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PAUL MESSARIS
Parents, Children, and Television

This essay, like many others, is concerned with the effects of television on
children, but what is different is the consideration of the role of parent within
child-medium interaction. Paul Messaris deals with some intriguing issues such
as the role of television in shaping our perceptions of reality and the role of
parents in shaping our perceptions of television reality. Think of your early
childhood experiences with this medium. How did you learn to distinguish
the make-believe from the real, the commercial from the program, the drama
from the news? Can you remember at what age? Are you still sometimes
unsure? Did your parents use television characters and situations to teach
you about the “real” world? Professor Messaris tells us the answers given by
mothers to these and similar questions.

One of the things that make the effects of television on children so com-
plicated to study is the fact that children don’t respond to television in a
social vacuum.! A child’s social relationships—in particular, the relation-
ship between parents and children—can influence the child’s response to
television in a variety of ways. For example, parents’ opinions about vio-
lence have been found to make a difference in children’s reactions to vio-
lence on TV. On the other hand, relationships between parents and chil-
dren may themselves be influenced in several ways by television. In
particular, as we will see below, situations and issues that a child has been
exposed to on television can become important topics of parent-child dis-
cussions. In view of these complications, perhaps the most adequate way
to summarize the situation is to say that what a child gets out of his or
her relationship with TV depends on a broader set of relationships includ-
ing not just the medium and the child but also, at the very least, the child’s
parents. The aim of this chapter is to investigate some consequences of the
parent-child-television relationship.

This investigation will be divided into two parts, corresponding to two
kinds of things children may learn as a result of their joint relationship
with television and their parents: on the one hand, how to perceive the
world; on the other hand, how to behave toward it. More specifically, our
first concern will be with the various ways in which parents and television
together may contribute to a child’s developing stock of knowledge about
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the real world and, in particular, the child’s sense of the nature of society
and social relationships. Second, we will sift through some of the evidence
on a question that many writers about television have examined: To what
extent can children’s imitation of viclence or other kinds of behavior seen
on TV be influenced by their parents?

In addition to drawing on past research where appropriate, our discus-
sion of these issues will be based to'a great extent on a recent study whose
aim was to find out what kinds of things parents and children talk about
in reference to television.? The study consisted of a series of exploratory,
open-ended interviews with mothers of grade-school-age and younger chil-
dren. A total of 119 mothers were interviewed, all of them residents of the
Philadelphia area. Each interviewee was asked some thirty questions about
various kinds of TV-related talk. For example: “Do you ever tell your
children that something on TV is unrealistic, that things wouldn’t happen
like that in real life?” “Do your children ever ask you to explain something
they didn’t understand in a2 TV program?’’ “Do you ever find it convenient
to use an example from TV to teach your children how they should act—
or how not to act?”’ Whenever a2 mother said that a particular kind of
discussion had occurred in her own family, our interviewers would ask for
detailed examples of the incidents in question. In an exploratory study like
this one, the examples themselves are what counts, of course, rather than
the initial “‘yes” or “no.” Several of these examples will be used to flesh
out the discussion that follows.

Parents, TV, and Children’s Perceptions of Reality

Through television, a child can be exposed to a constant stream of images
about things outside his or her own experience. It is often assumed that
these images make important contributions to children’s notions of what
the world is like. However—contrary to popular assumptions—the learn-
ing process involved here may rarely be simply a matter of believing every-
thing one sees. Rather, it seems that parents are often crucially involved in
this learning process and that children themselves actively rely on parents
in using material from television to construct a picture of the real world.
There are at least three important ways in which parents may contribute
to their children’s formation of television-based world-views: First, parents
may have to teach a child the distinction between various categories of
programming—e.g., fantasy, “realistic” fiction, news, documentaries, etc.—
each of which has a different kind of relationship to the real world. Second,
once a child has learned this general distinction, parents may be called
upon to perform a more specific task: since there is wide variation within
program types in the degree to which any one program accurately reflects
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some aspect of reality, parents may play the role of validators of specific
portrayals. Finally, a parent may supplement information provided on tele-
vision, by giving the child background data, pointing out connections be-
tween events, and so forth. We will examine each of these three possibili-
ties separately.

