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Executive Summary

The research team’s contract with the New Zealand Government Working Party on
Television Violence has required an investigation and evaluation in the following three
main areas: a ‘full’ literature survey of the international and New Zealand literature; a
‘limited” content analysis, which shows the incidence of violence on New Zealand
television in 2003; and a survey and evaluation of the existing regulatory regimes in other
nations, and comparison of these with New Zealand.

In our Literature Survey, we have used a dichotomy between behaviourist and active-
audience approaches as the organising principle, although this necessarily over-simplifies
the multiplicity of approaches there have been to television violence. The more
behaviourist approaches assume the possibility of establishing a link between a cause such
as television violence and a possible effect on social behaviour, as do many recent “critical’
approaches. However, constructivist approaches do not accept such a link, nor the
generalisability of findings from one situation to another.

Links between televised violence and social behaviour have been attested in a range of
studies, although scarcely within New Zealand itself. Our study has not included any
direct work with audiences, since this was not part of the project’s brief. We have argued
that the framing of the issue of television violence should shift from the concept of effects,
with its tendency to evoke a direct linkage between perception and act, towards the
concept of risk.

Although we have conducted no audience research as such, we were able to use our
demographically-structured group of coders to gain some view of how New Zealanders
respond to television violence. One dominant perception was that television violence may
raise viewers’ anxiety levels about societal violence, especially when presented in local
non-fictional programmes.

Any regime for regulating television violence ought to be primarily guided by what are
perceived to be the best interests of children. Children appear to be one of the greatest
risk groups in respect to TV violence. Cartoons are the most violent genre on New
Zealand television in 2003. They have also been the most violent in all earlier local
research, and in all international research. While television is but one factor in children’s
lives and development, there does seem to be some connection between children who
have had a violence-saturated media diet and aggression in later life. In addition,
television is more likely to have a negative impact on children who grow up with a cluster
of negative influences such as poverty, domestic violence, truancy, etc. The ‘replacement
effect’ of television may also be detrimental to children.



The Content Analysis component of this study was designed intentionally to maximize
comparability with existing studies both overseas and in New Zealand. The NZ2003
sample recorded a full week of television, 6am to midnight, on eight channels. Because of
the threatened onset of the second Gulf War in March 2003, we decided to record a
continuous week in mid-March rather than the planned composite week spread from
March to May 2003. Coders were trained intensively before their work, and calibration of
inter-coder reliability by an independent statistician reveals very high consistency across
the coders.

Comparing our study against the major international projects, it is evident that levels of
violence on New Zealand television are probably less than in the United States, but higher
than in Australia or the United Kingdom. Given that the US is regarded as having higher
violence rates than most other nations, New Zealand’s level of televised violence can thus
be regarded as a concern. This is related in part to the high proportion of American-
originated programmes on New Zealand television.

The level of violence now seen on New Zealand television is, at first glance, broadly the
same as it has been over the nearly three decades since research first began. The exception
to this was that the 1995 Mediawatch survey found much lower violence, which was
deemed to be due at least in part to broadcasters responding to intense public and lobby
group pressures in the early 1990s. However, in our survey of earlier New Zealand
research, we critique some aspects of the premises and methodologies used, particularly
in the Media Watch surveys between 1982 and 1989. We must therefore allow for the
possibility that the violence incident counts in these early studies were exaggerated. On a
more qualitative level, our findings and conclusions are — perhaps not surprisingly —
similar to those of the only other full academic project on New Zealand television
violence, the Massey study of 1991.

The data we assessed show low levels of violence on TV1 in part because of the amount of
non-fictional programming, and the lesser proportion of American-originated material.
There is much higher violence on Sky Movies and on Nickelodeon, as one would expect
from the genre profile of those two channels. Cartoons remain the highest violence
producers in all surveys, overseas as well as in New Zealand, and our study is no
exception. However, cartoon violence may be discounted in many instances as humorous
and trivial. This is certainly true compared with the realistic and often concentrated
violence shown in many televised films.

Few international studies have specifically monitored the level of violence in commercial
advertisements and programme promotions, although the Media Watch studies did so
and found that these concentrated more violence than the programmes themselves.
Promotions for later programmes often select the most violent incidents from the
programme to function as the audience attraction, and concentrate those incidents to a
high degree in a 30-second trailer. Promotions for post-watershed programmes do screen
before the watershed, and are therefore being treated as viewable by children. Our
findings show that at the top end, New Zealand free-to-air channels in some cases show
almost as much violent content in promotions, which generally occupy a maximum of
about 5 minutes per hour, as are shown in the 45 minutes of programming in which they



are embedded. Such condensed forms exacerbate the violence count because they remove
factors of context and exposition found in longer narrative forms, producing a synoptic
concentration of conflict and violent actions.

It is clear that violence has entertainment attraction for television audiences. Programme
makers obviously incorporate violence for this reason and clearly the compilers of
programme promotions are very sensitive to the holding power of violent images. Given
that channels make their own decisions about the content of promotions they screen even
for imported programmes, there is scope for change here.

In our evaluation of Regulatory Regimes and Public Policy, maintenance of freedom of
expression is seen as an important value, alongside the need to safeguard the interests of
members of society who may be vulnerable to negative effects from violent televised
presentations. A commitment by all parties to put children’s needs first is desirable. In
addition, television stakeholders should bring a sense of societal responsibility to
programming despite there not being incontrovertible proof of a direct link between
screen violence and aggression.

Programme classification systems need to be appropriate and responsive to audience
understandings of diverse programme contents, not just to appraisers’ understandings
developed during previews. Here the involvement of viewer opinion and interest groups
in informing the classification process will be vital for New Zealand

Any regulatory system should avoid rigidity and be adaptable to shifts in the public
perception of television content. Media content labelling systems should be informational
rather than judgemental, enabling parents especially to use a range of criteria to decide
whether a given programme will be disturbing or offensive. The concept of a flexible
watershed, which is variable at the weekend, school holidays and times when children are
likely to watch later, is commendable and could be extended.

It is important to consider patterns of distribution of violence-laden programmes across
the schedules. Intense back-to-back violence on the same channel should almost certainly
be avoided given strong programme-to-programme inheritance of audience.

Viewer education and advocacy are prime needs in the further development of New
Zealand media. There is scope for the current school curriculum to include more critical
analysis of media texts, both visual and linguistic, thus educating children to be discerning
viewers. It appears, however, that this is not happening. The obstacles seem to be
threefold: that many educators (and perhaps parents) do not see ‘media studies” as a valid
knowledge field for serious academic study; the current strong emphasis on ‘the basics’ of
numeracy and literacy; and the lack of strong language and image analysis skills among
teachers.

Public education on the media is also needed to equip the people with discerning and
critical viewing skills and habits. Importantly, any public education programme should be
designed to reach a variety of ethnic groups. Public advocacy groups played a role in the
formulation of the current New Zealand regulatory regime in the 1990s. There may well



be a case, given public concern around television content, for government to support such
groups financially.

Further research arises directly out of this study and its database, particularly into the
more qualitative aspects such as audience reception. Ongoing monitoring of television
may also be called for to provide a continuing baseline of information on televised
violence in New Zealand. Continuing occasional sampling and monitoring of violent
content would provide a regular flow of comparable and sound information on the state
of televised violence in New Zealand.

Vi
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Preface

In 2003 the New Zealand Minister of Broadcasting Steve Maharey appointed a working
party to investigate violence on television, particularly in the context of New Zealand
society. This move was in response to a Budget initiative from the Green Party whose
broadcasting spokesperson Sue Kedgley proposed the need for a study that would “make
clear what we are dealing with in New Zealand in terms of the levels (of) television violence
and will map out a way forward to effectively deal with it” (Kedgley, 2002).

The Working Party draws its membership from a wide range of personnel with both
experience and an interest in New Zealand television. It includes academics with a
particular focus in broadcasting, mental health or social policy, and representatives from the
publicly funded broadcaster Television New Zealand, the privately owned channel TV3, the
Broadcasting Standards Authority, SPADA (Screen Production and Development
Association) and the Children’s Television Foundation.

In February 2003 the Working Party commissioned the Centre for Communication Research
at the Auckland University of Technology to undertake research into the impact of
television violence on New Zealand society. The Centre for Communication Research team -
Dr Geoff Bridgman, Associate Professor Barry King, Andrea King, Georgina Major and
Philippa Smith - led by the Centre Director Professor Allan Bell, was able to bring a
multidisciplinary approach consonant with the research brief set by the Working Party. That
brief required that the Research team undertake a comprehensive review of existing
research and an analysis of television content. The findings of the research would serve as
the basis for the Working Party recommendations to the Government concerning broadcast
policy, public decision-making and public debate.

Acknowledging the tight timeframe (six months, March — September 2003) in which this
needed to be achieved, the Working Party contract (see Appendix W) commissioned on 25
March, 2003 a research project consisting of a literature review, content analysis and
policy survey.

Television Violence Research Team
Auckland University of Technology
October 2003
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Introduction

Violence on television and its potential effects have been vehemently debated on both the
public and political level even before the first televisions were introduced into New
Zealand in the late 1950s. Over time, there have inevitably been changes in what
constitutes acceptable viewing content. These changes, along with the constant
development of new media technologies, which have improved screen images and
enabled the instant transmission of pictures around the world, have fuelled concern as to
the possible impact of programme content on social behaviour.

Does television violence cause aggression in people, particularly children? Are there links
between television violence and crime statistics? Are we becoming desensitised to
violence because we see so much of it on television? Or has television just become a
convenient scapegoat to explain the ills of society?

Such questions have been widely circulated and debated, indicating the existence of
strong opinions both supporting and refuting the “television violence causes aggression”
claim. As a result, a plethora of studies in New Zealand and overseas has sought to
establish whether watching television has any short- or long-term effects or no effects at
all. Findings supporting both sides of the debate have resulted, and the research
worldwide continues in a multitude of disciplines as it aims to keep up with further
advances in technology such as video and computer games and the Internet. Studies have
also focused on the incidence of violence on television in particular countries and in more
recent years investigation into which mechanisms might assist in regulating and limiting
the amount and type of violence that is broadcast or viewed has been forthcoming.

In accordance with the Working Group’s brief and the research team’s proposal (see
Appendices U and V), the literature review has ranged widely over the available
international and local research relevant to television violence, including studies on
television content analysis and the effects of television on audiences and society. It has
sought to identify and assess what methodologies have been used to analyse television
violence and to establish how robust the findings from different approaches were.

The extensive content analysis in Chapters 10 - is supported by this wide-ranging
literature review and examination of findings both in New Zealand and internationally.
The content analysis provides an up-to-date comparison which considers whether
violence levels on New Zealand television have changed, and how they compare with
those in other countries. The data provide answers to key questions which directly
address the research team’s contract objectives for the Working Party, but it also presents
an invaluable ongoing source of information for further research on violence on New
Zealand television.
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In recognising that many cultures now contribute to the make-up of the society of
Aotearoa-New Zealand society, focus groups and questionnaires were used to gather
information on the reactions of different social groups to televised violence. In addition,
the team conducted an evaluation of the findings of the international literatures on
television violence and the regulatory regimes of other polities. These inform the Working
Group’s own deliberations on the issue and its report to the Minister of Broadcasting.

During the length and breadth of this investigation, the ongoing interest in the issue from
politicians, academics, interest groups, broadcasters and the public has been very evident.
This is indicative not only of the impact that the technology of television (now 75 years
old) has had in a global context, but also of the expansion in the last decade of audiovisual
media and their availability because of the spread of the newer technologies of
digitalisation and the internet.

Television continues to raise issues for society, none more salient than that of televised
violence. The aim of this project has been to provide a wide-ranging investigation of the
topic so that New Zealand decision-makers have good quality, balanced information on
which to base their decisions.
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Shape of TV Violence Research 1

The Shape of Research into
Television Violence

Television and violence is one of the most researched - arguably, over-researched -
topics in the field of the social sciences. Estimates of the number of studies conducted
over the past 50 or more years range from 3000 to 4000 (Potter, 1999, p2). The topic is
international, with research undertaken in many countries — United States, United
Kingdom, Australia, Finland, France, Germany, Canada, Mexico, Japan, Belgium,
Sweden and South Africa. It is also very local to particular nations, and New
Zealand research does and must take account of this.

Most researchers agree that television influences attitudes, beliefs and behaviour. But
how this influence occurs, how potent it is compared to other influences and what
degree of seriousness should be attached to it remain contentious issues. Potter in his
review of this vast literature notes that researchers are still not sure how many effects
there are. He suggests there are 19 possible effects and adds that this list is not
definitive (Potter, 1999, p 122). Other writers summarising the literature, reassure us
that the possible negative effects of television are small in comparison with those of
family, school and peers (Gunter & McAleer, 1997, p221).

Part of the reason for the proliferation of potential effects is that television is a
pervasive, global medium. This invites a multi-disciplinary approach, drawing many
of the social science disciplines into its orbit — sociology, social psychology,
anthropology psychology, psychiatry, communications, media studies, cultural
studies, discourse analysis and policy studies. Our literature review draws on
studies from all these disciplines. Different methodologies - quantitative,
qualitative, laboratory, field, ethnographic, discourse analytic — all take their own
purchase on the phenomenon, prioritising a particular kind of data as evidence, and
drawing conclusions. These may confirm or deny existing findings or propose new
findings and new insights. Our report examines the international and local research
which has used this wide range of methods.

People know that violent portrayals are pervasive on television, that individuals use
such portrayals as a source for modelling behaviour, that for certain kinds of viewers
in certain settings the effects may be negative — or in fact, positive. However, despite
occasional claims to the contrary and the proliferation of studies, the case that
television can be regarded as a necessary and sufficient cause of societal violence
remains unconfirmed.
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Any attempt to assess the current state of play in this field needs to set the
parameters of an entire field of enquiry. As the following literature review shows, the
process of influence is complex and supports a range of interpretations. But a
fundamental distinction can be made within the field according to how much causal
weight is attributed — explicitly or implicitly — by a particular study attributes to the
media themselves or to the audience in the influence process. Fundamental
assumptions about the basic causal relationships, which govern a field of inquiry, are
termed ‘paradigms’ (Kuhn, 1970). In this report, paradigms are taken to define the
nature of the relationship between the media and the public, particularly in terms of
the power of one to influence the behaviour of the other. They offer an elementary set
of propositions about the nature of the influence process (Livingstone, 1996).

In what follows, we will explore the two basic paradigms evident in the tradition of
television violence research, the Behaviourist and the Active-audience paradigms.
We discuss the soundness of their respective approaches to the causes and
consequences of television violence. Although research into television violence does
not fit neatly under one paradigm or the other, the distinction between the two
remains valid as a pragmatic device, if not in some cases as an actual summation of
the research under review.

An account like this necessarily involves some simplification. It misses some of the
nuances and may create an impression of opposing schools where in fact there is
much overlap. In the interests of mapping the territory, it imposes black-and-white
distinctions on a field that includes many shades of grey. But it has the practical
value of providing a clear-cut overview of the dominant traditions within a much-
contested field.

After covering the two traditional paradigms, which reflect fundamental differences
within the whole of social sciences, our discussion moves to a third, more recent
paradigm —Reception Analysis — which offers the prospect of a synthesis. The three
paradigms can be summarised as follows:

1.1 The Behaviourist paradigm

In this framework, media “do things” to people. Behaviourism is based on the
hypothesis that a given stimulus has a direct impact which produces an identifiable
response. The media are seen as providing a powerful set of stimuli that cause
audiences to react or behave in various ways, sometimes against their own interests.
Consumption of violent media content is held to increase aggression or lead to
violent behaviour. Conversely, it may be interpreted as catharsis or a “safety valve”,
resulting in decreased individual aggression and social violence. Whether imitation
or catharsis is regarded as the main effect, the causal relationship between media
content and audience behaviour is conceived as direct and uni-directional.

Effects may be conceptualised as short term or long term, as influencing behaviour or
having a cognitive impact on perceptions and attitudes. But the overall tendency is to
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attribute to the media the power to override individual and social differences and, in
the most extreme version, to create a social mass of passive and vulnerable
individuals instilled with the same impulses and perceptions. Current studies in the
behaviourist mould are more sophisticated and make use of complex effects models
that shift the emphasis from a direct impact on behaviour towards a theorisation of
the kinds of risks that the consumption of television violence pose for “vulnerable”
sections of the audience (Anderson & Bushman, 2002b; Huesmann et al., 2003).

1.2 The Active Audience paradigm

Here, people “do things” with the media. Research into the “uses and gratifications”
of television dates back to the 1950s, claiming a more active role for the audience in
the flow of influence. The key premise here, which still resonates in contemporary
research, is that the central question is to ask not what the media do to people but
rather what people do with the media (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). The view of the
audience as a passive recipient of media messages was replaced by the recognition
that people’s social interactions and peer group dynamics influence the way they
interpret television programmes. Individuals prove to be highly selective over which
media content they consume and how they interpret it. The active-audience
approach originated in efforts to overcome the limitations of extreme stimulus-
response behaviourist research, and itself in some cases has produced an extreme
view of the audience sovereign and all-controlling.

In its original conception, the active-audience paradigm was still based on the
empirical investigation of individual preferences and choices, much like marketing
and audience satisfaction surveys. The research task was to track the audience “use”
of the media by a particular audience segment, identifying the kinds of wants and
needs that were “satisfied” by such a usage. Such an approach did not break with the
positivist orientation of the behaviourist paradigm. It, too, sought to establish proven
links between content and behaviour, but it reversed the direction of influence,
claiming that media content merely followed rather than moulded audience taste.

In addition, the active-audience paradigm did not entirely dispense with the
possibility of direct media influence on some individuals or on some groups within
the larger audience. Closer analysis of the classic Katz and Lazarsfeld Personal
Influence (1955) revealed that in up to half the cases of media-related behaviour, the
media had a direct influence (Gitlin, 1978). Research also suggested that some
audience members were strongly motivated to expose themselves to media content
because they believed that media messages would deliver them the ‘truth’” and
provide guidelines for daily life. This meant that for at least some of the time and for
some audience sectors, individuals were dependent on and vulnerable to media
influence (Levy & Windahl, 1984). As researchers perceived that the audience
brought needs to the media, the social origins of these needs, and the part played by
the media in interacting with them, became legitimate topics for investigation. This
drew uses and gratifications research away from the emphasis on the individual
found in the behaviourist paradigm and towards the social context of reception. Such
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a development opened the way to considering the social role of the media as a
purveyor of ideological frameworks and worldviews (Gunter, 2000, p15-16).

1.3 Reception analysis

Reception analysis seeks to address both of Katz and Lazarsfeld’s questions, posited
as alternatives half a century ago (1955): what do media do to people and what do
people do with media. Studies conducted in this emerging paradigm synthesise in
varying fashions and degrees the two basic approaches. They combine a more
rigorous and grounded investigation of the social context of audiences with a greater
sensitivity to the forms of content as patterns of meaning. This double refinement
involves on the one hand qualitative social science methodologies such as in-depth
interviews, participant observation of the viewing situation and focus groups. On
the other hand, it also applies tools of textual investigation derived from literary
theory and discourse analysis. This offers the advantage of linking questions of
effects to the way specific audiences, embedded in specific social contexts, interact
with, interpret, and derive meaning from content (Jensen & Jankowski, 1991, p135-
140). In this approach, the focus is less on accounting for the range and diversity of
the satisfactions that large audiences derive from media content, though this can still
be addressed, and more on the role of the media as a resource for the construction of
meaning and sense-making in group settings.

A concise definition of reception research is: the study of how media audiences make
sense of, and interpret, media texts in relation to their social positions and identities
(Carter & Weaver, 2003, p168). This work still admits a role for content analysis, but
the issue becomes one of establishing a baseline of (denotative) meaning against
which to explore the range of (connotative) meanings that different audience
segments attribute to media content.

If active-audience research, like behaviourist research, shares the ambition of
constructing law-like generalisations about violent content and audience behaviour,
one aspect of research in this paradigm emphasises the role of unique, qualitative
patterns of meaning that defy generalisation but are situationally valid (Gunter, 2000,
p232). For example, a set of Swedish studies in the 1990s have been oriented towards
combining the investigation of audience “repertoires of interpretation” with the
sociological investigation of structural factors that shape the viewers as people. Such
an approach to reception offers both inclusiveness and generalisability (Rosengren,
1996, p23-29).

