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Violence in Children’s Television
w..om&mnzabm" Assessing the Risks

By Barbary J. Wilson, Stacy L. Smith, W, Jumes Potter, iale Kunkel, Danje] Linz,
Carolyn M. Colvin, and Edward Donnerstein

This study tnuestigates the nature and exten; of vivlence containeed in televtsion :
brogramming thay iargets children aged 12 and YOrunger. The measyrey employecd

in this content analysis are grounded in previous experimenial resogreh that bay
identifiod contextual foatures they elther diminish o ernbance the righ o Barmpfi ,
effects associated with viewing viofen: pPortrayeals. This report uses the database

Sront the Nativnay Television Violence Stuedy ¢ Wikson e al. 1998) which involved

an untsually large and representatipe sample e\t\e.ﬁsiim.:h. Reswlts indicare

that programs largeted to children contain more violence thay, do other Lpes of i
programming. The viojence Hself is just ag likely 10 be Slamorized in children's gy
1t novchildren shows, but it i CYCH MOre sanitized s el more fikely 1o be trivialized
These patterns heighten the rick of tiewers learning AGUYesSion angd g.ﬁc._xn.xk
desensitized from SUch portrayal, Finally, thiy study documents 5 sSubgenros of
childreny Brogramming thay differ &33&.:.&&\? i vivlent conten,

Concern about the impact of TV violence on children has become one of the
nation's most prominent issuey during recent years, Public opinion polls tepor
that 75% of American adults now believe televised violence contribures to real-
world crime and aggression (Lacayo, 1995), and » vomparable proporien feel thay
Hollywood should do mMore 1o reduce viclence in eniertainment Programming,
This concern hay led 1o severg] important n_n<n_:?:c_=m. mcluding the advent of
the V-chip technology as wel] 48 @ rating system for television Programming,
Public opinion aboyr the impact of television violene is holstered by a great
deal of academic research. Early stucies by Bandura (e, Bandury, 1965; Bandura,
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Ross, & Ross, 1961; Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1963b) demonstrated that children’s
learning of modeled behaviors could occur just as readily from watching media
portrayals as from observing real life. Literally hundreds of studies on the topic
were conducted during the 1970s (see Pearl, Bouthilet, & Lazar, 1982). By the
1990s, meta-analyses of this research demonstrated a causal link between viewing
televised viclence and real-life aggression (Carlson, Marcus-Newhall, & Miller,
1990; Hearold, 1986; Wood, Wong, & Chachere, 1991), with some of the strongest
effects observed among younger children (Paik & Comstock, 1994). In recent
“years, several professional organizations (e.g., American Medical Association, 1996,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1991) have comprehensively reviewed
the evidence and concluded that TV violence is harmful to children .

Throughout these developments, one fact has remained clear—American
television offers viewers a steady diet of violent content. Conducting annual
assessments of television, Gerbner and his colleagues found that roughly 709% of
prime-time programs on the broadcast networks contained violence, and this figure
was relatively stable from 1967 to 1985 (see Signorielli, 1990, pp. 93-94). Similarly
high percentages have been documented in more recent research (Greenberg et
al., 1980, Potter & Ware, 1987: Potter et al., 1995). Yet most of these content
analyses have concenirated primarily on programming for general audiences. Given
the unique concern about the impact of televised violence on children, it seems
important to investigate in greater detail the programs targeted specificaily for the
child audience.

Recent viewing preferences among American children support this idea. Some
children’s programs like Pokemon are just as popular among 2- to 11-year-olds as
many top-rated prime-time shows (Nielsen Media Research, 1999). Moreover, series
like Rugrats and Doug, which are targeted to younger +iewers, regularly show up
among the 15 top-rated programs on basic cable (Associated Press, 1998). Despite
their growing popularity, only a few studies to date have looked specifically at
children’s shows in terms of violence, and we review those now.

Previous Studies of Violence in Children’s Programming
Many of the statistics for children’s programming were first established by Gerbner
and his colleagues in their annual assessments of prime-time and weekend moming
television {(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1980; Gerbner, Gross, Signorielli,
Morgan, & Jackson-Beeck, 1979). Looking at an intact week of television each
year across the three major broadcast networks, Gerbner consistently found that
children’s programs were more violent than prime-time programming. On average,
over 90% of children's programs contained violence, compared to 70% of prime-
time shows. In addition, children’s programming featured a higher rate of violent
actions, with over 20 acts per hour versus about 5 per hour during prime time.
Gerbner also found that a vast majority of children’s programs (79%) contained
humorous violence, whereas relatively few did in the prime-time hours (20%).
Greenberg and his colleagues (1980) conducted a similar study of prime-time
and Saturday morning broadcast television, this time across a 3-year period (1975-
1978). Rather than examining an intact week, these researchers sampled one episode
from every fictional series, Again, programs targeted to children contained more
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violence. In particular, Saturday morning television featured nearly twice the number
of violent acts per hour (20) than that of prime time (12). Recognizing that there
may be some differences within the genre of children’s programming, the
researchers compsared cartoons with nonanimated shows and found that n._m“uo?
contained many more acts of physical aggression per hour (25 vs. 13} , ,
. Williams, Zabrack, and Joy (1982) also separated programs targeted Wo children
intc animated and nonanimated. Although their study focused on popular
Uﬂm_.mEBEm in Canada, over three fourths of the 109 shows in their ,EW: Ma
originated in the U.S. The researchiers found that cartoons were more _m,ra_ vﬁo
contain violence than most other program types, though the Canadian percent .
are smaller than those found for strictly American programming. Looking at n_:..ummmm
rather than frequency of violent actions, the researchers found that cartoons m._w_.._
”Hc:ﬁ.mm:ma_ the highest proportion of time devoted to physical aggression no_._.__uu,_,mm
aoa ”%MQOHMM ﬂ.uow_.qw__w LMM@? In contrast, nonanimated children's programs seldom
m<.n.: more recently, Lichter and Amundson. (1994) looked at 4 single day of
television in 1992 and again in 1994 across 10 different channels (four broadcast
networks, PBS, one independent channel, and four cable channels). In both mma”w
caroons contained! the highest number of viokent scenes when com m:.mp_,\ H.m.
other program types, ’ ©

In contrast to these larger studies involving all types of programming, tw
studies have looked at children’s shows only. Poulos, Harvey, and Liebert ﬂouow
analyzed two Saturday mornings during the 1974-1975 season ,mnamm six channels:
the three major hroadcast networks, PBS, and two independent channels ._.rm
_.n.m..umann_a fourxt that 75% of the programs targeted to children contained S.m_.n:nm
This figure is smaller than that documented hy Gerbner, though the inclusion *
PBS, which contains substantially less violence, is certainly responsible _uo,w 50 y
of this difference, Pouios et al. (1976) also found a higher concentration of E_O_M_M.
acts on the commercial networks (roughly 12 acts/hour) than on PBS (3 acts/
ro:a.v or the independents (10 acts/hour). Again, there is a discrepanc , betwe ,
the figure for the networks and that found by Gerbner. Finally, H.om_oﬂ et ﬂ._
assessed the characters on Saturday morning television and found '::: rm_.m of :.._ .
physical aggression was committed by animal characters N
characters were involved, most were White mules.

Liss and Reinhardt (1980) looked at Saturday morning children's television
focusing on 24 cartoon series aired on the three major broadeast networks .,_.:m.
cartoons were divided into two groups: “prosocial,” which featured heroes EM_P.E:
the bad guys a lesson, and “regutar,” which did not feature such :maOnm, Contra y
to what might be expected, the prosocial cartoons contained just as :Er acts Jm
<wo_m:nn as did the regular cartoons. Moreover, the Eoﬁmo:mm?_ Smﬁw.m :,m_a_u
violent 5 the ﬁ.s.o types of cartoons, In other words, heroes in ,,_uHo.WOQm_.. nuMOO:M
MM_qM:W_u,.::x lip service to moral behaviors but stilf engaging in quite a hit of

in cantoons; when human

Several conclusions can be drawn from these
traditionally has been more likely to feature viole
genre, Chitdren’s shows also have contained

stucties, Children's programming
nce than almost any other program
@ higher frequency of violent actions,
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more programming time devoted to violence, and more humorous violence, Yet
the statistics vary quite a bit from study to study, in part because of the differences
in sumples, channels, and tdme periods examined. Furthermore, when children’s
shows are divided into animated versus nonanimated categories, all of these patterns
of violence are most characteristic of cartoons.

The research to date sutfers from several weaknesses, however, First, the samples
employed have not been very representative. Using an intact day or even an intact
week is problematic because of the potential for anomalous events like a hreaking
hews story to contaminate the findings. Indeed, Lichter and Amundson (1994)
found a dramatic increase in the amount of violence on a single day of television
from 1992 1o 1994, whereas others like Greenberg el al. (1980), who have used
farger sampling frames, have found much more stable pagterns over time. In addition
to limited sampling periocds, most of the studies have assessed rather narrow time
perieeds like prime time or Saturday morning. Today we know that children are
watching television ull times of the day, especially during the afterschool hours
between 300 and 6:00 p.m. on weekdays (Annenberg, 1997; Nielsen, 1995),

second, most of the research has examined the commercial broadeast networks
only. Although this may have reflected American viewing pauterns in the past,
taday roughly 70% of American homes have cable television (National Cable
Television Association, 20000 It is worth noting that the Lichter and Amundson
(1994} study does include four cable channels, but even this is not fully
representative of the array of options now available via cable. More important for
our purposes, during the last several years we have witnessed the birth of several
cable networks targeted primarily to children—the Cartoon Network, the Disney
Channel, and Nickelodeon, Any analysis of children’s programming in the 1990s
needs to consider these outlets, especially given the steadily increasing viewership
of Nickelodeon over the past few years among younger audiences (Lowry, 1997).

