinquency to movie-going". Brody (1977) p.8. A 

view shared by Jensen and List (1968) . 

• I' P formC1I:i.on of a Departmental Commi ttee on Children and 

UIU Cin8:na in 1950 - the Wheare Committee - was the first 

public expression of official concern in Britain. 

'l'he Ni1eaJ:e Commi t tee sponsored; 

1. a survey of all juvenile offenders who 

appeared before the courts during a six month 

pe.riod, 
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2. another survey which took account of the 

opinions of teachers, heads of children's 

clinics, officials from children's courts and 

other spf~cialists • 

The Commi ttee concluded that the cinema could not be blamed 

for any increa.se in cr iminal or immoral behaviour. 

(1977) • 

Brody 

'l'he Television Research Coromi t tee, a committee of exper ts in 

the fields of psychology, social studies and statistics \\'as 

set up in England in 1963 to consider:-

1. The relation between television viewing and 

delinquency. 

2. The effect of television viewing on the moral, 

a tti tudinal and perceptual development of 

young people. 

'fhe Committee's Working Paper No.3, Halloran et al (1970) 

concludes;-

"The whole weight of research 

juvenile delinquency field would 

mass media, except just possibly 

and theory in the 

suggest that the 

in the case of a 

very small number of pathological individuals, are 

never the sole cause of delinquent behaviour. At 

most, they may play a contributory role, and that a 

minor one". p. 178 

In 1966, the Centre for Mass Communication Research at 

Leicester University took 

vision Research Committee. 

by the 'l'elevision Research 

over the function of the Tele

None of the results produced 

Committee or the Committee for 

Mass Communication Research unequivocally show a direct link 

between television films and delinquency. Brody (1977). 
<-

1 
1 
I 



3. 

In the Uni te6 states, a Joint Commi ttee for Research in 

Television and Children, formed in 1963, was followed in 

1968 by a National Commission to determine the causes of 

violence. 

In their final report the Commission is quoted as having 

said; 

"We do not suggest that television is a principa~ 

cause of violence in society. 'We do suggest that 

it is a contributing factor". Brody (1977) p. 10. 

"We believe that it is reasonable to conclude that a 

constant diet of violent behaviour on television has 

an adverse effect on hUHlal, cl:aracter and atti tudes. 

Violence on telev ision encourages violent forms of 

behaviour and fosters moral and social values abou.t 

violence in daily life which are unacceptable in a 

civilised society". (ibid) 

At about the same time a united states Commission on 

Obscenity and pornography reported in its final report in 

1970, that it was unable to find any evidence that exposure 

to erotic material had any adverse effect on established 

ottitudes or customary ways of behaving. 

"l\Gsearch to date thus provides no substantial basis 

for the belief that erotic materials constitute a 

primaJ:Y or significant cause of the development of 

character deficits or that they operate as a signi

ficant determinative factor in causing crime and 

delinquency. 

This conclusion is stated with due and perhaps 

excessi ve cau tion, since it is obviously not pos

sible and never would be possible, to state that 

never on any occasion, under any conditions, did any 

erotic mater ial ever contr ibute in any way to the 
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likelihood of any individual committing a sex 

crime. Indeed, no such statement could be made 

about any kind of nonerotic material. On the basis 

of the availahle data, however, it is not possible 

to conclude tbat erotic material is a signifir.ant 

cause 01: sex . " c.( lme • Uni ted states Commission on 

Obscenity and por.r~ograghY (1970) p. 236-7 

The united states Surgeon-GeneralIs Scientific Advisory 

Committee reported in 1972 after sitting for more than two 

yeilI:s. The Committee (which had a budget of $1,000,000) 

was described as " .•. experts in tbe behavioural sciences, 

the mental health discipline, and communieation •••. " 

surgeon-GeneralIs Scientific Advisory Committee on 

T~levision and Social Behaviour (1972) p.22 whose " 

credentials should be recognised by the scientific com

m,unity, the broadcasting industry, and the general public". 

p.23 (ibid). 23 independent research programmes were 

funded to research the effects of television, and there were 

a number of speciaily commissioned papers. 

The committee concluded that its " ••. findings converge in 

three respects: 

a preliminary and tentative indication of a causal 

relation between viewing violence on television and 

aggressive behaviour~ 

an indication that any such causal relation operates 

only on some children (who are predisposed to be 

aggressive) ; 

and an indication that it operates only in some 

environmental contexts ll
• (ibid) 

'l'Jlt; most rect;nt extensive research review available on the 

e',fEects of television and film violence is, Screen Violence 

and Film Censorship, Home 

(1977) by Stephen Brody. 

Office Research Study No. 40, 

In Brody's view, "It can be 

• J 

, I 

. . . 
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stated qui te simply that social research has not been able 

unambiguously to offer any firm assurance that the mass 

media in general and films and television in particular, 

either exercise a socially harmful effect, or that they do 

not". Brody (1977) p. 125 

'1'he ontario Royal Commission on Violence in the Communi-

cations Industry reported in 1977. The Royal Commission 

sat for 

nV<.tilable 

two years, 

literature 

visited 

on the 

15 countries, assembled all 

subject more than 4,000 

~itles, reviewed previous research and commissioned new, and 

held 61 public hea.ril'lgs in ontario. 

The Commission foundi . 

"that the great weight of research into the effects 

of violent media content indicates potential harm to 

society"; 

"that, while increased exploitation and depiction of 

violence in the media is only one of the many social 

factors contributing to crime, it is the largest 

single variable most amenable to rectification". 

Repor t of '1'l1e On tar io Royal Commi S8 ion on Violence in the 

l'ull1Jl111nications Industry Vol. 1, p. 53. 

\ :l'.' I:CGI:uucher whose latest work has not been considered by 

l:110 Commissions, Committees and individual reviewers, is Dr 

H. A. Belson. Dr W.A. Belson, Reader in Research Methods 

ill.: North-Eelst London polytechnic, has recently completed a 

six year study of 1500 13 to 16 years old boys in London. 

Il: is claimed that Dr Belson I s research suppor ts the view 

Lhut long term exposure to television violence increases the 

tlegree 1.:0 \vllicb boys engage in serious violence. 
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At the time of wr i ti ng, the only rna tee ial available, apar. t 

from news clipping s, is a tr anscr ipt of a speech Dr Belson 

gave in september 1977 on his research. The full research 

report, Television and The Adolescent BOy has just been 

published by Teakfield, 1 Westmead, Farnborough, Rants, 

England. 

Research in New Zealand includes; 

studies of the television viewing habits of New 

Zealand children by 

(1971) (both repor ted 

Mitcalfe. (1967), Panckhurst 

in Elley (1976)), Barney 

(1973) and Cotton (1976), 

reviews of the literature by Jensen and List (1968) 

and Elley (1976), 

a discussion of television research and development 

in New Zealand by Ritchie (1977), 

and experimental studies into the effects of filmed 

violence on the behaviour of children by Ginpil 

(1976) and Ling (1977). 

An overview of the fifty years of research into the effects 

of viewing filmed violence reveals conflicting and at times 

contradictory findings. 