Despite the growth of Reception Analysis, the research literature on television
violence remains dominated by the behaviourist paradigm. This is the case
particularly in the United States, which has probably conducted more research into
television violence, supported by more funding, than all the rest of the world taken
together. Accordingly much of what follows will be devoted to examining the
strengths and weaknesses of the Behaviourist paradigm, and of American research
conducted within it.
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Ultimately, however, we would argue that in a diverse and complex society like New
Zealand, which is undergoing constant cultural and technological change, the role of
television violence cannot be explained by perpetuating a false antithesis between
media dominance and audience sovereignty. Rather, it is necessary to provide a
constructive account of the media-audience interaction as a social and cultural
process. Reception analysis, while still a new player in the field, holds out the
promise of a more effective grasp of the influences and counter-influences at play in
the production and reception of television and, by extension, the exploration of
factors that mediate and inflect the influence of television violence.
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2

The Behaviourist Paradigm 1.

Counting Television Violence

In this approach, the primary impetus is to establish proof of a direct causal
relationship between levels of violent content on television and violence (or
aggression) in everyday life. The impact of television violence may be seen as direct,
causing violent behaviour or indirect, creating behavioural sets or dispositions that
trigger violent and anti-social behaviour when real-life situations arise that are
broadly consonant with schemas derived from television content.

The defining method in this approach is the controlled experiment derived from
behavioural or physiological psychology with its panoply of controls, dependent and
independent variables. Using laboratory settings or manipulated field settings, this
kind of study explores the relationship between violent stimuli and the reaction of
human subjects. The typical treatment involves a prepared setting where an
experimental group is exposed to a particular stimulus and then compared to a
control group, which has been exposed to a different stimulus or to none at all.
Variations between dependent measures are then statistically analysed to see if the
differences in behaviour are greater than could have occurred by chance.

Other methods, still within the same general paradigm (field experiments, cross-
sectional analysis, longitudinal and even ecological studies), emerged as the
limitations of laboratory experiments became obvious. Over hundreds of studies,
there has been the steady accumulation of statistical associations which are better
than have occurred by chance, to work towards some probabilistic statement of cause
and effect. Statistically significant variables established across a range of methods are
seen as supporting inferences about the likely effects of the violence in society at
large.

Within this paradigm, quantitative content analysis is seen as a source of reliable
ecological information about the presence of violence: its prevalence, rate and its
typical narrative format or formulae which would support findings of effects
research.

2.1 Quantitative content analysis: Gerbner and the count surveys

The history of systematic analysis of violent content on television began in 1967
when George Gerbner began the Cultural Indicators Project (Stossel, 1997). The
project counted the acts of violence in television drama and asked questions about
the nature of perpetrators and victims, realism, the consequences of violence, the
relationship of violence to humour, and the role of violence in conflict resolution
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(Gerbner, 1969). The project became famous for its quantitative projections which
prefaced many analyses of the impact of television violence:

By the time the average American child leaves elementary school, he or she will
witness 8,000 murders and more than 100,000 acts of violence on television.
(Senate Judiciary Committee, 1999)

Over a 22-year period from 1967 to 1989, Gerbner’s violence counts showed that the
level of violence on US television drama remained fundamentally unchanged. In
prime-time television 70% of programmes have violent acts and the rate of violent
acts per hour lies between five and six. Half of prime-time dramatic characters are
involved in violence and one in ten in killing. Programmes in children’s viewing time
have also been stable with 25 acts of violence per hour (Gerbner & Signorielli, 1990).
These counts were based on a simple definition of violence:

...the overt expression of physical force (with or without a weapon) against self
or other, compelling action against one’s will on pain of being hurt or killed, or
actually hurting or killing.

(Gerbner et al., 1980)

This definition meant that violence could be unintentional (an accident) or caused by
non-human agency (e.g. natural disasters). The victim of violence had to be human
or human-like (e.g. cartoon characters, talking animals). Later researchers clarified,
and then extended or modified, this definition. Williams, Zabrack and Joy (1982) said
that the threats “must be plausible and credible”, and that there can be “no idle
threats, verbal abuse, or comic gestures with no credible violent consequences”. They
also made it clearer that the violence “may be intentional or accidental”; and that
“violent accidents, catastrophes and acts of nature are included”.

Extensions of the definition covered the following factors:

* violence against inanimate objects could be coded as a threat (Cumberbatch,
1988) or as an expression of rage (Mustonen & Pulkkinen, 1997);
* all animate beings (not just human and human-like) be regarded as victims of

violence (Wilson et al., 1997);

verbal recounting of violence (“threats, acts and/or harmful consequences”) not
seen on screen could be counted as an act of violence (Federman, 1998);

and psychological harm be included along with physical harm, “actions
causing or designed to cause harm to oneself, or to another person, either
physically or psychologically” (Mustonen & Pulkkinen, 1997, p173). This last
approach shifted the emphasis towards count studies which focused not so
much on violence but on anti-social behaviours and which have a provenance
of their own (Greenberg et al., 1980; Potter et al., 1997).

Some later researchers modified Gerbner’s definition to exclude particular features of
violence. Most notably Wilson et al., 1997, in their extensive National Television
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Violence Study (NTVS) study which ran from 1994 to 1997, excluded unintentional
violence. They state that the act of violence must be “intended to harm or intimidate
an animate being or a group of animate beings”. They did, however, allow for
accidents that occurred as part of an intentionally violent act sequence (e.g. where a
person intends to hurt someone, but ends up hurting themselves or a different
person).

The type of programme coded has also varied across count surveys. Gerbner
concentrated on drama (non-fiction; Gerbner, 1969), but his successors have applied
his type of analysis to just about all of television programming (e.g. Cumberbatch et
al., 1987; Watson et al., 1991) or widened the scope to include some non-fictional or
“reality” programmes (news magazines, “infotainment”, music and entertainment)
while excluding others (news, sport and religious programmes; e.g. Whitney et al.,
1998).

The third key element that varied across surveys was the channels that were coded.
The early surveys only coded free-to-air channels (e.g. Signorielli, 1990, Bridgman,
1995), whereas from the early nineties pay television was increasingly incorporated
into the count surveys (e.g. Gosselin et al., 1997; Lichter & Amundson 1994).

Table 2.1 provides a summary of factors in a selection of count surveys in relation to
the level of violence found in those surveys. What this table demonstrates is that if
the violence definition is broadened to include anti-social acts as was the case in
Potter and Greenberg (studies 3 and 19), the violence count soars. Studies which
include psychological harm also tend to have higher average episodes of violence per
hour (studies 12, 13). The exception is the Finnish study (study 4) which was
constrained by surveying only state-run free-to-air channels with primarily Finnish
language programmes (Mustonen and Pulkkinen, 1997). Studies that include pay-TV
channels also tend to have higher rates of violence. The difference between the
Gerbner-led studies (17, 18, 20) and the later Centre for Media and Public Affairs
Studies (21, 22, 25) may be the addition of pay-TV channels. The NTVS overview
study showed much higher rates of violence for pay-TV compared to free-to-air
(Smith et al., 1998).

Matters are further complicated by issues of genre and particularly by the distinction
between fictional and non-fictional programmes. Studies, which cover both fiction
and non-fiction, tend to have the lowest rates of violence (1, 9, 11, 14-16, 23). The
specific analysis of non-fictional programmes done by the NTVS study (study 24) has
a rate of violence that is less than half of its NTVS research counterpart (study 23),
which covered both fictional and non-fictional programmes. This is in spite of the
fact that the NTVS “reality” study is the only piece of research that counts verbal
descriptions of violence as acts of violence. These verbal descriptions make up a
quarter of the study’s episodes of violence (Whitney et al., 1998). The NTVS studies
still exclude news, sport, talk shows, and religious broadcasts from their samples,
whereas the British (14-16), Finnish (4) and New Zealand (8) studies sample across all
programme genres. The British and Finnish data include the lowest rates of violence.
The New Zealand rates (8) are high, almost certainly because the study was
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conducted at the beginning of the 1991 Gulf War (Watson et al.,, 1991) when there
was a massive increase in news coverage on television directed at military action.

With such variations in methodology, is it possible to pick any trends? Where the
methodology has stayed much the same over a period of time, as with the Gerbner
studies (17, 18, 20) and the British, mainly Broadcasting Standards Commission-
sponsored, research (14-16) trends are apparent. Gerbner feels that his research has
showed a relatively stable pattern of violence over a 22-year period up to 1990. The
1977 Japanese study (5) and the 1981 Australian study (1), both using the Gerbner
method, fit the Gerbner pattern of results. The NTVS study which covered three
years. from 1994 to 1997 claims that:

Across a wide range of individual context measures, we found a remarkable
consistency over time. Many of our measures held so stable that they changed
no more than a single percentage point.

(Smith et al., 1998,

p7)

British studies, on the other hand, show low but increasing rates of violence, in the
late 90s to 2001 (BSC/BBC/ITC, 2002). These recent studies have increasingly focused
on coder reliability and constructed samples covering both summer and winter
seasons. They are, however, limited to a 5.30pm-to-midnight time slot, which means
that they miss the vast bulk of children’s programmes, programmes that other
reviews have found to be high in violence (Smith et al., 1998; Bridgman, 1995). Other
longitudinal projects, such as Centre for Media and Public Affairs Studies (21, 22),
have grown from studies of one-day of television reflecting limited budgets, to larger
constructed samples (25) which have more reliability. In this group would have to be
placed New Zealand’s Media Watch surveys (7,9 & 10), where attention to issues of
coder reliability was made only in their last survey (Bridgman, 1995).

In looking at the results of these surveys and their key authors, it is important to
remember that they interact with the medium that they survey in powerful ways.
Gerbner was appointed to President Johnson’s National Commission on the Causes
and Prevention of Violence in 1968, and was influential in the US Surgeon General’s
1972 report implicating television violence as a "major contributory factor” to
violence in society (Stossel, 1997). The development of broadcasting codes of practice
around violence owes much to the work of Gerbner and the count survey researchers
that have followed him. So much of the consistency over time found by Gerbner and
the NTVS studies may reflect the pressure that regular surveys place on broadcasters
to ensure that the levels of violence in their programming do not rise.

In New Zealand, Bridgman (1995) has argued that three high violence
count surveys in a row - a 1990 survey which had 8.1 episodes of violence per hour
(Abbott & Disley, 1990), and studies 6 and 7 in Table 2.1 - created strong political
pressure in New Zealand to limit television violence levels, to the point of having a
bill introduced in Parliament in 1994 (see Chapter 14 for comment on the Reduction
of Violence on Television Bill, 1994). The 1995 survey (8), which had the lowest
violence count in the history of New Zealand surveys, was a result of that pressure.
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Table 2.1: Episodes of violence in relation to some of the key features of selected count surveys
from 1967 to 2001
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Deregulation of broadcasting may also have an effect on violence counts. Gerbner
(Gerbner & Signorelli, 1990) claims that US deregulation in 1980 lead to a 42%
increase in violence in children’s daytime television. The high New Zealand counts
in the early 90s occurred after the introduction of the first private channel (Bridgman,
1995). The Spanish and Portuguese high counts (10, 11) reflect deregulated and
competitive markets, whereas the low counts in the Finnish (3) and the early British
surveys come from highly regulated markets where state TV is the major player.

There is much more to the count surveys than the reporting of episodes, sequences or
incidents of violence per hour or per programme. There has been widespread
criticism of the underlying assumption in rate statistics that all defined acts of
violence are, in fact, equal (e.g. Gunter, 1981; Potter, 1993; Kunkel et al., 1995;
Mustonen and Pulkkinen, 1997). Does a threat, an accident, an image of the aftermath
of violence, or a recounting of violence, have the same impact on viewers as an overt
act of violence? Is a shove equivalent to a shooting? The answer to these questions
begs for context to be stated. Gerbner attempted to do so by defining some contextual
features such as type of violence (intentional, sexual, act of God, threat, etc), the
means of violence (fists, guns, knives, etc), the consequences (death, serious injury,
no injury), the gender, culture and age of the victim and the perpetrator, and genre
(drama, animation, crime, soap, etc.).

From this contextual information Gerbner was able to demonstrate a number of
relationships that exist on television and have remained remarkably stable over time.
Two-thirds of the major characters in television drama are involved in violence as
victims or perpetrators. While white adult men are more frequently involved in
violence, women, children and older people, groups of lower socio-economic status,
and cultural minorities (Hispanics and African Americans) are more likely to be the
victims of violence (Gerbner & Signorielli, 1990; Gerbner, 1991). “Good” males
(heroes) were 3.5 times more likely to kill than be killed, while “good” females were
six times more likely to be killed (Gerbner et al., 1980), and rates of homicide on
television were 100 times greater than in real life (Diefenbach & West, 2001).

This information provided the justification for Gerbner’s (1969) cultivation theory
and his “Mean World Syndrome”. Put simply, cultivation theory argues that
television “cultivates” or informs our understanding of the world. If television
presents a picture of the world that is more dangerous and cruel than the real world
then people are likely to develop a Mean World Syndrome which makes them more
fearful and negative than they otherwise might be (Stossel, 1997). Cultivation theory
predicted that people who spent a lot of time watching television and people who
were in the more victimised groups would have more fearful and negative beliefs
that those who watched little television. In general, those predictions have been
shown to be statistically significant in meta-analysis studies (Morgan & Shanahan,
1997) but the average correlation between watching television and mean world
effects is only +0.091, suggesting a weak relationship. Critics of cultivation theory
(Hirsch, 1980; Hughes, 1980; Potter, 1993) argue that it gives too much weight to the
impact of media and not enough to the more proximal features of people’s
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environments (their relationships, their neighbourhood, their work, etc.) and the
extent to which the interactions of people with media are contextually complex.

2.2 Following Gerbner

One of the goals of this document is to provide examples of media violence studies in
countries other than the United Kingdom and the United States. Gerbner’s method
has been used around the globe — in the Netherlands, Australia (McCann & Sheehan,
1985), Japan (Iwao, De Sola Pool, & Hagiwora, 1981), Canada (Gosselin et al., 1997)
and Spain (Busquet, 2001) and details of some of these studies are cited below. In
New Zealand the Gerbner technique was first used by Ginpil in 1976, and
subsequently in the Media Watch studies from Haines in 1983 to Bridgman in 1995.
These studies will be discussed in the New Zealand section.

2.2.1 Canada

Gosselin et al. (1997) formulated a two-pronged approach in assessing violence on
Canadian television. This involved using Gerbner’s violence index in a content
analysis involving the number of violent scenes rather than individual acts. This
analysis was then followed with a survey of university students about whether
television viewing affects beliefs about the real world.

The study defined violence as:

any explicit act of force destined to injure or kill, or the expression of any
serious threat to injure or kill a character, whether human or human-like,
regardless of the context in which the act occurred. Also included as violent
acts were accidents and natural phenomena resulting in injury or death.
(Gosselin et al., 1997)

Using the same definition as Gerbner had, allowed the researchers to make
comparisons with studies on American television.

Only fictional programmes shown during the week of March 21-28, 1993 were
analysed and these were from the major networks — the public (Societie Radio-
Canada and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation), the private (TVA, Television
Quatre Saisons, CTV and Global Television) and education networks (Radio-Quebec
and TVO in Ontario).

To maintain consistency in comparison with American commercial networks, the
Canadian educational stations were not included. The programmes analysed, which
were considered representative of what was normally shown on Canadian television,
were those broadcast during the week at prime time from 7pm to 1lpm on
anglophone stations and from 6pm to 10pm on francophone stations. The hours
between 6am and 6pm were covered at the weekend. The violence index included:
the percentage of programmes containing violence; the number of violent acts per
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programme: the number of violent acts per hour; the percentage of main characters
involved in acts of violence; and the percentage of main characters involved in
homicides.

The researchers found the results in comparing Canadian television to American
television were favourable. The scores indicated 23.4 per cent less violence in
Canadian programmes. The only area of violence in which Canada surpassed the
United States was in the percentage of characters involved in a murder. Canada
showed fewer acts of violence but within incidents the graphicness of the violence
tended to be greater.

The statistics showed that children’s programmes in both Canada and the United
States were more violent than adult programmes. The public broadcasting station
(SRC) had a greater amount of violence than did the private TVA because its
children’s programming consisted mostly of violent cartoons. Overall, however, the
private Canadian networks scored higher with more violent programming than
public television. The French and English language networks had almost the same
amount of violence.

Researchers pointed out that Gerbner's index was more qualitative than quantitative
in nature. Rather than showing how much violence is broadcast, it only shows
whether the programmes are violent or not.

When assessing violence by genre the children’s cartoon had the highest violence
index, followed by films and then series. Other children’s programmes showed
almost no violence, indicating that cartoons were responsible almost exclusively for
the violence in children’s television. When rating programmes according to cost, the
more expensive a programme was to produce, the more violence it contained.
Another interesting fact revealed was that of the 96 violent programmes broadcast in
Canada, 65 had come from the United States, suggesting that the violent nature of
the programming on Canadian television was influenced by American culture.

This might suggest that American programming is responsible for the typical
Canadian’s “exaggeratedly violent image of the world” according to the researchers.
Therefore to test Gerbner’s “cultivation theory” - that the more people watch
television and are exposed to its violent content, the more likely they will be to
perceive their society or world as more violent than it really is - the researchers
surveyed 360 first-year students enrolled in the Departement d’information et de
communication at Universite Laval. They formulated a questionnaire focusing on a
wide range of representations, beliefs and attitudes surrounding real or fictional
violence. However they found that their work on the metric properties of the
cultural indicators showed difficulty in measuring perception as a whole. As a result
they enlarged their theoretical framework and looked at the indicator of the
perception of danger through two dimensions — the beliefs an individual has about
the level of danger in the surrounding world, and the measure of how much an
individual fears the surrounding world. Through regression analysis they were able
to determine that while television viewing affects the beliefs people have about the
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level of danger in society, it does not influence the emotion people feel about the
surrounding world. That is, the influence of television viewing seems restricted to
beliefs.

The researchers were quite open in stating that their research was not conclusive.
They point to several areas of weakness, for example their sample of people
surveyed were from a group who were more knowledgeable about the media and
how they work.

2.2.2 Australia

In this study by McCann and Sheehan (1985) 80 programmes, which were shown on
all four Brisbane television channels (Channel 0, 2, 7 and 9) from May to July 1981,
were selected for content analysis. Because this study contributed to a six-country
cross-cultural investigation of the relationship between television viewing and
aggressive behaviour in school children in Grades 1 - 5, the programmes chosen were
broadcast when Grade 3 children were available for viewing. That is, sampling
included both fictional and non-fictional shows broadcast before 8.30am, between
3pm and 11.30pm weekdays and extending to midnight on Friday. Saturday
sampling was from 6am to midnight and Sunday 6am to 8.30pm. Excluded from the
sample were movies, sports events, current affairs programmes and news reports
and religious shows.

Gerbner's message system analysis provided the basis for the methodology, and the
primary unit of violence was the violent episode that was any scene depicting
violence which was confined to the same participants. Violence was defined as:

the overt expression of physical force (with or without a weapon, against self or
other), compelling action against one's will on pain of being hurt or killed, or
actually killing or hurting.

(McCann & Sheehan, 1985, p35)

Coding was based on the programme as a whole, each specific violent action and
specific classes of characters. The programmes were classified as cartoons, fiction
(crime, western, action/adventure and domestic/comedy) and non-fiction
(variety/quiz, documentary/current affairs and educational). The context in which
the violence occurred, as well as the programme’s tone, timeframe and location were
also coded.

Results from the study showed that 51.3 per cent of programmes and 53 per cent of
programme hours contained violence. (This, the researchers comment, is low by
international standards, with other studies showing 80.3 per cent in the United
States, 81 per cent in Japan, 56 per cent in the United Kingdom and 66.1 per cent in
New Zealand.) Crime shows were the most violent, followed by cartoons and
action/adventure shows. Just less than 33 per cent of the violence portrayed was
gratuitous and unnecessary to the development of the plot or theme.
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With regards to the overall frequency of the violence there were four violent episodes
per programme and 5.4 violent episodes per broadcast hour. In comparing this with
other countries, Brisbane television ranked about the same as New Zealand, above
Canada and the UK but below Japan. If non-fiction programmes are not included,
the Australian rate rises to 7.4 violent episodes per hour.

In summary, the researchers were concerned that while the prevalence of violent
programmes in Australia might be considered low in a country comparison, the
frequency of violent episodes per hour meant that children were able to select a
schedule of viewing saturated with violence. The level of overall aggression on
television was also underestimated because it was based on physical rather than both
physical and verbal acts of aggression. The researchers also point out that the focus
of the study did not address two major questions. These were: firstly, whether
specific features of content such as the level of violence, were related to a child's
liking for actual programmes watched; and secondly, whether aspects of television
content such as aggression are causally linked with real-life behaviour.