Third, previous studies have treated children’s programming in a rather simplistic
fashion either by focusing solely on cartoons or by dividing the gere into animated
versus nonanimated categories. Given the advent of live-action programs like
Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, it is clear that any full analysis of children's
programming must move beyond cartoons. Furthermore, a comparison of
Spiderman with The Muppet Babies or even Power Rangers with Sesame Street
suggests that there may be important differences within the hroad categories of
animated and nonanimated programming. Liss and Reinharde (1980) seemed to
recognize this when they divided cartoons into two groups, prosocial versus regular,
How many different categories are possible when the entire universe of children's
programming is taken into account, and when factors like tone, plot, and types of
characters are considered?

Fourth, the studies to date have looked primarily ar the amount of vielence on
television rather than the way in which violence is portrayed. Research reveals
that the context or way in which violence is presented influences how viewers
interpret and ultimately respond to televised acts of aggression (see Comstock &

Paik, 1991; Gunter, 1994). Certain aspects of violent depictions increase the risk of

a negative effect, whereas others decrease thar risk. In all firness, some of the
previous studies recognized context, even assessing a few key variables such as

]
b
3
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ihe types of characters who commit violence (Gerbnier et al., 1979, 1980), and the
physical and emotional cutcormies of violence (Lichrer & Amundson, 1994),
Unfortunately, such analyses were conducted actoss alltypes of programs, without
examining children’s programs separately. In other words, no study that we are
aware of has ever systemutically examined how violence is portrayed in children’s
programming as compared to other genres,

The purpose of the present stucly

is to assess fully violence in television pPrograms

targeted o child audiences, Though previous research gives us some ideu of the

extent of violence in these shows,

the figures are incomplete, given the samples

employed. This study secks to establish new, more compreliensive benchmarks
for the amount of violence in children’s shows s well as assessing for the firse
time the nature or context of these portrayals. In addition, this study examines
whether there are critical differences in the portrayal of violence within the broad
cutegory of children's programming. To accomplish these goals, we utilized the
1995-1996 datubase from the National Television Violence Study (NTVS),

The Nutional Television Vielence Strely (NTVS)
NT¥S represents o multivear conumitment (1994-1998) on the part of the cable
television industry o have a team of scientific experts independently maonitor

violence on TV, This large scule sty

dy issued three annual reports that tracked the

nature and extent of violence on American television (Wilson et al., 1997, 1991.
smith et al., 1998). Two features of NTVS make it an ideal database for examining

violence in children's programming:
Sample. One of the hallmarks

the sumple and the facus on contextuil factors.
of the NTVS project is its sample, which is

substantialty larger than that of any other single content anulysis of television
violence. Compuared to g typical sumple size of 80-120 hours, NTV5 sampled
approximately 2,700 hours of material each yeutr, reflecting all periods of the day

and aeross a total of 23 hroadeast

and cable channels. When compared to any

c_.:nn content analysis, then, the NTVS sample more fully represents the universe
of American television and therefore the breadth of children's programming

in the U.5.

Another strength of the sumple
weeks, we selected each individua
Programs appeitring across 11 20-wee

is that, instead of relying on intact days or
program randomly from a population of 4[]
k time frame. Therefore, our sample technically

invulves literally thousands of sampling units {programs) rather than the more
traclitional blocks of units {days). This approach ensures that an anomalous event

oceurring in one of sever

W all typ
1. provided an in-deptin content

thousand units will have much less impact on the

entanitlysis of the mature ancd
inment programming, The Universily of Texus,
v an one padticular type of programming—
md police progrums,
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overall representativeness of the sample than when a smaller number of units s
involved.

Contextual features, Initially, we performed an exhaustive review of all studies
that examined the impact of contextual features associated with media violence,
To muke sense of the large array of findings, we isolated three types of harmful

Specifically, we identified eight contexrual factors that are pivota) in determining
the likely impact of violence on both child and adult viewers. First, we must
consider the nature of the perpetrator. According to social cognitive theory, as
well a5 empirical research, an CNgaging or attractive perpetrator can be a potent
rote made], especially for children, and thus increases the likelihood that viewers
will learn aggression from 4 portrayal {see Bandura, 1980, 1994). Second, the
motive or reason for violence Is important. Acts that appear to be justified or
morally defensible are likely 1o Facilitate viewer aggression, whereas unjustified
violence can actually diminish the rigk of learning aggression (e.g., Berkowirz &
Powers, 1979, Geen, 1981; Geen & Stonner, 1973), However, violence that seems
unjustified or undeserved, especially if targeted at innocent victims, may increase
viewers' fear (Bryant, Carveth, & Brown, 1981).

1995). Though less well documented, extensive or graphic violence also can increase
fear among viewers (Ogles & Hoftner, 1987),

Fifth, violence that seems realistic can foster the learning of aggressive attitudes
and behaviors among viewers (Atkin, 1983; Feshbach, 1972) and also can elevate

learning aggression, whereas violence thar is condemned decreases that risk
(Bandura et al., 1961, Bandura, 1965; Lando & Donnerstein, 1978), In addition,
violence that goes unpunished can elevate fear, particularly when it dppears 1o he
unjust or random (Bryant et al., 198]). Seventh, the consequences of violence for

Viodent Chifdren's Programming

Table 1. Predicted Impact of Contextual Faciors on Three Outcomes of Exposure 1o Media
Violence

Outcomes of mediq vidlence

Contextual Factors Learning Fear Desensitization
Attractive perpetrator A
Aftractive farget A
Justified viclence A
Unjustified viclence Y A
Presence of weapons A
Extensive/graphic viclence A A A
Redlistic violence A A
Rewards A A
Punishments A4 Y
Painfharm cues  ;
A

cte. Predicted effects are based on review of sockal selence resecrch on contextual features
of violence. Blank Spaces indicate that there is Inadequate research fo make o prediction,
A =likely to Increase the outcome
¥ = likely to decrease the outcome

Source: Taken from Wilson et qf, {1998). Violence in telavision programming overall: University
of California, Santa Barbara study, Nationai Tefevision Viclence Study, viof, 2p.4. Copyright
1998 by Sage Publications, Reprinted with permission of the authors,

the victim are important contexyal cues; the explicit depiction of a victim’s physical
harm and pain can decrease or inhibit the learning of 4ggression among viewers
(Baron 1971a, 1971b; Wotring & Greenberg, 1973), Finally, violence that is pertrayed
as humoroys may contribute to aggression (Baron, 1978: Berkowitz, 1970), and
also may desensirize viewers to the seriousness of such behaviors (Uablonski &
Zillmann, 1995), though this particular contextual factor has received the least
eMpirical investigation.

Using Table 1 as a framework, we created a number of measures to assess
these contextual features in the sample of television content we monitored each
Year. As noted earlier, we certainly are not the first to have looked at contextual
features of violence {e.g., Gerhner et al., 1979, potier & Ware, 1987), Yer, this
study represents the MOst extensive assessment of Context across three Iypes of
harmful effects and across different levels of analysis (see helow),
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To summarize, the NTVS profect involves g sample that is larger and more
fepresentative than any other content analysis and focuses on an array of contextual
variables that are grounded in the effects literature. Next, we turn to a special
consideration when analyzing programming turgeted to younger viewers,

Children as u Special Audience: Responding to TV Violence

Though both ¢hikl and aclylc viewers dare influenced by the eight contexrual factors
outlined above, speciyl concerns emerge when considering the impact of violence
on the very young.? As children develop, they bring differen cognitive skills and
soctal knowledge to the E_mi,..._.o:.&nim:m experience. For the purposes of this
study, one developmental skl that is particularly important is children's ability to
ditferentiate fantasy from reality,

Children's perceptions about the realism of television change dramatically with
development (e.g., Morison & Gardner, 1978, Taylor & Howell, 1973). For instance,
preschoolers often helieve in magical and supernatural creurures (Rosengren, Kalish,
Hickling, & Gelman, 1094) and can be swayed by how things appeur rather than
how things sally are (Flavell, 1086). Generally, younger children judge characters
OF actions as “req|” simply because of observing their physical presence through
television's “magic window™ {Hawkins, 1977). As children develop, they consider
4 wider range of cues, including whether it is possible for the events und characters
to aceur in reul life (Dorr, 1983, Wright et al., 1994).

What implications does this hold for TV violences Clearly, 4 fantastic portrayal
of violence might be discounted as unrealistic by older children and adults, but
perceived as very real by younger children. In fact, numerous studies show that
young children readily imitate violent cartoon characters such as Batmuan (Friedrich
& Stein, 1973; Steuer, Applefield, & Smith, 19713 and superheroes with magical
powers like the Power Rangers (Boyatzis, Matillo, & Neshitt, 1995}, These findlings
underscore that we cannot dismiss cartoon or fantasy violence as unn salistic when
consicering younger audiences. In our analysis of children's programming, we
will consider hoth the younger and older child audience, adjusting our
interprettions of the findings according 1o this age-related difference in perceived
reality.

What is Children s Programming?