Categories of Programming and Their Relationship to Reality

One of the mothers in our interviews described the following problem:
Her five-year-old son had noticed that actors who *die”” in one TV pro-
gram often “come back to life” in other programs, commercials, or reruns.
So, when one of the family’s dogs was killed in a fight, the son wanted to
know when the dog was going to come back. By her own account, this
mother had found it very difficult to clear up her child’s confusion. The
reason for this difficulty may perhaps be clear: merely telling the child that
in real life people or animals don’t return from the dead could not have
been enough to “set him straight” on all aspects of his misconception of
the situation. Unless a child already knows that there is such a thing as a
distinction between *‘real life” and “fiction,” the statement that a particu-
lar event doesn’t occur in real life must be meaningless. Learning this dis-
tinction itself, then, may be a prerequisite to any discussion of whether
something observed on TV can occur in real life or not. But there is also
another aspect to this child’s confusion. As the example makes clear, the
child did not understand the distinction between one program and the next
or between fiction, commercials, etc. Consequently, a blanket statement
about the difference berween “fiction” and “reality” would also have been
bound to mislead him, since it is more than likely that he would have had
no notion of which aspects of TV are fictional and which are not.

The general point that this example should make clear is that a child’s
mastery of the relationship between TV and reality must begin with the
formation of categories: one kind of program must be distinguished from
another, and, for each type, the appropriate distinction berween its con-
tents and reality must be learned. How does this learning occur? On the
one hand, the child’s general cognitive development appears to play a role.?
On the other hand, the specific intervention of parents—or older siblings,
when they are available—also seems to be a crucial part of this process.

From our interviews with mothers, it is possible to derive a rough esti-
mate of the stages that children go through in learning about these mat-
ters. There are obviously many distinctions to be learned, but all of these
can be subsumed under two overriding principles, namely, that TV as a
whole is distinct from reality and that TV programming itself can be sub-
divided into various categories. Our interviews indicate that these two gen-
eral principles are frequently learned in connection with the following more
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specific distinctions: first, an initial distinction between the “fantasy” part
of TV and the real world; second, within TV, a distinction between fic-
tional and “reality” programming (news, documentaries, etc.).

The first of these distinctions appears to be the earliest one that parents
try to impress on their children, and the reasons for its urgency are clear:
first, parents are often anxious abour the possibility that a child will hurt
himself or herself by trying to imitate some of the impossible feats shown
in “superhero” programs or cartoons. For example, one mother told us
that she was repeatedly trying to impress on her children (ages two and
five) that, “in real life, you could never run over someone with a car and
they bounce back up, you know, after being flattened like a pancake.”
Another made the following familiar point: “I'm always telling him that
Spiderman and Superman can’t fly because I don’t want him leaping out
of any windows on me. ‘If your daddy can’t do it, it can’t be done? ” (The
child in this case was a five-year-old). A second reason for parents’ concern
over the TV-reality distinction is the frequent need to soothe children’s
fears of monsters, vampires, and other nonexistent creatures. In the fol-
lowing case, for example, a mother explains how she and her husband tried
to deal with her six-year-old son’s fear of the Wicked Witch’s cackle in
The Wizard of Oz, which the child had seen on TV:

So what we would do is cackle. You know, try to, uh, show thar it's—it’s
just, um, a play put on or an act, that there aren't any witches, you know,
around, that / can cackle and make myself look like a witch just like she can.
You know, we try to deal with it that way.

The crucial lesson that a child presumably derives from such discussions
is that the things shown on TV are of a different kind from the rest of his
or her experience. Much remains to be learned, of course, about the pre-
cise nature of the relationship between these two realms, but this basic
distinction seems to be the starting point for all subsequent learning. How-
ever, a second essential building block is also necessary for this kind of
learning, namely, the notion that TV programming itself is divided into
various categories. From our interviewees’ accounts, it appears that the
way in which this second notion is introduced is frequently as a partial
“retraction” of the lesson that children derive from the kinds of discus-
sions cited above. In other words, what seems to happen is that children
are often left with the impression that all of TV is fantasy or fiction, so
that the first step toward distinctions between programming types is the
realization that some of TV is not fictional at all. This situation is illus-
trated in the following example of a mother’s reminiscence about an event
that occurred when her oldest child was about six or seven and her young-
est about two or three:
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I remember during the Viert Nam war getting very upset: We were watching
television, the news, while we were cating dinner. And they were showing the
children and women dead in the village and I—I started crying, and I couldn’t
eat my dinner. And the kids got very upset. It wasn’t the thing to watch at
dinnertime, actually. . . . | explained to them that everything that you see on
television isn't make-believe. The news is real. And . . . it hit cold to them
that this was real that they were looking at. And it upset them terribly.