'rhis review will show that this unhappy state of affairs, a 

co@non fate of much social science research, is more a 

(unGtion of inadequacies of research methodology and oefin

U:ion than of the ~bsence of effects as hypothesized. 
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PART 2 

THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF TELEVISION AND VIOLENCE 

Definitions of Televised violence 

Th(;; defini Hon of what is violent in television programmes 

is less difficult than the determination of its effects upon 

viewers. A study, reported in the Surgeon-GeneralIs Report 

(1972) by Greenberg and Gordon (197lb) suggests that most 

adults, including television critics, generally agree on 

lis ts of the "most v.iolent Jl programmes and do so on the 

defin i tion of violence as "f ighting, shooting, yelling, 

killing" . 

A definition, used by Gerbner (197lb), also reported in the 

Surgeon-GeneralIs Report (1972), to study in detail the 

content of television programmes is, 

"the overt expression of physical force against others 

or self, or the compelling of action against onels will 

on pain of being hurt or killed". 

II dt"Onition of violence in terms of the viewer IS interpre

l,)tion of it, Le., does the viewer consider it acceptable, 

rJ.f':tensive, fanciful, comic, educational - is confounded by 

lUcmy variables. 

'j'lwt tbis is so is obvious from a brief consideration of the 

[H:ocess by ~lbich filmed violence affects the behaviour of a 

viewer, given that it does. 

At the simplest level there is~ 

1. a signal or stimulus - filmed violence 

which produces 

2. an effect or response - violent behaviour 
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But the effect or response will clearly depend on -

(a) the personal characteristics of the viewer e.g. 
age, sex, mood 

(b) the situation existing when the programme is 
seen, e. g. , presence and comment of other viewers 

And whether the response to the programme becomes a stimu

lus for the viewer to behave in a particular way some 
time in the future will depend on -

(a) the personal characteristics of the viewer, and 
(b) the situation existing 

at that future time 

All this without considering types of filmed violen,a:e and 
the variety of contexts in which it may be presented. A 

Tom and Jerry cartoon may include a large number of object

ively violent actions but be considered by viewers to be non 

violent. No definition of filmed violence, in terms of its 
likely effects on the behaviour of viewers, has been able to 
account for all of these elements. 

The variety and cha.nging characteristics of the viewer and 

hi::; situation together with the variety of forms and con

trlX t8 filmed violence may be por trayed in, makes the demon

stration of whether or not filmed violence has a single 

clearly definable effect diff.icult, if not methodologically 
impossible. 

Telcvicecl violence as a Cause of violent Behaviour 

Th~rc nrc four generally accepted hypotheses as to how 
L0loviscd violence may cause viewers to behave violently. 

In ttJ'2 short term; 
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1. The televised violence is dir~ctly imitated or 

copied. 

2. The televised violence arO~Bea or instigates 

violence. 

In the long term; 

3. The telev ised violence may reduce emotional 

sensitivity to actual violence and sq reduce 

"abhorrence" to it, people thus becoming less 

inhibited to behave violently. 

4. The telev ised violence may over time change the 

values of individuals ana society in the direc

tion of acceptance of violence as acceptable or 

unavoidable. 

Research Limitations 

Before considering the evidence for each hypothesis it is 

necessary to consider the nature and limi tations of social 

scientific research. 

[vlost research into the effects of filmed violence on the 

bebaviOL)r of people, particularly young people and children, 

i.',\ of one of two research types I viz appli ed exper imen tal 

studies, or survey stuaies. 

Applied experimental studies are conducted in controlled 

situations, usually laboratories, with small groups of 

subjects considered to be representative of the population 

from which they are drawn. Efforts are made to reproduce 

in the eXl?erimental situation the conditions that are to be 

round in the natural environment of the topic under investi

gation. Because it is a controlled situation it is usually 

possible to alter only one variable, whilst holding all 

others constant, and so establish the effect of that alter-
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ation on all other variables. The great strength of 

experimental studies is that they allow cause and effect 

relationships to be established because any effect can be 

related to a change '~ade in one aspect of the situation 

(cause) by the experimenter. 

The disadvantages of applied experimental studies will be 

cliscussed later in the context of reported research 

1:indings; suffice to say that causality demonstrated in a 

[limulated experimental situation does not necessarily entail 

n similar causality outside an experimental situation. 

Survey studies ate conducted in the natural environment with 

large groups of subjec'ts considered to be representative of 

the population fron'l which they were drawn and attempt to 

establish relationships among and between var iables common 

to the groups surveyed and chosen for study. The relation

ship between the var iables is expressed as a correlation. 

This is a mea~ure of the extent to which one variable 

changes or varies if a related variable changes or varies. 

When working in the natural environment, the experimenter is 

confronted wi th all aspects of the si tuation and there can 

be no eff-2ctive control of all the variables being studied. 

Consequently, cause and effect relationships cannot be 

established because although one variable may be correlated 

wi {~h anothel~ and change whf.ln it changes, both may be corre

lated with a third variable, about which the experimenter 

lTlay be unaware, and be changing because it is changing. 

c. g, I 'l'here is a correlation bet\';een cigarette smoking and 

lung C<ltlcer. Does smoking cause lung cancer or is there a 

t11 Ud llilIOlCl\Vl1 variable which predisposl:!tj some people to 

mr.·.,ko and Lo c}evelop lung cancer? 

'l'h.(; gl~c.:tl; s tr.cng t11 of survey studies is that they are done 

tn Lbe natural ,r-nvironment. 'l'heir great weakness is that 

correlation dOGS not signify causality. 

.. 
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Apart from limi ta tions in methodology, the subj ect matter 

itself imposes a limitation. Ethical considerations forbid 

allowing people taking part in the studies to harm them

selves or others. The effects of filmed violence have to 

be studied without letting people behave directly violently 

to others. 

Research findings are intelligible only in the light of an 

understanding of these and other limitations. In the final 

analysis it is the importance' which is attached to such 

limitations which is more significant than the intrinsic 

.yalue of any of th!= research. Those who say "Oh yes it 

does" and those who say "Oh no it doesn't" disagree ~ore on 

this aspect of the resaarch than on the findings themselves. 

J 
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PART 3 

THE EVIDENCE FOR IMITATION 

The work of Professor Albert Bandura of Stanford University , 
and co-workers from 1961-73 provides the reference exper i-

ments on whether or not children imitate what they see on 

the screen. For imitation to occur, the viewer has to De 

reminded of a behaviour learnea previously or be shown a new 

behaviour which is within the viewer's present abili ty to 

perform. It is also important that the behaviour seen is 

seeni-

(a) to have had a favourable outcome. 

(b) to have been expected in the context of the 

incident 

( c) to have been performed by a person likely to be 

considered important by the viewer. 

A standard procedure for imitation exper iments is to put a 

child in a room with some materials to play with. An adult 

in another part of the room begins playing with several toys 

including a mallet and a five foot inflated Bobo doll. The 

adult is aggressive towards the Bobo doll, and, amongst 

other things pummels its head wi th the mallet. The child 

n~servcs the aggressive adult. 

'pilo chJld is then taken to another room and allowed to play 

\'r.Lth attractive toys. The experimenter then frustrates the 

chi Ld by saying l:hat he has decided to reserve the toys for 

I:":n;lr~ other chilc::iJ:en and takes the child to another room to 

t 

P1.<lY ~'litll some less attractive toys. These include toys .~ 

t:nlically ulJed in aggressive acti vi ties. Among them is a 

Bobo doll ,tile] a mallet. 