While this study provides interesting information on Australian programming,
violence and a comparison with other countries, it is important to point out that the
researchers acknowledge that some of the statistics from other countries have
differences in the times and types of sampling. It may be more useful to look at the
individual results of this study but it is also important to note that this sample was
from Brisbane television and although the channels may be broadcast nationwide, it
is not clear to what extent this study is representative of Australia as a whole.

2.2.3 Japan

This Japanese study by Iwao et al. (1981) using Gerbner's definition of violence and
the same categories and procedures of his content analysis methodology provides an
opportunity to examine whether it is the sheer quantity of television violence or the
treatment of violence from a culture's dramatic formulae that influences television
viewing and behaviour.

One week of entertainment programmes in 1977 was sampled from Japanese
television. The programmes were broadcast between 5pm and 11pm on five Tokyo
television stations - one public and the other four commercial. The total number of
programmes coded was 139 which broadcast over a total of 89 hours and 10 minutes.
Half of the programmes were children's programmes of which 37 per cent were
cartoons. Twenty-four of the programmes were foreign imports mainly from the
United States.

Findings showed a number of similarities in the overall amounts of violence in the
programmes shown in both Japan and the United States. The number of violent
incidents per programme was slightly lower in Japan than in the United States,
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though this is influenced by the fact that the average Japanese programme is slightly
shorter and the average violent episode is slightly longer than those in the US. The
minutes of violence per hour are virtually identical in each of the two countries, as
was the proportion of leading characters committing or experiencing some violence.

However, while the amount of violence on television did not differ greatly, the
researchers say that the nature of Japanese violence was quite different because of the
greater emphasis on suffering. It is important to differentiate here between cartoons
and other programmes. Japanese-produced non-cartoon programmes showed more
than double (54 per cent) the actual wounding or killing associated with violent
incidents than the equivalent imported programmes screened on Japanese TV (24 per
cent). Also of significance were the types of characters who were hurt or killed.
While the "good guys" in imported programming were almost never wounded or
killed the good major characters in Japanese-produced programmes were wounded
or killed three times more often than were the bad ones. The researchers explain this
cultural difference of wounding or killing a good character by the need to evoke
sympathy and admiration in Japanese audiences. They also found that in Japanese-
produced television the villains were more likely to start the violence and that the
heroes suffered more. In addition, it was found that violent scenes in both Japanese
and American dramatic programmes showed about the same amount of blood,
however in Japanese programmes blood appears more often in the case of
woundings as well as in the case of deaths.

Japanese cartoons however are different to other imported cartoons in that the
number of good assaulters almost equalled the bad ones and bad characters were as
likely to be wounded or killed, as were good characters. While imported cartoons
portrayed all characters committing assault as being bad guys, in Japanese cartoons,
the researchers suggest that the unreal world of cartoons make injury to the hero
more acceptable to US viewers and allows Japanese viewers to accept heroes as well
as villains who resort to violence. The morality aspect of Japanese programmes is
used to explain the significant difference between the two countries” interpretations
of violence. The main cultural difference appears to be that in Japanese programmes
violence experienced by major characters is for sympathetic reasons and not to
glorify violence.

While initially this study seems irrelevant to New Zealand television, it is important
for two reasons: firstly, it provides some interesting insights into the different
frameworks within which violence exists; and secondly the significant influx of
Japanese cartoons into New Zealand in recent years (Pokemon, Digimon, Sailor Moon
and Yu Gi Oh) and the immense popularity of these programmes amongst children
(Wishart, 2003). In looking at violence on New Zealand television it seems most
appropriate in these circumstances to further investigate whether New Zealand
children view the violence in the same way as it is perceived by Japanese children
and what effects this might have.
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2.3 Contextual features in violence count surveys
2.3.1 U.S. National Television Violence Survey

The more recent count studies try to counter criticism of their relevance by increasing
the contextual information available. The NTVS overview study (Wilson et al., 1997)
asked for each incident to be coded with respect to the perpetrator’s motivation, the
extent of justification, the extent to which pain as well as harm was depicted, and the
difference between depicted harm and harm in real life. When looking at violent
scenes, the reward, punishment, explicitness, graphicness and humour of violence
were assessed. For the programme overall goodness/badness of character and their
hero status were assessed as well as the realism of the violence, the overall harm and
pain, the level of punishment in relation to good/bad character type, the presence of
anti-violence themes and the degree to which the violence was real or animated. This
was in addition to all the variables used by Gerbner with exception of accidental
harm. The character demographics covered gender, age, culture, type (human,
animal, supernatural, etc.) and the physical strength of the perpetrator.

The NTVS study of non-fictional programmes asked for further demographic detail
on the characters involved. Firstly, where violence is being recounted rather than
watched, the role of bystanders is identified (spokespersons, witnesses), and the
relationship between the characters is assessed. In addition to age, gender and
culture, the official status of the character (e.g. police, military, expert, etc.) and their
citizenship status are identified. Twenty-two specific themes relating to the nature of
the programme (e.g. national politics, law enforcement and crime, religion, sexual
interaction) are checked against in the coding process. The location (23 US and world
locations) and social setting (city, suburb, small town, rural) of violence are coded, as
are re-enactments.

2.3.2 The British surveys

From 1993 the British BSC-commissioned violence surveys (Centre for
Communication Research, 1997 — see Broadcasting Standards Commission, 2002)
have collected increasing amounts of contextual information as part of their count
surveys, much of which corresponds to the NTVS work. This work has, over time,
increasingly placed emphasis on introducing viewer-centred categories into its
coding schemes, ultimately leading to an emphasis on Reception Analysis (see
Section 3 below).

New areas of content coding indicate an increasing emphasis on the subjective
dimension of depicted scenes. For example, codes were designed that would
measure the emotional response to the violence scene by the perpetrator, victim and
bystander (remorse, relief, anger, fear, pleasure, shock, concern, sorrow). Another
British innovation has been the assessment of bystander reactions, based on a long
tradition of research in social psychology showing the strong influence of bystanders
on social behaviour (Broadcasting Standards Commission, 2002). In 71 per cent of the
scenes where bystanders were present they showed no emotional response, while in
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the remainder they were predominantly upset or disapproving. These measures and
the other British data present a picture similar to the NTVS one described above and
suggest a television environment that encourages the learning of violence.

Other innovations in the British research were to examine the justness of the violence
by looking at such factors as the power relationship between perpetrator and victim,
level of helplessness and the degree to which violence was deserved. Coders were
asked to assess the psychological harm from violence as well as the physical harm.
Specific attention was paid to production devices which might create a sense of
violence such as music, lighting, slow motion shots, close-ups and amplified sounds
of violence. Finally the BSC surveys examined the reasons for violence in some detail,
having nineteen categories in this area.

2.3.3 The importance of contextual features

Contextual features are exceedingly important, according to Wilson et al. (1997).
Table 2.2, reproduced from the first NTVS report, summarises the evidence relevant
to features of television that are likely to increase or decrease aggression, fear or
desensitisation. Wilson et al. cite extensive research to back up each point. For
example, concerning the attractiveness of perpetrators and victims, Perry & Perry
(1976) found that students who were encouraged to identify with the victor of a
boxing match were more aggressive than those who had been encouraged to identify
with the loser. A meta-analysis of 217 studies by Paik and Comstock (1994) found
that a portrayal of ‘justified” violence increased viewer aggression. Another meta-
analysis of 56 studies (Carlson et al., 1990) found that the presence of weapons
significantly enhanced aggression.

Wilson and her colleagues do not claim that the evidence in all areas is unequivocal.
For example, the evidence that viewing graphic or explicit violence leads to
desensitisation has been contradicted by Parke et al.’s (1977) study with juvenile
delinquents. Nor do they claim that the sum total of these largely experimental
effects adds up to proof of the thesis that violence on television is a significant
contributor to violence in real life. Rather, they set out the predictors in order to test
whether violence on television has necessary features which are likely to enhance the
learning of aggression, fearfulness and insensitivity to violence or whether in
showing how violence is unjustified, punished, and causes a considerable degree of
pain, television acts in a prosocial manner.
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Table 2.2: How Contextual Features Affect the Risks Associated with TV Violence
Learning harmful effects of TV violence
Aggression Fear Desensitization
Attractive Perpetrator A
Attractive Victim A
Justified Violence A
Unjustified Violence v A
Conventional Weapons A
Extensive/Graphic Violence A A A
Realistic Violence A A
Rewards A A
Punishments v v
Pain/Harm Cues v
Humour A A
Note. Predicted effects are based on a comprehensive review of social science research on
the different contextual features of violence. Blank spaces indicate that there is no
relationship or inadequate research to make a prediction.
A =likely to increase the outcome v = likely to decrease the outcome

(Table from Wilson et al., 1997, p22)

The British research has not been so overtly driven by the research on effects theory,
and is inclined to report on measures similar to the NTVS studies without drawing
conclusions from them. However the results generally support the NTVS
conclusions. For example, sixty per cent (80%) of victims had no emotional response
at all to the violence shown and where the perpetrator’s emotional response was
shown, 50 per cent (73%) of the time it was one of pleasure (Communications
Research Group, 1999). (The figures in brackets refer to the pay-TV channels (26% of
the sample) and the figures outside brackets refer to free-to-air channels. 43% of all
free-to-air channels have violent scenes compared with 73% of pay-TV programmes.)
With violent interactions (excluding threats and accidents) guns were used in about
20 per cent (46%) of the time; over half (46%) the violence was in domestic or
everyday settings; half (41%) the scenes depicted “intimate” hand-to-hand fighting,
with one in three (40%) of these being with weapons; and about half (49%) the scenes
had victims or bystanders who were undeserving of the punishment they received,
with about a third (33%) having victims who were helpless in the face of attack. Only
12 per cent (18%) of programmes with violence portrayed the negative physical long-
term consequences of violence and fewer the psychological consequences.

Where the British data differ is the presence of anti-violence messages and the degree
to which violence is punished. Eleven per cent (16%) of programmes with violence
include anti-violence messages rising to 30 per cent (25%) with fictional programmes.
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Only 1 per cent (6%) of programmes had a perpetrator who got away without
deserved punishment.

The NTVS overview study showed that 60 per cent of programmes have violent
incidents and that the majority of these are in realistic settings (Smith et al., 1997).
More than half the incidents involve lethal violence, yet more than half the victims
show no pain, and the harm done is unrealistically low 40 per cent of the time. Guns
are used in one in four incidents and 40 per cent of the perpetrators are attractive. In
about three-quarters of the violent scenes no remorse is shown or negative sanctions
provided, and 40 per cent have humour as well as violence. Anti-violence themes
occur in only 4 per cent of programmes, and 40 per cent have “bad” characters that
go unpunished. Only one in three violent programmes shows any long-term negative
consequences of violence. All of these results enhance the likelihood that the
presentation of violence will have negative consequences for television viewers. Only
the low levels of graphic or explicit violence are encouraging.

When considering children, and the features which enhance the learning of
aggression, the study found that 50 per cent of all the high-risk interactions were in
children’s programmes. The NTVS authors concluded: “Viewed in light of the
scientific research on effects, these findings imply a strong potential for learning of
aggression, desensitisation to violence, a fear amongst viewers who regularly see
much of this violent content” (Smith et al., 1997, p166).

Modern count surveys try to anticipate the effects research, but they do not provide,
of themselves, any substantiation for that research. We cannot, for example, go from
the best of the longitudinal research (Gerbner and NTVS) and extrapolate a
relationship between violence on television and violence in society. This is partly
because of the multi-causal nature of violence, but particularly because the main
effects of television violence may not be short term, some may take ten years or more
to emerge.
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3

The Behaviourist Paradigm 2:

Television’s Violent Effects?

In a recent Science article Anderson and Bushman (2002a) provided a meta-analysis
of: “all available studies investigating the hypothesis that exposure to media
violence increases aggression” (p2377). This is a total of 284 studies involving a total
of 51,597 participants in:

1. laboratory experiment participants are exposed to violent media in laboratory
settings and their responses measured against appropriate control groups or
contexts.

2. field experiments or observational studies participants are exposed to violent
media in naturalistic settings (home, school) and their responses are measured
against appropriate control groups or contexts;

3. cross-sectional studies are also in the real world but show post-hoc associations
between aggressive behaviour and exposure to violent media rather than cause
and effect relationships;

4. longitudinal studies children’s media watching is measured and compared
with aggression at one or more points later in life (after adjusting for other well-
known predictors of aggression). Longitudinal studies are field studies, but
they are not experimental.

Table 3.1 Average Effect Size (r+), Confidence Interval (Cl), Number of
Independent Samples (k), and Total Sample Size for Four Types of Media Violence
Studies

Methodology Effect size (r+) 95% C1 Samples (k) N

Cross-sectional 0.18 0.17-0.19 86 37,341
Longitudinal 0.17 0.14-0.20 42 4,975
Lab experiments 0.23 0.21-0.26 124 7,305
Field experiments 0.19 0.15-0.23 28 1,976

(reproduced from Anderson & Bushman [2002b])

Table 3.1 shows the average effect size (correlations), and other details of the sample.
We will evaluate some of data that went into this meta-analysis and the importance
of the effect size.
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The implication that television alters reality, i.e. makes us more violent than we
would otherwise be, requires us to examine this “impact” over time. The laboratory
and field studies show fairly immediate changes in behaviour as a result of viewing
violent television.

3.1 Laboratory experiments

Laboratory experiments provided much of the early work in investigating links
between violence and aggression (Martin and Smith, 1997). This type of scientific
experimentation involves a prepared setting where an experimental group is
exposed to a particular treatment and then compared to a control group. One of the
most cited studies is that of Albert Bandura et al. (1961) involving 72 children with a
mean age of 52 months. Twenty-four of the children were divided into experimental
groups with the rest making up a control group. Some of the experimental subjects
were exposed to an adult experimenter in a play area who acted aggressively
towards a Bobo doll. When the experimenter left the room, the behaviour of the
children was observed and one of the most significant results obtained was that of
young boys who, having observed the aggressive behaviour, showed significantly
more imitative aggression compared with other children. Martin and Smith (1997) in
their meta-analysis, stress the importance of this study in the history of laboratory
studies associated with aggression because it has a high level of internal validity.

A considerable number of other studies have also claimed to find a causal link
between television/film violence and aggressive behaviour. Liebert and Baron (1972)
showed groups of children under the age of ten segments from The Untouchables
while a control group was shown a programme featuring a track race. Afterwards,
in a “play” setting, those children who viewed the aggressive programme showed a
greater willingness to hurt another child. Other research (Liss et al., 1983) showed
that having a violent superhero in cartoons led to more aggressive behaviour in
children than did cartoons without the superhero. Violent characters that children
can identify with are imitated (boys imitate boys, girls do not - Bandura, 1986;
children imitate children, rather than adults - Hicks, 1965). Knowing that violence is
real enhances aggression — students who were shown a campus riot were more
aggressive later if they had been told it was real rather than being staged for a movie
(Geen, 1975). Atkin (1983) replicated this effect with 10 —13 year old children. The use
of guns and other common weapons may aid realism. We have already noted the
Carlson et al. (1990) meta-analysis of 56 studies which demonstrated that the
presence of weapons enhances aggression.

Watching “justified” violence makes viewers more aggressive and watching
“unjustified” violence makes viewers less aggressive, according Berkowitz and Geen
(1967; Berkowitz and Powers, 1979; Geen, 1981). Whether an act is justified or not
may have something to do with the pattern of reward and punishment. A rewarded
perpetrator is more likely to be imitated than a non-rewarded or punished
perpetrator — this was one of the outcomes of the “Bobo Doll” research (Bandura,
1986) and one of the major conclusions of Paik and Comstock’s (1994) meta-analysis.
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On the victim’s side, where viewers see a lack of serious consequences of violence, it
appears that aggression is encouraged. Seeing victims expressing agony or with
graphic wounds tends to discourage aggressive behaviour (Sanders & Baron, 1975),
although for people with strong aggressive tendencies this may not be the case
(Baron, 1979). The best way to minimise the consequences of violence is, of course, to
make it funny. Baron (1978) has shown humour to work in two ways. Where the
humour is hostile to the viewer (e.g. makes fun of the viewer’s gender, age, culture),
its association with violence increases the level of aggression, but where it is not
hostile it decreases aggression. Humour may also lead to desensitisation (Gunter,
1985).

Desensitisation indirectly creates opportunities for aggression. Drabman and Thomas
(1974) and Berkowitz (1984) argue that there are causes for increases in violent
behaviour, whether direct - it is easier to be violent if harming your victim does not
trouble you - or indirect it is easier for violence to occur if people are indifferent to
the plight of the victim. A number of studies suggest that prolonged exposure to
explicit or graphic violence has causes less physiological arousal over the time of
watching (Lazarus & Alfert, 1964), and less expressed sensitivity to violence (Mullin
& Linz, 1995).

The most sensational research in this area is Linz, Donnerstein and Penrod’s (1984,
1988) work on young adult male desensitisation through repeated viewing of scenes
of sexual violence against women. However, where there is an effect of
desensitisation or habituation to violence, it may be short lived (Mullin and Linz,
1995).

As we have noted before, not all of this type of research found that people became
desensitised to violence, Ogles and Hoffner (1987) concluded that fear was the result
of exposure to graphic violence in some cases. Realism in violent depictions
(bringing it closer to home) can also provoke fear reactions, particularly with
children (Cantor and Hoffner, 1990). Jurgen Grimm (1996) tested anxiety, empathy,
locus of control and pro-social attitudes as well as arousal. He showed a group of
adolescent and adult non-pathological subjects violent scenes from films and news
programmes and at the same time had their heart rate and skin conductance level
taken, and found that viewing scenes of violence did not increase their level of
aggression but did increase their anxiety.

3.1.1 Critiquing laboratory research

The criticisms of laboratory research come from a range of researchers
(Cumberbatch, 1991; Freedman, 1984). They question the external validity of
laboratory research. How can you generalise this type of research? For example, the
choice of the Bobo doll as a stimulus in Bandura’s (Bandura et al., 1961) study was
selective and its novelty may have motivated aggression. It was also important to
note that the presentation of the violence in the laboratory had no interruption so
that any learning was violence-based, whereas in a naturalistic setting, commercials



Behaviourist 2: Counting TV Violence 24

and interruptions from others, such as peers or siblings, could influence the learning
of aggressive behaviour. Also, the subjects may behave in accordance with what
they thought might be the experimenter's expectations. Felson (1996) says that this
“sponsor” effect is one of the biggest problems with laboratory experiments where
subjects know they are being studied and therefore might respond differently from
the way they would normally behave. He recommends that research which isolates
or controls sponsor effects is needed.

Freedman (1984) points out that laboratory experiments are inconsistent in
demonstrating whether subjects have to be provoked before being shown violence to
get an effect. This, according to Felson (1996), makes it unclear as to whether media
exposure acts as the instigator of aggression in the laboratory or only a facilitator.
Fowles (1999), too, is critical of laboratory studies because he says they prove nothing
about the real world, and are obsessed with aggression. This view is reinforced by
Silverstone (1994) who says that laboratory experiments decontextualise the
individual from his or her social location and the relations constructed between
media and response have to be described in psychological terms. Gauntlett (1995)
says there is a lack in the consistency of results from laboratory experiments which is
difficult to explain, stating that:

. some experiments have found that aggressive responses are only
produced in subjects who have been previously angered or frustrated, whilst
others have shown that quite unrelated stimuli such as comedy films can
produce aggression effects in the laboratory which are just as significant as
those produced by the violent films.

(Gauntlett, 1995, p116)

Anderson and Bushman’s (2002a) meta-analysis does, however, take into account
some of the inconsistency arguments and the external validity ones. The effect size
includes the inconsistent data, showing that the effect is both present and significant
despite some inconsistent findings. The relation between the laboratory research
effect size and the effect size through other research methods suggests that the effects
found in the laboratory do have analogues in the real world. The effect size (¥=0.23) is
smaller than obtained in Paik & Comstock’s (1994) analysis (r=.31), an issue that we
will address after reviewing all four experimental areas.

3.2 Field experiments

Field experiments have a higher external validity. An example is an investigation of
the imitation and arousal effects of the Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers programme on
children's aggressiveness (Boyatzis et al., 1995). At the time this was the most
popular and the most violent children's programme on broadcast television. It
involved a racially diverse group of friendly adolescents who were able to transform
into superhero alter-egos to battle monsters from space. In the study fifty-two
elementary school children with a mean age of 7 years and 9 months were divided
into two groups - one the control group and the other assigned to see a half-hour
video-taped episode of Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers which contained 140
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aggressive acts. Both groups were observed in the natural setting of their classroom
environment at different times when they were told to engage in their regular play.
Both physical and verbal aggression were counted. The results showed that those
children who had seen the Mighty Morphin” Power Rangers episode committed seven
times more aggressive acts than those of the control group, with boys committing
significantly more aggressive acts than girls. The researchers felt this evidence
corroborated the causal link between TV violence and real-life aggression. Their
prediction that this would be the case was based on social learning theory fuelled by
the fact that the programme was televised frequently and therefore children were
repeatedly exposed to the violence. That the Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers were the
good guys meant that they could be held in high status and as a result increase
children's imitation of their behaviours. Since the majority of the Mighty Morphin’
Power Rangers were boys the researchers belief that they would act as aggressive role
models for boys, in particular, to identify with was verified.

