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WHAT’S KNOWN ON THIS SUBJECT: Exposure to profanity in the
media is a problem acknowledged by society, parents, and the
industry. However, research has not examined the relationship
between exposure to profanity in the media and subsequent
behavior in adolescents.
WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS: This study is the ﬁrst of its kind to
reveal any harmful relationship between exposure to profanity in
media and attitudinal and behavioral outcomes among
adolescents.
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abstract
OBJECTIVE: We hypothesized that exposure to profanity in media
would be directly related to beliefs and behavior regarding profanity
and indirectly to aggressive behavior.
METHODS: We examined these associations among 223 adolescents
attending a large Midwestern middle school. Participants completed a
number of questionnaires examining their exposure to media, attitudes and behavior regarding profanity, and aggressive behavior.
RESULTS: Results revealed a positive association between exposure to
profanity in multiple forms of media and beliefs about profanity, profanity use, and engagement in physical and relational aggression. Speciﬁcally, attitudes toward profanity use mediated the relationship between exposure to profanity in media and subsequent behavior
involving profanity use and aggression.
CONCLUSIONS: The main hypothesis was conﬁrmed, and implications
for the rating industry and research ﬁeld are discussed. Pediatrics
2011;128:867–872
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Both public opinion1 and research2–4
support the assumption that profanity
in many types of media is increasing
over time. Although we measure profanity in media and devise ratings for
media to keep children away from profanity, research rarely has assessed
whether exposure to profanity in media has any measurable effects on behavior and attitudes. Therefore, this
study examined the relationships between exposure to profanity in various
types of media and both profanity use
and aggressive behavior.
Profanity use is rife in media.3,5 In an
attempt to reduce the exposure of children and adolescents to profanity, producers of television programs containing profanity may choose to assign an
L rating, which shows that the program contains language that might not
be appropriate for some age groups.6
Several “dirty words” are banned from
general broadcasting; indeed, stations
that even accidentally show material
that uses such words often are sanctioned by the Federal Communications
Commission or are required to pay
substantial ﬁnes.7 For movies, the use
of certain swear words may result in
an R rating; such movies are restricted
for children younger than 17 years of
age unless they are accompanied by a
parent. The Motion Picture Association
of America also has added descriptive
information regarding profanity under
the ratings themselves.8 In addition,
both the music industry9 and the video
game industry10 take profanity use into
account when assigning ratings.
Given the efforts taken to inform parents and to protect younger viewers
from exposure to profanity, it might be
asked why exposure should be limited
at all. Adolescents and children certainly are exposed to profanity on playgrounds and in schools; why is society
so concerned with limiting exposure in
media? From a theoretical standpoint,
exposure to profanity in media might
868
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have effects
behaviors.

on

attitudes

and

Indeed, several different learning theories would suggest such effects. For example, according to the general learning
model,11 exposure to profanity in media
could activate profanity-related scripts
in memory and increase the likelihood
that individuals would use profanity
right after exposure. In the long-term,
scripts regarding profanity might be created and strengthened, which would increase the likelihood of profanity use. Adolescents and children might be
particularly vulnerable to these effects,
because behavioral constructs are still
being developed during these formative
years.
More broadly, people generally are uncomfortable with profanity use in professional and personal situations12,13
and experience negative physiologic
responses, such as increased heart
rate or shallow breathing, when exposed to profanity.14 Experimental
studies found that when authority ﬁgures used profanity in the presence of
their subordinates, the latter were
less likely to be compliant with the former’s wishes and requests.15
The use of profanity also is related to
aggressive behavior. For example, profanity use has been associated with
more-hostile personalities, as well as
other forms of aggression.15,16 Profanity use often is included as an item on
problem behavior scales for children
and adolescents.17 Furthermore, other
studies have found that exposure to
profanity can induce a numbing effect
on normal emotional responses.18 Researchers also have shown that, when
profanity is used with the intent to
harm or to belittle another, the offender subsequently is less disturbed
by exposure to profanity in general.19
Although studies provide insight into
why society is concerned with profanity use, most do not probe associations
between actual behavior and exposure