'i':.'i:1i cal .Ei nc1 i n9 s are-

· ~ 
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1. that children who had observed adult aggression 

prior to being frustrated were more aggressive in 

their subsequent play than those who had been 

frustrated but had not observed adult aggression. 

2. that the character of the children's . aggressive 

behav iour was closely modelled on the behaviour 

they had seen the adult perform. 

A considerable body of research evidence using this proce

dur.e and variat.i.ons on it, has now accumulated and there is 

general agreement (Siegel (1969), Comstock (1972) Liebert et 

al (1974), that, within an applied experimental setting -

1. children can readily imitate violent behaviours 

(,'lhether they have been frustrated or not) which 

they have seen per formed by a model in the flesh 

or on the screen. 

2. the ir memory of such behaviour can be both accur

ate in detail and long lived. 

3. the children may perform a wider range of violent 

acts than were modelled. 

Whilst the evidence is unequivocal, there are several criti

cisms of its extrapolation from the laboratory to the 

natural environment. For example:-

1. Violence is usually defined in terms of use and 

rough handling of toys and dolls usually designed 

for that purpose-mallets, Bobo dolls, guns. The 

evic1ence does not indicate whether or not vio

lence against Bobo dolls ever becomes violence 

against people. 

2. The children are "invited" to behave violently in 

l:hat -

(a) the opportunity is immediately available. 

(b) the "weapons" used by the model are avail-

able to the children. 
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(c) there are no consequences - prohibition or 

retaliation - to their aggression. 

These "demand character istics" as they are called, make it 

highly likely that the children will behave in the way that 

they do. Critics of the imitation hypothesis point out 

thht these three conditions do not apply in the same way out 

of the laboratory. 

Vi'hils t these criticisms may undermine support for the claim 

that telev is'2d violence ca.uses agg ressi veness or violence, 

they do not refute it. 

On the question of imitation the Surgeon General's Report 

states:-

Ii Some 20 published exper imen ts document that children 

are capable of imitating filmed aggression shown on a 

movie or television screen. Capacity to imitate r 

however, does not imply performance. Whether or not 

what is observed actually will be imitated depends on a 

variety of situational and personal factors". p.10. 

These factors must be a great deal more powerful outside the 

laboratory than inside it. 

rn~tbe only experimental study of adults imitative reactions 

I.') f.i.lmed violence and of direct imitation in a real life 

Getting (as opposed to a laboratory setting) Milgram and 

Sllot) nnd (1973) report that adul ts do not re-enact violence 

b::11o<1i<ltely ,liter seeing it on a screen. 

I ul.~Ir;;.t.ll Evidence 

Thure is evidonce of a very different kind for the imitation 

lJi"p..-)tllcsls. Examples can be cited of cr imes, of ten of 

bizarre and gross violence, by both children and adults 

which inunediately follow a particular television programme 
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or film and in which the details seen on the screen appear 

to have been re-enacted in the real world. e.g.-

1. "Born Innocent, a made-for-TV movie, was shown in 

September 1974. It included a scene in which a girl 

is raped by her reformatory classmates with the end of 

a broomstick. The very next day four children raped 

a nine-year-old California girl and her eight-year!..old 

2. 

playmate in a~ identical manner." 

(1976) p.36. 

Madden and Lion 

'1'11ree incidents followed the screening of the film Fuzz 

on television network in the united States:-

(a) In Boston, . a girl walking with a can of petrol 

was compelled by a group of youths to douse 

herself with it. They then threw a match at 

her. Three days befor.e the same thing happened 

in Fuzz. 

(b) Subsequently~ three teenage boys in Hiami were 
arrested for allegedly dousing a derelict with 
petrol and setting him on fire. 

(c) A few days later in Chicago a robber doused a man 

wi th cleaning fluid which he threatened to light 

if the man did not give up his wallet. The 

fluie was ignited. Uni ted States Congressional 

Senate Committee on Commerce. Subcommittee on 

Communications April 3-5 (1974) pp. 9 and 30. 

J. "In Baltimore, within the week of the showing of Hawaii 

Five-O featuring a sniper dressed in Army fatigues who 

systematically shoots people crossing his line of fire, 

a disgruntled employe;:- of pittsburgh plate Glass 

Company dres~ed in 

down five of his 

(1976), p. 36. 

Army 

fellcw 

fatigues 

workers". 

systematically 

Madden and 

cut 

Lion 

4. II A famous example is the film "The Doomsday Flight" in 

which a bomb was placed on board an aeroplane by a man 
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who then telephoned 

disclose its location 

the airline company 

for a huge ransom. 

offering to 

This film 

\.,.as shown on American t.elev ision in 1966. Before it 

was over, one similar bomb threat was received, four -1\1 

more followed within 24 hours, and eight more before 

the end of the week. (Equalling the number of such 

calls that had been received in the previous month 

according to the Federal Aviation Agency. There is no 

record that a bomb was in f act placed on any plane. 

Siegel (1969)). The same film was shown in Australia in 

1971, and Qantas Air.lines were obliged to pay $A500,OOO 

after a threat to one of their planes". Brody (1977) 

p.25. 

5. Nilgram and Shotland (1973) observed that a series of 

parachute hijacks appeared to have been due to the 

publicity given this technique by the mass media. 

Whether such incidents are statistically significant or not 

(Brody 1977), are more likely to be committed by "deranged" 

people or not (Efron 1975), they do, if authentic, fulfil 

many of the conditions of the modelling or imitative para

digm and are informal evidence for the imitative hypothesis. 

In summary the evidence from applied exper imen tal studies 

" ror the imitative hypothesis shows that children and young 

:->'lople can imitate Nhat they have seen on the screen. 

Whether they will or not depends on personal and situational 

factors, as yet not fully understood. A study of incidents 

Ij';e t:hose above may contribute to this understanding. 
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PART 4 

THE EVIDENCE FOR AROUSAL 

_ '1'he second main group of exper imental studies relate to the 

arousal hypothesis and the catharsis hypothesis. 

The arousal hypothesis is that televised violence arouses or 

stimula tes the viewer to behave violently - shown schemat

iC;:ully, 

frustration + televised violence violent behaviour. 

The catharsis hypothesis is that televised violence provides 
the viewer with "fantasy aggression" which postpones or 
becomes a sUbstitute for the viewer's own feelings of 
aggressiveness - shown schematically 

frustration + televised violence 

i\rousal 

a reduced 

likelihood of 
violent behaviour. 

The leading worker in this area is Professor Leonard 
Berkowitz of Wisconsin University who, with co-workers, has 

[lllb'.i.shed studies on arousal since 1962. Berkowitz pro

PO!\Cu tbat a s tate of arousal is necessary to 'pr ime' an 

individual to commit an act. of aggression, but that whether 
he actually does so or not depends on the degree of arousal 

and on the availability of an appropriate victim. e. g. Some 
person who has previously angered the aggressor, or who 

reminds him of someone who did. 

In [\ typical experiment, (Berkowitz 1964) A 'naive i student 
is introduced to another student (who in reali ty is 

Derkowtiz's accomplice) and they are both told that they are 

· . 
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to take part in an experiment designed to study physiolog

ical reactions during various tasks. While they both 

complete the tasks the accomplice sets out to frustrate the 

s.tudent by treating him in a condescending and insulting 

manner. When the task is finished and the student suitably 

frustrated, the two are told that they are to watch a film. 