The researchers themselves stated the strength of the study was that the children
were observed in a natural environment and that the aggression was measured as
part of their ongoing behaviour with peers. However, they also admit some
weaknesses because the children did not normally view videotapes at school and it
may have created an expectation to behave in a particular way. Also, the observers
were not “blind” to the experimental condition of the children which had the
potential of observer bias.

The effects of desensitisation (disinhibition and habituation) have also been explored
in field experiments. Drabman and Thomas (1974) showed that eight-year olds could
be desensitised to fights in the school playground, and in a field experiment, Voorjis
and van der Voort (1993) found that desensitised and sensitised children maintained
their predicted attitudes for two years. Again, however, it is not clear that there is an
increase in actual violence due to desensitisation. Berkowitz (1984) has argued that
disinhibition is more than a dulling of responsiveness to violence, but a priming of
opportunistic thoughts and ideas about violence which, in turn, will lead to violent
behaviour if this is useful in achieving the needs of the child.

Recent field experiments attempt to show that educational intervention around
media violence can make children less aggressive. Nathanson and Cantor (2000)
showed that 9- to 11-year-old children in schools whose watching of cartoons was
accompanied by an active mediation strategy were less aggressive than were a group
with no mediation or a control group who did not watch the cartoons. Robinson et al.
(2001) ran a school programme aimed at reducing media use (television, video,
computer games) and found that, compared with a control group, children in the
intervention group had statistically significant decreases in peer ratings of aggression
and observed verbal aggression. Differences in observed physical aggression were
not statistically significant but favoured the intervention group. This last result
reflects a common theme — verbal or relational aggression seems to be more
susceptible to interventions than physical aggression.
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Field experiments are not without contradictions. A study by Fesbach and Singer
(1971) where boys were observed in three private residential schools and four
residential treatment homes found that the group that watched more violent
television programmes were less aggressive. However criticism of this study has
ranged from that of the lack of checking of the non-violent programmes for levels of
violence, the fact that cartoons were included in the non-violent group’s television
diet, to the fact that some of the children did not actually watch television.

Felson (1996) notes that at least three meta-analyses have been done on the results of
field experiments with at least two showing effects. One by Wood et al. (1991)
focused purely on media violence on unconstrained social interaction where children
or adolescents were observed after exposure to aggressive or non-aggressive film.
Out of 28 studies, 16 showed more aggression by subjects after viewing violence,
seven studies showed the control group engaging in more aggression and five had
no difference between the control and experimental groups. The effect size (r=0.19)
for field experiments from Anderson and Bushman’s (2002a) meta-analysis is lower
than but similar to that for laboratory experiments.

3.3 The theory behind the behaviourist paradigm

There are theoretical difficulties in extrapolating from laboratory and field
experiments to long-term aggressive behaviours. Much of this research leans on
imitation (Bandura, 1995) and arousal (Zillman, 1978) theories to explain what are
very short-term increases in violent behaviours. They essentially assume a
preconscious mind equivalent to Piaget’s (1955) sensorimotor stage (dominated by
associational learning), or the earliest stage of Kohlberg’s (1969) pre-conventional
morality in which punishment determines what is right and wrong. Things are
quickly learned, but just as quickly undone. While we might operate, in part, at these
levels, we cannot get much further in expecting these theories to explain long—term
aggression as a result of watching violence on TV.

Other studies, using theories of desensitisation, habituation (Drabman & Thomas,
1974) and disinhibition (Berkowitz, 1984) imply a weakly developed moral
framework that watching a few videos can easily shift. This is consistent with
Kohlberg’s second stage of preconventional morality which is about individualism
(me first) and reciprocity (I will, if you will), and with Piaget’s egocentrism and
animism of the pre-operational stage, where the child negotiates what they can get
away with (reciprocity) in a capricious (animistic) world. At this stage negative
effects can be more sustained, because they rest on an emerging idea of the self rather
than on automated responses driven by imitation and arousal. However, almost
everybody has access to multiple and complex moral frameworks, which are not
easily overwhelmed by passive transitory experiences for any length of time.
Research using prosocial interventions (e.g. Nathanson & Cantor, 2000) seeks to
access and strengthen these frameworks, but it is not clear that the impact of these
interventions is long term, any more than it is for the negative effects.
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Researchers seeking to claim long-term effects from television violence, tend to focus
their arguments on the stage of development described as concrete operational (7-11
years) by Piaget, and conventional (9-15 years) by Kohlberg. The more complex
aspects of social learning theory (modelling (as distinct from imitation), coding,
symbolic rehearsal — Bandura, 1971) fit with these stages of development. Cultivation
theory (Gerbner et al., 1980) and script theory (Huesmann, 1988) both deal with the
way that television creates a view of the world in which violent behaviour has an
excessive role. Cultivation theory argues that the values and beliefs of heavy viewers
of violent television reflect those in the programmes they watch, and that they have
insufficient access to information that challenges these values and beliefs.

Script theory proposes that long-term effects relate to:

...observational learning of three social-cognitive structures: schemas about a
hostile world, scripts for social problem solving that focus on aggression, and
normative beliefs that aggression is acceptable.

(Huesmann, Moise-Titus, Podolski & Eron, 2003, p1)

Both Gerbner and Huesmann focus on stages of moral development where the child
is determining the difference between good and bad not only at the individual level
but in relation to family, peers and the local community (the first stage of Kohlberg’s
conventional period). The child seeks to develop a set of moral rules through which
to interact with other people. This set is, at first, inflexible, but with the internalising
and multiplying of cognitive schema that comes with shift from Piaget's concrete
operations to formal operations, the now adolescent child is able to adapt rules to the
different settings of home, school, peer group, etc. The suggestion is that children
who are heavily influenced by television violence are caught in the more inflexible,
concrete operational and conventional stages with a set of rigid rules that cause
frustration and difficulties in adaptation and are more likely to lead to a life of
violence in adolescence and adulthood.

3.4 Cross-sectional studies

Cross-sectional studies survey the viewing of television violence in relation to other
behaviours, usually in the context of some form of cultivation or script analysis that
would regard aggression as a long-term pattern of behaviour. Some early studies
found a statistical relationship between aggression and TV violence.

Belson’s (1978) study is described by Cumberbatch (1989) in his punishing review of
television violence research as “far superior to anything else in this field”. Belson
interviewed 1565 London adolescents (aged from 12 to 17 years), on their television
viewing habits over more than a decade and was given information on a wide range
of violent behaviour (assault, destruction of property, rape, vandalism, animal abuse,
etc.) committed during the previous six months. He found that high exposure to
television violence of a particular kind increases the degree to which boys engage in
serious violence. Although Belson found no effect of violence in cartoons, sports or
news programmes, he states
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...heavier viewers of television violence commit a great deal more serious
violence than do lighter viewers of television violence who have been closely
equated to the heavier viewers in terms of a wide array of empirically derived
matching variables.

(Belson, 1978, p15)

A more recent cross-sectional study examining the hypothesis that children will
imitate aggressive behaviours seen on television was carried out by Dafna Lemish
(1997) in Israel. With the knowledge from news reports that the World Wrestling
Federation programmes had been suggested as being responsible for playground
injuries in schools, Lemish did a nationwide survey of elementary school principals
who reported that WWE-type fighting was a problem in their schools. This behaviour
included re-creations of specific wrestling matches, banging heads, throwing
opponents to the floor, pulling hair and grabbing genital areas. The principals
reported the injuries relating to these actions included broken bones and concussion
and although most of the children were aware that the wrestling matches were
staged, it did not stop them copying the moves. While this type of study highlights
interesting information implicating imitative behaviour, it is necessary to remember
that the observers were school staff, who could have an observer bias.

McLeod et al. (1972) gave a self-administered questionnaire to 600 adolescents,
containing a series of statements measuring two dimensions: aggressive attitudes
and exposure to television violence. The analysis indicated a positive correlation
between exposure to violent programmes and aggressive attitudes (r = 0.30),
independent of control variables. McIntyre and Teevan (1972) showed a strong
relation between the violent content of preferred programmes of adolescents and
aggressive behaviour. Robinson and Bachman (1972), studying the viewing habits of
close to 1,500 young men, revealed a positive correlation between preference for
violent programmes and the degree of aggressiveness.

More recent cross-sectional surveys use tests that are standardised for use by naive
observers (children and parents) to overcome criticism of the inaccuracy of naive
observers. Ozmert et al. (2002) in Turkey found, using the Child Behaviour Checklist
with nearly 900 7-to-11 year old students, that after the key covariates effects (older
age, male gender, and decreasing social subscale and increasing attention problem)
are removed, “television viewing time is positively associated with social problems,
delinquent behaviour, aggressive behaviour, externalization, and total problem
scores”.

Another school survey (Buchanan et al., 2002) examined relational aggression (e.g.
spreading rumours, excluding peers) as well physical aggression. They found
children who watched more television and played video games more often were
more likely to view violence and exhibit hostile attributional biases and receive
higher teacher and peer ratings of violent behaviour. This study went to some
trouble to remove problems of naive assessors by doing training with their assessors
(some 250 seven- to eleven-year olds and their teachers).
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An Icelandic study by Kolbeins (2002) showed that watching television violence (but
not watching television per se) accounted for 4 per cent of variance associated with
girls” aggression and 2 per cent of that associated with boys” aggression, rising to 7
per cent and 4 per cent respectively in relation to delinquent behaviour (equivalent to
correlations of r=0.27 and r=0.20). These effects were overshadowed by family
cohesion and family tension effects which together accounted for 40 per cent of the
variance around delinquency.

Cross-sectional research has an effect size of r= 0.18 in Anderson and Bushman’s
(2002a) meta-analysis (see Table 3.1) similar to than found by Paik and Comstock
(1994). The weakness of most cross-sectional or correlational analysis is that no
causal relationships can be inferred. Television violence watching and aggression are
simply co-occurring behaviours, with possibly a shared causation such as poverty or
abusive parenting. So while cross-sectional studies suggest that there may be violent
media-fed scripts, which are prompting aggressive behaviours, longitudinal studies
will provide more substance to such theorising.

3.5 Longitudinal research

The most influential longitudinal study is by Huesmann, Eron and their colleagues,
spanning up to 22 years (Huesmann et al., 2003). Child and parent reports of the
television watching of children aged eight in 1972 and 1977 were later matched with
reports of aggressive and criminal behaviour gained through interviews with the
participants and significant others at intervals of up to 22 years. They claim to show
that:

... boys” early childhood viewing of violence on TV was statistically related to
their aggressive and antisocial behavior 10 years later (after graduating from
high school) even after initial aggressiveness, social class, education, and other
relevant variables were controlled (Lefkowitz, Eron, Walder, & Huesmann,
1977). A 22-year follow-up of these same boys revealed that their early
aggression predicted later criminality at age 30 and that early violence viewing
also was independently but weakly related to their adult criminality
(Huesmann, 1986, 1995).

(Huesmann et al., 2003, p3)

These researchers also conducted a three-year, five-country study covering Finland,
Poland, Holland, Australia and Israel (Huesmann & Eron, 1986). This study has
shown contradictory effects. Two countries, Australia and Holland, showed no
significant effects for television violence, while the other three showed negative
effects of varying strengths roughly comparable with US research. Cumberbatch
(1989), however, slated the Huesmann/Eron studies for their poor assessment of
what was violent television, and their failure to consider alternative explanations for
what were, at most, small effects. Cumberbatch regards the longitudinal study of
Milavsky et al. (1982) as more methodologically sound, where only five of the 30 tests
were supportive of Huesmann and Eron’s findings.
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Huesmann et al. (2003) respond to many of Cumberbatch’s criticisms, not always
convincingly. However this re-analysis goes to considerable detail in dealing with
“third variables” and demonstrating the reliability of its measures, and reiterates that
childhood exposure to media violence does predict young adult aggressive
behaviour for both males and females independently of socioeconomic status,
intellectual ability, and a variety of parenting factors. The overall effect size for men
and women is about r=0.20. On some measures like spousal abuse and being
punched, beaten or choked, high viewers of television violence had twice the rates of
other viewers. These measures affected between 20 per cent and 40 per cent of the
samples, so they were not trivial.

A more recent longitudinal analysis by Johnson et al. (2002) assessed television
watching and behaviour measures across a 17-year period. Starting with 700 children
aged six on average in 1975, the study assessed it participants again in 1983 (aged 14)
and thrice more up to the year 2000 when the average age was 30 years. This study
looked at the period from 1983 to 2000, and is remarkable because not only does it
suggest a strong relationship between television watching and aggressive behaviour
(assaults resulting in injury, robbery, threats to injure someone, or use of weapons in
crime later in life), it also suggests that both adolescent and young adult watching
predict aggressive behaviour later in life. It also shows that those who watched for
more than three hours a day were more than four times more likely to have
committed aggressive acts than people who watched less than one hour a day (29%
vs. 6%).

Through multiple regression analyses Johnston et al. (2002) were able to show that
high television watching preceded high aggression rather than the other way round,
and that this effect was present after all other key predictors of aggression had been
factored out. This finding is well substantiated in Huesmann et al.’s (2003) latest
work.

Cumberbatch (2002) mocked the conclusion that watching more than an hour of
television a day would have such a profound effect:

How many families do you know where children watch this amount or less?
These are highly unusual families — the kind who are more likely to be taking
their children to art galleries and museums. And there are so few of them
compared to the rest of the children studied ... This is a case of torturing the
data to make it fit a theory.

(Cumberbatch, 2002, cited in Tillekens, 2002)

While only 2 per cent of people in a 2001 UK survey (Towler, 2002) indicated that
they watched television an hour or less a day, in New Zealand, we watch an average
of only 1.5 hours per day (Walters and Zwaga, 2001) and a survey of 28,000 Oregon
school children showed that nearly half watched less than or equal to one hour a day
(Oregon Health Trends, 2000). This study showed significant differences between
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children who watched one hour or less per day and children who watched 5 hours or
more, but did not present data for the in-between group.

What is interesting here is adolescents are being affected rather than children. It is
possible that watching violence is not the issue, but rather it is the opportunity cost
of spending 20 per cent plus of the waking day watching television. Adolescents’
television watching drops according to most surveys (Gunter & McAleer, 1997), so
those adolescents who increase their watching or maintain high levels are not
keeping up with their peers in social and academic development, and, consequently,
face increasing frustration, depression and sometimes, substance abuse — precursors
of violent behaviour (Oregon Health Trends, 2000). Such theorising views television
as displacing more useful activities. While it is not generally supported (Gunter &
McAleer, 1997), the theory may have a role for explaining the behaviour of at-risk
children and adolescents.

In a detailed analysis of the statistics behind the Johnston et al. study, Tillikens (2002)
called the research “a conscious statistical fraud” and “a forgery of the data set”,
because Johnston et al. drew such strong conclusions from the small number of
viewers who watched less than one hour of television a day. Notwithstanding the
“science wars” feeling of hysteria in the Tilliken’s attack, this point is well made.

3.6 Ecological and epidemiological studies

There are studies that do not fit the four methodological paradigms we have so far
discussed. Firstly, there is the small number of ecological analyses of communities
which study the introduction of television, and secondly, Centerwall’s (1989)
epidemiological analyses of the same phenomenon.

Schramm et al. (1961) studied a US town before and after television was introduced.
Two surrounding towns were used as control groups. They found that after
television was introduced, children were more aggressive and less creative in their
play. They had lower reading skills and they exercised less during the first two years
after television was introduced. A similar study in Britain at about the same time
(Himmelweit et al., 1958), did not find the same effect, but had very poor measures
of aggression (Cumberbatch & Howitt, 1989). A third study (Joy et al., 1986), in a
Canadian town, found an increase in both physical and verbal aggression with the
introduction of television. A very recent study of the introduction of television to St
Helens Island in the mid-Atlantic also found no negative effects with the leader of
the study saying that: “a child remains unaffected by violence as long as they have a
good family background, good schools and a caring community to support them”
(BBC News, 1998).

The epidemiological studies of Centerwall (1989) showed that homicide rates in the
US rose dramatically for 20 years in fairly exact relationship to the rates of television
purchasing 15 years earlier, beginning in the 1950s. Rural communities and the black
groups where television was purchased later, had commensurately delayed increases
in homicide rates. The homicides peaked 15 years after television ownership had
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reached saturation (99% of the population) in the 1980s. In South Africa, where there
was no television in this period of time, there was no change in homicide rates.

3.7 Conclusion

A number of meta-studies have been conducted overviewing and calibrating the
major negative-effects studies conducted in the tradition presented above. Anderson
and Bushman’s (2002a) meta-analysis gives a value of r=0.17 (see Table 3.1) for
longitudinal studies, very close to that of cross-sectional and field experiments.
Further work by Anderson and Bushman (Bushman & Anderson, 2001) argues that
overall correlations from meta-analyses have strengthened from r=0.13 for the 1975
meta-analysis to =0.20 for 2000. Complementing the range and scope of meta-
analysis, Anderson and Bushman (2002a) propose a generalised aggression model
that incorporates arousal, desensitisation, various aggressive beliefs, schema and
scripts, plus the notion of an inherited aggression component. According to Lynn,
Hampson, and Agahi (1989), this last factor may eventually account for much of
variability of the data in this area.

How important are these correlations? Those in Table 3.1 account for between 2.9 per
cent and 5.3 per cent of the variance in the data around aggression. An analysis of
risk factors around aggression is presented in Table 3.2 (from the US Surgeon-
General’s 2001 report on youth violence).

It shows exposure to TV violence to be as powerful an early risk factor (6-11 years of
age, v =0.13) as a hyperactivity diagnosis, harsh, lax or inconsistent discipline, anti-
social behaviour, or poor performance in school. It is assessed as being much more
powerful than factors such as broken homes, abusive parents, neglect and anti-social
peers. However, television violence has no impact as a late risk factor (12-14 years of
age), suggesting that the critical period does not go beyond Piaget’s concrete
operational stage, and Kohlberg’s stage 1 of the conventional period.

Anderson and Bushman (2001) compare the findings from television violence and
aggression to those from meta-analyses of other public health issues such as the
relationship between smoking and lung cancer, exposure to lead and IQ scores in
children, and self-examination and extent of breast cancer. They find (using Paik and
Comstock’s (1994) data) that correlations for television violence are less than those
for smoking (r=0.31 vs. r=0.39) but much higher than for exposure to lead (r=-0.13),
self examination (r=-0.07) and a range of other public concerns. So while the effect
size is small, it must, say Anderson and Bushman, be taken seriously.

In a similar vein, a recent study by Huesmann and his associates (Huesmann et al.,
2003) which looked at the long-term correlation between television viewing and
personal aggression turns out to have a more modest effect outcome than media
coverage would suggest. Once again, the hope of providing a direct causal
relationship that is externally valid runs up against some serious limitations which
mirror earlier concerns with the robustness of the causal claim advanced by these
authors (Rhodes 2003). These are:
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1. The robustness of the reported evidence of a longitudinal link between
childhood viewing and adult aggression is also limited by the fact of attrition
(Huesmann et al., 2003). Of 557 subjects in the original 8 to 9 age range, only
329 were found 15 years later — a 40% attrition rate. The authors, perhaps
mindful of the relative weakness of the correlation between exposure to
television violence as against other factors, point out that those who were not
traced scored highest on measures of aggression at age 13. So, had they been
included, the correlation between television violence and aggression would
have been higher. But this “if we’ve found more it would have been worse
argument”, assumes as given what the authors are trying to demonstrate,
that childhood exposure to television violence leads to heightened levels of
aggressive behaviour. It cannot be assumed that the missing respondents
would have become more aggressive; they might have become less. If so, the
already slight primacy of the level of viewing television variable would fall
away and the null hypothesis — that there is not significant association
between viewing violent television and aggression would have to be
accepted.

2. Of course this would not mean that results reported for the sample of 329 can
be set aside. A sample of this size is certainly capable of telling us something
valuable. The question is: what does it tell us? The researchers are
unequivocal: “the correlation between TV-violence viewing and childhood
and adolescent aggression has been unambiguously demonstrated”. But
correlation is a measure of association not a demonstration of a causal
relationship. For a causal relationship to have been established, the putative
cause would have to be associated with the effect, the cause must precede the
effect in time and alternative explanations must be ruled out (Babbie, 1992,
p72). Only the first of these conditions is met and rather weakly. The
analysis fails to prove that there is not some other “third variable” that
accounts for the measures of association. The researchers attempts to control
for these other factors are not persuasive (Rutter, 2003).