In ways like this, then, children learn that there are different categories
of TV programming, each with its own relationship to the real world.
Many specific distinctions have to be constructed on the basis of this gen-
eral principle; and, in view of the subtlety of some of them (for example,
“docudrama” vs. “regular” drama vs. documentary; “live” broadcasts vs.
videotapes?), it is probably safe to say that at some point many parents
are themselves faced with situations that they don’t fully comprehend.

The Accuracy and Representativeness of TV Portrayals of Reality
Once a child has grasped the basic notion of a distinction among catego-
ries of programs, a different kind of problem presents itself to him or her.
This is the problem of the degree to which a specific program or portrayal
is accurate or representative in its depiction of reality. In other words, the
issue is no longer one of constructing categories but, instead, that of judg-
ing specific items within any one category. For example, a child may want
to know whether conditions under slavery were really as bad as shown on
Roots; whether big-city life is really as dangerous as it seems to be on
various police shows; and so forth. According to the mothers in our inter-
views, questions of this sort are a frequent topic of parent-child discus-
sions. By providing answers to such questions, parents may play a signifi-
cant role in their children’s use of television as an instrument for exploring

As one might expect, children seem particularly likely to ask their par-
ents questions about images that have troubled them in some way. Por-
trayals of evil characters, of human or animal suffering, of various kinds
of dangers were often mentioned by our interviewees as topics of chil-
dren’s questions. However, the things that children found disturbing
weren't always negative in themselves. Quite frequently, children also
seemed threatened by images of wealth or happiness that conrradicted their
own circumstances in life. In cases like these, too, parents would be asked
to comment about the accuracy of the troubling image. We will look at
some instances of this kind of situation first, before discussing how parents
deal with more negative portrayals.

Many observers have pointed out that the population of the “television
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world” tends to be wealthier than its real-life “‘counterpart”* and that less
well-to-do TV viewers, in particular, may be confronted with a consider-
able disparity between their own life-styles and what they see on the screen.¢
Furthermore, aside from the issue of wealth, the quality of parent-child
relationships in many family shows—espedially the calm rationality of par-
ents—can also be enviably different from the real-life home environment
of many younger viewers. Accordingly, many of our interviewees described
instances in which they had felt the need to emphasize to their children
that such images are exaggerations and that one shouldn’t expect real life
to be as glamorous, pleasant, etc. For example, one mother described her
reaction to hearing her eleven-year-old daughter wish for a life and a job
like that of the “bionic woman™:

I do remember then going into a discussion of, you know, things always being
preety nice and the jobs on TV always being famous and adventurous and
that, and [ told them that, you know, that that just is not so all the time.
Everything looks glamorous on TV, but in real life it's not like that every day.

The program our interviewees mentioned most often in this vein was The
Brady Bunch, which was being shown in reruns every weekday afternoon
during the period in which these interviews were being conducted. These
are some of the things mothers said about this program:

You know, like the Brady Bunch . . . it’s so, uh, gingerbready, that show,
you know. They don't make—really make it real, you know. Everything is
like fluffed over, like Ozzie and Harriet, The father's always in a suit and the
mother’s always dressed up with her hair done. [ mean, who does their house-
cleaning like that, you know? And you try to point out to them that that's
not really real life.

Their rec room was so clean. There were never any dishes in the sink. You
never see anybody vacuuming. You never see anybody wearing old clothes,
jeans, and a sweatshirt.