One of two versions of a supposed synopsis of the film is 

given to the viewers, ostensibly to help them understand the 

context of a film which they are then shown. 

In one version the hero is portrayed as a villain who 

deserves all he gets, in the other, a well intentioned 

person struggling to overcome the effects of an unfortunate 

upbringing. The first version is said to "jI,J;stify" the 

Ilggression, the second to indicate that the aggression was 

not justified. The two then watch seven minutes from the 

film Champion in which Kirk Douglas, playing the part of a 

boxer, receives a severe beating and loses his title. 

In order to measure the effects that the film has had on the 

st.udent, the latter is separated from the accomplice and 

told that the accomplice has designed a floor plan for a 

dwelling and the student is to judge this 

student has before him an electric shock device 

l:old is wired to the accomplice. If he thinks 

IJ ighly creative he is told to give one shock 

'],:nstionable procedure) and the worse he thinks 

plan. The 

which he is 

the plan is 

(a somewhat 

the plan is, 

l:he greater. and longer che shocks he is to administer. 

i'j;:turally all the studen': .. axe given the same floor plan and 

the electric shock device is not wired to the accomplice but 

to n recording machine which logs the number and duration of 

the shocks a6ffiinistered. 

Typical findings are~ 

1. th~,t angered subjects are more aggressive than those 

who have not been angered. 

~ 
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2. that angered students who have seen "justified" aggres

sion, i.e., the "bad guy" being beaten, show more 
aggression than angered subjects who have seen the 
"good guy" being beaten. 

Because, as Comstock (1972) pointed out, arousal as a 

concept is poorly defined, interpretations of Berkowitz's 
findings are highly speculative, e.g., seeing the "good 
guy", for whom most viewers will have some sympathy, beaten 
"inhibit.s" the viewers hostility toward the experimerter. 

~L'his effect does not occur when the "bad guy" is beaten. 

Broay (1977). 

Berkowitz's llse o:C preparedness to give electric shock to 

ol:her.s as a measure of. aggr.essiveness in subjects is nearer 

"real world" aggressiveness than measures used by Bandura. 
To some this makes Berkowitz's findings more convincing. 

Laboratory .research based on Berkowitz's methods shows that 

college students are prepared to administer what they 
believe to be painful electric shocks to strangers after 
viewing filmed aggression if -

1. lo.hey have been made ang ry pr it)r to seeing the 
film. 

2. the aggression is shown as j ustHied and permis
sible. 

3. a link is established between a screen victim and 
a real live target. 

nut arc less likely to administer shocks if~-

1. 'rhe film emphasises the disagreeable consequences 
of violence 

2. '1'he bloody and painful results are presented in 
realistic detail. 
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Berkowitz's experiments have been criticized on a number of 

gcounds:-

1. The subjects are given every encouragement to use 
~~I 

shocks, in fact, as was pointed out by Wess, (Surge~; 
\;.,. 

General's Report 1972), subjects have no alternative 
way of responding. 

2. Readiness to use shock in a laboratory situation is not 
necessarily an indication of readiness to be aggressiv~ 

in the community. Milgrams work, Obedience to 

.?1uthori ty (1974) convincingly demonstrates that readi
ness to use shock in an expecimental situation may have 

little if anything to do "'lith individual characteris
tics like aggressiveness, but depends on the demand 

characteristics of the experimental situation. 

3. 

4. 

The experimental conditions optimize the likelihoo~ of 

the expected behaviour occuring, immediately after 
being made angry, the subjects watch aggressive action 
and they are then presented with ready) and, as it 

were, I willing' victims. ,. * 
Berkowitz's exclusive (Noble 1975) use of clips of 
violent scenes from the film Champion featuring a well 
known actor limits the genecality of the results. 

Nevertheless the research by Berkowi tz and others, like the 

research by Bandura, demonstrates important relationships 
whlch exist between filmed violence and aggressive behaviour 
,:;-ich hold undec labora tory cond i tions. 

'J.'lll~ Burgeon General's Report (1972) states that the experi
mental studies on arousal, 

uhave considerable cogency" p.ll 

nnd concludes that 
It under cer tail1 circums tances, television violence can 
instigate an increase in aggressive acts". (ibid.) 
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Catharsis 

• Cathar.sis is the harmless expression of aggressive feelings, 

which would have been expressed directly, through watching 

aggressive behaviour in others. 

'rhe lea.d ing proponen t of the view tha t filmed violence can 

have a cathartic effect is Seymour Feshbach (1955) (1961) 

Feshbach and singer (1971). 

~eGhbach found that angered college students were less 

.hostile in their remarks about the person who angered them 

.1ftcl: they had a chance to write fantasy aggression 

stories. Worchell (1957) reported in Glucksmann (1966), 

ruported a similar effect by giving angered students a 

chance to II sound off" to a sympathetic list~ner. There 

bnve been only two studies, Worchell (1957) and an unpub

lished study, in direct support of Feshbach's original 

result i.e. simply thinking about aggressive behaviour 

~nables subjects to relieve their aggressive feelings. 

The National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of 

Violence (USA) (1969) was not impressed by the evidence 

produced by those supporting the catharsis hypothesis and 

argued that there was lit.:le support for it. Halloran et 

a1. (1970). 

fk\'/eV<Jr, it is .Eairly well sUbstantiated that when -

1.. s ubj ects are made angry, 

2. the person causing the 

associated with him is 

attacked, a cathartic 
GlJ:ated. Br.ody (1977). 

and 

anger or 

seen to 

effect 

someone closely 

be injured or 

can be demon-

'l'b(~ likeli.hooCl of a normal viewing situation approximating 

these conditions is remote indeed, as therefore must be the 

!?ossibili ty of filmed violence having a ca thar tic effect in 

such situations. 
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~Arousal and catharsis are usually presented as opposing 

hypotheses. Logically this would be the case only if there 

was a single effect of televised violence. Clearly this 

cannot be the case. Noble (1975), who supports the 

catharsis hypothesis suggests that the arousal hypothesis 

holds only for - Ii j 

Ja) 

( b) 

"realistic" filmed aggression. 

among viewers who are not normally aggressive 

and Lhat the catharsis hypothesis holds for -

(a) II stylistic" violence (cowboys and Indians) 

(b) among aggressive viewers. 

The rlrbitrary "realistic", "stylistic" dichotom:t suggested 

by Noble belies the complexity of the nature and content of 

filmed violence. 

'l'h,e evidence for catharsis, other than 

suggested by Brody is meagre indeed. 

in the str ict se!,\se 
• However the mat.,er II' 

cannot be considered closed. The effects of films are more 

complicated than are represented in laboratory studies and . 
indivIduals' responses to films will vary, depending., 

amongst other things, on their capacity for identification, 

empathy and imagination. Brody (1977). 

;. 
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PART 5. 

THE EVIDENCE FOR TELEVISED VIOLENCE REDUCING EMO~IONAL 

SENSITIVITY IN VIEWERS 

The research in this section suffers from the lack of an 

-adequate definition of emotional sensitivity. 

Although the research is appropriately grouped under slich a 

beading it does not extend beyond a study of fear reactions 

Cllll] of general physiological arousal. 

'1'1) r.c~\cl: emotionalJ,y to or be frightened by a film or tele

vision. programme is the exper ience of perhaps everyone and ~ 

is cmrl:ainly readily observed in young children. 