to profanity in media. The lack of research on this topic is very interesting,
when seen from a ratings standpoint.
For example, the Motion Picture Association of America generally bases ratings on 4 main criteria, namely, (1)
profanity use, (2) violence, (3) sexual
behavior, and (4) substance use.20
Hundreds of studies have shown links
between exposure to violence,21 sexual
behavior,22 and substance use23,24 in
media and subsequent behavior; however, we did not ﬁnd a single study examining the effects of exposure to profanity in media on actual profanity use.
Therefore, the purpose of the current
study was to provide an initial examination of the relationship between exposure to profanity in media and
behavior. Importantly, we examined
exposure to profanity in multiple types
of media (television and video games).
We predicted that exposure to profanity in media would be positively related
to both profanity use and morepositive attitudes regarding profanity.
Furthermore, given the link between
profanity and aggression, we also predicted that exposure to profanity in
media would be related indirectly
(through attitudes) to aggressive behavior. We predicted that we would observe this association even when we
controlled for exposure to aggression
through the same sources.

METHODS
Participants
Participants were 223 middle school
students (87 boys and 135 girls; no response: n ⫽ 1) from a large Midwestern middle school. The mean age was
12.58 years (range: 11–15 [SD: 1.02]).
Participants completed a series of
questionnaires, as described below.
Procedures
Aggression
Physical aggression was measured
with 5 items (eg, “I hit, kick, or punch
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others”), and relational aggression
was measured with 4 items25 (eg, “I
have tried to damage [a] person’s reputation by gossiping about that person”). Each item was measured with a
5-point Likert scale from never true
(score of 1) to almost always true
(score of 5). Both scales showed good
reliability (physical: ␣ ⫽ .86; relational: ␣ ⫽ .82).
Profanity in Media
Participants identiﬁed their 3 favorite
television programs and video games.
Participants then rated each of them
with respect to the amount of profanity. Frequency of profanity use was
measured on a 7-point Likert scale.26
To assess reliability, ⬃10% of selfratings were compared with either
previously conducted content analyses or ratings based on profanity use
in television programs and video
games.2,27 Comparisons revealed good
reliability for each medium type (video
games:  ⫽ 0.84; television:  ⫽ 0.73).
Beliefs About Profanity
This scale included 4 items (eg, “I think
it is okay for me to use profanity in
my conversations”), measured on a
5-point Likert scale (1 ⫽ never true to
5 ⫽ almost always true). Cronbach’s ␣
was .72.
Profanity Use
Five items measured actual profanity
use (eg, “I use profanity in my conver-

sations with my friends”), also measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 ⫽
never true to 5 ⫽ almost always true).
Reliability again was acceptable (␣ ⫽
.85). Both profanity scales (beliefs and
use) were created for this study.
Time With Media
Participants also listed the number of
hours spent playing video games and
watching television on an average
weekday and weekend day. These results were aggregated into an overall
score of weekly time with media, which
was used as a control variable in subsequent analyses.
Aggression in Media
To control for exposure to violence in
media, participants also rated their favorite television programs and video
games with respect to physical and relational aggression26 (on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 ⫽ none to 7 ⫽ a very
large amount). Ratings for each type of
media were aggregated into overall exposure to physical aggression and exposure to relational aggression in
media.

RESULTS
Bivariate correlations showed that exposure to profanity in all types of media was positively associated with attitudes regarding profanity, profanity
use, and physical and relational aggression (Table 1). A structural model

using the maximum-likelihood method
was estimated by using Analysis of Moments Structure (AMOS) 19 software28
to assess the relationships between
profanity in adolescents’ favorite media, their beliefs about profanity use,
their own profanity use, and their use
of physical and relational aggression.
Overall use of media and both physically and relationally aggressive content in media were controlled for in the
ﬁnal model, because each showed associations with aggressive behavior in
previous research.21,29 Fig 1 provides a
visual representation of the model. For
comparison with an alternative model
ﬁt, the appropriate ﬁt statistics are
provided (26 ⫽ 5.06; P ⫽ .54; TuckerLewis index: 1.00; comparative ﬁt index: 1.00; root mean square error of
approximation: 0.00).
The results of the analysis revealed
that exposure to profanity in television
(standardized regression weight: 0.40)
and video games (standardized regression weight: 0.23) was signiﬁcantly related to beliefs about profanity. The model also revealed that
beliefs about profanity were signiﬁcantly related to profanity use (standardized regression weight: 0.52). Finally, profanity use was signiﬁcantly
associated with both physical (standardized regression weight: 0.63) and
relational (standardized regression
weight: 0.58) aggression. Preliminary
analyses revealed that there was no

TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Study Variables
Descriptive Statistics,
Mean ⫾ SD
1. Profanity in television, score
2. Profanity in video games, score
3. Normative beliefs about profanity, score
4. Profanity use, score
5. Physical aggression, score
6. Relational aggression, score
7. Time spent with media, h/wk
8. Physical aggression in media, score
9. Relational aggression in media, score
a
b

2.73 ⫾ 1.47
2.59 ⫾ 1.90
2.76 ⫾ 0.95
1.67 ⫾ 0.85
1.50 ⫾ 0.72
1.54 ⫾ 0.72
103.42 ⫾ 71.58
2.97 ⫾ 1.53
2.72 ⫾ 1.40

Correlation Coefﬁcient
2
0.49
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

3
a

4
a

0.50
0.41a
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

5
a

0.46
0.38a
0.63a
—
—
—
—
—
—

6
a

0.43
0.36a
0.46a
0.70a
—
—
—
—
—

7
a

0.30
0.35a
0.32a
0.58a
0.56a
—
—
—
—

8
a

0.36
0.18
0.08
0.21a
0.28b
0.17
—
—
—

9
a

0.66
0.56a
0.36a
0.32a
0.42a
0.26a
0.27a
—
—

0.71a
0.61a
0.41b
0.43a
0.38a
0.39a
0.35a
0.67a
—

P ⬍ .01.
P ⬍ .05.
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FIGURE 1
Associations between profanity in media, beliefs about profanity, profanity use, and physical and relational aggression. Numbers represent standardized
regression weights. For clarity, not all paths are shown, particularly for control variables. a P ⬍ .001; b P ⬍ .05.

direct relationship between profanity
in media and actual aggression; therefore, mediation analyses were conducted with intervening variables.
Maximal likelihood bootstrapping with
a 95% conﬁdence interval30 was used
to test mediating relationships. With
the use of the bias-corrected percentile method, this test revealed that all
of the standardized indirect (mediated) effects within the model were
signiﬁcant (P ⬍ .05). Therefore, profanity use is a mediator of physical and
relational aggression and beliefs
about profanity, and beliefs about profanity represent a mediator of profanity exposure in multiple types of media
and concurrent profanity use.
It is possible that more-aggressive adolescents simply consume more media containing profanity and use more
profanity in their own relationships. To
account for this possibility, an alternative path analysis was conducted with
Amos,28 to determine the appropriateness of the suggested model. Paths
were drawn by using the current
model but reversing the direction of
the paths. Several path weights (especially between beliefs about profanity
and profanity in media and also between aggression and profanity use)
decreased markedly in size. Also, the
ﬁt for the alternative model was worse
870
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than the ﬁt for the original model
(26 ⫽ 22.01; P ⬍ .001; Tucker-Lewis index: 0.85; comparative ﬁt index: 0.98;
root mean square error of approximation: 0.11). Similarly, the Akaike information criterion and Browne-Cudeck
criterion were higher for the alternative model, which suggests that the
original model is more appropriate for
the data (original model: Akaike information criterion: 101.06; BrowneCudeck criterion: 105.59; alternative
model: Akaike information criterion:
118.01; Browne-Cudeck criterion:
122.54).

DISCUSSION
To our knowledge, this is the ﬁrst study
to examine relationships between exposure to profanity in media and attitudes and behavior regarding profanity among adolescents. Speciﬁcally, we
found that self-reported exposure to
profanity on television and in video
games was related to more-supportive
attitudes regarding profanity use. Beliefs about profanity, in turn, were related to increased profanity use, which
by extension was signiﬁcantly related to both physical and relational
aggression. These ﬁndings provide
support for the general learning
model in regard to profanity.11 It
seems that, as adolescents are ex-