What seems to be happening in these cases, then, is an attempt by moth-
ers to dampen possible unrealistic expectations that a program might cre-
ate for a child, although a touch of resentment also appears to be operat-
ing here, particularly in the Brady Bunch examples. Both of these
ingredients are apparent in mothers’ comments about how their children
respond to programs like The Brady Bunch: *‘1 think that at one point
he must have felt very deprived because he wasn’t living in a house like
the Brady Bunch.” “The children seem to feel that that'’s reality and what
they’re living in is somehow a mistake.” Whether these perceptions on the
part of the mothers are accurate or not is, of course, an open question,
although mothers did say that their children ask them such things as “How
come you don’t solve things like Mrs. Brady?” or complain that *‘Mrs.
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Brady wouldn’t do it like that.” In other words, mothers who tell their
children that portrayals like that of the Brady Bunch are exaggerated or
false may be doing more than protecting their children from painful disil-
lusionment with reality. They may also be protecting their own families
from the strain that can be caused by a child’s resentment.”

We can now turn to cases in which parents and children confront the
darker side of the world of television: portrayals of evil and crime, suffer-
ing and danger. Here, too, mothers’ comments to their children about these
troubling visions contained a clear element of protectiveness. In these cases,
however, this protectiveness typically led to confirmation, rather than ne-
gation, of the accuracy of the images in question. In other words, in appar-
ent attempts to warn their children about the dangers of the real world—
or, at least, that aspect of it that appears on TV—mothers would typically
tell their children that TV's troubling portrayals of a cruel and dangerous
reality were true. In both of the examples that follow, the children were
entering adolescence:

Well, when you see, uh, if you'll excuse the expression, a real bastard, um,
you know, uh, I guess something like—like that fellow on Dallas, not that
they warch it, uh, “Well, can people really be thar rotten and mean?” And,
uh, they've seen it on television and it is true. It does happen. Yeah, we've
referred to that. People do get murdered.

Like these, this thing they had on the runaway kids: We had a big discussion
abourt that because I told him that, you know, the kids, like, they do run away,
they do get in trouble, and, you know, they do get in things like this white
slavery stuff. You know, 1 said they do abuse them and all, you know, like
we've had a good discussion abour that. . . . Well, he wanted to know if it
was really true there, you know, if that does really happen to kids. . . . I told
him that stuff is true, that, you know, boys, they do get into, you know—or
they sell their bodies. I said, I call that white slavery that you have to do things
for other people, you know, with sex and all. I says, it's not like you're clean-
ing, you know, it's that kind of thing. | said, and this stuff really does happen
when kids run away.

As this second example shows, warnings of this kind may also contain
implicit statements about the advantages of one’s own family life. This
element is present more explicitly in the following example, from the mother
of a ten-year-old girl:

They had a special on child abuse and, uh, [ let them watch it, you know,
and—I mean, this really sounds terrible, but, like, 1 told her, I said, “You are
really lucky, *cause there are parents that treat their children like that.” You
know, so I mean, I have done things like that, which probably sounds cruel
to you.

In other words, these comments also seem to have the double element
which we saw in parents’ dealings with “positive” programs like The Brady
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Bunch: One the one hand, the parents appear to be trying to make
sure that their children will develop adequate images of the good and bad
sides of the outside world. At the same time, however, the parents also
appear to be concerned with strengthening their own families, either by
playing down a threatening difference between TV and their own circum-
stances or by playing up a difference which is to their advantage.

.

Parental Supplementation of TV Information

TV programming is typically designed to be compatible with even the most
impoverished stock of information on the part of the viewer. Nevertheless,
younger TV viewers are bound to encounter situations with unfamiliar
premises from time to time. When that does happen, parents are likely to
be the ones turned to for an account of the “background” information
that the child doesn’t have—although older brothers or sisters are also
pressed into this kind of service. In our interviews with mothers, this kind
of TV-related discussion—providing supplementary information—turned
out to have been a very common experience. Four-fifths of the mothers
described detailed incidents of this sort.

The kinds of information that mothers said they had provided in con-
nection with TV varied widely, but it is possible to make a rough distinc-
tion between two general categories: on the one hand, information that
all—or almost all—people acquire as they grow up; and, on the other
hand, more “specialized” information, either of a “scholarly” kind (histor-
ical, scientific, etc.) or having to do with specific occupations, ethnic groups,
etc. The first of these two categories includes such issues as human repro-
duction (where babies come from, how they are born), death, sex (and
rape, adultery, prostitution, venereal disease, etc.), marriage and divorce,
illness and drug addiction, delinquency and crime, etc. For example, one
mother told us that, when a program on childbirth had been shown on
television, her scven-year-old daughter had watched it with her and “she
literally asked me everything from beginning to end about the show.” An-
other mother remembered that, after her children had seen a funeral on
television, “they wanted to know, you know, ‘Does everybody die? When
do they die?” ™ and she had to “explain it all to them.” A third mother
told us that her children had assumed, because of the prevalence of di-
vorced parents on TV shows, that divorce is a standard part of marriage
and wanted to know when their own parents were going to get divorced.