Cm:ruthers and 'I'aggart (1973) report that it is not unusual 

eor managers of cinemas showing films of violence to have to 

deal with ca,~es of fainting, vomiting and incontinf>J'lce. 

Advertisements in Philadelphia in 1974 for the film The Mark 

of tbe Devil included; 

"Due ~lto 'rhe Horrifyi:lg Scenes No One Admitted without A 

vomit Bag" Goldstein (1975) 

• Research by Blumer (1933) reported by Brody (1.977) and Wal.l 

ul":! Gimr·.lon (1951) showea that although a high percentage of 

cll il.lrl:n repor ted being fr igh tened by filmed violence, 

l.'al·Il!~t: than being upset, most said that they enjoyed being 

f eight'.oned. 

Himmeh/ei l:, Oppenheim and Vince IS (1958) survey found that 

... ,ith incl:etlsing age the fear eliai t€:d in children by filmed 

violence guva way to "pleasurable suspense". 

'L'lla r~)Gcarcl1 indicates that children are likely to be frigh

t:e,lcd i'lhentl1c violence -

'. 
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1. is realistic. 

2. is eerie or supernatural. 

3. involves a character, human or animal to whom the 

child is attracted. 

4. reminds the child of his ow~ fears. 

There never has been any suggestion that fear will in itself 

promote aggressiveness or delinquency in children. B,rody 

(1977). 

A major problem in studying the emotional sensitivity of 

viewers is measuring emotional responses as they occur 

dvring the viewing of filmed violence. Infra red photo

graphs or videotapes of viewer facial expressions during the 

screening have been used. However, the interpretation of 

facial expression is to say the least, highly speculative. 

The most objective indices of physiological arousal are 

obtained by mo~itoring physiological processes such as heart 

rate, muscle tension, skin resistence, pupil dilation. 

Whilst general arousal is readily detected, there is little 

evidence for the detection of specific emotional responses 

such as anger, fear, happiness, in everyday si tuations let 

alone when· viewing filmed violence. One exception is 

Carruthers and Taggart (1973) who found a slowing of heart 

rate, a characteristic "fear" reaction, in subjects watching 

violent television programmes. 

l':vhgence by LC1.zarus et al (1964) reported by Brody (1977) 

nrd DQvidson and Hiebert (1971) suggests that repeated 

viewing of scenes of violence reduces people's "abhorrence" 

oC it. In Carruthers and Taggart's terms, the fear res-

pons( hab;l tua tes vii th [epee;: ted viewing. The evidence also 

f:HV,J(j..:!<.> ts tbat the response is highly specif ic to par ticular 

Qct~, that is to say, it is only effective if the same 

stimulus is l:epeated. When shown fresh scenes of violence 

viewers generally react with renewed intensity. 

BEST AVAILABLE COP'{ \1 
____ -Ac=.<""$~. 

, 

J 



25. 

Evidence presented to the united states Commission on 

Obscenity and Pornography supports the specificity of habit

uation effects. 

"'1'he results obtained from both physiological measur.e1S 

and reporteJ levels of psychosexual stimulation suppo~t 

the hypothesis that repeated exposure to sexual stimuli 

results in decreased responsiveness. In addition, 

degree of interest in both the study and the stim}11us 

materials declines predictably among the subjects. 

Although complete satiation in the sense of total 

J,nhibi tion of response did not occur, the physiolog ical 

data and reported levels of arousal and interest point 

toward satiation in terms of diminished response. 

At no time during the course of the experiment did 

subj ects report detr imental effec ts of the exper iment 

upon sleep, mood, study or wor k habi ts or any other 

aspect of their personal or social behaviour. 

Satiation was specif ic to erotic mater ial and did np.t 

extend to their personal sexual activities". p. 218. 

Dowever dissenting evidence is presented by Cline, Croft and 

Courrier. (1977). '1'hey compared a group of children (5-12 

years of age). who in the preceding two years watched tele

vision 25 or more hours a week, with a group who watched 4 

hours or fewer a week (verified by parents), on two physio

logical meCJ.sures - blood volume pressure and galvanic skin 

response (G.S.R.) after watching a sequence of filmed 

non-violent and violent material. 

'l'bey found that the low television exposure boys were 

sign .Lficant:ly more aroused "emotionally" in terms of blood 

volume pre~Gure and G.S.R. after watching the violent 

mateLial them the high exposure group. The authors claim 

tbat d habitual:.ion-to-violence effect had set in for the 

high exposure boys, 

• 
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Thomson (1959) reported a similar finding based on ultra

violet ~hotographs of facial expression, but offerred a 

simpler explanation. He suggested that the resul ts indi

cate that high viewers have a better appreciation of film 

conventions. Support for this explanation is provided by 

Himmilweit, Oppenheim and Vince (1958) who suggest that 

young children are less disturbed by "Westerns" when they 

have learned the "Western scenario" Le., readily identified 

"goodies" and "badies", lots of shooting, fighting, chasing, 

and the last minute arrival of the United States Calvary. 

The children, having learned what to expect are less frig~-

tened, not less sensitive. In Thomson's view 

"For crime films at both high and low levels of tension 

t.he evidence appears to be that high film insight in 

the viewer, presumably leading to a maturer form of 

fiJm appreciation, is the best single safeguard against 

the appearance of reactions which might lead to some 

adverse personality effects, this being particularly 

tr ue at the more moderate levels of tension." 

(ibid) . 

p.107 

In summary, there appears to be no research which relates 

specifically to the long term effects of viewing filmed 

violence on the emotional sensitivity.of the vi~wer. 
, ., 

The evidence does show that the continual presentation of a 

particular type of filmed v:Lolence which initially produces 

11 1119h level of physiological arousal eventually results in 

n habituation of that arousal to that particular violent 

incident. 1'he research does not relate this to emotional 

sensitivity. 

'rile (}Vidence sugges ts that what has been taken for reduced 

emotional sensitivity in viewers is more likely to have been 

a better appreciation of the var ious violence scenar ios. 

'lIb is improved appreciation has resul ted in a corresponding 

red~lction in fearful reactions to violent programmes • 

• 
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Whether habi tua tion of sensi ti vi ty to, or reduced fearful

ness of, filmed violence are discrete variables or not, the 

equivalent responses to actual violence are of a different 

dimension and remain unresearched. 
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PART 6 

EVIDENCE FOR TELEVISED VIOLENCE OVER TIME CHANGING THE VALUES 

OF INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETY VALUES 

One of the Payne Fund studies, Peterson and Thurstone, 

(1933) reported in Brody (1977) showed that attitudes and 

beliefs on a wide range of issues could be influenced by· 

commercial films. The effects remained up to nineteen 

months after seeing the films. 

Brody (1977) cites numerous experiment~ which demonstrate 

the effectiveness of propaganda films in influencing racial 

sterotypes and attitudes toward Chinese, Jews, and Germans. 

Siegal (1958) reported in Noble (1975), found that children 

without any experience of taxi drivers more readily attri

buted violent behaviour to taxi drivers after hearing a 

·:radio drama about a taxi driver resorting to violence to 

settle a dispute than to other occupational groups. They 

also attributed more aggressiveness to taxi drivers than 

children who had heard a radio drama in which the taxi 

driver resolved the problem constructively. 