3. Accepting that correlations do express a relationship, what is that
relationship? The researchers’” own analysis shows that the correlation
between the perceived realism of what is viewed, viewer identification with
characters and aggressive behaviour is stronger than the fact of watching TV
violence. Factors such as these that concern the manner in which viewers
relate to violent content, leave open the possibility that more aggressive
children watch violent programmes to make their own behaviour seem
normal. Such a justification theory of the attractions of violent television
implies that influences other than television consumption are the base cause
of violent behaviour, even if it is recognised that television may have a re-
enforcing role to play (Huesmann et al., 2003, p213-217). Paradoxically, then,
these results can be read as providing equal support for background
influences that is closer to the Reception Analysis.
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Table 3.2 Early and late risk factors for violence at age 15 to 18 proposed
protective factors, by domain (US Surgeon General’s Report on Youth Violence, 2001)
Early Risk Factors Effect  Late Risk Factors Effect Size
(age 6-11) Size (r=) (age 12-14) (r=)
Large Effect Size (r>.30)
General offences .38 Weak Social ties .39
Substance use .30 Antisocial, delinquent peers .37
Gang membership 31
Moderate Effect Size (r=.20-.28)
Being male .26 General offences .26
Law family socioeconomic status /
poverty 24
Antisocial parents .23
Aggression** 21
Small Effect Size (r<.20)
Psychological condition .15 Psychological condition .19
Hyperactivity 13 Restlessness .20
Poor parent-child relations 15 Difficulty concentrating™* 18
Harsh, lax or inconsistent ~discipline 13 Risk taking .09
Weak social ties 15 Poor parent-child relations 19
Problem (antisocial) behaviour 13 Harsh, lax discipline; poor
monitoring, supervision .08
Exposure to television violence 13 Low parental involvement A1
Poor attitude toward, performance in Aggression** .19
school 13
Medical, physical 13 Being male .19
Low IQ 12 Poor attitude toward, performance
in school 19
Other family conditions 12 Academic failure 14
Broken home .09 Physical violence 18
Separation from parents .09 Neighborhood crime, drugs* 17
Antisocial attitudes, beliefs Neighborhood disorganization* 17
Dishonesty** 12 Antisocial parents .16
Abusive parents .07 Antisocial attitudes, beliefs .16
Neglect .07 Crimes against persons 14
Antisocial peers .04 Problem (antisocial) behaviour 12
Low IQ A1
Broken home .10
Low family socioeconomic
status/poverty .10
Abusive parents .09
Other family conditions .08
Family conflict** 13
Substance use .06

* The risk factors identified by Lipsey and Derzon are predictors of involvement in felonies
and could thus be predicting serious, but non-violent offending. However, the vast majority
of serious offenders are also violent offenders. The risk factors from Hawkins et al are

predictors of serious violence only.

** Males only

Individual risk factor. As a neighbourhood level risk factor (rate of violent offending) the

effect is substantially greater (r=.45).




Behaviourist 2: Counting TV Violence 35

The inability to deliver an internally reliable and externally valid causal relationship
between television violence and behaviour, for some commentators, serves to show
that otherwise competent research into a flawed concept, can only produce an
unsound outcome.
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4

The Behaviourist Tradition and its Extensions

Purely behaviourist studies on TV violence have become increasingly rare as the field
has developed in the past decade. A range of approaches have grown up which
either use behaviourist models to draw conclusions contrary to the traditional
negative-effects trend, or to enhance and nuance the interpretation of effects, or
extend the paradigm with qualitative data. This includes child development
research, and a consideration of the importance of genre and humour in
understanding televised violence.

4.1 TV violence as catharsis

Jib Fowles (1999), a proponent of the catharsis theory, puts forward his case in his
book The Case for Television Violence. He believes that television violence provides a
safe outlet for people to purge their aggression rather than transferring it to action
within society. The two affective states Fowles believes can lead a viewer to seek a
cathartic benefit from television violence are: 1) a need to harmlessly vent
antagonism by those who have a predisposition to openly hostile feelings; and 2) a
need to deal with elements of stress by releasing repressed anger or feelings which
have built up during the day. The release of other emotions such as lethargy and
anxiety can also be achieved by watching television violence by those who choose to
view it. Fowles points out that it is necessary to understand viewing habits on an
individual basis rather than applying it to the collective “audience” because this
“demeans the relationship between the purveyors of television programs and the
purposive individuals who exploit the content” (1999, p78). Distressed viewers, for
example, may watch shows with violent scenes so that they can empathise with the
protagonists and approve of their aggression against “evil doers”, thereby releasing
their own emotions.

Fowles views the TV violence debate in the context of a global civilizing process in
which violence is a diminishing factor and individual aggressive tendencies have to
be repressed. Television violence offers “ritualistic rewards [that] include at least
three kinds of gratification” — an opportunity to feel or act violently in one’s
imagination by viewing the actions of characters on television; the excitement
associated with watching television violence can be achieved in a safe environment;
and both the fearful and the fearsome viewer are served as all genres produce
resolution and “the troubled mind is set to rest one more time” (1999, p118).
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Fowles relies heavily on reviewing the literature of others to support his argument
and criticises the research of those who oppose it. For example, he claims that
George Gerbner uses a biased manipulation of data in his content analysis of
television violence and that weaknesses have been exposed in his cultivation
analysis. Equally he believes that Leonard Eron’s (Eron, Huesmann et al., 1972)
interpretation of data is also suspect.

Both academics, Fowles suggests, are motivated in their findings to gain funding for
research and place themselves in positions of power. Overall Fowles questions the
objectivity of social science research in an area that looks at behavioural outcomes
rather than focusing on the “real” outcome which “may well be interior and
semiotic” (1999, p47). This also demonstrates the difficulty in conducting research to
directly support his argument.

Fowles has chosen to stand out against the larger body of opinion which decries
television violence and take a proactive stance in positive effects theory. In 1985 he
testified at U.S. Senate hearings that television’s often “brutal fantasies” could be an
antidote to the real world and had a therapeutic purpose (Fowles, pix). The hostile
response he has received over the years to his views, often from fellow professors,
has led him to deduce that the television violence debate involves a grander agenda
than just a concern about effects.

While Fowles” comments appear at the extreme end of the TV violence spectrum, the
points he makes regarding catharsis are well worth considering although there
would be considerable difficulty in setting up studies to prove his theories. It is
questionable whether his opinions offer an answer to the debate because of the lack
of substantial data to support his views, however they have the potential to direct
researchers into other areas and to think on different levels when setting up studies.

Goldstein (1998) outlines three hypotheses that emerge from the concept of catharsis.
Firstly the individual-differences hypothesis suggests that a drama eliciting a
particular emotion will be more appealing to those viewers who have more of that
emotion. Secondly, and the most controversial of the three hypotheses, is that of
purgation. After viewing that drama the viewer will have less of the emotion he or
she first came with. In other words that drama will have assisted in purging that
emotion from the viewer. However as Goldstein points out there is the possibility
that watching an emotion such as anger in a drama could just as well increase those
feelings in a viewer as to purge them. Also to be considered is the fact that watching
comedy or light entertainment rather than violence may also reduce feelings of
anger. The third hypothesis is that the greater the reduction in the said emotion the
more appealing that programme will be. But Goldstein says that programmes can be
appealing for many different reasons and the purging of emotions cannot simply be
seen as the ultimate reason for its popularity.
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4.1.1 Critiquing catharsis

Other academics have explored catharsis to investigate aspects of the theory which
may lead to a broader understanding of its application. The potential for some
children who are “skilled daydreamers” to use violent and non-violent film
sequences to reduce anger is highlighted by Gunter (1990). In looking to substantiate
this view he refers to a researcher E. Biblow (1973), who tested groups of children
who were either skilled or not adept at fantasising. By using accomplices to annoy
children by interrupting them when building a toy, the children were then shown
either violent or non-violent films or no films at all. Afterwards the children were
observed at play with access to toys that could be used aggressively. Those children
who were high-level fantasisers and who had watched either violent or non-violent
film appeared to be more able to reduce their anger than the others who were not
adept at fantasising and acted more aggressively after viewing violent film. Gunter
concludes that this demonstrates an idiosyncratic aspect of catharsis theory which
applies to children skilled at fantasy and imaginative play or daydreaming.
Therefore, he says, the same television programme could have differing effects on
children. He suggests that further research is needed in this area.

Catharsis theorists have come under fire from other academics and institutions. The
Lamarsh Commission, which investigated media violence for the Canadian
Government, said that some research had been pre-occupied with the aggression
versus catharsis theory. It suggested that the continued existence of the catharsis
“myth” was fuelled by the fact that most people did not like to admit that they
enjoyed something that could have adverse effects (Dyson, 2000).

Canadian psychologist Jonathan Freedman believes there is a lack of evidence to
support either the association between media violence and aggression viewpoint, or
the catharsis theory. He conducted a comprehensive review of all the English-
languages studies that looked at the effects of violent media. He concluded that the
scientific evidence failed to show that "watching television violence either produces
violence in people or desensitizes them to it" (in Rolston, 2000, p1). He believes that
where some studies may indicate a correlation between violent shows and
aggression, such evidence is very weak. Freedman presented this viewpoint before
Congress and the Canadian Government in 2000 when testifying on the
psychological effects of violent entertainment. While he disagreed with the resulting
Federal Trade Commission report (2000) on the marketing of violent media, which
concluded that the evidence only showed a high correlation of the watching of
violent media and violent behaviour, but not necessarily causation, he felt it was the
most moderate report he had seen on this topic.

Freedman (1984) believes there is a two-fold explanation as to why some studies
show that children are more aggressive after exposure to violent media whether
television or video games. Firstly violent media is more arousing and exciting so that
if an effect is noted it could be that this excitement makes the children more active
and more likely to participate in active games, making them appear more aggressive.
Secondly, children do imitate what they see and when they act out martial arts
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manoeuvres after watching such scenes on a video game or television, Freedman
believes it is more likely to be a style of play rather than reality.

Equally, Freedman says there is no good evidence to support the catharsis theory
mainly because it is hard to demonstrate. Neither argument shows an overall effect
and this leads him to believe that it all comes down to the individual:

My guess (...) is that both sides are right. That some individuals, under some
circumstances, at a given moment in their lives, are on the verge of committing
a violent act. And some of those people are pushed over the edge, perhaps, by
violent television, either because it's so arousing, or because it seems so
appealing, or whatever the reasons. And some of them are prevented from
going over the edge, cathartically, by it ...still [only] a very small percentage of
the people have any effect at all. Most of the people just look at it and there's no
effect.

(Freedman in Rolston, 2000)

4.2 Shooting the messenger

Kathleen McDonnell (2000) believes that focusing on the media in the television
violence debate is really shooting the messenger because television, in fact, reflects
our social malaise. She highlights a survey by Dorothy and Jerome Singer in 1990
which suggested that clusters of interrelated factors stimulate violent behaviour in
children. These included the individual family culture involving a more
authoritarian style of communication such as physical punishment, heavy television
exposure and less-developed use of imaginative or fantasy play. Like Gauntlett
(1995) and Fowles (1999) she sees the obsession with finding an association between
media violence and aggression as part of the moral panic phenomenon and that
television, movies and video games are readily available targets. “More and more
the idea that TV causes violence is taken at face value, as something so obvious to
anyone with an ounce of common sense that it doesn't require proof” (McConnell,
2000, p116).

In addition to this, popular discourses about how media effects can influence the
way people like to see themselves, for example as a “concerned parent”, can help
shape the comments people make. In pointing to this, David Buckingham suggests
there are a number of studies which show a “social desirability bias” that evokes the
standing of “principled” positions by parents who may “over-estimate the degree of
control which they exert over their children” (Buckingham, 1997, p38).

While there seems to be a preoccupation with the focus on looking at potential effects
caused by media violence, there is a further angle which should be considered — that
of censorship and artistic expression. Lewis Cole, Chairman of the film division in
Columbia’s School of the Arts, questions whether news should be censored in the
name of preventing violence and says that the realistic portrayal of violence is one of
the distinguishing marks of great artists from Cervantes to Willa Cather (Cole, n.d.).
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The American Booksellers Foundation for Free Expression (in Media Awareness
Network, n.d.) believes that censorship won’t solve the root causes of violence in
society. They cite the many plays, books and films which were banned in the past
and are now considered classics. The Centre for Media and Public Affairs (CMPA)
mentions Saving Private Ryan, considered the most violent film in 1999 based on the
D-Day invasion of Normandy, as being “critically acclaimed for its realistic portrayal
of the horrors of war” (in Media Awareness Network, n.d.). Fictional violence is
different from violence in non-fiction because it is almost always presented in a
conventional moral framework where such acts are condemned rather than glorified
according to David Link (1999). Even the animated programme Beavis and Butt-head
shows that “their violent acts are committed by vacuous losers”, and it is important
for parents to teach their children to carefully read television for meaning the same
way they would a book (Link, 1999, p144).

In spite of the outcry about television violence, there is no denying the fact that
watching acts of violence can be appealing or even attractive. Goldstein (1998)
suggests that there are many reasons why this may be so. Some people watch for
sensation and excitement, some people find watching violence in a safe environment
or in a social setting with others attractive, some viewers of violent sports get a
physiological kick from the action while those watching fantasy are able to immerse
themselves in imaginary worlds and for some children their curiosity about watching
taboo subjects is satisfied. Goldstein in fact makes an important point when he says it
is important to remember that only a minority of the general audience prefer violent
entertainment compared with other forms. Violence in the media is unavoidable, and
Goldstein concludes that it is up to the image-makers to put it in perspective.

4.3 Refining the behaviourist paradigm

For many observers the evidence of a direct connection between television and
violence is at best mixed. Felson (1996), for example, in his review of 28 studies,
found 16 showed more aggression by subjects after viewing violence, seven studies
showed the control group engaging in more aggression and five had no difference
between the control and experimental groups. Recognising such limitations, there
have been two broad responses to this requirement:

e To refine the concept of effect, acknowledging that cultural factors, such as
values, cognition and beliefs are important factors in the causal chain. Essentially
this means a refinement of the measures — refining the concept of effects,
identifying more precisely the nature of the intervening variables that connect the
viewing of content to aggressive behaviour and expanding the notion of violence.
There is a shift, then, from a direct view of causality towards notions of indirect
causality — for the larger number of intervening variables posited between a
presumed cause and an effect, the less direct and the more contingent the linkage
from content to behaviour. We term this causal extension.
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e To introduce new theories of causal influence via a reassertion of the directness of
the link from cause to effect, bypassing the recognition of intervening variables
by establishing stimulus-response linkages that transcend individual and cultural
differences. We term this causal compaction.

4.3.1 Causal extension

One response to the perceived limitations of the behaviourist paradigm has been to
call for a more sophisticated conceptualisation of effects (Potter, 1999). In research
design, it is necessary to move beyond an exclusive emphasis on experimental
studies which attempt to show that an effect occurs, towards a consideration of the
strength and prevalence of identified effects, the role of frequency in creating a
threshold for behaviour change, and the salience of a particular violent act in a given
social milieu. Potter (1999, p23) also recommends:

1.  that complementary effects theories need to be synthesized — theories of social
learning or imitation, and priming need to be integrated with theories that
emphasise cognitive effects;

2. that conflicting theories are needed and researchers should test out each other’s
theories; and

3. that a broader conceptualisation of media violence is needed which integrates
effects research with content analysis and the analysis of the production of
content. Potter includes here the dramatic structure of texts and the views,
perceptions and creative intentions of programmers and producers.

The investigation of the interrelationship of these three areas constitutes what Potter
terms a lineation theory of violent effects. In this view the influence of media
violence is conceptualised as a process of intersecting of influences — the formation of
content, the content itself and the investigation of effects. Although Potter notes that
viewer or lay definitions of violence should be factored into the account he still sees
this kind of material as a dependent variable. Potter’s lineation theory is a refinement
of the behaviourist paradigm rather than a new approach.

As pointed out in Section 3 above, another response to the perceived inadequacies of
experimental studies is to argue that short-term effects produced in an experimental
setting are not as transient as they seem. Such effects are the momentary
manifestations of processes that operate in the larger environment that lead to long-
term change in viewer dispositions, particularly amongst heavy viewers of television
and children whose developmental stage is deemed to make them particularly
vulnerable. Cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1986) and script theory (Huesmann,
1988) both claim that the repeated viewing of television that has a high violence
content cognitively reconfigures the viewer’s perception of the real world.

In this approach, television provides schooling in a particular worldview and models
and templates for behaviour when the worldview projected by television is similar to
individuals’ real life worlds. The key challenge for this kind of longitudinal research
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is to establish a substantial causal role for television in the production of a mean
worldview and to show that the kinds of solutions that heavy viewers propose to
everyday problems might be derived from a television-induced misperception of life.

4.3.2 Causal compaction

A distinguishing feature of this recent approach, proposed by Lt Colonel David
Grossman (retired), a psychologist once employed by the United States Army, is the
re-introduction of strongly behaviourist models derived from physiological
psychology. In these models, consciousness is rendered a dependent variable,
bypassed by the acquisition of conditioned reflexes and, in the case of video games,
automatic motor skills. Watching television is viewed as an iterative process of
operant conditioning, as developed in the work of B. F. Skinner, in which a
behavioural set that takes pleasure from violence is created. Since levels of television
and computer game consumption are high, the iterative presentation of fight and
flight scenarios are “hard wired” and shift from a short-term, evanescent response
towards a long-term durable disposition. By this means the “natural” pro-social
inhibition against harming and killing others, or taking pleasure in fantasising about
such actions, is overwhelmed. A certain medical metaphor haunts this formulation
and gives an undue resonance to a pathological reading of effects of television:

The result is a phenomenon that functions much like AIDS, which I call AVIDS
— Acquired Violence Immune Deficiency Syndrome. AIDS has never killed
anyone. It destroys your immune system and then other diseases that shouldn’t
kill you become fatal. Television violence by itself does not kill you. It destroys
your violence immune system and conditions you to derive pleasure from
violence.

(D. Grossman, n.d.)

It is worth noting that the model proposed appears to be very reductive in
comparison to other long-term effects research.

A more substantial, but essentially similar example of compaction is the recent work
by Murray (2001) that connects, via functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI)
technology, the viewing of television violence to brain activation in the areas of
arousal, attention, detection of threat, episodic memory encoding and retrieval, and
motor programming. The writer found that neurophysiological mechanisms that
lead to long-term memory storage of emotionally charged perceptions were activated
by television violence. The storage of such perceptions greatly enhances the retrieval
of violent behaviour as a guide for social behaviour (John Murray, Children’s Brain
response to TV Violence, Biennial Meeting of the Society for research in Child
development, 2001).

Epidemiological studies can also be viewed as an example of causal compaction, if
they make unqualified claims for a connection between the introduction of a
particular media or a particular genre and rising rates of homicide and assaults in a
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particular community or society. Potter cites eight epidemiological studies, including
Centerwall’s (1989) much cited study, but he notes that such studies can do little
more than establish the co-occurrence of crime rate increases and the diffusion of a
particular medium. In Centerwall’s case, despite claims to the contrary, the
association explored is not between television content and violent behaviour, but
between television ownership and crime rates. Making inferences from social
statistics to the presence of violent content remains risky, given that there may exist
other more proximate variables that explain what otherwise appears as a very direct
and linear effect (Potter, 1999, p41).

Extreme behaviourist models have great appeal and remain popular with the tabloid
press and sections of the general public. Since this is the oldest and least
sophisticated behavioural theory, its resurgence is certainly part of a reaction to a
spate of mass killings in the US (Columbine) and in the UK (Dunblane) and more
generally the post 9/11 climate. Even before 9/11, the media are fond of reporting
such stories as part of the well-established theme of respectable fears, which in fact
go back to the introduction of the mass press in the nineteenth century (Pearson,
1983).

Felson (1996) notes the widely reported case in Boston of a group of young men who
set fire to a woman after forcing her to douse herself with fuel. This scene had
appeared on television two days earlier. In 1977 a lawyer in Florida pleaded “not
guilty” on behalf of his 15-year-old client Ronny Zamora charged with shooting and
killing his 82 year old neighbour on the grounds that he suffered from “television
intoxication”. By watching too much television, claimed his lawyer, Ronny had
become dangerously inured to violence and couldn't tell right from wrong (in
Stossel, 1997). In 1990 Quebec teenager Virginie Lariviere collected 1.3 million
signatures in a petition to the Prime Minister calling for new legislation requiring the
networks to progressively decrease violent programming. She believed that
television violence might have been a component in the robbery, sexual assault and
murder of her 11-year-old sister.