We defined the genre of children’s Programming as those shows that were originally
procuced und primarily intended for audiences of children aged 12 and below.
Thus, a program such as Home Improvement, which s watched by lage numbers
of young viewers, is not considered a children's program because ir is targeted at
4 general family audience and scheduled during prime time. Shows were judged
deeording to their content, scheduling, marketing, and any other relevant information

*Although it is.well estublished thn younger childen typic; lly interpret or muke sense ol nin
ay thun do their older counterparts, there are
¢ children exhibit sy

s skills, For our purposes. we will clifte
which we wil
uldren

all ol

yocdend Chiddron s .:_.,..E..:.__t__:._ﬁ

helped to evaluate a “fit” with this criterion. Qur conceptualization of children's
unming mirrors the Federal Communications Commission’s definition thar
has been used since 1974 for implementing policies that restrict advertising 1o
dren (FCC, 1974), :

By categorizing each program in the 1995-199¢, NTVS sample as cither children’s
nrnot, we examined through content analysis two distinet research questions:

RQ1: How do children's programs compare with other types of programming
in the amount of violence presentedy

RQ2Z: How do children's Programs compure with ather types of Progrimming
fn the contextuat features associated with violent portrayalsy

As the television industry has evolved Over recent years, with an increuasing
vimplasis on niche efforts and accelerated fragmentation of the mass aidience
CTurow, 19963, the availability of children's programuming hus increased and so
oo las the range of formats or program types within the genre of children's
shows (Kaplan, 1995). The result is that children's programming today s not
simply of one ilk. We believe it i informative to divide children's progrimming
intea modest number of smaller subgroups for more careful analysis, an approach
that is heginning to be recognized by others us well, For example, Cantor and
Nuthanson (1997) recently asked parents ahout their children’s exposure 1o TV
violence, and the researchers distinguished “dlassic cartoons” from “action caroons”
in the survey. Outside the research arena, channels such as Fox have begun to
cmploy such terms as “futyristic cantoon” ancd "mystery” (o refer o particular types
of children’s programming (Fox Kids, 1999).

Just a5 it is common to examine shifling content patterns within genres such gs
dramas or movies meant for adults, we now suggest the need to do the same with
programs directed to children, Teo accomplish this, we devised 1 framework that
comsists of five subgenres for children's programming: slapstick, superhero, mystery/
whventure, social relationships, and ma zine. These categories are defined by
conceptual distinctions in program content, independent of the visual forma (.
live action vs. animation).

Slapstick programs ire shows in which anthropomorphized chargerers eagage
in farcical physical acts that defy the laws of physics (e, 4 character runs off the
edge of a cliff and then remains suspended in miclair unti looking down and
srasping the “graviy” of the situation). Plots are simple, silly, and repctitive in
mtture, with humor grounded in physical action such ay chases and clever
canfrontations. Superhiero programs feature characters who possess science fiction-
like physical powers such s an invulnerability to weapons or the g ility to fly or
to change shape and form. The superhero characters seek to protect others and to
enforce justice, Mystery/adventure programs festure chartcters who seek 1o unrivel
2 puzeling situation that involves potentially threatening or sCary situations and
often inclucles surprises or plot twists. Some characters may passess supernatural
Powers (e.g, ghosts who pose a threat to acventurers), e they are not used as »
Prinary means of protecting others ang enforcing justice. Social relationship
Programs featyre stories that vimphasize how charicters et alone witly one another
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Table 2. Exampies of Programs From Each Subgenre of Children's Programming

Slapstick Supsrhero Adventure/ Social Magczine
mystery relationship

Animaniacs Exosquad Beetlgjuice Allegra’s Window Bamey

Bugs Bunny Captain Planst  Garfield Care Bears Bilt Nye

Popeye Mask Goosebumps Flintstones Blue’s Clues

Road Runner FPower Rongers Scooby Doo My Little Pony tamb Chop

fom & Jerry Spiderman Timon & Pumba Rugrats Sesame Street

or with their group in resolving the problems that they face. Action may be involved
but it is not the focus of the plot as much as the resolution of group interaction or
affiliation issues. Finally, magazine programs involve short segments that contain
a variety of themes, skits, stories, or demonstrations, ranging from the performance
of a song to the presentation of 2 scientific experiment. Table 2 contains examples
of programs for each of these subgenres.

Using these five subgenres, we can more closely examine both the amount and
the patterns of violence within children’s programming. We posit the following
research questions: '

RQ3: Does the amount of violence differ across the subgenres of children's
programming?

RQ4: Do the contextual features associated with violent portrayals differ across
the subgenres of children’s programming?

Method

A fuller description of the methodology employed in this study can be found in
the second-year report of the National Television Violence Study (Wilson et al.,
1998).

Sample

Arotal of 3,235 programs were randomly sampled from 6 a.m. to 11 p.m. across 23
channels from October 1995 to June of 1996 to build composite week of television
programming for each source, The 23 channels consisted of the broadcast nerwaorks
(ABC, NBC, CBS, Fox), broadcast independents (KCAL, KCOP, KTTV), public
broadcasting (PBS), basic cable (A&E, AMC, Cartoon Network, Disney, Family
Channel, Lifetime, Nickelodeon, TNT, USA, VH-1, and MTV), and premium cable
(Cinemax, HBO, Showtime). All programs in the sample were aired and taped in
the Los Angeles market. A total of 15% (n = 478) of the programs were religious

Vtodent Childven's Progranming

programs, game shows, infomercials, instructional shows, or breaking news. Per
the NTVS contract with the National Cable Television Association, these five types
af shows were sampled as part of the representative week of programming but
were not coded or assessed for violence, Thus, a total of 2,757 programs were
assessed for violence in this study.

Definition of Violence

The NTVS definition of violence emphasizes several key elemens, including
intention to harm, the physical nature of harm, and the involvement of animate
beings. More precisely, violence is defined as

any overt depiction of a credible threat of physical force ar the actual use of
such force intended to physically harm an animate heing or group of heings.
Violence also includes centain depictions of physically harmful consequences against
an animate being or group that eccurs as a result of unseen violent means, (Wilson
etal, 1998, p. 21)

Thus, there are three primary types of violence: credible threats, behavioral acts,
and harmful consequences.

Units of Analysis

Previous content analyses that examine violent acts individually miss how they
may be related to each other and to the larger theme of the program. For example,
an act of violence may be perceived quite differently if it is situated in a scene
with a great deal of blood and gore rather than one devoid of such injury. Similarly,
an act of violeace is likely to be interpreted differently if it is featured within a
fictional program than one based on real life events. Very often, the richest meaning
of any portrayal is found in larger units or chunks, rather than in individual acts.

We sought to tap these larger units of meaning by coding violence at three
different levels. The most microlevel of analysis is the violent PAT, or incident, A
PAT is defined as an interaction that occurs between a perpetrator (P and a target
(T) involving a particular type of violent act (A), Any time the perpetrator, target,
or type of violent act changes, a new PAT is created. The second level of analysis
is the violent scene. A violent scene s comprised of one or more related violent
incidents or PATs that occur without a significant break in the ongoing flow of
imminent or actual violence,

The third and most macrolevel of analysis is the entire violent program. There
are two types of “programs” in the sample. The most typical program contains a
single thematic story whose plot or unfolding narrative is presented across an
entire time block sampled. For these types of shows, program-level contextual
variables were assessed at the end of the story. The second type of program
contains two or more independent stories that are separated by production credits
but are presented back to back within the same time block sampled. Certain
cartoon programs such as Tom and Jerry Kids and Looney Tumes feature such
segmented content, Because each segment may depict violence in a very different
way, we assessed program-fevel contextual variables at the end of each independent
segment or storyline,
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Contextual Variables

A total of 41 variables were coded in the NTVS project, but only those maost
relevant to children's programming are included in this stucly. Different contextual
variables were coded at each of the three levels of analysis.

PAT-level variables. At the incident, or PAT level, we assessed the nature of the
perpetrator. Each perpetrator (or group of perpetrators) was coded for hoth
demographic and attributive qualities.* In terms of demographics, the violent
perpetrator was classified by character type as human, animal, supematural creature,
anthropomorphized animal, or anthropomorphized supernatural creature, In
addition, the sex of each perpetrator was ascertained,

In terms of attributes, perpetrators were coded as “goox]” when they acted
henevolently and were motivated 1o help others, “bad" when they acted primarily
out of self-interest with little regard for others, and “hlended” when they displayed
a halence of both good and bad characteristics. Characters whose orientation
could not be ascertained from the context of the plot were coded as “neutral.”
"Attructive” perpetrators were defined subsequently as all those characters who
possessed some good qualities (e, good and blended). Perpetrators also were
assessed for their hero status. A perpetrator was coded as 4 hero if all of the
following criteria were met: The character had a primary role in the plot, that role
wis 1o protect the lives of others, and the character consistently went above and
beyond the cul? of duty in helping others.