Although the evidence is clear cut the effects are specific 

and relate to matters outside the immediate experience of 

the subjects and could, as easily, be reversed. 

Investigation into the long term effects of the mass media 

have h21l1 necessarily to rely on survey ra'ther than experi

men tal techniques. Keeping subjects in exper imen tal con

di tions to study long term effects may be acceptable for 

ani'llal but not human sUbjects. 

si tUtl tion in \'111 ich 

research can be set 

,(1961) reported by 

something 

up occurs. 

Brody (1977) 

Occasionally, a real-life 

approaching experimental 

Schramm, Lyle and Parker 

exploited such a situ-

aUon. 1'hey compared two small communi ties in Western 

Canada, one of which was receiving television broadcasts, 

---------------------

. 
1 
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the other was not. They found that television had affected 

children's entertainment preferences and habits, but 

, aggressi ve a ttl tudes', if anything, had declined wi th t~ 

advent of television. 

Himmelweit et aI, compared a community with itself before 

and after the introduction of. television. They gave 

questionnaires to every (10-11) and (13-14) year old child 

in nearly every school in Norwich England at a time when 

hardly any family had a television set. A year later they 

compared a group of children from families who had acquired~ 

a set with a group who had not. 

"We did not find that the viewers were any more aggres

sive or maladjust~d than the controls~ ••• " p.20. 

Jensen and List (1968) compared the number of television

licences issued in New Zealand with the number of Court 

Appearances for crimes of violence expressed as a percentage 

"of all appearances, for the periods 1953-1961 (pre tele

vision) and (1962-1966). A correlation was found between 

the number of television licences and the percentage of 

ilppearances which were for cr imes of violence. As Jensen 

and List pointed out this does not prove a causal relation

ship/ but does indicate that the hypothesis cannot be dis

missed. 

The first major survey into the relationship between the 

iti.lSS media and children's social attitudes was carried out 

in south hustralia by Lovibond (1967) on 37~ school-boys 

aged 11 to 15. They were questioned on -

1. '.rhe!r readiness to use violence in solving prob

lems of personal relations. 

2. The value placed on toughness and strength. 
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Lovibond found that scores increased 

l. with the number of comic books read per week, 

2. with the number of hours of television watched 

per week, 

3. and with frequency of cinema attendance. 

I 
and concluded f "that there is a relationship between 

exposure to crime and violence in the media and endorsement 

of an ideology which makes the use of force in the interests 

ai egocentric needs the essential content of human relation

sbips." p. 98. Lovibond thought "that temperamental 

characteristics may predispose some children more than 

others to violence l'I'hich is ~then reinforced by exposure to 

violence in the media,. Many of the boys who had Ii ttle 

contact with the mass media scored quite highly. 

Perhaps of more interes tare Lovibond I s views as to how the 

attitudes measured in the children in the study may effect 

their behaviour. 

" it might reasonably be expected that children who 

are highly exposed to crime comics and films will tend 

to co~nit delinquent acts only if 

(a) opposing moral infl~ences are weak, 

(b) opportunities for particular delinquencies pre

sent themselves, and 

(I;) the chances of punishment are rated reasonably 

low. 

In the case of the majority of children, however, high 

levels of exposure to the violence media are more likely to 

result in 

(a) decreased readiness actively to oppose delinquent 

behaviour and the associated system of ideas, and 
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(b) a decreased readiness to take humanitarian prin

cipled action when the situation demands that 

such action be taken" (ibid). 

Dominick and Greenberg (1972) found that the time spent 

watching television by 800 (9-11 year olds) was positively 

cor~elated with their self-expressed willingness to use 

violence. Belson (1977) in a study of the long term effects 

of televised violence found that long term exposure to 

televised violence did not change in any appreciable way the 

boys attitudes to violence. 

The distinction between an attitude and a behaviour and. 

their relative importance in this context is exemplif ied by 

the fact that a person can be convicted for his behaviour 

but not for his attitude. Attitudes relate to thoughts and 

feelings. Crimes of violence relate to what somebody has 

done, i.e., to behaviour. 

There have been a number of surveys which have explored the 

. relationship between viewing filmed violence and aggressive 

behaviour. 

Nclntyre and Teevan (1972) reported a small but signif icant 

correlation between the violence of the four favourite 

programmes of 2000 (11-19) year olds and their "involvement 

with legal officials". 

Rc,'lli.nson and Bachman (1972) found that as the favourite 

t..~J.cvls.i.on programmes of their 1500 19 year old subjects 

contained more violence, their reported aggressive behaviour 
i.tlGreased. 

t1cLcod, Atkin and Chaffee (1972) questioned 600 13 and 16 
year alc1s c:\bout pa t teJ~ns 

tONi1rcls aggressive action, 

1:mger-'provol<1ng s1 tuations 

vision violence, as well 

of television viewing, attitudes 

their reactions to hypothetical 

and their feelings about tele

as about their own aggressive 
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behaviour. A correlation was found between frequency of 

viewing violent television and both aggressive attitudes and 

aggressive behaviour. 

As measured by the correlation coefficient (r) the associ-, 

ation between viewing violent television and aggressive'; 

behaviour in the McLeod et al study was 0.32. This means 

that if one is to predict aggressive behaviour from viewing 

violence on television, one knows approximately 10% (r 

squared) of what one would need to know to make a certain or 

perfect prediction, i.e., for any value of viewing televised 

violence 90% of the aggressive behaviour associated with 

that value could not be predicted from the amount of vio

l~nce viewed. 

'1'he research presented here shows that attitude and behav

iour changes in children and young people are correlated 

with viewing filmed violence. The extent to which such 

changes may be long-term will be discussed in Part 7. 

There is no evidence which gives any indication of whether 

or not a society's values 

other ways related, to 

ci tizens. 

• 

on violence are correlated, or in 

the filmed violence seen by its 

, 
t, 

BEST AVAILABLE COpy 
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PART 7 

O'l'HER STUD~ 

A longitudinal study of the effects of viewing televised 

violence on violent behaviour by Lefkowitz, Eran, Walder and 
Huesmann (1977) (first published in 1972) relates to all ~ 
four hypotheses considered without being specific to any 

one It is one of the few longitudinal studies. 

The purpose of the study was to compare: 

L viewing televised violence and aggressive behaviour 

in the 3rd grade (9 year olds). 

2. Viewing televised violence and aggressive behaviour 

in the same children in the 13th grade (19 year 

olds) . 

"In 1960, Lefkowitz et al., surveyed 
entire 3rd grade from a middle class 

875 children the 

area. In 1970 they 

'were able to locate in the same area and survey 427 of the 
odginal 875. 

The findings were: 

1. '1'110 grea ter a boy's preference for violent tele
vjsion at age 9, the greater was his aggressiveness 
bC)t:b at that time and ten years later. 

2. 'l'hc!re was no relationship between a 19 year olds 
current pr.eference for television violence and his 
Cl1rrent aggressiveness, i.e., the programmes a 19 

YUdf old watched on television did not seem to 
DEEect his aggressiveness. 

.. 
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3. Regardless of a child's ini Hal level of aggres

siveness, a preference for television violence 

significantly increases his later aggressiveness. 

Lefkowitz et al. concluded, 

" ••. there is a probable causative influence of watching 

violent television prog rammes in ear ly years on a boy's 

later aggressiveness". p.126 (ibid.). 