posed to profanity in their favorite
media, they internalize and solidify
mental scripts and schemas in support of profanity use. Such schemas
then might lead to increased profanity use in real life.
In addition, the use of profanity was
associated with both physical and relational aggression. Although some
studies found a link between profanity
use and physical aggression,14,15 this is
the ﬁrst study, to our knowledge, to
ﬁnd associations with relational aggression. This provides additional evidence that profanity use is related to
several harmful behaviors during adolescence.17 Profanity use sometimes
can represent aggressive behavior;
therefore, it is not surprising that use
is associated with aggression subtypes. More importantly, our ﬁndings
show that exposure to profanity in media is indirectly related (through attitudes and actual profanity use) to both
relational and physical aggression. It
should be noted that these results held
even with controlling for exposure to
physical or relational aggression in
various forms of media, variables
shown to be related to such behavior
in real life.31
These ﬁndings provide continued
support for ratings and content
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warnings regarding profanity use in
media. Such warnings exist for television programs, although, according to content analyses of profanity,3,5 there are many times when
programs contain profanity but do
not receive the appropriate rating.
As a whole, the television industry
should aspire to be more accurate
with ratings concerning profanity. In
addition, profanity in television is becoming more frequent, even in
“family-friendly” programs.5 Such a
trend is troubling, especially when
taken in the context of our results.
Similarly, content warnings regarding
profanity exist for video games; however, they do not account for profanity
use in the “live” component of the
games (in which participants can chat
with each other). Indeed, game producers have little control over the use
of profanity during such sessions.
Therefore, adolescents might be exposed to vast amounts of profanity
while playing video games that might
be fairly innocuous according to their
ratings. Game descriptions should include warnings to parents regarding
exposure to profanity or other ques-

tionable conversation through this
route.
It should be noted that this study has
several limitations. Importantly, all results were correlations, and causation
could not be determined. Future researchers should examine these associations in experimental settings. In
addition, this study represents only 1
sample of adolescents in 1 area; other
research should continue to examine
these relationships with larger samples and in diverse cultures. Similarly,
the direction of effect regarding profanity use and aggression is unclear.
Although we tried to examine this possibility by using alternative models,
longitudinal research should continue
to examine these associations, because the current analyses do not provide evidence of causation. Furthermore, we tested only 1 alternative
model; future research should continue to examine other alternative
paths and other alternative factors
that might inﬂuence profanity and aggressive behavior. In addition, we used
adolescent self-ratings of media and
aggression in the study. Although we
compared the ratings of media with
more-objective ratings (content analy-

ses or ratings), future research could
develop more-comprehensive and lesssubjective indices of profanity exposure and aggression. Finally, we examined profanity use in only 2 types of
media; future research could examine
how exposure to profanity in movies,
music, magazines, or books might inﬂuence attitudes and behavior.

CONCLUSIONS
Despite the study’s limitations, it
greatly adds to the literature on profanity in media. It is the ﬁrst study, to
our knowledge, to reveal that exposure
to profanity in media is associated
with harmful outcomes for adolescents. Parents and policy-makers
should consider the appropriateness
and implications of adolescents’ exposure to profanity in media.
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COFFEE TO PREVENT DEPRESSION: We have a set routine in our household.
Before going to bed, I program the coffee maker so that by 5:30 AM, a huge pot
of fully caffeinated coffee has been brewed. Once I get up in the morning, I bring
my wife, who is still in bed, a large mug of coffee. In a few minutes or so, I refresh
her cup. At about this time she becomes conversant. Given that she probably has
about four to six cups of coffee each morning before going to work, I have
always wondered if there were any medical problems associated with her caffeine consumption. She is never jittery and despite the trials and tribulations of
managing four older teens in the household, never gets down or depressed
(while my moniker is Dr. Doom). Now it turns out that coffee may actually have
health beneﬁts. As reported in The New York Times (Blogs: September 26, 2011),
a study involving more than 51,000 nurses between 1996 and 2006 showed that
drinking caffeinated coffee protected against the development of depression.
Coffee drinkers were 20 percent less likely to develop depression and that the
more coffee drunk each day (up to six cups), the greater the protection. Drinking tea, soda, decaffeinated coffee, or eating chocolate had no protective beneﬁt; probably because these do not contain enough caffeine. Researchers are
quick to say that women should not necessarily order double or triple shots at
their local coffee shop and that more research is needed to understand the
mechanism of protection. Still, this study conﬁrms earlier research showing
that Finnish men who drank large amounts of coffee had a lower risk of depression than those who did not consume coffee. As for us, we will continue to brew
a huge pot each morning. Maybe I will try to drink a bit more and get rid of my
moniker.
Noted by WVR, MD
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