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found that programs such as “Mr. Rogers’ Neigh-

borhood” have a positive impact, because children
imitate the cooperative behaviors that are depicted.

Unfortunately, there are few programs that explic-

itly depict such behaviors. However, in a study of

the content of prime time and Saturday morning

programs, Dominick and colleagues’6 found that

many television characters solved problems

through positive behaviors (eg, helping behaviors

or assertive, nonaggressive behaviors). In fact,
physical and verbal aggression comprised only one

third of the problem-solving “strategies” depicted

on prime time action/adventure programs. In con-

trast, aggressive responses comprised approxi-

mately half of the responses to conflicts on Satur-

day morning programs. These data suggest that

television programs may teach children positive

strategies to solve problems. However, the investi-

gators only measured the number of strategies por-

trayed and not the amount of time spent portraying

positive or negative behaviors. It could be that the

violent incidents, although fewer in number, may

have lasted longer or been more dramatically pre-

sented, compared with the more positive responses

to conflict that were portrayed.

PREJUDICE AND STEREOTYPES

Studies of many different kinds of programs have

consistently shown that minority group members

are infrequently shown on television and when they

are shown they tend to be portrayed in stereotypic
roles. For example, the number of nonwhite char-

acters on television has increased in the last decade,

but nonwhite characters tend to be depicted in

smaller, less important roles,’7 as criminals and

victims,’8 and in roles in which they are dominated

by whites.19

The statistics for female television characters are

similar. There are fewer female characters than

male characters in prime-time and daytime televi-

sion,20’2’ on children’s programs,22 and on public

television programs.23 Analysis of their roles mdi-
cates that women tend to be dominated by men.19

Women in traditional roles are presented more
favorably: single women are more likely to be por-

trayed as victims of violence than are married

women, and employed women are more likely to be
portrayed as villains than are full-time home-

makers.18

Laboratory and community studies have dem-

onstrated that television can influence children’s

racial stereotypes and perceptions of appropriate
roles for men and women. For example, girls who
were exposed to commercials than depicted women

in nontraditional jobs (eg, pharmacist, butcher)

became more interested in these occupations.24

Community studies have shown that increased tel-

evision viewing is associated with specific attitudes

about sex roles.25’26 Although these studies did not
control for possible confounding variables, a more

recent study27 of 155 elementary school children
indicates that viewing of particular types of televi-

sion programs is related to sex and race prejudice

regardless of the children’s age, social class, IQ, or

parents’ TV viewing habits. In this study, children’s

stereotypes associated with race or gender were

assessed by a projective test. The test consisted of
55 slides of children in ambiguous school situations,

each accompanied by a brief description of one of

the children portrayed in the slide. The students

were asked to guess which of the children was being

described; for example, which child “will win at tic-

tac-toe.” The white children who watched more

violent television programs believed that black chil-

dren were less competent and less obedient than

white children. White children who watched more

television programs with major black characters

expressed more positive attitudes toward black chil-

dren regarding their athletic abilities. Boys’ sex

prejudice was not related to their television viewing.

However, girls who watched more game shows and
variety programs perceived girls to be less compe-

tent than boys. These results indicate an associa-

tion and not a causal relationship between televi-

sion viewing and role stereotypes. However, because
the findings were significant regardless of family

background and child’s IQ, television viewing of

specific programs might be considered either to

encourage or to reconfirm these attitudes.

Although there has not been a great deal of

research on the impact of television stereotypes,

the results that have been reported tend to support

the clinical impression that children learn the ster-

eotypes presented on television.28 These findings

have important implications, not only for the de-

velopment of attitudes toward women and minority

groups, but also because of the potential impact on

a child’s developing self-esteem that results when
children see members of their sex or group por-

trayed in certain ways on television. Longitudinal

research is needed in order to evaluate this issue.

READING AND RELATED CLASSROOM
BEHAVIOR

The decline in students’ reading scores and the

increased concern with children’s short attention

spans and their lack of enthusiasm in school have

been widely blamed on television. However, rela-

tively little research has been done to examine

television’s potential impact on children’s reading

behaviors or abilities and general motivation in

school.
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There are several hypotheses of how television
may influence reading and school behaviors. The
most obvious is that television displaces reading:
children have less incentive to read and spend less
time reading.29 This would be especially important
during the elementary school years when children
are first learning to read. During the years when
children most need to practice reading in order to
improve their skills, they are spending a great deal
of time watching television, reaching a peak of three
to five hours a day at age 12 years.3#{176}Even comic
books and other “light reading” offer the opportu-
nity to practice reading. A child who spends at least
35 hours a week at school and 20 to 35 hours each
week watching television will not have much time
to read at home.