We ascertained several other measures at the PAT fevel. First, the perpetrator’s
particular reason for the violent incident was assessed, Each inreraction was coded
45 being motivated by protection of life, anger, retaliation, personal gain, mental
instahility, an accident, or some other reason. Second, each incident was ussessed
for whether or not it was justified, Justification was defined as violence portrayed
as morally “correct” or “right” given the circumstances in the plot. Third, coders
assessed the means or weapons used in each incident, using six possible categories:
natural (i.e., using own physical capabilities such as a fist), unconventional weuapon
te.g.. ¢ cundlestick or baseball bat), conventional weapon nonfirearm (e.g., knives),
firearm (i.c., handheld guns or rifles), bomb, heavy weaponry (e.g., tank, missile),
or other. Fourth, we assessed the extent of each means employed in the incident,
classified as one (single act), some (2-9 repetitions of the act), many (10-19
repetitions), or extreme (20+ repetitions). Repeated violence subsequently was
defined as any behavioral aggression against the same target involving maore than
a single act,

Fifth, we measured the immediate consequences of violence 1o the victim at
the PAT level. Depicted pain referred to the amount of suffering the target displayed
as a result of the violence, coded s no pain, mild, moderate, or extreme pain,
Similarly, we measured depicted harm or the amount of physical injury portrayed
as a result of violence (no harm, mild, moderate, or extreme hasm). Coders also
assessed “likely harm,” or the amount of injury and damage that would result from
the same violent act had it occurred in real life (i.e., none, mild, moderate, extreme).

Viedeirt Chvilefren s Progranining

“Unrealistically low level of harm,” a variable subsequently derived from these
measures, was defined as any interaction for which the amount of depicted harm
was less than the amount of likely harm in real life, Finally, 2 variahle called
“lethal violence” was derived from the likely harm measure and referred to any
aggression that would be incapacitating or lethal in real life lie., “moderate” of
“extreme” likely harm),

Scene-level variables. Severa) variables were coded after viewing the entire
violent scene.! Immediate punishments included any verbal of nonverhal behaviors
that signaled disappointment or disapproval of violence within the scene. Coders
_m.:ammn_ whether each of the following types of punishment occurred. remoese:
from the perpetrator, condemnation from other characters, nonviolent action to
stop the violence, and violent intervention by anyone other than the target, Coders
also assessed scenes for the presence of immediate rewyrds or positive
reinforcements for violence anc judged whether cach of the following accurred in
the scene: gratificarion by the perpetrator, praise from other characters, and maeeria|
rewards (e.g., money). Each violent scene also was assessed For the amount of
graphicness or blood and gore shown: none, mild, moderate, or extreme (later
collapsed into none vs, any), Lastly, each violent seene was judged for whether
humor was present. Humor was defined as the use of speech, actions, or behavio
that are intended to amuse the self, another character, or the viewer.

Program-level variables. Severa] global judgments were made onee the entire
program had been viewed. First, coders judged the overall level of harm/pain
defined broadly to include not only physical harm but also emotional, Uztczc_oma;‘
and financ suffering as a result of violence, Programs were coded as n_c_..._.n:_.;m
either no harm/pain ar short-term harm/puin only, or long-term harm/pain
extended across the plot. Second, the gvery)| pattern of punishments delivered
aCross the progrim was assessed, Separate judgments were made for good characters
and for had characters as 1o whether they were punished throughout the entjre
program, punished at the end only, or never/rarely punished. Third, programs
were judged for whether they strengly featured an antiviolence theme, or overall
message that violence was morslly and/or soctally wrong, To be coded a5 having
an antiviolence theme, o program could do any of the fallowing; emphasize
alternatives to violence, show continual punishments for violence, or emphasize
the serious consequences to violence throughout 1he plot. Fourth, each program
was assessed for its level of realism, Shows were coded as actual reality (i, real-
life footage of violence) .

: » Fecreation of reality (e, reenucted events presented
similarly to how they actually oceurred), fiction e, creative CONSLrUCtions not
bused on actual events but that are passible in real life), or fantasy (.., characters
and events that are impossible in the real world), Finally, style of presentation for
sach program was coded g aninuated or live action,

"Coders were instructe
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Training and Reliability

A total of 38 undergraduates at the University of Californix, Sunta Barbara, coded
the programming in the 1995-1996 NTVS sample. The coders received
approximately 40 hours of classroom instruction and 20 hours of luboratory practice
to help them learn the complex coding scheme. Once trained, coders worked
individually in quiet lubs ay they assessed programs for violence, It took
approximately 20 weeks for the coding to be completed, Every week during this
time, half of the coders independently evaluated the same program to assess
consistency across individuals. Programs used for reliability tests were randomly
sampled from each of the six genres in the sample (i.e., movies, drama, comedy,
reality based, music videos, children's),

Two levels of reliability were assessed (see Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999).
First, coders” agreement on defining or unitizing violent PATs and Scenes was
examined, As & measure of unitizing, we assessed the modal number of PATS and
scenes coders agreed upon in each reliability test. The number of coders that
came within 20% of the mode on PATs and scenes also was computed. Across all
programs assessed for reliability (¥ = 18), most coders agreed on the number of
PATs (83% median agreement) and scenes (100% median agreement) within a
20% interval around the mode, suggesling quite a bit of consistency in unitizing.

Once coders agreed on the same unit of analysis, their agreement on choosing
4 value for each of the variables in the coding scheme had to be checked, To
assess coders’ judgments, we computed a level of confidence for each of our 738
reliability coefficients (41 variables on each of the 18 programs in the reliability
tests). The median reliability coefficients across 18 tests for the variables reported
in this study are as follows: means used (.94), extent €.87), depicted harm (.83),
likely harm (.77), depicted pain (.81), justification (.87), perpetrator type (.90}, sex
(.97, good/bad (.79, hero status (.96}, reason for violence (.79), self-remorse
(1.0), condenmmnation from others (.90), nonviolent action (.93), viclent action (.95),
self-gratification (.83), praise from others (.95), material rewards (.94), graphicness
(.90), humor (.83), program harm/pain (.63), punishment of bad characters (.82),
punishment of good characters (.56}, antiviolence theme (1.0), realism (,96), and
style of presentation (1.0). Nearly all of these coefficients are above .80,

Results

Most of the analyses involved frequency comparisans on the amount and nature
of violence between different groups of programming. Two types of significance
were considered in these comparisons. To assess statistical significance, we
computed a series of chi-square tests (p < .05} on variables related 1o the amount
and nature of violence, first comparing children’s versus nonchildren's programming,
anel then comparing the different subgenres of children’s programming. Because
of the large sample sizes involved, the vast majority of these tests were statistically
significant even though some of the differences are quite small in magnitude.
Therefore, we ulso relied on practical or substantive significance for interpreting
the findings. For all percentage comparisons, we stipulated a difference of at least
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Table 3. Amount of Viclence in Children's and Neonchildren's Programming

Children's Nonchildren's
% of programs with violence o9, 57
2
Number of violent PATs per hour 141 56
Number of viclent scenes per hour 6.5 27
% of time devoted to vidlance 1.7 12.3

Note. Within rows, pearcentages having no subscripts in common are s nificantly diff t
both statisticaly (o « .08) and practically (10%), s y cliteren

10% hetween subgroups of programming before we were willing to assert that the
difference s meaningful. Throughout the results, then, percentages having no
subscripts in common are significant both statistically (5 < .05) andg practically
{10% difference).

Vivlence in Children s Programming

To answer the first two research questions, we divided the television landscape
into two categories: Programs targeted to children under the age of 13 and programs
not targeted specifically 1o this dge group. The nonchildren's category included
the following types of general-audience programming: comecly, drama, movies,
music videos, and reality-hased shows. Of the 2,748 Programs in our sample, 859
(31%) were programs specifically targeted 1o children. The breakdown by :Ba
was as follows: 483 hours of children's Programming in o composite week of
television and 2,060 hours of nonchildren's programming,

Research question 1. The first research question concerned how children's
programs compared with all othep types in terms of the amount of violence.
Though most Programs on television contained some violence, children's
programming was significantly more likely 1o fearyre aggression than was
nonchildren's programming, x(1, N = 2,748} = 3378, <00,V = 1154 tull 69%,
of shows targeted 1o viewers under 13 years of age contained some form of
violence compared 1o 57% of 4| other programming (see Taple 3). Not only was
the prevalence of violence higher in children’s programs, but so was its
concentration. Children’s programming featured almost three times the number of
PATs or violent exchanges per hour, and more than twice the number of violent
scenes per hour as compuared 1o nonchildren's programs (see Table 3).* We also
locked at the duration of violence within programming and, on this one meastre,

of variunce aecounted fis in all ¢hi

e analyses are based on Cramer's IV*) measure of

e expressed ws per hour pather

.. Iy
re divided inio independen

ror




'’y ] i e >
Jortrived of Comnniviication Mearch 200

Table 4. Context of Violence in Children’s vs. Nonchildren’s Programming

Children's Nonchildren's
Nature of the perpetrator 265, o
Attractive (PATY 5 2
Hero (PAT) . %
Human (PAT) o :
Anthropomorphized (PAT) mca mma
Male (PATY
35

Justified viclence 27

Type of means 0
Natural means (PAT) bw e c
Gun use (PAD .,

Extensive/graphic viclence s "
Lethat violence (PATY 9 P
Repeated acts (PAT) ; &
Blood & gore (scene) a o

Rewards/punishments 2 .
Immediate rewards (scene) o . 2ae
No immediate punishments (scene) 4 z
Bad perps never punished (program) x .
Good permps never punished (program}

Conseguences of violence " o
Victim shows ne pain (PAT} owc nmu
Victim shows no harm (PAD oou mog

Unredlistically low levels of harm {PAD) m.u wmu
Depicts long-term suffering (program) A b

Humor 7%, mmo

Reallsm . 0,
Fantasy context (program) ouu 3
Anirmated format (program) o

Note. Within each row., percentages having no subscripts in common are significantly different
both statistically (o < .05) and practically (10%..