Doctors working in the Department of Pediatrics at Boston City Hospital labelled the
number of cases they saw involving dangerous imitative behaviour the “Evel Knievel
Syndrome” (Daven, O’Connor, & Briggs, 1976).  Three cases they cited involved
boys between eleven and fifteen copying a daredevil motorcycle stunt by Evel
Knievel which had extensive media coverage in 1974. The boys using either bicycles
or motorbikes attempted to race down long “ski” jumps constructed from wood,
each receiving broken bones and multiple lacerations. These doctors claimed that the
news media had glorified Evel Knievel’s stunts and quoted Bandura’s belief that the
closer the violent model is to reality, the more likely is the tendency for it to lead to
imitative behaviour” (p419). They felt broadcasters had acted carelessly in not at
least warning audiences about the injuries that might result from copying such
behaviour.

But such “copy-cat” behaviour is not limited to children. Robert Wharton and
Frederick Mandell (1985) document two cases where parental child abuse, one
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causing death and the other a “near miss”, occurred directly following the
broadcasting of a made-for-television film involving child abuse. Depictions of a
mother “engaging in progressively more severe episodes of abuse” were likely to
have influenced the treatment by two women to their babies in separate incidences.
The researchers term this as “media-induced parenting behaviour” particularly
where parents are vulnerable because of environmental factors such as stress and
isolation. They called for a broadening scope of the research to look at the “role
television plays in directing parental interaction with children” (p1122).

While such situations are anecdotal and may be coincidental they also suggest that
such unusual and dramatic behaviour on television could possibly be copied by
people who might never have thought about behaving that way (Felson, 1996).

4.4  Children and television violence
4.4.1 Stages of child development

Understanding of reality and its acquisition during the course of human
development is complex. To most infants in the modern world, events involving
various moving items, apparently taking place within a box in the living room is a
familiar experience and is no more or less noteworthy than other features of their
world. At this age, suddenness, loudness and chaotic imagery can be frightening. A
three-year old is likely to ask how the moving items came to get in the box and what
they are doing there, as well as following what they do.

Up to the age of about five, children commonly believe that the people they see on
the screen are miniature humans who exist within the set. They will make various
efforts to relate to them. An understanding that they are a projection of actual events
occurring somewhere else is acquired in the early school years.

From around five, children pick up cues as to how seriously they are expected to take
what they see and whether it is meant to be a depiction of the real world or a fantasy
(as in cartoons). Even so, through mid-childhood children do not separate
themselves readily from what they see, so although they may know something is not
real it may still frighten them. In their play they assume the roles of characters seen
on television, and distinguish between “goodies” and “baddies”, heroes and villains.
The attributes of people identified as “goodies” or heroes tend to be taken on
uncritically (Wellisch, 2000).

It should be assumed that any image, situation or idea picked up from television may
be acted out in play. This may be accommodated seamlessly into children’s
repertoire of attitudes and behaviour at least for the time being until it is challenged
and shaped by other influences, such as what their parents say and how their peers
respond.
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The emotional impact of events seen on television cannot be reduced in children up
to the age of about seven by reassurances that they are not real (Gunter and McAleer,
1997). By the age of 12 two-thirds of children know that television dramas are
portrayed by actors. This is not the same thing as understanding how realistic a
staged performance is in depicting human situations (social realism). Throughout
adulthood we may be moved by transmitted images of actual events, fictional
portrayals of actual events and entirely fictional productions. In each case our
perception of the item's realism is one factor that determines its meaning and impact
and is influenced by the way in which it is presented.

There are many factors operating in childhood that are known to contribute to adult
violent behaviour and their effect tends to be cumulative. Observation by children of
violent behaviour between parents can have long-term deleterious effects including
violent behaviour when the children reach adulthood (Fergusson, 1998). Some have
expressed the view that experiencing “real” violence as a child has a much greater
effect on aggressive predisposition than observing it on film or television (Pennell, &
Browne, 1999).

Most researchers of aggression agree that severe aggression and violent
behaviour seldom occur unless there is a convergence of multiple predisposing
and precipitating factors such as neurophysiological abnormalities, poor child
rearing, socioeconomic deprivation, poor peer relations, attitudes and beliefs
supporting aggression, drug and alcohol abuse, frustration and provocation,
and other factors.

(Huesmann, 2003)

There are a number of levels of the effect of violence. The first is immediate and
involves in young children the process of imitation and in children and older people
the processes of priming and excitation. The second level is longer term and involves
incorporation of violence into personal life scripts and beliefs about the relative
hostility of the world and the appropriateness of responding violently. The third is a
societal effect of the establishment and transmission of a culture of violence, which
includes pessimism, lack of trust and erosion of commitment to the common good, as
well as overt expressions of hostility.

As previously stated the immediate effect of observing violence has been tested in
numerous laboratory-type trials by Bandura and colleagues (Bandura, 1963), and in
New Zealand by Ling (1977). The New Zealand work found what the many other
studies have, that interpersonal aggression increases in eight-year-old children (and
children of around that age in other studies) after they have watched films of
aggressive behaviour of a kind that is meaningful to them.

4.4.2 Violence against New Zealand children

New Zealand society has a high rate of violence committed against children through
child abuse and child injury deaths. For the years 1985-1990 the rate of death of
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under-one-year-olds killed by those who had their care was sixth highest of the 23
industrialised countries (UNICEF, 1994). Some 12 children are killed each year
(Kotch et al., 1993). Between 1991 and 1995 New Zealand had the fifth highest rate of
death of children by injury, 13.7 per thousand, of the 26 OECD countries (UNICEEF,
2001). The number of children referred to the Department of Child Youth and
Family Services in 2001 and assessed as abused or neglected was 5,432 (Ministry of
Social Development, 2003).

New Zealand surveys of children and young people have found that violence and
concern about it are prevalent. In a survey of 9,569 13-18 year olds attending New
Zealand schools, 52 per cent of males and 41 per cent of females reported being hit or
physically harmed by another person in the preceding 12 months (Adolescent Health
Research Group, 2003). Children and young people up to eighteen years of age were
invited to respond to a discussion pack prepared in connection with the
government's Agenda for Children project. The packs were posted on a popular
website and circulated to schools and to organisations for children and parents. 3,500
responses were received. In response to the question, “What's not so good about
being a child or young person on New Zealand?”, 8.9 per cent of the individual and
29.9 per cent of the group (mostly prepared as school projects) responses, referred to
bullying, either its existence or the fear of it (Barwick, 2001).

On the legislative side, the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (defined as under 18 years) provides a comprehensive, standard and almost
universally recognised set of children’s rights (Appendix B). It was ratified by the
New Zealand Government in 1993 and has become a point of reference in New
Zealand law, policy and practice. Four of its articles are particularly relevant to
children as television viewers. Together they recognise:

the importance of the mass media in shaping children’s views and behaviour;

2. that a balance must be struck between the child’s right of, and need for,
education and access to information;

the right and need to be protected from adverse experiences; and

the responsibility of parents.

4.4.3 Child violence and the media

Research has been conducted over a period of more than forty years to test the
hypothesis that observation of violence on television increases the likelihood of
aggressiveness and violent behaviour. The earliest of studies were concerned with
the potential effect of television on children (Himmelweit et al., 1958). In the public
arena the immediacy of child imitation has been highlighted by shocking cases in
which children have clearly copied something seen on television or film, for example:



Extending behaviourism 47

1. A five-year-old boy set his home on fire, killing his two-year-old sister, after
seeing a Beavis and Butt-Head episode. His mother said he was addicted to the
show.

2. An adolescent boy was killed by a car and several of his friends seriously
injured when they lay between car lanes on a busy road in imitation of a scene
from the movie, The Program.

3. A thirteen-year-old boy killed himself when he and a friend acted out the
Russian roulette scene from the movie, The Deer Hunter.
(Levine, 1998)

These cases illustrate the immediate effect, in which imitation, arousal and priming
are likely to have played a part. While they are dramatic, they are relatively unusual
and sometimes commentary by authorities and the media as in the Jamie Bulger
murder in England, can wrongly attribute violent behaviour to this direct influence
(Pennell and Browne, 1999).

As television has been introduced it has been possible to carry out before and after
studies and to compare communities in which television has not yet been installed,
with those in which it has. Williams (1986) found that the introduction of television
into a Canadian community was associated with an increase in its children’s violent
behaviour. Other studies have compared populations of young people and found
that those who watch more television violence are more likely to commit more
seriously violent criminal acts (Belson, 1978).

Denial that there is a causal relationship between watching violence and violent
behaviour is usually based on two theories. The first is that the tendency to
aggression or some associated attribute comes first and predisposes the person to
find displays of aggression and watch violence. The person who watches violence is
drawn to it or likes it because he has a tendency to violent behaviour. The second is
that some third variable such as low IQ, low socio-economic status, or parental
violence or rejection is at work.

The Huesmann study (2003), discussed above, set out to examine both the
“tendency-to-violence-comes-first” and the “third variable” theories in his
longitudinal study tracking children into adulthood. It is sometimes postulated that
the connection between TV violence and aggression is the result of some common
factor such as parental violence or rejection rather than operating as cause and effect.
The study of groups of 7- to 10-year olds re-examined after 15 years, separated the
parent-mediated variables of rejection of the child or of parental aggression from
violent television watching and concluded that there was an independent and
significant effect of childhood viewing of TV violence in determining subsequent
violent behaviour.

Another theory is that the violence comes first, i.e. children who are violent for
whatever reason are attracted to violence on television, because it justifies their
behaviour. Huesmann (2003) tested this by examining the fit of models of pathways
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from childhood aggressive behaviour to adult TV viewing and found the “violence
comes first” theory was less plausible as an explanation than an effect of viewing
violence. Once again, the data here is less definitive than hoped, as the use of
qualifiers such as “less plausible” indicates.

A cross—cultural survey covering 25 countries and including 2788 boys and 2353 girls
aged 12 years found that the relationship between television violence was interactive.
Television violence contributed to an aggressive culture because children already
located in high-risk circumstances where adult aggression was commonplace used
television to confirm and reinforce their own aggressive attitudes. The same study
found that children in a low and high aggression situation took the message from
television that violence is a good means to solve conflicts, that aggressive behaviour
confers status, and is fun. These relationships held for boys and girls, though more
strongly for the former than the latter. Boys were particularly prone to see violence
as providing an attractive frame of reference for role models, for example, the
‘Terminator” syndrome (Grobel, 2001).

Further insight into the way in which television violence influences behaviour can be
gained by considering successful interventions to reduce the effect. Parents watching
television with a child, and making comments, can reduce the effects of TV violence
on the child (Nathanson, 1999). It may be that this effect is mediated by maintaining
the separation of fictional representation (what's on the television) from reality (the
presence of parents and their comments). Reducing the time spent watching
television regardless of content together with lessons on selection of programmes can
have a similar effect perhaps by limiting the time spent in “total immersion”
(Robinson, et al., 2001).

Ron Phillips, a child and family therapist at South Auckland Health in New Zealand,
uses storytelling in his therapy sessions dealing with children who are tumbling out
of control, on the road to penal or psychiatric facilities or in danger of suicide. The
fable he wrote Gem of the First Water (Phillips, 1990), influenced by his experience of
J.R.R. Tolkein and C.S. Lewis, involves both good and evil characters that focus on
themes of “making choices, thinking before acting, setting goals and being
responsible” (Young, 1998). While this is oral storytelling rather than visual, it does
seem to indicate the important role fantasy and imagination have in the lives of
children in helping them to cope with real life experiences.

4.4.4 Taking cartoons seriously

Cartoon violence could be dismissed as being too trivial for inclusion in content
analysis studies because initial impressions might be that such violence, often
humorous and involving only animated figures, could hardly be considered a public
health issue. However, it is the way children might perceive the aggression and the
possibility that it could be associated with anti-social behaviour that suggests that
cartoon violence ought to be taken more seriously. Journalist and comic book author
Gerard Jones is firm in his belief that “creative violence” helps far more children than
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it hurts. Through his experience writing action movies and comic books (his own
favourite was the Hulk) and talking to children who read his stories, he kept seeing
the same stories appear across generations, genders and ethnicities — “people pulling
themselves out of emotional traps by immersing themselves in violent stories”
(Jones, 2000). In his book entitled Killing Monsters: Why Children Need Fantasy, Super
Heroes and Make-believe Violence Jones tells how, working with psychologist Melanie
Moore, he has studied how violent stories helped children meet emotional and
developmental needs. Rather than indoctrinating them, fantasy violence gives them
coping skills, teaches them to trust their own emotions and develop a firm sense of
self. To demonstrate this, Jones cites that pretending to have superhuman powers
can help children overcome a sense of powerlessness felt through being young and
small, and “creative violence” such as head-bonking cartoons, bloody videogames,
playground karate and toy guns provides a tool for them to master their rage.
Immersing themselves in imaginary combat and identifying with a violent
protagonist, says Jones, can assist children in letting out stifled rage which can be an
energising emotion, giving children courage to resist greater threats and take more
control when faced with life's challenges.

Visual storytelling unlocks the images they've stored up from cartoons, movies,
and video games and helps them make more sense of the media-transmitted
stories that fill their environments.

(Jones in CBS, 2002)

Jones acknowledges that the media can inspire some people to real-life violence but
this involves a very small percentage compared to those it has helped. His theory
provides ‘food for thought” but some commentators are not so positive in their views
on the topic.

Dale Kunkel, Professor of Communication at the University of California at Santa
Barbara believes that cartoon violence, even though presented in a fantasy setting
carries risk of anti-social effects (in Gardner, 1996). In line with this view, Brady
(1992) cites a teacher’s recount of a three-year old boy yelling out the Teenage Mutant
Ninja turtle cry of "cowabunga" in class, thereby provoking a little gang of Ninja's to
kick each other.

More recently concern has been raised over the increased number of Japanese-style
programmes (known as 'anime') such as Pokemon and Digimon being shown on
television. In a NZ On Air focus group survey (in Lavranos, 2003) one adult
commented “Pokemon and Dragonball Z are the bane of parents’ lives - it's really ugly
cartooning - it just revolves around war and fighting”. An article in the New York
Times titled “Violence Finds a Niche in Children’s Cartoons” (Rutenberg, 2001)
claims critics of anime believe that the Japanese culture has a higher tolerance for
"blood and guts" on television compared with the United States. However the
programmes appear to be popular with boys in particular because they mirror the
Japanese video games where enemies are destroyed one after another, often in
graphic detail. Anime are cheaper to buy compared with the average cost of
producing American-made cartoons says Rutenberg (2001) citing that an average
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episode of Pokemon costs about US$100,000 whereas the average cost of an original
episode of an American-made cartoon is estimated to be about US$500,000. This
factor plus the high ratings achieved by anime appeals to broadcasters, while the
niche-oriented advertisers have the ideal show on which to market action figures,
cards, cereal and snack foods. While some broadcasters such as Fox sometimes
schedule Digimon marathons during the Saturday morning cartoon block, the
Nickelodeon station has refused to screen any of the anime programmes because it
considers them so violent (Rutenberg, 2001).

Psychologist Dr Joyce Brothers believes that while watching cartoons might not
make a child get a gun and shoot someone, it can raise levels of aggression (in Hudis,
1993). Or, is it that anti-social behaviour can simply be explained by the fact that
more aggressive children tend to watch more violent television? Or, as suggested by
Canadian psychologist Judith van Evra (in Brady 1992), that there is a wide
availability of cartoons that they can select from? Whatever the explanation cartoon
violence is an area crying out for deeper investigation.

4.4.5 Cartoon-induced anxiety

A Finnish study published in the International Journal of Psychology (Bjorkqvist &
Lagerspetz, 1985) looked at the way children experienced three different types of
cartoons. These were: a Woody Woodpecker cartoon, categorised as aggressive
humorous; an aggressive drama cartoon which contained violence of a boy shooting
a bird but later regretting it (indicating a clear message that one should not harm
others with violent behaviour); and a non-aggressive cartoon based on a Lapland
folk-tale about a man who is magically turned into a wolf, hunts birds and reindeer
before becoming a man again. This mystical-magical tale contained no explicit
violence but included fear-eliciting sound effects. The study, overall, found the
degree of anxiety shown by children was not due to the amount of explicit violence
but rather in the way it was presented. The researchers concluded that the way
children experienced films was important in determining how they might be
affected. The "non-aggressive" cartoon was thought to be the most frightening due to
its sound effects. The researchers found that younger children aged five to six did not
see the cartoons as continuous stories, understood less and "tended to base their
moral judgements of a character's behaviour on whether they identified with that
character"(Bjorkqvist and Lagerspetz, 1985, p77). Any moral or anti-violence message
was likely to have been lost on these children. Six months later the scenes that they
remembered best were those that had made them the most anxious. A sub-group of
children with abundant aggressive fantasies, (aggressive fantasies are used as a
measure of aggressiveness in this research), had a lower level of moral reasoning,
preferred violent scenes, were less anxious while watching them and had a tendency
to give illogical explanations when describing the behaviour of cartoon characters.

Another study analysed 74 animated movies with a G rating including Snow White
and the Seven Dwarves, The Lion King, Toy Story and The Rug Rats Movie (Yokota and
Thompson, 2000). Reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association, the
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researchers found the range of movies coded had significant amounts of violence in
them and often implied that the good characters were allowed to triumph over bad
using physical force. The researchers warned that parents should not assume that
films were acceptable for young children to watch or should not be monitored just
because they had the ‘G’ rating. Parents, they suggested, should be more proactive
in acting as gatekeepers in what their children are exposed to in television
programmes, on video or at the movies.

4.4.6 Adult mediation and environmental factors

Amy Nathanson and Joanne Cantor (2000) sought to investigate whether active
mediation could help reduce the aggression-promoting effect of violent cartoons on
children. With cartoons such as Woody Woodpecker or Bugs Bunny failing to
demonstrate the negative consequences of violence, thus minimizing (for example,
the pain and suffering of victims), they conducted a controlled study using active
mediation strategy. Showing children a five minute Woody Woodpecker cartoon one
group of children were asked to think about the feelings of a man who was
constantly attacked by the cartoon character because he constantly, though
unintentionally, interrupted the woodpecker’s nap. This simple procedure of
increasing children's fictional involvement with the victims of televised violence, the
researchers found, changed the way the children viewed the characters and the
violence and could easily be used by parents. Children exposed to the active
mediation appeared to see the violence inflicted on a victim was less justified. They
seemed to be able to imagine what the consequences of the violence to the victim
might be rather than identifying with the “attractive and humorous perpetrator of
violence (a condition that encourages the learning of aggression)” (p137). The
researchers also found that mediation prevented boys in particular from
"experiencing an increase in post-viewing aggressive tendencies" (Nathanson and
Cantor, 2000, p136).

Various groups support the role of parental mediation in the viewing habits of
children by either teaching children to decode cartoons, limiting television use,
restricting the purchasing of character spin-off products, or simply finding out about
the content of programmes (in Hudis, 1993; Benham, 2001; Pace, 2000). A California-
based advocacy group “Children Now” has suggested that children’s cartoons
should be rated specifying their age appropriateness and level of violence, sexual
content and adult language (Gardner, 1996) to assist parents making these
judgements. As Jeff Cole, director of UCLA's Center for Communication Policy in
(Benham, 2001) says, animated violence should not be dismissed. Although children
know it is fake, he believes, it can be the worst kind of violence because of its failure
to show the consequences. If this is the case, mediating children’s access to and
engagement with cartoon violence should not only be left to parents and caregivers.
Just as research into child obesity appears to be pointing to the need to change the
social environment so that people can make better food and exercise choices (NZPA,
2003), it would appear that, responsibility on the part of a wide range of broadcast
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stakeholders needs to be taken for the provision of a balanced viewing environment
for children.

Insufficient funding in New Zealand and a so-called market-led economy has led to a
“predominance of imported cartoon material embedded in local programming links”
of TVNZ’s What Now? and TV3’s Sticky TV (Lavaranos, 2003, p9). Lavranos has
pointed out that the heavy diet of foreign children’s cartoons is in stark contrast to
what was available to New Zealand children in the early 1980s with other genres of
drama, crafts, puppets, natural history and science. How New Zealand children in
particular respond to the violence in foreign cartoons has received little attention. But
whether slapstick, tame combat or sinister combat animation - these categories were
used by UCLA in monitoring animated programmes (UCLA, 1996, see UCLA, n.d.) -
it appears that cartoons deserve to be paid as much attention as other genres in
television violence research.