The correlation between the 3rd grade preference for tele

vised violence and 13th grade peer-rated aggression was 

0" 31. This means that about 10% of the variation in. a 

boy's aggression is explained by his earlier viewing prefer

ence, Le., for 9 year old boys who have a preference for 

televised violence anq who are aggressive, approximately 10% 

of their aggressiveness at that age and 10 years later can 

be attributed to their preference for televised violence. 

By showing that a preference for viewing televised violence 

is unrelated to the initial level of aggressiveness, 

Lefkowi tz et al showed that the association between tele

vised violence and aggressiveness cannot be explained as 

simply due to aggressive boys preferring televised vio

lence. The Lefkowitz et al study would seem to be impor

tunt evidence in support of a causal n~lationship between 

watching televised violence and aggressive behaviour. Not 

~ll agree and there have been several criticisms of the 

:.!:Licowi l:z study. 

~dy (1972) criticised the measure of viewing televised 

vIolence. At the 3rd grade, mothers told the experimenters 

1:110 childrens' three favourite programmes. Kay (1972) 

[ollllt1 th.::l.l: ~'hen mothers were asked which programmes their 

(S··11) yeD.!: .)J.d children wutched, they agreed with what the 

d.i.],eJren said they watched only 62% of the time. 

(: .. ".pliu\ (197 ;!) cri ticised the measure of aggression. 

Ratings by p~ers was the only measure used at both levels. 
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The same questions were asked at both levels but at the 13th 

grade they were all phrased in the past tense, e.g., "Who 
starts fights over nothing?" at the 3rd grade became "Who 

started fights over nothing?" at the 13th grade, i.e., peers 
were asked about previous behaviour, not current behav
iour. There were, however, other measures used at both 

.~ levels. 

Lefkowitz et, al. related their measure of aggressiveness to 

"official" delinquency. Although the police arrest rates 
were higher for the high-aggressiveness groups at both the 
3rd and 13th grades, the differences in'arrest rates between 

the high and low aggressive groups although in the right 

direction were not statistically significant. 

Another important study is that by Belson (1977). Belson's 

full .report has yet to come to hand. The following com
men l:s are based on a copy of a speech Dr Belson gave in 

September 1977 in Birmingham to the British Association for 
the Advancement of Science. 

'l'he speech deals mainly wi th the findings of the research 
with only brief mention of the design of the study. 

Commen l:s which follow on this latter aspect of the study 
cannot be considered to be more than observations. 

Belson hended a research programme funded by the Columbia 
BLO~~~Asting System to the extent of $290,000 to study: 

1. the ex tent of personal involvement in viol~nt 

behaviour; nnd 

2. the level and kind of televised violence watched~ 

of 1 r snn (13-16) year old boys in London. 

'l'he ccmt.I;<l.l. hY11ol:hesis of the study was that "high exposure 
to te.LevL:::;ion violence increases the degree to which boys 
(mgn!Jl~ in violent behaviour", p.6 (ibid.). 
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From self reports Belson established what acts of violent 

behaviour ,the boys committed in the previous six months. A 

sample of 68 programmes was formed from the televised vio

lence broadcast between 1959-71. presumably subjects were 

asked whether they had watched any of the programmes in the 

sallple and how often. 

The techniques for measuring: 

1. the extent to which boys engage in violent behaviour 

2. exposure to televised violence 

arc important in Belsonls study because from the information 

ilV,) ilable, Belson is relying $olely on self report and the 

abi Li ty of: boys in the study to recall accura tely events in 

the recent and distant past. 

Thil; teen boys claimed to have recalled commit I::ing more than 

100 acts of violence in the preceding six months (approx

imately 1 every 2 days), another 54 claimed to have recalled 

40 to 100 in the same period. Belson found that 12% of the 

boys in the sample accounted for 72% of the acts of violence 

alledgedly oomrni t ted. presumably the percentage of t:hese 

boys, particularly those in the 100 plus category, who came 

to 'loffici01l" notice vlill be included in the full repor t. 

On the question of viewing, presumably the boys could be 

'::I:;'~d :::tbout programmes screened up to twelve years previ-

• ' . ~ "i' ... 

. ' .. ,.", t.:laims to have controlled for personal and background 

c!wrtlGI:cristics considered to be predictors of violent 

b'lh,w l()Ur. 'rhere is considerable evidence (Kozol, Boucher 

;I,d Cm:ofalo 1972, Henk, Robinson, and 8mi th 1972, Klein 

1')7(1, r·~'!'J,.It"{~C 1976, van der Kuast 1976) that neither psycho-

3",:.11. I): p:Jychiatric assessment, nor clinical or actuarial 

J.:.::Gl.:'i!I11(;'H~ C·:Ul predict dangerousness or violent behaviour 

an,j t.h.,I:. n pdor record of dangerous behaviour is the best 

~;;-;'l'3~~~ pt:odit:tOl: of future dangerousness. 
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This is a crucial question for the Belson study because if 

the high viewing group and the low viewing group differ on 

factors in addition to the amount of televised violence they 

watch, the violent behaviour they engage in cannot be 

attributed simply to watching televised violence, Le., a 

causal relatio11ship cannot be argued. If the "227 possible 

predictors of violent behaviour" (p.7) are not valid predic

tors of violent behaviour Belson has not matched his high 

and low exposure to violent television groups. Clearly 

80me o:E the variables used are not such predictors, e.g, 

overDue grip strength, chest measurement, weight, height, 

l?20 (ibid. ), al though the two groups could be matched on 

~hese variahles. 

The evidence presente~ by Belson supporls the hypothesis 

that long term exposure to television violence increases the, 

deqrce to which: 

boys engage in violent behaviour 

boys use bad language/swear 

boys are violent in sport or play. 

II the evidence is strongly supportive of the hypo

thesis that long term exposure to television violence 

increases tho degree to which boys engage in serious 

violence." pp.12-"13 (ibid.). 

On Lhc qUQstion of: whether he has demonstrated a causal 

1:\d.al: i (.)twld p between televised violence and aggressive 

b~hovL0ur Dolson says, 

IlNow that: finding still leaves open the possibility that 

tile di£fel~ence we have found is partly a 

reflection of violent boys tending to watch the more 

violent t:c:~l(!vision macerial just because they a.re 

violellt·.1\ IlIn the present state of our research 

tc(:hno.1.o9Yr we do not have a method for unambiguously 

ror.;olvinlj l:henc possibilities." P9. (ibid.). 
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I 

with that qualification Belson agrees that for what he 

called "violence in general" (more trivi'\l and non-serious 

'kinds of violence (sic)) the possibili ty that the relation-

ship between viewing televised violence and behaving aggres

sively may be simply explained by the fact that violent boys 

watch violent television cannot be excluded. However 

Belson does consider that this possibili ty can be excluded 

from the relationship between televised violence and what 

Belson called serious violent behaviour by boys in the study. 

The studies' by Lefkowitz et al. (1972) and Belson (1977) are 

significant in that despite the limitations and difficulties 

of survey studies they provide evidence supportive of a 

probable causal relationship between viewing violent tele

vision programmes and aggressive behaviollr. 