isti i i i nonopolize the
children’s programs were not distinetly higher. Violence Qﬁ not n P
plot in any type of programming, children's or nonchildren b whether chikdhens
| iti ermn :
Searc St : second research question coneer:
Research question 2, The secon . cd ol Top
{ 5 5 violence is portrayed. T:
s dif] all other types in terms of bow . |
rograms differed from all o : v ‘ ayed Tuble
_\wn:”_.,_di comparisons of children’s and nonchildren’s ﬂ_.omE:HBHDW. _mw unctior
he eig " Vi , 5 erpetriitors .
i ! dl features of violence. In terms of p e
of the eight contextual features : . " sl ot
mofe Hr‘w_w one third of the aggressors in children's programs Jn“.mf»; rﬁnﬁ _:: e
: is : rent e :
that made them attractive role models. This paftern was no differe
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found in nonchildren’s shows, Less than 10% of the perpetrators in ejther category
of programming qualified a5 heroces. This DLy swprise readers whe might expect
to see more heroes in children’s Programs. However, oup definition of heroes way
rather restrictive, mandating thar 4 perpetrator not only sgyed lives but also wenl
above and beyond the call of duty in these efforts. T aking childrens Programming
45 4 whole, there were fow of these heroic characters, hut, g5 we shall see, most
Wwere concentrated within 3 particular subgenre,

The form or type of character engaging in violence is imporang, especially in
light of developmenty] differences in children's pereeived reality of television. A
seen in Table 4, only one third of the Perpetrators in children's Programming werc
human Gwﬁi_ whereay nearly afl were human in nonchildren’s Programs Gm:\cz
X2, N =17,046) = 6926.10,p < 001, y* = 631 In contrast, 4 fu)) 52% of perpetrators
were anthropomorphized in chiklren's shows, whereay only 4% were anthropo-
morphized in nonchildren’s shows. In spite of these substantial differences in
form, the vas majority of perpetrators inboth children'y and nonchildren's programs
were male,

The reasons or motives for violence in chilclren's Programs were very similar to
those involved in other types of Programming. Most violence Wwas enacted for ope
of three reasons: personal gain (children's, 36% of PATs: nonchildren’s. 34%);
anger (children’s; 2805 of PATs; nonchildrens: 28%), and protection of life
21% of PATS, nonchildren's: 290, When these reisons were classified in terms of
justification, nearly 30% of the violent incidents in children’s Programming depicted
violence that dppeared to be justified or morully correct (see Table 4). This pattern
Wwas essentially no differen than that found for nonchildren's Programs (350).

By what means was violence enactel in children's programs? Almost half the
PATS (46%) involved violence thar was committed by natypy| means (e, the
perpetrator's body), The flip side is that over half of the pATs involved some Wpe
of weapon. The overall breakdown of natural means versyy WeAPONs wus no
ditferent from thar found in nonchildren's shows {sec Table 4). However, the yse
of one particular type of weapon, guns, did differ ﬁ__.p_:ﬁ_:nu__w by program ype,
Less than 10% (99 of the PATS featured in children's programs invaolved the yse
of guns compared 1o almost one third of the paTs in nonchildreny Programs
(31%; %42, ¥ = 18,332) = 1169.81, £ <001, v = 25)

Another contextug| feature Loncerned how extensive and graphic the violence
was. In terms of extent, over half of he violent incidents (33%) in children'
Programming featured lethal violence and over haty (56%) also fearyred repeated
behavioral acts of violence against the SAMe trget (see Tabie 4), Neither of these
patterns differed significantly from those found in nonchildren’s shows.

Though violence was often extensive, it was rarely graphic in shows tirgeted o
childeen, Only 194 of the violent scenes in chifdren's programs depicte any amount
of blood and gore, which wag substantially jess that the 21%, of such scenes in
nonchildren's programs, x4(1, N = 6,862} = 597.98, p < 001, ve = 29

In terms of reinforcements, children's Programs actuafly contdined a higher
Proportion of scenes in which violence was immediately rewarded (3294 ) than
did nonchildren's shows Hm_ﬂxf XU, N = 8689) = 13221, p < O0L, V* = 12] ver
there was ne significant difforience between the 1w typu

(chilcren's:

s of programs in terms of
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immediate punishments for violence (see Table 4). A full 81% of the violent scenes
in children's shows contained no form of punishment as compared to 72% of
scenes in ull other types of programming. In other words, perpetrators rarely
showed remorse ar the time they engaged in violence and seldom were condemned
by others or immediately apprehendel. We will retum to this lack of immediate
punishments because it is of particular concern for VEry young viewers.

Even when the entire Program was taken into accoun, violence often went
unpunished in children’s Programming. More than one third of such shows (369)
featured “bad- characters who were never punished anywhere in the plot, and in
roughly two thirds of children's programs (68%), good characters suffered no
femorse or criticism for violence anywhere in the storyline. These ™Wo overall
patterns of punishment in children’s programs were very similar to those found in
nonchildren’s shows (see Tabie 4).

Children’s programming was substantially different, however, in terms of the

children’s programs showed no physical harm to the victim, compared 1o roughly
half (51% ) of the incidents in other types of programs, (1, ¥ = 11,276) = 151.90,
P£<.001, Vo= 12, Similarly, two thirds of the PATSs in children’s programs depicted
no physical injury ‘to the victim, compared to Jess than half of the PATs in
nonchildren’s programming, ¥*(1, ¥ = 11,408) = 606.66, p < 001, v* = -23. Children's
programming also was more likely to feature unrealistically low levels of harm
when compared to what would happen in real life. in fact, 66% of the PATs in
programs targeted to children portrayed unrealistic harm 1o the victim, whereas
only 26% of PATS did so in ) other types of programs, X1, N=10,507) = 1614.06,
£<.001, v* = 39 Lastly, children’s programs almost never depicted the long-term
negative consequences of aggression such as emotional and psychological suffering,
Less than 5% of the programs falling into the children’s category portrayed any
lasting negative ramifications of violence, Though not typical of television in general,
one fourth of all other types of programming featured some attention to long-term
consequences of aggression, X1, & = 1,405) = 114.17, p < .001, v* = 29,

How often is violence shown in a humorous context? Here, too, children's

in programs targeted to child viewers contained some form of humor. In contrast,
less than one fourth of violent scenes in other types of programs contextualized
aggression with humor, ¥(1, & = 8,686) = 2193.48, p < 001, v+ = 50,

The last context factor dealt with how realistic the violence seemed to be,
Again, we saw some dramatic differences between children’s programming and
other genres (see Table 4). The vast majority of children’s shows that were violent
involved settings, events, and characters that could never happen in rea life (87%, ).
In other words, most of the content could be described as fantasy. In sharp contrast,
less than 109 (9% ) of the violent shows in the nonchildren’s category involved
fantasy content, (1, ¥ = 1,407) = 840.17, p < .001, v* = 77, Realism also can be
conveyed through visual formats such as animation, As might be expected, nearly
all (93%,) of violent children’s programs were animated compared to very few
(3% ) of those in the nonchildren’s category, X1, N =1407) = 1145.68, £ <.001,
V* = 90,

I
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Table 5. Amount of Violence Across Subgenves of Children's 38833__._0

Slapstick Superhero Adventure/ Social Magazine
mystery relationship
% of programs w/viclence 100, 97, 8%, 48, 7,
# of viclent PATs Per hour 201 28,1 14.3 4.2 1.6
# of violent scenses per hour 149 1.9 7.9 3.0 9
% fime devoted to violence 28.7, 244 2.9, 3.1, 12,

Note. Within rows, parcentages having no subscripts in commen igni
ul are significant
both statistically {(r < .05) ang Practically (10%), o i different

.O:a final comparison We made was in the Portrayal of 4n antiviolence theme.
This type .om focus was extremely rare in children’s (2%) and in nonchildren’s
Programming (5%), with no significant difference between the tovo.

Violenee in Subgenres of Children’s 30%35.3§h

To address the second pair of research questions, we divided children’s Programs
into the five subgenres: slapstick (7 = 111; 75 hours of Programming), mc_umlﬁ:,u
(n=114;605 hours), mQEBEE\EmeQ (=202 112 hours), soeial relationships
(n = 226, 120 hours), and Mmagazine ( = 129; 89 hours), For analyses _.:<o~£.5mw
frequencies, overall chi-square teggs were performed, followed by post hac
COMparisons using the chi-square analog to the Scheffa Procedure whenever there
was at least a 109 difference between any two subgenres, Any subgenre percentages

that fell into the slapstick category contained Some violence (1009 ) and nearly
all of the superhero Programs contained violence (979 3. A.:ocmm .m:m::% less
than the slapstick category, a substangja] Portion (899 ) o,m_nrm mn_<mzz__.m\3<ma€
programs u._mo contained violence. I stark contrast, social R_mu.o:__&_._u and magazine
Programming were muych less likely 1o feature violence. Less than half of the

social _d_mw_.o:m::um programming @m;\o.w and less than 200, (17% ) of magazine
Programming contained violence, ’

s.:n_ mcnni._n._.o Programming featyre almost 30 PATs per hour, or 39 different
w_o_ma.: incidents 722&&3 a perpetrator and g larget. >n_<¢n:_ﬁ\:._<ﬁn€ shows
contained roughly 14 violent PATS per hour. Once: apain the woeial eotariv .
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Table 6. Context of Violence in Children's vs. Nonchildren's Programming