Naturally, parents vary in the degree to which they are willing to answer
questions on some of these topics, especially when sex is somehow in-
volved, Whereas one mother told us that her ten-year-old daughter’s ques-
tions about sex on TV were always answered fully (“We don’t hide any-
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thing or hold anything back”), another described the following *“non-
answer™ to a sex-related question:

Once he saw a comic show and there was a line that said something like, “Sex
is like peanurs. Once you start eating them you can’t stop.” And everyone
laughed. . . . He repeated it a couple of times . . . “peanuts . . ." and he
asked me, “What does that really mean?"’ And I said, “I can’t really explain
it but it’s as being though something you start and it’s hard to stop. It’s like
when you start eating a cracker. Sometimes you want to keep eating some
crackers.” But that's as far as it went.

What difference does it make how a parent answers this kind of question?
More generally, what is the consequence of children’s questions and par-
ents’ answers on these “adult” topics?® Ac first blush, it might seem that,
to the extent that parents do in fact give their children full details on such
topics, they are “speeding up” the children’s entry into the informational
world of adulthood. From this point of view, one could say that television,
by injecting these “‘adult™ topics into parent-child discussions, is causing
children to “grow up” before their time.? However, one should be cau-
tious in drawing such a conclusion. Once children are in school, informa-
tion {and misinformation) on sex and other “‘adult” topics can be trans-
mitted “horizontally” among children of the same age, so that any one
child’s reliance on information from “above” (parents, older siblings,
“‘adult” media) is lessened considerably. In this kind of situation, a par-
ent’s refusal to deal with a certain topic at home may be of little conse-
quence to the child’s stock of information on that topic. This situation is
illustrated in the following quotation from our interviews:

I told her that it was something ! didn’t think she was old enough to under-
stand or really comprehend. And | said, there is so much in some of these sex
movies . . . the shame of it is they leave nothing to the imagination. I think
it's a mystery that should be left a mystery to some people. Leave a little bit
to be desired. They show everything. I just said [ didn’t think at that time she
was old enough. She thought I was ridiculous. She said she understands and
other children have seen it and her friends watch this and that. . . .

In cases of this sort, then, television and the parent may not be important
sources of information on a particular issue. This is not to say, of course,
that the nature of the interaction between parent and child is a trivial
matter in such cases. As the above example suggests (““She thought I was
ridiculous”), such interactions can have important consequences for the
parent-child relationship itself. ;

Aside from asking TV-inspired questions about “adult” ropics, children
also question their parents about matters that are unfamiliar in a different
way: distant times and places, unencountered religious practices or ethnic
groups, scientific principles and findings. For example:
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I was watching Dr. Zhivago and my eleven-year-old son was with me, and
he was discussing—he wanted to know how they could do certain things, uh,
take over their houses in Russia and capture him and take him to the army,
and I had o explain to him the difference in cultures, and what democracy is
and what communism is, and he understood what I was telling him.

Other mothers described discussions of such things as the American West-
ern migration (in connection with Little House on the Prairie), the eco-
nomic system of the South under slavery (in connection with Roots), the
meaning of the Jewish Seder (in connection with Holocaust), etc.