Research conducted in the 1950s and early 1960s
found no significant relationship between television
viewing and grades.31’32 Several more recent studies
have found small but significant negative correla-
tions between the number of hours children spend
watching television and their reading grades33 and
reading comprehension scores.34 In the stud?3 dem-
onstrating a negative association between television
viewing on reading grades, the parents’ educational
attainment and social class were not controlled. In
addition, television viewing was assessed by the
children’s reports of the programs that they viewed

regularly. Such a self-report could be quite maccur-
ate, and may not include many hours of watching
movies and special programs on television. In con-
trast, the study34 of reading comprehension ad-
dressed many of these shortcomings. Television
viewing was assessed by having 625 students in
grades 6 through 9 estimate their daily television
viewing hours. The authors reported reliabilites of
.70 to .80 for this measure. The results demon-

strated that children who watched more television
scored lower on tests of reading comprehension
even when the child’s sex, grade, socioeconomic
status, birth order, and number of siblings were
controlled. This relationship was higher for boys (r

= .29) than for girls (r = .15). However, when IQ
was also statistically controlled, the inverse asso-
ciation between television viewing and reading
comprehension was significant only for students
with higher IQs. Heavy television viewing seemed
to be an important factor in this relationship. Al-
though high-IQ, “light,” and “moderate” television
viewers had similar reading scores, high-IQ, heavy
television viewers had lower scores.

Conflicting results are described from a study in
a middle-class Connecticut suburb. In this study,35
children who watched television spent less time
reading, but the amount of their television viewing
was not associated with reading ability when IQ
and socioeconomic status were controlled. The dif-

ference between these results and those of the pre-
vious study could be due to the relatively small
number of heavy viewers determined in the Con-
necticut study or the use of a different measure of
television viewing. In the Connecticut study, tele-
vision viewing was measured by parents’ reports of
daily television viewing.

Concerns have also been expressed regarding tel-
evision’s impact on other classroom behaviors. The
quick pace of most television programs may influ-
ence children’s learning habits. Cartoons, action
programs, and fast-paced educational programs
such as “Sesame Street” cater to children’s short
attention spans. However, in the Connecticut
study35 cited above, television viewing and viewing

of cartoons were associated with teachers’ rating of
children as less enthusiastic but not less attentive
in school.

Less research has been conducted on television’s
impact on reading or school behaviors than in the
areas of television’s role in promoting violent be-
havior and stereotypes. At the present time, tele-
vision does not appear to have an impact on most
children’s reading abilities or classroom behaviors.
Preliminary findings suggest that research focusing
on a subsample of the heaviest television viewers
might clarify the conflicting results.

ADVERTISING AND HEALTH BEHAVIORS

The average child watches more than 20,000 tel-
evisidn commercials each year36; approximately two
thirds of these are for food, most frequently high-
sugar foods.37 Although young children do not ac-
tually purchase products themselves, they exert
considerable influence on their parents’ purchases.
Children’s requests for advertised products fre-
quently result in adversarial interactions between
parents and their children when parents deny their
children’s repeated requests. A naturalistic study
conducted in a supermarket demonstrated that pre-
school children attempted to influence their moth-
ers’ purchases approximately once every two mm-
utes, primarily for candy and sugared cereals. The
children who watched more commercial television
programs made more requests for purchases.38

Young children are especially vulnerable to tele-
vision commercial messages because they do not
understand what a commercial is. Young children
have difficulty distinguishing between program
content and the commercial message, and they are
easily influenced by the special effects and other
techniques used to enhance the attractiveness of
products.39 Although children’s understanding of
commercials increases during the elementary
school years, most children continue to assume that
commercials provide accurate information. Because

 by guest on September 19, 2018www.aappublications.org/newsDownloaded from 



238 IMPACT OF TELEVISION

commercials for health-related products are often
misleading, they may be a source of misinformation
for many children.4#{176}For example, in one study,4’
fifth and sixth grade students were asked to de-
scribe several commercials for health products and
vitamins that they saw on television. Nearly half of
the children believed all of the ‘commercials that
they described. Overall, the 208 children in the

study believed 70% of the health-related commer-
cials that they viewed. Commercial messages were
most likely to be believed by children who had used
products that were advertised, or who knew that
their parents used the products. In those cases, they
often justified their belief in the product on the
basis of their own or their parents’ experiences. A

modest correlation between the viewing of more
proprietary drug commercials and children’s belief
in the efficacy of the drugs (r = .16) and their

reported frequency of requesting the drug when
they are not feeling well (r = .30) was reported in

another study.42 This latter association was even
stronger for children with less educated parents.
However, there was no relationship between view-
ing of these commercials and actual use of proprie-