Slapstick Superhero Adventure/

mystery
Noture of perpetrator
Attractive (PAT) 3%, wmﬁ% mw&oa
Hero (PAT) 4, . mwa
Human (PAT) mmu mMa wm&
Anthriopomorphized (PAT) 62, mor_ o
Male (PAD 93 8
Justified violence 23, 34, 27
Type of means
Natural means (PATY 42, ﬂMu hw.u
Gun use (PAD 8. . w
Extensive/graphic violence
Lethal violence (PAD 57, 55, MMU
Repeated acts (PAD) 51, owU %
Blood & gore (scene) 1
Rewaords/punishments
Immediate rewards (sceng) muo 41, Mwo
No immediate punishments (scene) 84 75 b
Bod perps never punished (prog) 67 56 o
Good perps never punished {prog) 71 59
Consequences of violence
Victirn shows no pain (PATY o8, 60, ch
Victim shows no harm (PAT) 7, 60, S
Lnrealistically low tevels of harm (PAD) 79, 56, MU
Depicts long-term suffering (prog) 1 5
Hurmor 92, 53, 76,
Reallsm
Fantasy context (program) 92, 96, 85,

Animated format (prograrm) o0 92 92

Social
relationship

43%,
4

a

42

b

41

o

85

31

b

79

a

92

Note. Within each row, percentages having no subscripts in commen are significantly different

both statistically (o < .05) and practically (10%).

and magazine subgenres were substantially lower, E.o::\ UA n:aa‘m HM_O._“HH “”M”_Mﬂﬂ
per hour, respectively. As another way of comparing ﬁ _mmm \ n__ Mrm %m?m:::.c\
superhero programs featured twice as many SO_Q,: SM.__.n w:z_._,ma e
mystery programs did, 6 times more than the social re w.:n.v:_.u h ﬂ P ;ME L_nmsnv,
and 10 times more than magazine shows. The concentration of vic s

followed a similar pattern (see Table 5),

Vivlont Chitedron _S.:.p....n:::_._._._.h

Lastly, we exarnined the duration or time devoted 1o violence and again found
substantial differences across the subgenres, X4, N = 456) = 4690, p < 001
Nearly 30% of Program time was devoted 1o violence in the slapstick subgenre,
The superhero subgenre was also relatively high, with nearly 25% of screen tirme:
teuaturing violence. >Q<n:=:m\:€£n€ Progrums again ftell in the middle, witl
13% of time devoted o violence, in sharp contrast, very little of the program time
in the social refationship or Mmagazine subgenres was devoted to violence,

Overall, then, there were substantial differences across the subgenres in the
amount of violence shown, uand the pattern was consistent 4cross each of the
different measures used to ascertain quantity. )

Research question 4, The fourth research question concerned whether the
subgenres differed in how violence was portrayed. Table 6 displays Comparisons
of four of the subgenres as a function of the eight contextug) features of violence,
The magazine subgenre was not included in these analyses because of the relatively
low amount of violence in this category of programming,

The subgenres differed on several of the measures referring (o the nature of the
perpetrator. For exampie, attractive perpetrators were more likely w0 be found in
the sociul telationship subgenre than in the slapstick subgenre, with the other two
subgenres falling in hetween, y43, & = 5,990) = 37.85, p < 001, v* = o8, As might he
expected, the superhero subgenre had significantly more Perpetrators who were
heroes than did the other three subgenres, 43, ¥ = 5952) = 199.92 £ < .00,
V= 18,

The subgenres also differed with regard to the type or form of the perpetrator,
X3, N=5098509) = 171.22, p < 001, v* = 12 Significantly more of the perpetrators
in the socia] relationship subgenre were humans, especially when compared 1o
the slapstick and superhero categories (see Table 6). In Contrast, perpetrators in
slapstick were more often u:n:_.cvo_:c:qr_.nn.a characters than in any other
subgenre, Nevertheless, the subgenres did not differ interms of the gender of
the perpetrator; the vag majority of violent incidents were perpe
male characters regardless of which type of children's program
vonsidered,

The reasons or motives for violence ase, differed significantly across the
subgenres. As seen in Table 6, violence that appeared 10 he justified of morally
correct wits more common in superhero pProgramming than in slapstick, with the
other two subgenres fulling in between, X3, N=5750) = 6051, p< 001, vr = 10
A closer examination of specific motives reveale that superhero programs were
more likely than the other subgenres 1o featyre violent incidents thae were
undertaken for protection of life (superhero; 33%, of PATs; slapstick: 12% ;
un_<n.3:_wa\_:<mﬁ€” 18% ; socia] relationship: 19% ) and Jess likely to invelve violence
motivated by anger [superhero; 17%, of PATs; LmUm:.nr.. 32%; :n_<n.:=:.n.\3§ﬁ€
20%, ; social relationship, 32%; %43 N = 6,020) = 424.30, p < 001, v* = 15).

The type of means used to enact violence also differe significantly across
ypes of children’s programming, x43, N = 6,462) = 15129, p < 001, v e = 4 1.
Nearly 60% of the violent incidents in sociul relationship Programming were
accomplishel through natura) means, whereuas the majority of violenr incidents in
the other three subgenres involved S0me type of weapon. A closer look at gun
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use in patticular reveals that it was more common in superhero programming
(15% of violent incidents) than in the other three subgenres, though only the
difference between superhero and social relationship programming was significant
(see Table 6).

Does the extent and graphicness of violence differ across the subgenres? The
answer is yes for extent and no for graphicness. In terms of extent, social relationship
programming was less likely than all other genres to feature violence that would
be lethal or incapacitating if it were to oceur in real life, *(3, V= 3,881) = 48.08,
£ <.001, V* = 11. In other words, the violence was less dangerous or potentially
harmful in this subgenre. The other measure of extent, how often behavioral
aggression was repeated against the sarne target, also differed among the subgenres,
X3 N=4681) = 88.45, p < .001, V* = 14. As seen in Table 6, repetitious vielence
was most likely to be found in superhero programs compared to all other genres,
In spite of these differences in the extent of violence, there were no significant
differences in graphicness. Across each of the subgenres, only 1% of the violent
scenes depicted any blood and gore.

In contrast to all other context variables, there were very few differences among
the subgenres in terms of whether violence was rewarded or punished (see Table
6). The same overwhelming majority of scenes in all subgenres depicted no
immediate punishments for violence Also, roughly one third of the programs
portrayed bad characters as never getting punished anywhere in the plot, and a
majority of programs portrayed good characters as never getting punished. Though
some of the subgenres showed a 10% difference on these two variables (see Table
6), the overall chi-squares were not statistically significant. The only variable dealing
with retnforcements that did differ across subgenres was the presence of immediate
rewards in a scene, ¥¥(3, NV = 2972y = 37.84, p < 001, V* = 11. Specifically,
superhero programs were significantty more likely than the other subgenres to
show violence as immediately rewarded by praise or material goods within a
scene, though the contrast with the social relationship subgenre fell just short of
practical significance.

There were several important differences between the subgenres in terms of
the portrayal of the consequences of violence (see Table 6). OFf all the subgenres,
social refationship programming was the least likely 1o depict victims as experiencing
no pain, 43, N = 3,899) = 37,64, P <.001, V* = 10. On the other hand, social
relationship programs were more likely to depict no physical harm to the victim
than were superhero programs, with the other two subgenres falling in between,
X3, N = 4,965) = 9568, p < 001, V* = 14. At first glance, this pattern seems
contradictory. However, the relative absence of depicted injury in social relationship
programs actually coincides with the fact that these shows also featured less lethal or
dangerous violence, especially when compared to superhero programs (see above),

The subgenres also differed dramatically in the portrayal of unrealistically low
levels of harm when compared to what would happen in real life, x(3, N = 3,606)
= 17135, p < .001, V* = 22, As might be expected, slapstick programs, were
substantially more likely than all other types of children’s programming to depict
harm unrealistically. In fact, nearly 80% of the violent incidents in this subgenre
featured an unrealistically low amount of harm to the victim. 1n contrast, social

o —— e e e
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relationship programs were the least lkely to portray harm unrealise 2lly (529 of
PATS). Lastly, there were no significant differences across the subgenres in the
pottrayal of the long-term tonsequences of violence: simply pur, very few children’s
programs depicied any prolonged suffering or hardship due 1o violence,

As might be expected, nearly every violent scene in slapstick Programming
contained humor (92% ), and this proportion was substaniially higher than thar for
any other subgenre, 43, = 2,973) = 354.24, p < 001, V* = 35, As seen in Table
6, superhero programs were the least likely of all children’s shows 1o
violence with humor (53%, of violent scenes),

The final context factor involved realism, Though the vast majority of violent
children’s programs featured fantasy content superhero shows were significantly
more likely 1o do so than were mn?ggnm\gwmﬁm_.f or social relationship shows
X3, N=470) = 17.49, p < 001, v+ = 10 1p other words, the E?n.:::e}s_\mnm_..w‘
and social relationship subgenres were slightly more likely to depict content that
could possibly happen in the teal world. However, there were no differences in
realism as a Funcrion of format; nearly all violent shows in these foyr subgenres
were animated.