This kind of parental involvement in children’s television viewing is often
encouraged by people concerned with the educational potential of tele-
vision. Experiments in which an adult watches television with a group of
children and supplies interpretive commentary suggest that children absorb
televised information better under such circumstances than when they are
viewing alone.® But the benefits to the child of this kind of behavior may
extend far beyond the specific information gleaned from a particular pro-
gram or set of parental comments. It can be argued that, when a parent
responds positively to a child’s request for this kind of “specialized” infor-
mation about a TV program, two “lessons” are being conveyed to the
child: in addition to gaining the specific information requested, the child
is also being reinforced in his or her use of TV as a “springboard” for the
intellectual mastery of new areas of knowledge. Indeed, this reinforcement
can probably occur even if the parent does not have the information her-
self, so long as the child’s intellectual curiosity is rewarded. A good ex-
ample of this in our interviews was the case of a mother who watches
Nova with her grade-school son and helps him dig through the encyclo-
pedia for explanations of things which neither of them may have under-
stood. To the extent thar it successfully reinforces a child’s tendencies for
intellectual exploration, parental behavior of this kind must have far greater
consequences for a child’s view of the world than any specific item of
knowledge would be likely to have. What this behavior can culrivate in
the child is a view of the world as a realm to be conquered through the
exercise of one’s mind. Few particular aspects of reality can be more im-
portant than this general view.

Research in progress by several scholars indicates that the kind of TV-
related behavior described above is most likely to be found, not surpris-
ingly, in families in which there is a more general tendency to support
intellectual flexibility and an uncompromising pursuit of knowledge.!? Re-
lated work by other researchers has also supported a connection between
this kind of family environment and a more information-seeking (rather
than entertainment-oriented) approach to television.'2 It is also worth not-
ing that sociologists concerned with the ultimate consequences of this gen-
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eral style of parental behavior have argued that it is particularly likely to
facilitate achievement in children’s later lives, since the pursuit of intellec-
tual mastery is an adaptive trait in a society which places high value on
professional occupations.’® However, these broader implications of the be-
havior we are examining here are mere speculation at this point.

Parents, TV, and Children’s Behavioral Learning

Do children learn to behave in one way or another by imitating what they
see on television? This question has occupied communication researchers
for some twenty years. Most of this research has dealt with the imitation
of aggression, although investigators have increasingly been looking at the
subject of “prosocial” behavior too: helping other people, sharing things,
etc. The most common interpretation of all of this research is that tele-
vision can indeed—art least in principle—affect children’s behavior, al-
though the actual extent of this effect may not always be large and is, in
any case, difficult to measure, As for the possible influence of parents on
children’s responses to TV, the consensus seems to be that parents can
modify or block the effects of TV if they make an active effort to that
end,' but that otherwise children are ““at the mercy” of the medium. In
the following discussion, however, a somewhat different position will be
presented.'® What will be argued here is that the common view of these
matters may have got things the wrong way around: In other words, it
may be the case that imitation doesn’t occur at all unless parents (or other
people) have previously encouraged a child—knowingly or not—to engage
in the kind of behavior being imitated. According to this position, then,
parental involvement is a prerequisite for imitation, rather than simply a
possible modifier of its occurrence. Although this position certainly repre-
sents a minority view, there is much evidence that points in its direction.
In examining this position, we will be drawing primarily on findings
from past research, rather than on the interviews that we have used up to
this point. In particular, because of the considerable detail that has been
covered in research on aggression, we will focus our discussion on that
aspect of imitation, with the understanding that what is said about aggres-
sion should be taken to apply, in many respects, to other kinds of behavior
as well. The starting point in any discussion of visually mediated aggres-
sion is usually the work of Albert Bandura and his colleagues.?® In a series
of experiments beginning in the early 1960s, these investigators demon-
strated that children who have seen a small-screen, TV-like film of a man
assaulting a Bobo doll in various ways are more likely to do the same
kinds of things to a Bobo doll! themselves than children who haven’t seen
the film. The conclusion that is usually drawn from these experiments is
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that the children learned the aggressive behavior from the film. In other
words, it is concluded on the basis of this kind of evidence that children
can pick up behavioral patterns purely from visual presentations. The im-
plication, of course, is that, unless parents intervene, children who watch
a lot of violence on TV may turn into violent people themselves.