4.4.7 Interactive media

Research into the influence of other media such as music videos, computer games,
cable and the internet, whether seen as separate or as digitally interwoven in what is
known as interactive television, is conceptualised as extending and aggravating a
proven trend established over several decades in relation to television. Thus one
recent meta-analytic review, concerned with media influence on children states:

The newer forms of media have not been adequately studied, but concern is
warranted through the logical extension of earlier research on other media
forms and the amount of time the average child spends with increasingly
sophisticated media.

(Villani, 2001, p1)

Since “earlier research on other media forms” is concentrated mainly on television, it
follows that the kinds of questions asked of the new media tend to mirror the kind of
questions that are asked of television. This assumption is not entirely unwarranted
given the ongoing convergence of media content, but it clearly begs many questions
about the actual relationship between television and other media and obscures the
consideration of medium and format specific effects. Does watching Lara Croft Tomb
Raider on Sky Movie Max have the same impact as playing the computer game or
even watching the same movie in the cinema? If not, what are the significant
differences and what effects flow from these? Can media violence be treated as a
general phenomenon found across a variety of different media or does each medium
have its own kind of effect? Are such effects more or less powerful and more
enduring than television effects? The assumption points to another possible
limitation of the behavioural paradigm. It tends to accept that differences in media
formats and, indeed, genres can be ignored because the content of the media is so
similar. Potter, for example, speaks of a television violence landscape that is common
across drama series, situation comedies, news, movies, talk shows and shows for
children (Potter, op. cit., pp56-59). This assumption of content homogeneity of the
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medium mirrors the assumption of audience homogeneity that has been heavily
criticised by proponents of the Reception Analysis.

Ellen Wartella, a co-principal investigator of the NTVS study, sums up both these
points when she observes that, in relation to children’s television: “...much of the
motivation for this research comes from social concerns about the adoption of new
technologies voiced by parents, educators, the clergy, and social reform groups”, and
asks that more research be done on the ways in which:

...child audiences perceive, appropriate, and negotiate media messages
through the variety of social groups to which they belong, such as the family or
ethnic identity groups. ...[We need] to paint a picture of a much more “able”
child viewer, more competent in coping with violent, sexual, or commercial
content than [“effects”] researchers have described.

(Wartella, 2002)
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5

The Active Audience:

From Object to Subject

One of the key criticisms of the behaviourist paradigm is that it treats audiences as
comparatively homogeneous, always allowing that some groups, e.g. children, are
seen as particularly vulnerable — which is to say different in circumstance, but not in
kind. The assumption of audience homogeneity is perhaps weakest when it
generalises from international studies of violent content on television. For example,
Potter (1999) reports that the United States has the highest rate of violence on
television worldwide with countries such as Great Britain, Korea, Finland, and parts
of Asia showing lower rates. Japan, Australia and Canada’s levels of violence come
close to those of the United States. He continues:

The findings indicate that television shown in all parts of the world contains a
great deal of violence and that this violence usually is portrayed in an antisocial
manner; that is, the portrayals contain many elements that would lead viewers
to experience negative effects.

(Potter, 1999, p59)

The possibility that the same levels of violence (or even what counts as violent) may
be interpreted differently by audiences in different cultures seems to be ruled out by
this conclusion. The Reception Analysis, most strongly associated with research in
the UK, takes the opposite view of the relationship between the media and audience:

The British tradition, then, is to argue for “influences” rather than “causal
effects”, however indirect. It suggests that the viewer is not passive but
interacts with the screen and what is seen.... the audience is considered not to
be a homogeneous group but to be made up of groups of individuals with
various experiences.

(ITC, 1998)

If the assumption of audience homogeneity is set aside in this manner, it follows that
the media cannot be considered as homogeneous either. The media are responded to,
by audiences, in different ways and it is only through selective use, selective
attention and selective perception that influence occurs. What emerges is a broadly
phenomenological approach, in which television (and other media) is viewed as a
distinct realm of experience, the consumption of which is structured by the location
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or place of the viewer or the audience, within non-media realms of experience arising
from everyday life, such as home, work and community.

Viewers placed at the intersection of these realms interpret media content — even the
same content - in a variety of ways. They construct meaning in different ways under
different circumstances. If, in the behaviourist paradigm, viewers are blank slates, in
the active audience paradigm they are “meaning makers” who, consciously or
unconsciously, edit their own consumption. Different kinds of viewers from different
backgrounds perceive and interpret content differently, depending, for example, on
the dramatic context and the identity of the perpetrators and victims. What is often
treated as the fundamental definition of violence in content analysis — objective or
direct physical action — is revealed through viewers” accounts to be a multi-layered,
subjective phenomenon.

The active audience paradigm received its most extensive exploration in studies that
began to question the validity of content analysis, which even in the case of
Gerbner’s work (1967-1989 — see Chapter 2) remained fundamentally quantitative. In
essence, the emphasis was to restructure the study of content in order to bring out
the qualitative dimensions of audience experience. Much of the work here, as already
pointed out, emerged out of the effort to refine studies that remained within the
precincts of the behavioural paradigm. Modifications led in time to a new emphasis
on the role of audience interpretation in the flow of influence.

The most substantial research contribution to this development was conducted by
the Centre for Communication Policy at UCLA over a three-year period from 1994.
Under the leadership of Jeffrey Cole it tackled the issues of context and the
deficiencies of count surveys by undertaking qualitative analysis of television
violence, while still operating within the broad framework of the behavioural effects
paradigm.

5.1 The UCLA study: Design

The study, to monitor all television, and in particular broadcast network television,
was requested by Senator Paul Simon and the four broadcast networks, ABC, CBS,
Fox and NBC. Over 3,000 hours of television were monitored in a television season
each year and included every series, television movie, theatrical film shown on
television, children's programme, special and advertisement. Some programmes
were purposely omitted such as the news, late night programming and talk shows.

While claiming not to need a “precise definition” but rather a “contextual
framework”, UCLA's definition of violence (“the act of, attempt at, physical threat of,
or the consequences of, physical force”) includes inanimate objects and images. The
researchers made it clear that the report that they undertook was not an effects study.
They acknowledged that effects research provided them with important background
information and that they were aware that television violence was a potential
danger. However they emphasised that the UCLA study was a content analysis of
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television, with a focus on programming, which “may raise concerns with regard to
violence” (UCLA, n.d.). Building on the qualitative analyses of Gerbner's studies
UCLA assessed every scene in detail to see whether it conformed to their definition
of violence. They purposely used a broad definition to include sports violence,
cartoon violence, and slapstick violence, though verbal threats were deemed to be of
secondary importance. Because they felt that not all violence was the same, the
focus was not on counting the number of acts of violence but analysing the context in
which these acts took place. In their words “the issue is not the mere presence of
violence but the nature of the violence and the context in which it occurs” (UCLA,
n.d.).

Highly trained students were responsible for coding the acts of violence on the
television programme sample and these were recorded on scene sheets. Based on the
broad definition of the study the students filled out scene sheets for any act of
violence. Once a week the entire staff of the project reviewed the programmes that
had been coded. On some occasions reporters, writers, producers, television
executives, academics and members of advocacy groups attended these meetings as
observers.

The programmes would be discussed with the specific purpose of deciding whether
or not they raised concerns about television violence. The programmes had the
potential to be placed in three categories: 1) those that contained no violence; 2) those
that raised no concern because of the appropriateness of the violence in the context of
the story; and 3) those that raised concerns because of the inappropriateness of the
violence in the context of the story. Scenes of violence were noted and details of how
they were set in the programme were also highlighted. For example, this included
what came immediately before, what were the consequences, whether the scene was
necessary to tell the story or to develop the character, whether the violence in the
scene needed to be as long as it was, and whether the act of violence was
contextually appropriate.

In the study the researchers outlined ten basic judgements which would help the
reader understand the monitoring process and the decisions that were made. These
were:

1. There is no such thing as an accident in fictional programming. Everything is
created by a screenwriter, and a director decides how to depict the “accident”
with camera angles, music and level of graphicness.

2. Violence is important in character and plot development to establish the bad
guy as the bad guy.

Audiences like to see the bad guy “get it good”.

Time slots make a difference and networks need to be responsible and to take
into account when children are watching.

5. For context to have an impact, consequences or punishment must occur within
the specific episode. If a consequence for an act is shown several episodes later
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there is no guarantee that the viewer who watched the violent act initially will
be watching to see it punished a week or months later.

6.  Advisories do what they are intended to do and aged-based content labels
probably will also. The researchers state that they would like to see advisories
used more often and more consistently and perhaps published ahead of time.

7. Music is a very important part of context. Music has the ability to tell the
viewer about what they are watching. It can cue to warn or reassure the
viewer. It can trivialise the seriousness of the violence or make it seem
acceptable or exciting.

8.  Cinematic techniques can also affect the context of violence such as slow
motion, blurring techniques and fast editing to convey chaos and the horror of
violence or to aggravate it and increase concerns.

9. “Pseudo” guns are only slightly better than real guns, if at all. Although a
character may use a futuristic ray gun, children can still imitate the act by
grabbing his or her parents’ real gun. The researchers treated all guns as real.

10. “Real” reality is given more latitude than re-creations. There is a proviso
however that real footage needs responsible editing.

These judgement criteria reflect the same issues that have emerged from effects
studies and which the NTVS and the BSC studies have tried to incorporate into their
contextual frameworks (for example, the concerns about justification and
punishment, “good” and “bad” characters, the role of weapons, the impact of
production effects). What is different is the insistence that nothing is an “accident”.
Both The NTVS and the BSC studies regard character intentionality as critical in the
evaluation of violence. For the NTVA study, accidents have to be removed.

In addition to the above operating premises, whether a programme’s use of violence
was contextually appropriate was determined through the application of no less than
fourteen criteria. The researchers emphasized that no one factor determined whether
a programme did or did not raise concern about the levels of violence. All the
criteria were weighed together and each programme treated uniquely. For example,
while Beavis and Butt-Head used an advisory and ran after 10.30pm, a similar
animated programme such as The Simpsons, which screened at 8pm, without an
advisory, was treated separately.

The 14 criteria under which a programme was scrutinized were comprehensive and
included the time a programme was shown, if an advisory was used, whether
violence was integral to the story, how graphic or realistic the violence was, who was
involved, what weapons were used and what percentage of violent scenes made up
the show. No programme could be declared a problem without the director of the
centre making a direct ruling. The researchers indicated there was often lengthy
discussion on various issues before any such ruling was made.
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5.2 The UCLA findings

Three reports made up the study spanning 1994 to 1997. Because of the detail of the
research and the resulting depth of material, this assessment highlights just some of
the findings in the UCLA study over that time period. Network television was
divided into six areas for analysis and some of the programmes it highlighted are
listed below.

Television series. The number of television series that raised frequent concerns in
their dealing with violence reduced over the three year period - from nine in 1995,
five in 1996 and only two in 1997. One of the programmes that raised frequent
concerns was Walker Texas Ranger, particularly because the fight scenes were
“excessively long and graphic”. Guns and explosions with fight scenes involving
head injuries were evident in several Walker made-for-television movies and often
the use of slow motion extended and enhanced the violence. The X-files was
commended for portraying violence as an evil in need of containment with the two
protagonists having a strong aversion to violence. However the researchers felt the
show frequently over-stepped the mark in creating uneasiness in the viewer.
Examples include one episode about poltergeists, where the audience see a father
graphically flailing while hanging by his tie on a garage door opener and another
episode where an evil plastic surgeon tortures and kills his patients through methods
such as liposuctioning them to death. Interestingly, America’s Funniest Home Videos
also raised concern because they “merely decontextualised violence as humour”.
The compilation of video clips sent in by viewers was taken out of context and
included exaggerated sound effects and camera shots of the audience laughing as
people were seen in painful and harmful situations. The researchers felt that the
programme trivialised violence and its effects. However, by the time they monitored
this programme again in the 1996/1997 report, the researchers felt that the
programme had changed and very little problematic material existed. Shows that
were commended for their treatment of violence included NYPD Blue, ER, Under
Suspicion, The Commish, Law and Order, and Picket Fences. Although they
included scenes of violence they were not overly graphic and the scenes were
relevant to the story.

Television specials. This was the only area that was worse at the end of the three
years. This deterioration related mostly to television reality specials featuring real or
re-created footage, which included graphic scenes of death and disaster, whether
police shoot-outs, car chases or animal attacks. The researchers labelled some of the
nature programmes as “Animal Shockumentaries” because of the alarming scenes
they included. For example, When Animals Attack or Shark Week, while still classed
as documentaries contained some terrifying footage. Programmes such at The
World's Scariest Police Chases reminded researchers of Gerbner's theory of the
creation of a scary world through the television. The trend towards these types of
programmes and the high ratings that were achieved alarmed the researchers.

Made-for-television movies. The number of movies raising concern was almost the
same with 14 per cent in 1995, 10 per cent in 1996 and 12 per cent in 1997. Among
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those raising concern was Alien Nation where aliens came from outer space and
integrated into society. The researchers felt this programme was more about action
than anything else and included fistfights, guns and explosions. Another made-for-
television mini-series was Scarlett, the long-awaited sequel to Gone with the Wind.
While the initial episodes had low amounts of violence, the final two hours included
some of the most graphic and explicit scenes of violence viewed on television that
season including rape and the aftermath of a stabbing. The explicitness of this went
far beyond what the story required, the researchers said.

Theatrical films on television. These are made for a different medium and are
retrofitted for broadcast television. In its first year the study recognised this area as
being the most problematic with 42 per cent of films in 1995 raising concern.
However the figures improved in 1996 dropping to 29 per cent and with an
insignificant rise to 30 per cent in 1997. Examples of those movies that raised concern
were Under Siege, Ghost and Home Alone 2. Under Siege had over 50 scenes of
violence including gruesome detailed shootings and stabbings. While the film Ghost
did not have many scenes of violence, the final scene showing the bad guy falling
through a broken window and being impaled by a large piece of glass was
considered unnecessary because its editing would not have interfered with the
integrity of the story. The children’s movie Home Alone 2 also came in for criticism.
A young boy, played by actor Macauley Culkin, devised various ways to torture two
robbers who broke into his family’s home. While some may consider the movie a
child’s fantasy, the researchers felt it was sadistic. Although the violence is not
considered realistic, the researchers felt it sent messages that to hit a person over the
head with a crowbar is funny.

On-air promotions. On-air promotions showed the most improvement since the
1994-1995 season. The study showed that promos were often out of context, shown in
inappropriate time periods and included the most compressed and intense scenes of
violence. However it noted the efforts by the networks to reduce the number of on-
air promotions featuring only scenes of violence from a television series; those
promoting theatrical films, while still full of action, had fewer scenes of violence.
However the promos for live-action reality specials still raised considerable issues of
concern.

Children's television on Saturday mornings. Children’s television on Saturday
mornings showed a drop in the number of programmes featuring “sinister combat
violence” (such as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles or X-Men) from seven in 1995 to
four in both 1996 and 1997. Cartoons such as Bugs Bunny and Tweety Show showed
slapstick violence which concerned the researchers. Acceptable cartoons included
Ace Ventura whose main character rarely inflicted harm on his enemies and Brand
Spanking New Doug which had little violence but promoted pro-social messages.

While this study intensively examined broadcast network television, UCLA also
viewed other television sources including cable television (which it found to contain
more explicit programming than seen on the networks), public television (which
raised virtually no concerns about violence), local independent stations (which
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included a number of programmes which raised concern such as Xena Warrior
Princess and Real Stories of the Highway Patrol), video rental and video games
played on television (which have a wide range of content from violent to non-
violent).

Monitoring television over a three-year period enabled the researchers to establish a
meaningful baseline from which to make conclusions about violence on television -
the amount, type and level. The researchers made considerable effort to emphasise
that their study was not a quantitative count because of its contextual nature. They
pointed out that their broad definition might result in the counting of a high number
of violent scenes in a programme. However this was superseded by the contextual
nature of the research which focused on whether the violence raised concern.
Examples they gave include situation comedies such as Home Improvement or Third
Rock from the Sun, which might tally up a number of scenes of ‘violence’, but its
nature and context might categorise them as not raising concern. Equally examples
where violence may be appropriate to a story such as Schindler's List or the
television series M*A*S*H do not raise concerns.

The UCLA studies (1994-1997) are the most substantial example of a qualitative
content analysis available. Rather than providing a count of violence, the methods
deployed focused on the salience of violence rather than simply recording its
frequency. In this manner it was possible to develop a formula for deciding whether
a show was a matter for public concern. The methodology aimed to be extremely
thorough and consistent in the amount of criteria it examined in determining the
level of concern about how violent a programme might be. One of its advantages was
that programmes from the same series could be assessed over the three years and
any changes in the way violence was treated were noted. Full discussion of each
programme was deemed necessary before any decision was made as to how serious
a concern was held by the researchers in its portrayal of violence. However, in
looking at the example above of necessary violence to tell a story, it leaves open the
question as to whether the showing of such violence, appropriate or not, might still
have a negative effect on some viewers rather than others. The researchers
commended shows which they felt dealt well with violence because of the context in
which it was shown. These included the “high-quality drama” of NYPD Blue,
Chicago Hope, ER, Homicide and Law and Order. Again, what one viewer sees as
high-quality drama may be very disturbing to another and there may be cultural
differences in people’s responses. In spite of the thorough discussion that
surrounded the decision making about programmes, the researchers’ decisions must
still be seen as subjective.

The researchers commented that monitoring so many thousands of hours of
television helped them to gain an overall impression of the television medium. Even
after the first report they felt that the broadcasting world had “begun to get the
message about television violence” and this was reflected in the fact that there
appeared to be fewer scenes of disturbing violence in mini-series, for example,
compared to theatrical movies. Rather than graphically showing knives and bullets
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entering the body, the networks seem to have a policy of only showing the victim
after the shooting or stabbing.

The researchers viewed the monitoring process as not only an academic study but
also a public policy project and it appears that during the course of the research the
results created an understanding between the television industry and the researchers
which prompted positive action.  That is, during the study period, the UCLA
research team met regularly with network executives to discuss their findings and to
look at ways to improve areas of concern over violence, to which the networks,
according to the results in the UCLA report, responded. The UCLA Center for
Communication Policy has since moved one to a project assessing the evolution and
impact of computers and the Internet.

The UCLA study is useful for other countries like New Zealand to look at because
they, too, broadcast many of the programmes that were assessed. The study can
therefore highlight areas of enquiry that may not have been considered or
understood by others.

The UCLA and NTVS studies were contemporaneous and both found that there had
been little or no change in the overall levels of violence on TV. Both studies began
with similar beliefs about the impact of television violence and have similar
prescriptions around how that impact can be minimalised. Because of the work they
did with the networks, UCLA presents a more hopeful outlook for the future than
does NTVS which worked at arm’s length.
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6

Evolving a New Paradigm:

Reception as Cultural Production

6.1 Broadening audience studies in the UK

The monumental UCLA study discussed in the previous chapter did not stand alone,
it drew on a sub-current of studies, largely drawing on models derived from social
psychology, that attempted to bring interpretation back into the assessment of
content.

6.1.1 Forerunner studies

The most detailed analysis of the limitations of the behaviourist paradigm was Barrie
Gunter’s Dimensions of Television Violence (Gunter, 1985). For the purposes of
synopsis it is useful to look at a single study. Barrie Gunter and Adrian Furnham, in
their study of viewers’ perception of television violence challenged Gerbner’s
cultivation research on the grounds that it was inconsistent (Gunter & Furnham,
1984). On the one hand, Gerbner and his associates have denied that their content-
analytic method is concerned with audience reactions and yet on the other they
continued to draw inferences about the psychological impact of television violence
on audiences with the introduction of concepts such as resonance and the frightened
viewer. Using a panel of respondents who viewed selected violent materials, this
study found, firstly, that the subjects exhibited less extreme or serious behavioural
responses to fictional as opposed to factual portrayals. This finding was consistent
with other studies that showed viewers tended to discount violence if it was clearly
seen as fictional.

Secondly, it was found that the actual type of weapon used — guns as contrasted to
knives — influenced the level of disturbance that respondents felt. The level of
disturbance was also influenced by programme type — with knives being seen as
most violent in British crime-drama series and shootings as the most violent in
Westerns. This indicated that cultural proximity and genre could influence the
perception of seriousness. Third, the respondents’ perception of the seriousness of
violence depended on their self-ascribed style of aggression. Verbally aggressive
respondents tended to find violence in British crime-drama settings more disturbing
than self-styled physical aggressors. The authors concluded: “..(I)t is evident .. that
ordinary viewers make highly differentiated judgements about violent portrayals...”
(Gunter & Furnham, 1984, p1).
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Another study that addressed the Gerbner approach, and suggested the importance
of context, was undertaken by Finnish researchers (Mustonen & Pulkkinen, 1993).
Observing that Gerbner’s content analysis methodology had been widely used for
international comparisons, these researchers noted that there were differences in the
units of measurement that different studies deployed in following Gerbner’s basic
approach. In their view, this inconsistency at the level of implementation only
compounded a fundamental weakness of content analysis - that it provides a count
of violent acts without considering the interpretation and reactions of the audience.
Such a weakness was considered to be particularly critical when cross-cultural
comparisons are sought, even if the same definitions and measures of violence are
used. Studies of audience reactions indicate that the salience of a particular
aggressive act varies widely between cultures. In Japan, for example, the suffering of
victims is emphasised, while this is rarely the case in Western drama.