In conclusion, there were Prominent distinctions in the portrayal of vielence
across the four most violent subgenres of children's programming. As seen in
Table 6, differential patterns emerged for nearly ail of the eight context factors
with the exception of rewards and punishments, . B

contextualize

Discussion

The resuits of the present study indicate that programs targeted specifically 1o
children differ in both the Amount and the nature of viplence that is portrayed
when compared 1o nonchildren’s programming. The findings further suggest that
there are different ypes or subgenres of children’s Programming ancdl that violence
varies greatly across these categories,

Our first research question concerned whether chitdren’s programs differ in the
amount of viclence shown, and the answer is clearly yes, Nearly 7 out of 10

3, i s, Simply pur, violence is
d to viewers

How do our findings tompare with previous research? The comtent analyses
wo:acnﬁa in the past have found, like this study, that violence is more Uu.m<m_m:.~
in n:_._aﬂ.m:w programming than in other types of shows, Yet the precise figures
have varied quite a hit, For example, Williams e 4] (1982) found that roughly NQG\._.
of children’s shows contain violence, compared 10 75% in the Poylos etal (1976)
study and 90% in Gerbner's analyses (see Signorielli, 1990). Rutes A.% Sc_.nzcm in
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children's shows also have varied, anywhere from 9 per hour (Poulos et al., 1976)
0 20 (Signorielli, 1990), Our prevalence tigure of 69% and rate of 14 incidents per
hour fall somewhere in ihe middle, but arguably are the most accurate estimates
1o dute, Rather than relying solely on the major broadcast networks, we analyzed
a total of 23 channels, including several cable channels devoted to children’s
programming; rather than restricting our sample to cartoons, we included all types
of programming targeted to children; and rather than limiting our analysis to
prime-time hours or weckend mornings, we assessed complete days from 6 2.m.
to 11 p.m. Because of the size and representativeness of the sample, this study
sets new henchmarks from which future content analyses of violence in chitdren’s
programming can be compared.

Quantities of violence do not tell the whole story, however. The way in which
violence is portrayed is perhaps more important than sheer amount in predicting
the likely harm to the audience. One important dimension of context relates to the
perpetrators and whether the violence they commit is glamorized. On this front,
children’s programs do not differ much from other types of shows. Roughly 40%
of perpetrutors are attractive charucters wha can serve as role models for viewers,
and roughly one third of the violent incidents they commit are justified. The vast
nujority of these perpetriators are male, and they very rarely experience remorse
or criticism at the time they commit the violence. In other words, mast violence on
welevision is condoned, These patierns hold true for childrea™s as well as
nonchildren’s programming.

However, children’s shows do differ in two ways relative to the characters who
commit violence. First, perpetrators in children's programming are less likely to be
human and more likely to be anthropomorphized. At first glance, this may seem
to imply that such programs are jess harmful because of their fantasy nature.
However, as pointed out earlier, younger children have difficulty distinguishing
fantasy from reality on TV and have been shown to imitate human-like characters
just as readily as human ones (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1903a; Friedrich & Stein,
1973). The second difference is that perpetrators in children’s shows are significantly
more likely to be rewarded with material goods or praise when they commit
violence (32% of scenes) than are perpetrators in other types of shows (21% of
scenes), On this one feature, viclence is glamorized more often in children’s
programming, heightening its risk to young viewers. As mentioned earlier, rewarded
violence increases the likelihood that viewers will learn aggressive attitudes and

hehaviors from such portrayals { Bandura et al., 1961; Lundo & Donnerstein, 1978).

The context of violence in children's programming is even more problematic
when we turn our attention to how victims are portrayed. As noted earlier, rescarch
has shown that the depiction of a victim's harm and pain can inhibit the learning
of aggression among viewers (Baron, 1971a; 1971h; Wotring & Greenberg, 1973).
Yel, across several measures, children’s shows are less likely than other types of
programming to portray the serious consequences of violence. For example, o
higher proportion of violent incidents in children’s programs involve victims who
expurience no signs of physical harm or pain. In addition, two out of three violent

incidents in children's shows depict an unrealistically low level of harm compared
o what would happen in real tite if such violence were to oceur. Only one fourth

Vieentt Clitetron s Programnin

of the incidents in other ypes of programs depict unrealistically low levels of
harm. Lastly, only 3% of children's program depict the long-term :bnwu.. C.
repercussions of vialence, compared to roughly 25% of nonchildren's ,..ro..x., :ﬁw.
should note that “long-term” in our coding scheme simply meant that _E:,g ,.=. f.sm, ing
was depicted beyond the next scene in which the violence oceurred .:E.,.. ) n,:s%
minute cartoons could qualify so long as victims or their families ex .ni,..:. ‘,»MS.“.:
aftermath of violence, We can conclude, then, that children’s U_.CUEB in ,.c::.
more likely EEM_ other types of programs to feature sunitized ,,;Qa:m.m ik
One :,....M_.mo: tor this could be that the foms of behaviora] M_mxﬁmiom in children’s
programming are simply less serious or dungerous. However, the dar, d oo
support this idea. Indeed, a full 50% of violent incidents in _x_:: n:._ra L» c .:Q
.:o:c_:._n:,m:.v. shows feature viclence that would be letl Crio b
in E,n. ﬂ.ﬂ; world. ?EEC:::F more than hall of the violent incidents in both
H.Sgn_f C.a programming involve repeated acts of hehavioral AgRression a .E.::.—, the
Sdme victim, not just a single punch or gun shot. In othe amitiation
of violence in children’s programming is not due 1o
seriousness of the aggression, In spite of this, viole
more likely 10 be couched in humor than i
fact, three out of four violent SCEnes in progr.
_#:.:C_., S_E_.m.u.f. only one in four contain humor in nonchildren’s fare. Thus, this
serous and often sanitized violence is also very often trivialized ,_.‘_:,E H.: TE? ﬂ :,.
the least well understood of all the contextual fearures _rm_.r“ T.J.CE... .M<. _FL_E_:H o
suggest that humorous violence can Incredse Scéc_._ :rnh.r;_._.,.u.,C: {I3a Rp:_ﬁna .
mo_.wcim.n\., 1970) as well as desensitization (Jublonski & ...\.E:.H__:: Envm%:_ 7
All of the patterns documented so lur z.:n.mni that p._:a_.dz ‘ .
poses un equal or even higher level of risk compured to othe
,_,«wc ::n_:sm.._, stand in contrast to thi First, there is substantially less gun use i
c:.__a_.c: s shows. Fewer than 10% of the violent incidents in pro :.._:.._.J. w._ 1 _m_...._ o
n_.:EFA._ involve guns, whereas 1 full 309 of incidents in other J\Uc”. Mz, __,:,ww.n“.:rf .
do. This avoidance of guns is consistent with self-imposed uﬂh.:n_.ﬂn_%m?.n_ﬁ“:_:m
many :Qﬁ.\o%m. According to Donna Mitroff ¢ personal n:::ﬂ::_.n.,:_.ﬁw_._ A_Vnn..c_:_gvhz
7, 1999), vice president of education| policies and program practices H_M:. Fox Ki .ﬂﬁ
Netwaork, ,,_wcv. Family Worldtwide maintains a strict set of standards ._.c. .\:.n__.r 2 __ﬁ:
vanmmucn of guns in programs targeted at children. Realistic Er.:_uc.sx nw..._: _MM.H a_p
especially guns, are only accepied when employed by law c:z:.n.z._:.nsﬂ .“a :ﬂ._._w:
characters.” Second, there is fur less blood and gore depicted in chil _::J
programming. Only 1% of violent scenes in children’s programs contyi “n_r: )
and gore, compared o roughly 20% of scenes in :c:»._:._a_.n:.,,w L”CS. i pload
To sumnnirize, programs targeted to children ‘) o
:.:5 5331.:._#?:‘; shows. They contain more violence overall and, although the
Hﬂ_azﬂc is __ﬂ.__.“.H _.7 :x_m:\ to be glaimorized or attractive as in G:F.._. _%MVME_MLMLM ,_.rﬁ

s M.. maore likely to be sanitized and trivialized. These patterns heighte : ris
ﬂm_ Mhnéo? f ,E.:.:,_r&wxqczz_:_._ and becoming ar._.,.r.:m_._mH.r.”ﬂ_ﬁw.”””,::“_.“m__ﬂqw.ﬂhwm<_.‘“._,_.w
<:_:M.rnﬂ__w_m_ Mc ”ﬂ,m “._m_MW?e._:“nﬂ)»\n is targeted _Ac the very uge group that is most
Comne oo cf of \ <_C._r.sn,r.. children aged 12 and helow (Paik &
. 1 Instead of protecting these younger viewers or shielding them

al or cause serious harm

r words, the sanitization
a difference in the quality or
nce is children's shows is far
s violenee is other progrimming. In
s targeted 1o young viewers contain

5 programming
rtypes of programs.

4N many cases more problematc



Jowrnal of Communiceation, Merch 2002

from the most problematic partrayals, programs that are geared (o this age group
contain some of the most egregious depictions of physical aggression on television,

Nonetheless, our study also reveals quite clearly that children’s programs are
not all the same, In fact, we found marked differences among the five subgenres
with regard to violence. On one end of the continuum are slapstick and superhero
programs, which together account for the highest prevalence, concentration, anc
duration of violent portrayals. For example, all of the slapstick programs in our
composite week of television (e.g., Animaniacs, Popeye, Road Runner) contain
some violence, with an average of 29 violent incidents per hour and almost 30%
of the time devoted to physical aggression. Right behind this category is the
superhero subgenre, inclueling such programs as Exosquad, Captain Planet, and
Power Rangers. Nearly 97% of these programs contain violence, with an average
of 28 incidents per hour and nearly 25% of the time devoted (o physical
aggression. In other words, a child watching either a slapstick or a superhero
program will be immersed in a violent world, with a different incident occurring
every 2 minutes.