One of the reasons for the stir caused by findings of this sort is that they
seem to go against a long- and widely-held psychological principle accord-
ing to which children cannot learn new forms of behavior unless their
environment actively reinforces what they are learning.?” The experiments
described above appear to contradict this principle, since the children in
the experiments seem to be learning to be aggressive withour any environ-
mental reinforcement: 2 TV or movie screen cannot respond to them, no
matter what they do. However, this contradiction may be an illusion. To
begin with, we must remember that the children who participated in these
experiments obviously had past histories, which would have included their
parents’ responses to previous aggression on their own part. To what ex-
tent did these past experiences with aggression influence their behavior in
the experimental setting? Many violence researchers would argue that such
previous influence couldn’t be operating in the experiments, because the
kinds of aggression that children were being tested on (lassoing a Bobo
doll with a hula-hoop, for example) were too unlikely to have occurred in
a child’s previous experience. But this argument is less impregnable than it
may sound: it could well be that the learning of one kind of aggression
carries over into another kind too—in other words, that what one learns
is “‘aggression” in general. It is worth pointing out, for example, that in
experiments in which children were tested on forms of aggression that
were deliberately different from what they had seen on TV, strong rela-
tionships between exposure and subsequent aggression were found all the
same.'® In order to find out what role prior experience could have played
in these experiments, then, we must go to studies that have examined these
things directly.

One set of studies has looked at the connection between a child’s past
history of aggressiveness and his response to aggressive TV in an experi-
mental setting. These studies did not examine the role of parents in the
children’s previous experiences with aggression, but it is probably safe to
assume that, where parents did exist, they were an important source of
influence in the development of the child’s aggressive tendencies.!® In any
case, what these studies show is that a child’s pre-existing aggressive tend-
encies appear to make a considerable difference to the child’s response to
an aggressive TV “diet.”” The less aggressive a child was initially, the less
likely he was to respond aggressively to the televised aggression—and, in
fact, in some cases the less aggressive children didn’t respond aggressively
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at all.2® What this tells us, in other words, is that previous environmental
reinforcement does indeed seem to be necessary for imitation, and that the
movies or TV programs used in these experiments were probably trigger-
ing behavior that had already been learned, rather than teaching children
something new.,

As to the role of parents in the development of the tendencies that a
violent TV program can then operate upon, several studies provide rele-
vant evidence. Each of these studies has looked at the influence of family
environment on the relationship between adolescents’ real-life aggressive-
ness and their real-life exposure to aggressiveness on TV. In each case,
what has been found is that this relationship becomes weaker or stronger
depending on various aspects of parental behavior: for example, how
strongly parents emphasize nonaggression,?! how clear a picture they have
conveyed to their children of their stance on aggression,?? whar kinds of
means (aggressive or otherwise) they use to discipline their children,?® and
so forth. These studies give us grounds for concluding, therefore, that chil-
dren’s aggressive responses to violence on TV depend on tendencies devel-
oped in the course of a child’s interactions with his or her parents.

More generally, the thrust of this whole argument has been that parents
are probably much more intimately involved in their children’s imitative
responses to TV than most people think. Whereas the typical assumption
is that parents influence their children’s imitations only when they make a
deliberate effort to do so, the position outlined above is that prior parental
reinforcement of behavior may be indispensable to subsequent imitation
from TV, regardless of any deliberate parental intervention in the child’s
experience with TV itself. In other words, even if a parent’s behavior to-
ward the child is never explicitly concerned with television, a child’s imi-
tation of television may depend crucially on previous parental influence on
the child’s behavior. It goes without saying, of course, thar these conclu-
sions are tentative, since the findings we have examined were concerned
exclusively with aggressive behavior and since, moreover, the amount of
space available to us has not permitted us to examine possible counter-
arguments 2! in detail.

Nothing that has been said so far should be taken to imply that parents
cannot—or do not—control their children’s behavioral responses to TV
through deliberate intervention as well—in other words, through com-
ments, advice, etc., referring directly to TV, as opposed to the more gen-
eral kind of influence we have examined above. Our own interviews with
parents yielded numerous examples of attempted control of this sort.
Among other things, parents described warning their children not to imi-
tate the behavior of “the Fonz” (in this parent’s words, “he’s such a
creep!”); the fictional character played by Gary Coleman (*“that little guy
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Gary Coleman is just . . . he’s rude. I don’t care what anybody says, but
if any kid ever talked to me the way he did, he’d be wearing his teeth on
the back of his head”); the nose-picking teenagers in Saturday Night Live
(“you’re trying to teach children not to do it and they make a joke out of
it”}; or the phrase “Watch it, sucker!” from Sanford and Son. On the
other hand, many parents also described instances in which they had en-
couraged imitation, rather than the opposite. For example, one mother
told us that she often used characters from Romper Room as behavioral
models for her three-year-old daughter:

If she'll stick out her rongue or spit, I'll tell her, “Now, do the children in
Miss Nancy’s classroom spit and stick out their tongues?’’ . . ., Um, [ use that
a for with my middle one because on “Romper Room” they're all good. They’re
all goodies.