The authors state that their key aim is “to broaden the analysis of television content
in an ethnographic direction”. Setting aside the Gerbner definition of violence as an
objective, externally undertaken, physical act, the authors define aggression on TV
“as any action causing or attempting to cause physical or psychological harm to
oneself, another person, animal or inanimate object, intentionally or accidentally”.
This definition implies that viewers were prone to make psychological inferences
about the visual manifestation of violent behaviour. To catch this interpretive
activity, a system for coding content that measures the salience of TV aggression
rather than merely counting incidents was developed. The salience of an aggressive
act, its perceived brutality, was measured on a Likert 5-point scale. Brutality was
seen as varying according to:

(a) the programme context - different stylistic combinations, atmosphere,
theme and degree of perceived realism;

(b) the justification of aggression - defensive or altruistic aggression is
interpreted as milder than offensive, intentional or sadistic aggression;

(c) the techniques of dramatisation or the manner in which violence is
presented.

The place of a particular aggressive act on the three dimensions of context,
justification and dramatisation provides an index of brutality. This index can be
related, in turn, on the basis of existing research literature, to the kinds of inferences
viewers make in judging the acceptability or unacceptability of a violent act. Coding
a content sample from Finnish television, the authors found that, overall, the rate of
aggressive acts per programme hour was 3.5 per programme for all programmes and
5.6 per hour in fictional programmes. Although Finnish programmes dominated the
sample, the rate of aggression was heavily concentrated in foreign, particularly
American, programmes.

The authors found there was no connection between the popularity of programmes
and the level of aggression, despite the fact that producers seem to believe that
aggression is the key to popularity. The authors noted that their expansive definition
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of violence was likely to increase the Finnish score, but the implication was that were
other cross-cultural studies to use the same measure then the already high counts of
physical violence would be higher. At the same time the increase in violent counts
was based on a qualitative judgement which could indicate that the numeric value of
a count needed to be distinguished from its cultural and social significance. Counting
acts did not provide a meaningful indication of the social function of violence, which
was culturally specific. The significance of this study rests less on its findings which
the authors admit are not really generalisable to existing Gerbner method based
studies, than on its attempt to relate the intensity of violence to subjective factors and
audience interpretation. The study is interesting in that it attempts, like the NTVS
and UCLA studies, to bring the audience back into the picture as an active
interpreter of content. In this it is closer to the British tradition.

6.1.2 Stirling work

An example of ethnographic approaches is to be found in the series of studies
undertaken by the Stirling University Research Centre on behalf of Broadcasting
Standards Commission in the UK (Stirling, 1998, see Broadcasting Standards
Commission, 1998). The latest of these studies, Men Viewing Violence, deploys like the
tirst, Women Viewing Violence, focus group methodology in order to elicit how
subjects respond to and interpret televised violence. In both studies gender was a
central factor in the constructing focus groups. But such groups were further
organised by socio-economic class, age, ethnicity and previous experience of actual
violence. In Men Viewing Violence, selected subjects were shown examples of fictional
and factual programming — soap opera, television drama, sport and Hollywood
films. Amongst some of the results, it was found that the more realistic a violent
depiction was the greater the impact it had on the viewer group. The perception of
realism was complex, depending on the difference between the perceived target
audience and the ethnicity and gender of the dramatis personae or kind of genre
considered; the match between the respondent’s own experience of violence and the
way the violence was represented in specific programmes — Hollywood movies were
particularly seen as lacking credibility. Such findings indicate that the content of
violent scenes cannot be separated from their dramatic embedding or from the wider
context of viewer experience as kinds of persons.

6.1.3 Leeds United

A more recent body of research, that confirms the active role of the audience in
relation to violent content, was undertaken by the Centre for Media Research at the
University of Leeds. The published account of this research, which was
commissioned by a collaborative industry group of the BBC, Broadcasting Standards
Commission, Channel Four Television, Channel Five Broadcasting, The Independent
Television, the ITV Association and British Sky Broadcasting, appeared in 2000
(Morrison, 2000).
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Twelve focus groups of eight respondents each were selected demographically to
represent the age, gender and social grade distribution in the population at large.
Since the purpose of the study was ethnographic - to find out how audiences defined
and evaluated television violence - selection within the demographic categories was
not random but was targeted to individuals who had characteristics or experiences
that would give them a particular insight into the nature of violence and how it
might be defined. Individual groups were composed of people with a common
characteristic, for example, young men with an experience of violence, young women
with an experience of violence, World War Two veterans, older women with a fear of
violence, parents with young children, and Cable and Satellite viewers who
subscribed to film channels. From a review of focus group transcripts, three
evaluations of fictional violence were detected:

1. Playful violence — violent actions that are clearly staged and set in an
exaggerated or unreal setting which is associated with a recognised genre.

2. Depicted violence — marked by the attempt, by means of cinematic devices such
as close-ups and graphic detailing, to show violence as it might occur in real life
settings.

3. Authentic violence — violence that is set in a world that the viewer recognises as
everyday, with actions and scenes that involve ordinary people e.g. domestic
violence.

(Morrison, et al., 1999, p4)

In the programmes shown to the respondents, these forms of violence were often
found to be intermingled, and in talking about them respondents appeared to be
operating with a kind of calculus of the seriousness of what was seen. This calculus
was intertwined with notions of fairness.

The primary definer of a depicted action as violent was its relation to codes of
conduct governing everyday life. An act on screen was deemed violent if a similar
act occurring in real life would be perceived as a breach of widely accepted moral
codes. Respondents, for example reported that “grassing”, or snitching on someone,
was unacceptable in any circumstances. Punching could be acceptable in some
circumstances. Beating up a snitch would be an example of acceptable behaviour,
with unfortunate consequences perhaps, but essentially fair and deserved.

Given the exercise of this primary moral economy, in which fairness defined what
was or was not violent, the realism of the scene determined the perceived seriousness
of what occurred, thus influencing viewer reactions to what was viewed. Since most
respondents had not encountered violence in everyday life, ideas about the realism
of violence on screen were strongly influenced by previous screen depictions. The
interaction of fairness and realism in forming judgements and reactions to violent
content, indicated that, for these respondents, violence was not an objective or
uniform category, defined by a specific kind of act, with a uniform effect. Rather,
television violence was a complex subjective phenomenon, whose seriousness
depended on the dramatic context in which it was placed and on the kinds of prior
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understandings that respondents brought to the context of viewing. David
Buckingham in his study of children and violence reached a similar conclusion (see
Buckingham, in Barker & Petley, 1997, p40).

6.1.4 UK Broadcasting Standards Commission

The broad findings of the Leeds Group, along with other commissioned research into
audience-based perceptions of violence, now form the basis of the monitoring of
broadcast content in the United Kingdom. The background to this shift is interesting
because it raises once again the adequacy of content analytic approaches to television
violence. The BSC (Broadcasting Standards Commission), the statutory body for
standards and fairness in broadcasting, is charged with the responsibility for
monitoring, researching, and reporting on these standards. In order to achieve this,
it has consistently monitored levels of violence on terrestrial television through
content analysis, beginning in 1993.

In 1997, 1998, 1999, and 2001 (but not 2000), findings were based on two seven-day
blocks of prime-time programming. Each was collected as a composite block of a
different day in each week over seven weeks (see Jones & Carter, 1959). So, for
example, the 2001 data was collected between 30 March to 5 May, and again from 8
September to 26 October. In this way, the project’s aim was to provide a “snapshot”
of changes over time. On the selected days, all programming between 1730 hours
and midnight was recorded across Britain’s five terrestrial channels: BBC1, BBC2,
ITV, Channel 4, and Channel 5. No programmes were omitted from the overall
study. Until 1996, the analysis of content was primarily quantitative using
researcher-based categories.

From 1996 the University of Sheffield provided monitoring reports to the now
combined BSC/ITC consortium under a modified violence definition
(Communications Research Group, 1998). All monitoring reports since this have
used this definition, which is consistent with the NTVS definitions, although it
excludes the “talking about violence” option (Gunter & Harrison, 1998, Gunter et al,
2003). The definition of violence as stated in the 2002 report was: “...any action of
physical force, with or without a weapon, used against oneself or another person,
where there is an intent to harm, whether carried through or merely attempted and
whether the action caused injury or not”.

However, with each subsequent report, the BSC has noted flaws when they occur,
and have provided additional research when necessary. This means that its
methodology has developed over the years, taking the more traditional content
analysis definition and including key audience driven elements. It found this was
necessary in order to take account of changing public attitudes and perceptions
toward violence on television over the years. Following the publication of the 1997
findings, it was decided that the operating definition of violence was inadequate and
it was decided to conduct research into viewer definitions of violence. The focus of
the research (as exemplified in the work done at Leeds, reported above) now shifted
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towards a consideration of how audiences viewed violence, and audience-driven
measures were included from 1999 onwards. As the definition developed, it was
then divided into three audience-driven categories:

1. Accidental violence: where violence is unintentional or caused by accidents or
natural disasters.

2. Aggression: violence comprising the intentional (sizeable) destruction of
inanimate objects.

3. Intentional interpersonal: where violence against people is intended. This is
regarded as the most serious form of violence.
(Broadcasting Standards Commission, 2002)

Basing content analysis on these definitions, the researchers were able to provide a
monitoring of changes in violence portrayal across the years 1997 to 2001. However,
they emphasise that their study offers a snapshot of television at those particular
times as opposed to an overall representation. This is particularly striking in terms
of news recording (which was included in the study) around the time of the
September 11 events.

While they did provide content analysis of television violence across the five
channels, they did not consider these findings as fully comparable because, for
example, “...Channel 5 shows by far the highest rate of violence scenes, due to the
high proportion of films in its scheduling...” (Broadcasting Standards Commission,
2002). However, this does still demonstrate that some channels show more violence
than others. It was also important, as they noted in the 1999 report, that audiences’
attitudes towards factual violence (having a “legitimate place in broadcasting
because it reflected reality”) differed from their attitudes towards fictional violence,
such as the films shown on Channel 5. This would affect audience perceptions across
the 5 channels if some broadcast more fiction genres than others. The principal
findings of the Leeds BSC study included.

1.  News constituted 24 per cent (i.e. almost a quarter) of all violence monitored in
2001, with the events of September 11 and the related aftermath impacting on
the figures. This is a huge increase from 1999 (8.3%) and 1998 (3.6%). The
researchers attributed the 1999 increase to the news reporting on events in
Kosovo. The 2001 snapshot of violence shown on television therefore shows a
high incidence of violence in the news, more depiction of property damage,
more violence contextualised by terrorism, and more violence motivated by
ideals, beliefs, or religion. Some studies exclude news because of the way it
inflates counts of violence. The researchers explain their decision to include
news reporting by emphasising that their study offers a snapshot of television
at those particular times.

The researchers also acknowledged that simply omitting the news would be
difficult, as the increase in television violence due to September 11 events
cannot be restricted to this genre alone. This was reflected by an increase in
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violence contextualised by crime and terrorism across a wide range of
programme genres. This also created quantitative problems, for example, 2001
monitoring showed a marked increase in violence in children’s programmes.
However, this was because the sample included “Newsround”, a children’s
news programme. The figures for the sample of children’s programmes were
therefore limited by the fact that the analysis did not begin until 1730 hours and
so not such a representational sample of children’s programming was collected.

2. Although accounting overall for a small proportion of violence in 2001, there
was some increase from previous years in the number of scenes of violence in
light entertainment. For example, the 1999 sample showed an average of 2.2
scenes of violence per hour, while in 2001 this had increased to 3.7 scenes of
violence per hour. The number of violent scenes per hour had also steadily
increased in film. In contrast, however, 2001 showed an overall decline on
previous years in terms of violence rates in drama.

3. Using the audience-driven categories for coding violence in the 2002 report,
researchers found that “aggression” had increased over the years 1997 to 2002,
while over the same period “accidental” violence had declined. Intentional
interpersonal violence remained fairly stable over the sampling period but still
made up the majority of violence scenes shown on television. In 2001, for
example, 11 per cent of television violence scenes were aggression, 18 per cent
accidental, and 71 per cent intentional interpersonal. This latter result was
important because through audience research it was discovered that the types
of scenes most likely to be considered violent were those which depicted
interpersonal violence. The audience’s perception was also that this type of
violence was more “relevant”.

4. Where fiction (which for this prime-time analysis means comedy, soap operas,
drama and film) shows scenes of violence, these have, over the years, tended to
depict more realistic violence. The analysis showed this had been an increasing
trend across all the monitored years. In the 2001 sample, 70 per cent of violence
scenes were realistically depicted, compared with 1999 (68%), 1998 (62%), and
1997 (66%). This trend however only held true for soap opera, drama, and film.
The realistic depiction of comic violence has remained fairly stable from 1997 to
2001.

The researchers also looked at the type of violence shown in drama and film,
and found that crime-related violence scenes have almost doubled in 2001
compared to 1999 (377 against 198). This is despite the fact that the total
number of drama and film programmes has remained unchanged.

5. USA programmes (primarily film) continued to portray more scenes of violence
than UK productions. In 2001, for example, UK productions had an average of
4.4 scenes of violence per hour, while USA productions averaged 8.2 scenes of
violence per hour.
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According to the researchers, this sample shows that the gap is narrowing, as earlier
samples showed USA programming consisting of more than double the rates of UK
programming. Again, the researchers acknowledged this change in trend is
“...affected by (British) news programmes classified as domestic UK productions”,
taking September 11 news reporting into account.

This series of “snapshots” of violence in prime-time viewing over a five-year period,
allowed the researchers to conduct content analysis and to monitor trends over this
five-year period. It is interesting that they modified their methodology to better suit
changing audience perceptions. The huge impact of September 11 events provided
an interesting conflict of quantitative results falling into a new (and full-of-violence)
context. Their results show that September 11 news reporting filtered through to
children’s programming and fiction genres as well, affecting the level of violence
scenes overall (BSC, 2002).

6.2 Revisiting the active audience

One outcome of the British research was the recognition that viewers’ reactions to
violent depictions depended on the kinds of expectations and understandings they
bring to the viewing situation. The BSC research groups, in particular, took the step
of making content analysis categories viewer driven rather than constructed by
academic researchers. In its totality, the search for viewer-based definitions of
violence indicated:

1. A very important, if not the important factor, is the governing perception of the
fictional or factual status (modality) of what is viewed. Viewers” approach to
interpretation and evaluation was guided by this prior appraisal of modality.

2. The level of identification of the audience with content, regardless of its modality
status, was based on “location, clothing, a feeling of contemporaneity, or
recognition of cultural and other features”.

3. The perception that techniques and effects derived from the production of fiction
should not used be in factual programming. Such effects were perceived as
gratuitous, indicating that viewers set clear boundaries on what is appropriate or
inappropriate in the presentation of factual material.

4. The degree of empathy for the victim and/or the perpetrator exerted a key
influence over the way a violent scene is perceived.

5. The acceptability of violent imagery was related to the viewer’s own experiences,
particularly in terms of the perceived vulnerability of the self to the actions and
incidents depicted.

(Independent Television Commission, 1998)

Not only does the study of what actual members of the audience think about media
content raise issues about the pervasive “brutalising” influence of violent depictions,
it also reveals that audiences judge the appropriateness of what is seen in terms of its
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degree of gratuitousness, which relates to the perception of its “realism”. They take
in other words, a distanced stance to content, rather than being overwhelmed by it.

If the active audience paradigm offers a more subtle account of the role of the
audience, it has its own limitations. Some of these are methodological. First, the
preferred format of inquiry in active audience studies is the focus group. Individuals
within the group are expected to comment or offer opinions on a selected sample of
media content. This method, if well handled, is capable of producing ethnographic
insights — ethnographic meaning the unforced collection of observations from
individuals about how they perceive themselves, others and the world. But it cannot
produce law-like generalisations about causality. Second, active audience research
tends to be focused on individual differences, even if these are formed through the
recording of group interaction. Its insights are often rich in meaning but the
typicality of the responses remains uncertain even when linked to objective measures
(Walters & Zwaga, 2001).

Finally, although such research debunks the myth of audience passivity, it is open to
the opposite fault of overrating the degree to which audiences exercise an
independent judgement in deciding what to watch and what it means. Thus focus
group accounts whilst seeming “natural” often place subjects in the unusual role of
media critics. Whilst some may be good at this (and how typical are they?), others
may simply draw on general ideas about the media which may in themselves have
been taken from media commentary. What appears as independent thought, may in
fact disguise deeper conceptual dependency (Buckingham, 2000). Such a
dependency goes beyond the fact that media products are extensively promoted and
publicised before the audience gets to see them, so the audience arrives with an
agenda for interpretation (Wernick, 1992). It also refers to the fact that in the
contemporary situation of media saturation, the media not only reflect everyday
experiences but also do so in a heightened and compact form not encountered in
everyday life (Abercrombie & Longhurst, 2000). The media are not just a form of
experience to set against everyday life experiences, they may be a unique and desired
form of experience in their own right, providing sights and sounds that literally
cannot be found elsewhere. For these reasons, it is not entirely certain that audiences
are completely independent of the media in judging programme quality. To a degree,
in considering matters beyond personal taste - matters of citizenship, community
values and public identity - audiences are dependent on the media to understand
and formulate responses to what cannot be experienced directly (DeFleur & Ball-
Rokeach, 1989).

Reception analysis is designed to correct the overvaluation of the notion of freedom
of choice found in the active audience paradigm. The task for reception analysis is to
produce a synthetic account, which locates audience behaviour in the larger
historical and cultural context of social and interpersonal relationships. It is this
enlarged context that different kinds of audience encounter and interpret media texts
according to their social position, education and opportunities. Choice is not an
entirely free act but is constrained by the social processes that make the viewer a
kind of person in a kind of social setting which sets certain values on aspects of
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identity, such as gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age, class and nationality.
Media texts, in turn, are designed to address audience members as certain kinds of
individuals with race, class and gendered qualities. Audiences exercise choice, but
not in circumstances of their own choosing.

The production of meaning from a given content is a complex process of
social negotiation in which the media are just one voice amongst many. Not
all voices are equal of course, and the purpose of the research is to identify
which voices are pre-eminent in the formation of interpretations and
attitudes, without a presuming that the media or the social context are
paramount.

(Buckingham, 2000, 111)

A recent international study is interesting in this regard. Keith Roe from the Catholic
University of Leuven, Belgium, conducted an investigation into studies of media use
amongst children in various European countries (2000). Studies he cited showed
significant national differences, such as British children developing a greater interest
in visual culture than their Dutch counterparts, as well as striking similarities
between some countries such as Flanders, Germany and Sweden where television
held a dominant position in the media activities of 6 to 17 year olds and these young
people spent more time with PCs and computer/console games than with print
media. However Roe sought a more sociologic perspective in looking at adolescents’
media use, as he was wary about making generalisations based on nationality alone.
From his review of the literature he concluded that there were a number of
mediating factors essential in discussing adolescents” media use. These included age,
gender, ethnicity, socio-economic background, level of cognitive development,
educational achievement and school commitment. He related findings from several
studies and in particular noted a link between school variables and the use of socially
devalued video content, particularly that featuring explicit violence. For example,
early Swedish studies, he said, concluded that home viewing of violent films was
especially characteristic of underachieving schoolboys. Roe’s own Flemish
longitudinal study suggested that heavy users of computer games not only tend to be
males from lower socio-economic backgrounds, but also are heavy VCR users who
prefer violent and horror films (Roe & Mujis, 1995, 1997). In another study he
conducted, Roe (2000b) indicated a relationship between parental socio-economic
status and young people’s media use. For example, the higher the educational status
of the mother in particular, the less time children spent with the electronic media and
the more culturally legitimate their media preferences tended to be. This factor in
particular indicates the important role that parents have in children’s media
exposure and suggests that more responsibility taken on their behalf could alter
potential media effects on the family.

A Swedish study highlighted the fact that those with a criminal background believed
that the media influenced their behaviour. On behalf of the National Council for
Crime Prevention and the Council on Media Violence in Swe