Andison (1977) did a cumulation of study results for the 
• 

period 1956-1976. He collected and recorded results of all 
• 

available studies between 1956 and 1976. He selected 
• 

studies which; 

(a) dealt directly with the relationship between television 

and violence, 

(b) presented a basic hypothesis which was later rejected or 

accepted on the basis of results generated by the study, 

,I 11:';1:!r1 ;l stimulus which was shown on a screen be it large 

I,ll Fillall. 

Of l-.lle 153 studies scrutinized, 73 (involving 30 ,000 sub

JCI:I:,n) including a number reviewed in this study, meet the 

<\;');)",,1 cr i 1:01: :la and were accepted. 

'J.'!If.:: J:cs111ts of Andison I s cumulation of the correlation 

br:t'wec'n l1ie'1I'1n9 violence on television and subsequent 

H''J'J r()~i:~i ve b(~l1avioL1r l1l~y be summar ised thus: 

,-, , 
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3 studies 4.1% showed a weak negative correlation 
14 studies 19.2% showed a zero correlation 
27 studies 37.0% showed a weak positive correlation 
25 studies 34.2% showed a moderate positive correlation 

4 studies 5.5% showed a strong positive correlation 

73 
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PART 8 

CONCLUSIONS 

As Howitt (1971) points out, the problem of television and 

violence should present few research difficulties. simply 

seat some people in front of a television set and see 

whether or not they become violent. But~ 

1. which people do we use 

2. which programmes do we show them 

3. how do we measure the effects and for how long 

after the programme 

'l'he complexi ty o.f. the effec ts 

methodological difficulties of 

of filmed violence and the 

isolating them precludes 

simple answers to theae questions and exposes every research 

study reviewed in this paper to cogent and fundamental 

criticisms which weaken the conclusiveness of the find

ings. The experimental stu~ies demonstrate causality at 

the expense of lack of generali ty. The survey studies are 

confounded by "third" var iable effects. All this wi thou t 

considering the competence of the design and implementation 

of the research. 

Given a causal relationship between filmed violence and 

Rggressive behaviour the research gives little indication of 

who is most likely to be affected save frequent reference to 

'-,hI? l:i'.IlJtological "those disposed to behave aggressively." 

l't':e 1,uch people are usually identified as aggressive after 

: I f~ 1',11";1:, l:his contributes very little to the identification 

I.t those for whom vie\'Jing filmed violence is likely to be 

one of the causes of aggressive behaviour. 

~:·J;'.:lthsl:and.i.n9 these limitations the research presented in 

I.ilis oaper 8uGtains a number of important findings. 

~xp0rimental studies of imitation of aggressiveness and 

aro'lual to aSjgression with children and young people shQ\oJ 

clearly a causnl relationship between viewing filmed aggres-
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siveness and behaving aggressively in laboratory settings. 

Survey studies of television viewing patterns of children 

and young people and their aggressive behaviour show modest 

posi ti ve corre:i.a tions. Two such studies provide evidence 

slt~portive of a probable causal relationship between viewing 

violent television programmes and aggressive behaviour. 

'1'he evidence of the survey studies is consonant wi th the 

findin9~ of the experimental studies and indicates that the 

effects of viewing filmed violence are more than short-term. 

Al though when taken together, the evidence of exper imental 
and survey studies is supportive of the conclusion that 

there is a causal ~elationship between viewing filmed 

violence and aggressive behaviour, the extent to which 

viewing filmed violence is a significant contributing factor 

in aggressive behaviour remains problematic. 

Acts of violence can be seen as the unique confluence of a 

large number of per sonal, soc ial and si tua tionaJ. var iables, 

one of which may be having viewed televised violence. The 

contribution of such viewing to this confluence remains an 

imponderable. The evidence suggests that it cannot be more 

than a small but significant one. 
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PART 9 

Il>1PLICATIONS 

If there is a causal relationship between viewing televised 

violence Clnd behaving aggressi vely, and the research reviewed 

in this paper suggests that there is, what is to be done 

abbut it and by whom? 

'l'hcre are at least three groups which have the opportunity to 

do something about it, viz., 

(a) the legislators 

Cq) the television programming professionals 

(c) the consumer of television programmes 

The television channels in New zealand are part of the Broad

cas ting Corpora tion on New Zealand and therefore are subj ect 

1:0 the provisions of the Broadcasting Act 1976. The Act 

requires (s20) the Broadcasting Corporation to have regard 

" ... to the general policy of the Government in relation to 

Broadcasting", and to " ... comply with any directions given by 

l\H~ r-linister to the Broadcasting Corporation ••• " save in 

~:';pt.:G,. of a particular programme or a particular complaint. 

i ,I Lhevr:y anYivay, a Government wi th a policy of removing all 

violence Erorn television programmes could direct the Broad

casting Corporation to follow such a policy. 

G'.:cU,:m 24 of the Act gives the Broadcasting Corporation a 

resfJonsibility for programme standards which will be 

';J<..:t1!;lrally accep I:able in the communi ty, and in par ticular for 

havin'J a regaro tOj 

• \ 



providing 

balanced 

"a range 

way for 

------------------
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of programmes which will cater in a 

the varied interests of different 

sections of the community", ensuring "that a New Zealand 

identity is developed and maintained in programmes", 

observing "standards of good taste and decency", main

taining "law and order". 

section 61 of the Act provides for a Broadcasting Tribunal, 

one of the functions of which is " ..• to receive and determine . 
complaints from persons who are dissatisfied with the outcome 

of complaints made ... " directly to the Broadcasting 

C01:poration. 

The act thus makes provision for the three groups identified, 

viz. ,the poli tician, ,the professional broadcaster and the 

consumer r to influence television programming in the direc

tion of a reduction of televised violence if they so desire. 

But do they? If they do, the results of their efforts, 

presumably successful, and the amount of violence shown on 

televisit.:l would seem to indicate a large measure of dis

agreement between them and the results of this review. 

If they don't, why don't they? For the politician one 

answer is simple. It is the measure of the problem.' To 

• weigh the harmful effects of viewing televised violence 

against the independence of the media and the least amount of 

cr:n:;ol:ship consistent with the public good, is a matter of 

r",l1. L i.ci'.d, :i uc1gmenl: to be exercised by the electorates elected 

J.l:j.!,wentaLives and not social scientists. 

OrlO suspects tbat one constraint upon the professional tele

visi'lI"l pro£! I"ummer. is finance. programmes which reflect New 

?I,'t\l.u11tl cultul:i1.1 and regional diversity, which reflect the 

quality of life to which most New Zealanders aspire and which 

,11:'; Sl1I1sil:.i.vf.) l:o the needs of the public are expensive. 

pc.lI:11ol?s WE' 'Jet the television we can afford. 

, .. 
i 

• 
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It is sometimes argued that the consumer, and in par ticular 

the parents of children who watch televised violence, is best 

placed to counteract any harmful effects and viewing tele

vised violence. But do parents know what is best in 

relat~n to their children and television, and if they do not 

who is going to tell them? Even then parents cannot control 

all the opportunities for their own children's television 

vi~wing let alone the effects of television on other people's 

children and through them on their own. 

Clearly none of the three groups mentio,ned can work in iso

J.ation from the other two and the most appropriate forum for 

an exchange of views likely to produce action is public 

debate. The initiative for promoting this debate would seem 

to me to be clearly w~th the Broadcasting Corporation of New 

Zealand. 
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