Another mother described a long pep talk aimed at getting her son to
imitate the hard work which must have been involved in the achievements
of a certain winter Olympics champion:

These people were not born, uh, jumping off cliffs and mountains and, uh, on
skares and whar have you. A lor of hard work, a lot of desire, a lot of push,
and that’s the end result.

How effective is this kind of advice in encouraging or discouraging chil-
dren’s imitations of TV? The question has been studied systematically in a
pair of related experiments.?* In these experiments, an adult member of
the experimental team would sit with a child during the screening of a
violent film and would make either disapproving comments (“He shouldn't
do that”; “That’s wrong”; “That's awful”), approving comments (*Boy,
look at him go™; “He sure is a tough guy”’; *“That’s really something”), or
no comments at all. The victim in these films was a Bobo doll, shown
being hit with a hammer, kicked around, etc. After the screening, the child
would be allowed to play in a room containing, among other things, a
Bobo doll and various likely weapons. The object of the experiments, of
course, was to determine if the adult’s comments had any influence on the
child’s imitative aggression. The findings turned out to depend on the chil-
dren’s age. With younger children (five-year-olds), the adult’s comments
seemed to make a difference only if the adult stayed with the child in the
playroom during the period in which imitation was being measured. With
older children (ten-year-olds), however, the influence persisted even after
the departure of the adult “commentator.” In both age groups, the direc-
tion of the influence was what one would expect: the adult’s approving
comments appeared to encourage imitation, while the disapproving com-
ments discouraged it.

These results suggest faitly clearly that parental control of imitation
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through direct involvement in a child’s TV viewing is feasible. In view of
the rudimentary *“‘commentary” used in these experiments, it should be
added that there is some indirect evidence that more extensive attempts to
reason with a child are also effective means of controlling responses o TV
in the parents’ absence, whereas authority-based commands are not.2¢ It
need hardly be added, of course, that a fool-proof way of preventing imi-
tation is to block exposure in the first place. Although studies have indi-
cated that parents do not generally exercise much direct control over their
children’s program choices,?” some specific programs are exceptions to the
rule. For example, many of the mothers in our interviews told us thar they
prevented their children from watching Three's Company because of its
presentation of cohabitation and, in one mother’s view, the fact that “it’s
promoting gaiety.” To the extent that parents succeed in preventing their
children’s exposure to such material, they are also by definition precluding
the possibility of imitation.

Summary

The aim of this chapter has been to show that parents may play a crucial
role in determining what children learn from television. Two aspects of
learning were examined: first, the development of the child’s perceptions
of reality; second, behavioral learning through imitation. With regard to
the first of these, the following points were made: (1) Parental instruction
appears to be a vital ingredient in the process by which children come to
grips with the distinction between categories of programming and with the
relationship of each category to the real world. (2} By conforming or de-
nying the accuracy of specific programs or portrayals, parents may add a
filter of their own to the world-view that a child extracts from television.
{3) Since parents are often called upon to supplement the information pro-
vided in a television program, the final lesson that a child extracts from
the viewing experience may be a joint product of what was shown on the
screen and what was provided by the parent. With regard to children’s
behavioral learning through the imitation of things seen on television, the
following argument was made: there is considerable evidence in favor of
the notion that children’s imitation of visual images does not occur ar all
unless the behavior in question has already been reinforced by parents (or
other people with whom a child has had a substantial history of interac-
tion). Consequently, previous parental encouragement or discouragement
of a certain kind of behavior may crucially determine whether that behav-
ior will be imitated when a child observes it on TV. This encouragement
or discouragement may be made with explicit reference to TV, but it need
not be explicit to be effective. Both with regard to the perception of reality
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and with regard to overt behavior, then, what a child learns from tele-
vision may in fact be a product of the broader relationship among me-
dium, child, and parent.?8
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