tary drugs.
Overall, studies on the impact of TV commercials

on health-related behaviors suggest that children’s
attitudes toward food, medicine, and health prod-
ucts are influenced by television commercials. How-
ever, as is the case with other areas cited earlier,
the statistical associations are modest, usually ac-
counting for less than 10% of the variance. The
impact on children of health behaviors practiced by
television characters also needs to be assessed. For
instance, Gerbner et al43 reports 36% of prime time
major characters consume alcohol, and seat belts
are used in only 23% of commercials involving
driving. On the positive side, of the major prime
time television characters, only 11% of males and
2% of females smoke cigarettes. Nevertheless, the

authors suggest that adults who watch more tele-
vision may develop a less healthy life-style by being
less concerned about good eating habits, alcohol
consumption, and exercise. Because the develop-
ment of a healthy life-style is an important goal for
children, the impact of television viewing on chil-
dren’s health habits needs futher consideration and
assessment.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

Whereas children’s behavior and attitudes are
shaped by many factors, the research reviewed in-
dicates that television must be considered a con-
tributor to aggressive behavior, to stereotypes as-
sociated with race and gender, and to selected
health habits. The impact of television on other

behaviors such as interpersonal relationships, a
child’s developing self-esteem, reading, and other
health habits needs further study.

Health professionals need to be aware of the
programs that children watch, and to be sensitive
to their potential impact on children. Although
television programs do not seem to have a detri-
mental effect on all children, research results con-
sistently indicate that some children may be partic-
ularly vulnerable to the specific content of televi-
sion programming. For a variety of reasons, paren-
tal censorship is probably not the answer. Parents
should monitor the programs that children watch,
but forbidding all or most television programs will
probably result in children watching television at
friends’ houses or when their parents are not at
home.

Instead, pediatricians and other health profes-
sionals should encourage parents to limit the num-
ber and kinds of programs that their children
watch, and suggest that parents set a good example
by also watching television selectively. Moreover,

with the advent of cable television and videocas-
sette recorders, more children will have access to
television programs not intended for or inappro-
priate for children. These technologic advances
make parental monitoring and selective viewing
even more important now than in the past. Parents
should be encouraged to watch television with their
children when possible, and to talk to their children
about the programs that they watch. As families
have bought more television sets, it has become
increasingly uncommon for parents to watch tele-
vision with their children. More positive use of
television is possible by making television viewing
a family activity and by using programs as a spring-
board for family discussions. For example, parents
and children can discuss alternatives to the violent
solutions presented in a television program. Many

programs have plots that parents and children can
“rewrite” together; eg, how would a telephone call
to the police have helped to avoid a dangerous car
chase or a violent shoot-out between the private
detective and the criminal, thus, changing the plot
of the story? Parents can encourage their children
to be “TV detectives” who look for minorities and
nonstereotypic characters. Discussing children’s
television habits and parents’ attitudes about tele-
vision viewing, and suggesting a more positive use
of television, as described above, should be a stand-
ard part of counseling by pediatricians and family
physicians during well-child care.

The lack of attention by child health profession-
als to television viewing has been described in a
study44 reporting more daytime television viewing
in hospitalized than in nonhospitalized children.
Much of the daytime programming is directed to-
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viewing as indiscriminate. Therefore, hospital
staffs need to be aware of the influence of television

on children and, if possible, of the need to provide
alternative programming or activities.

Physicians and other health professionals dealing
with children also need to study the effect of tele-
vision viewing on children and adults at risk for

behavioral or emotional disorders. For example, it
is important to assess whether children who have
difficulty controlling their impulses, as seen with

attention deficit disorder with hyperactivity, are
more negatively influenced by televised violence
than other children. The modest statistical associ-
ations between television viewing and children’s

cognitive or behavioral problems may be “masking”
the more extreme responses of small groups of
especially vulnerable children. The identification of
a high-risk subsample of children has been virtually
ignored in the research that has been conducted
thus far.

Pediatricians and other health professionals
could become more effective advocates for children
regarding TV programming. In the late 1970s, the
American Academy of Pediatrics and the American
Academy of Child Psychiatry issued position papers
regarding their concern about the impact of televi-
sion programs on children. The research evidence

clearly substantiates their concern in addition to
documenting other adverse effects of television.
More active involvement may be appropriate in
order to have an impact on this important social
force that influences children’s mental and physical
well-being.
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DECISION MAKING

In science one must choose between being absolutely safe but entirely sterile
on the one hand, and on the other having the courage to think beyond one’s

facts. The conclusion of the latter method may require revision-it will certainly
entail some mistakes and is bound to expose one to the ridicule or suspicion of

those who would rather be safe than constructive. Nevertheless, most of the
great discoveries of science have been made with the inductive rather than the
deductive method.

Ascribed to Menninger

Submitted by Edward B. Shaw, MD
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