The nature of the violence looks a bit different in these two su hgenres, however.

Slapstick is dominated by anthropomorphized perpetrators, far more s¢ than any

other type of children's programming, It is also slightly less likely to show violence

that is justified, in part because much of it is motivate by anger. Slapstick programs

are substantiaily more likely than other subgenres 1o feature unrealistically low

levels of harm to the victim. In fact, nearty 80% of the incidents underestimate the

harm that would oceur in the real world if such violence were enacted. As might
be expected by the name, slapstick programs are far more likely than any other
subgenre to depict violence in a humorous context. All in all, this subgenre poses
the most risk for younger viewers, especially those u..er age 7, who have difficuley
distinguishing reality from fantasy on TV (Hawkins, 1977; Rosengren et al., 1994).
The violence is perpetrated by unrealistic characters and the aggression itself is
highly unrealistic in its impact on the victim. In addition, in spite of the fact that
nearly 60% of the incidents involve lethal violence, the aggression is made to
look funny. An older child, like an adult, would be able to recognize the fantastic
nature of the violence in these shows, but a younger child who is still attributing
life to human-like characters and has not yet developed the ability to think critically
about what would happen in real life is much more susceptible to the impact of
such portrayals,

Though just as violent as slapstick, superhero programs feature a different type
of perpetrator, one who is more likely to be heroic, to be engaged in justified
violence, and to be rewarded for aggression. All of these qualities enhance the
potential for these characters to serve as role models for learning aggression
(Bandura, 1986; Liss. Reinhardt, & Fredriksen, 1983). Superhero programs also
stand out because they are more likely than other subgenres to feature gun use
and to feature repeated or extensive behavioral aggression against the same victim,
Notably, the superhero subgenre is the least likely of all types of children's
programming to depict violence in 2 humorous context. In general, then, this
particular type of program spotlights good characters who are forced to engage in

aggression to save lives. The potent combination of attractiveness, justification, .
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and reward serves to glamorize viglence more so than in other sybg,
MMH:mmE Mﬂz pose risks for hoth younger and older children, n_mbﬁwmn_ﬂﬂwﬂaw FH_M_@
Ermﬂmm Mv t _m_ _u__oh A v.awmn:: like \Eo:.a.\ NQE@S. that depicts realistic w:bm}ﬁo%
semble humans and who ENgage in realistic violence would pose the gredrest
Q:”x\ ,:M._ :c.:umm. would be maost problematic for younger cmm.”__.‘.””?.ovo_:o%_:uma
EEQM”“ .u”_“mﬁwmu.\n Mﬂvﬁv_.zﬂﬂ__mmm:nw m_:qu:, .:._n. MF?nsE:w\meﬁQ subgenre falls in the
category Toapre “” ﬂ_u C En__ﬁz S programuming. A fufl 9094 of shows in this
coughly al s . Mu:n.:“.n. uE the concenirution of incidents per hour js
Gty ha e int € 5 w:u,.,:nr and .,_.cban_.ﬁao subgenres, Also, less time iy
o Em:n_o: _.,:nﬁﬂsﬁp_.n.n_ to the stapstick unel superhero categories, In
dominatcd by it Betiuice and Sognhy 39 sor e TS DAL they are oy
¢ d : e are prototypical examples iy
Mwwmﬂﬁﬁb Q:,WM M”WMM_\_“M M%_nm:% revolves E.o:_.#_ SOME enigma rather zm_: UMHJ__,_M__M
ubgenree o</ Hu_ﬂ. ma\\ U.ﬂ.cmn:.:: m._..,.o fall .E:N,EE in the middie of the
s s :E_.,_,cu: M cﬂ.;\ in which Somn._.#,n. 18 portrayed, As seen jn Table 6,
e 2 B ,,_,_.:W_.ﬁ ﬁoq or _.oE frequencies armid all the contextual features
o i Fm_”n.m.n_ " w.m»_,_aw? Hﬂ._naw: to ,.,,.cxmn.....ﬁ :ﬁ:. this subgenre s harmless oy
o It m:d_\ i, > e patterns of most children's Programming, withoy
; In contrast, the social relationship subgenre does see
LHM”M..,._MWM“M. MM“W:MMOA_EQ.E_ :...mccr Programming. Slightly less than half of the
oo § 3_.5_8,..*. mc::n:MMMm_ th w::\ mc:H.S.c_m:ﬁ incidents per hour oF one
the o i olencrmo a OM Y wu\o of the :Ew is devored o violence. Second,
more likely (o use their _won_,_.M_HMv Mﬁ%“ﬁmﬂﬂﬂu?m: e of sy g are
o « s their b I 4ggress rather than g weapon, and the tlmos
..:_TMM LM.M MM._HH__“M_“ Mn%::?%ﬁn 3 far Tess letha) aggression than in H_Mn cﬂrn.n
oy descrd S.c_w:n,:..: 50, \::.,. .J,:_Jxm.n_.r., does a hetter job of portraying the
o e e ,H_Ez o oz.hm. ! “nnm .:.w. mere iﬁ.&nﬁ? thut depict neo physical harm
being less serious or HQ:M__. VMMWMHGMMT_M::E?__..,._z.cF.:M e non of the o
feature paintess viclence and also the least _mﬁ..n_. :5_7: - _,.,..H:.m Iy oy 10
of Lo Viok el an : st fike %.ﬁc “epic unrealistically low levels
and The _n.b.:wuexﬁq are QBEHﬁM“..%%MHMMHHMM_WMW.ﬁ::? il gr oo Bears

: > typical slapstick or superher.
g tston ® drar ! . Pstick or superhero
They are far less likely to feature violence, hut when they do, the ‘_xxﬂmﬁ_.c:

.. in terms of consequences
Omno:h. ‘. ess likely nitize Conseguences,
e ”M‘ ;_ a _u&,_msﬂ wants 1o shield u child from violence altogether, the bes
@ this is to choose programs fr. i _ :
: . 5 from the magazine subgenre
St this is 0 : : : ANe subgenre, Less than 200
. a__a.m w; in :zm CAegory contain any violence, or less than one in five Enhﬂ.oe.nq
u__:o.ﬁ . %Mn_‘_ﬂ .S.N violent incidents per hour on averiage, as compared _o_
o _,um o mm 8 .M.v.,.:n” and superhero ciategories. Indeed, the magazine subgenre
i Ught of as the “risk-free zope” ; i . ming. &
. 5 one” in children's 2T i
ks o the 5 programming. Examples
N n: v_.omn_:? as Barney and Sesame Strect for younger children, ; &_u If
Ve e Selence Gy for older children o and ol
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i COVE : violence in children’s
han do programs not targeted to children, z_oarcern. :F.SEQ&?. et
:..H srams is portrayed in a way that often poses more risk to Sw S_Lr_,a ey in
et _.. _. wrning aggression, Not all children’s shows are E.W_x ; ple for the

s of les B 54 ; . WS A o N
ot however. The slapstick and superhero subgenres are t Hnﬁ vors offenders,
aterns, . A ¢ < .  nitize and i
m%: being saturated with violence. Slapstick ﬂ_,cmnm:.:v .,:EEMQ_ “ﬂ:nc::.éﬁ i
. 5 5 e X dITES glamonze . dsl,
Xie het ) ?:Uﬂ-—rﬁﬂc prograt i .
to o great extent, where . i riee o cons
J._#:mw targeted to children are almost nc_.bv_nn.r;\ E.:Q. O e oramming,
. F..,ER research should continue to assess violence in ¢ o s Programnm ok
looking specifically at newer channels such us the g,m_ r:#ﬂ P netwonis. Our
m:n::n; suggest that content analyses should be .En:,ﬁ “M::mo_ el sk
t ,m 1 single entity. We hope that the subgenres _ esente rounly
5 WS a8 A ¢ . - N ot e . ,
,..,_‘”HMFﬁ,un,a debute over how to divide this large group ﬁurmﬂﬁm sm.nr nis oush Y
_ , , ] y in a compos
f ams and ¢ st 20% of the hours in e
! he programs and almo . in A ek ol e
.mci. _n.: HECMA ‘_m.._,.w.o can explore how the violence in these progr s Erm?. >
\T:M__nﬂﬁn ratings. Do children watch certain mcvmnznmv‘:dﬁﬂ ghan orien, ane
.,_: T lence predict viewership? Studies also m:cr.;m_ exdm g e o
Q_, eisio ting system consistently and accurately differentiates ar
television Sy h p. -
et (he Hﬂ_m,”__,,_o_:_. help educators and parents make better sense
i ¢ findings should help educator: ; e
Practically, the findings sho : o Ot fndine
t _ H_nFH:M.,.. :Nm._:ﬁ when we talk abourt programs targeted to Q:_EHCEL e s
imdlicate ot . violence in such s 3
indi 2ners Aan expect more i
aate that generally, we ¢ violer e
ﬂwﬁ] quite :x_s.ﬁ across the subgenres. The data Qr.:_%\nnﬁ._wx;o_ﬂa\ ﬂo_. e shou d
) \_.w.,._,_::n that a cartoon or any other type of program _.? e the ooponite.
J.CH __ : because it is *made for kids.” In fact, this .ﬁcﬁ:\. sugges Lﬁﬂuﬂ:.:.i vl
Z_::v . t : _rn._.n_u_a viewers are targeted for some of the mox )
The most vu *
of violence on television,
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