      Inquiry into the Effects of Television and Multimedia on  

                                    Children and Families in Victoria 

(www.parliament.vic.gov.au/fcdc/TV%20&%20MM%20Disc%20Paper%20Files/chap1.htm)

Children are defined by the ACMA code of practice as being 14 years  or younger and are clearly percieved as more vulnerable due  to their lack of development. Children have less life experience to use when analysing texts. Society has invested a great deal of emotional energy in protecting childrens innocence.It is a fundamental belief that children need to be protected.

It is accepted anecdotally and empirically that Australian children are exposed to television programs from a very young age. A recent survey found that 89% of Australian children indicated that they usually watched television most days or every day. In the same survey, 58% of children indicated that they usually watched television before school. Another survey found that children spend about 19 hours a week watching television. The peak period for viewing aged between 5-12 years is between 7.00-8.00pm for both weekdays and weekends.[4]

As the ABA's study found, "Many children are exposed to television within the family environment early in their lives, from being nursed in front of it to eating, playing, painting or reading books in front of the television, with or without parents.

                                    TV Violence 

Three major areas of concern regarding the effects of television violence on children are identified and discussed by the research literature:

     * The `direct effect';

     * `desensitisation'; and

     * fear of the world around them, or the `mean world syndrome'.

The `direct effect' process suggests that children and adults who watch a lot of violence on television may become more aggressive and/or develop unhealthy attitudes and values about the use of aggression to resolve conflicts.[1]. 

`Desensitisation' suggests that children who watch a lot of violence on television may become less sensitive to violence in the real world around them, less sensitive to the pain and suffering of others and more willing to tolerate ever-increasing levels of violence in our society.[2]. 

The `mean world syndrome', suggests that children or adults who watch a lot of violence on television may begin to believe that the world is as mean and dangerous in real life as it appears on television. Hence, they may begin to perceive the world as a much more threatening place.[3].

Many of the studies on television violence have concluded that there are some negative effects related to watching violent or aggressive behaviour on television. They do not necessarily indicate a direct `cause and effect' relationship. Rather, they suggest that exposure to media depictions of violence enhance the risk that the viewer will engage in subsequent aggressive behaviour. Exposure to media violence is one of many contributing factors that produce aggressive behaviour.[4]

(b) Aggressive behaviour

7.4 Some researchers estimate that between 5-15% of aggressive behaviour is attributable to high levels of media violence. Recent Australian research, based on interviews with parents and teachers, found that some children mimic violent television dramas in the playground. This research has established that children, particularly those aged two to five years, are profoundly affected by news events.[6] The question of the extent of causality in a possible relationship between multimedia violence and aggressive behaviour remains unanswered.

As a matter of definition, the Committee is interested in what constitutes a high level of television violence and, as corollary, what constitutes a high level of exposure. Tied to this are concerns about whether those children exposed to high levels of television/multimedia become more anxious about the `mean and scary' world in which they appear to live. Additional issues concern: the extent to which prolonged exposure to portrayals of aggressive/violent behaviour desensitises young people; the relationship between exposure to television/multimedia violence and aggressive inter-family relationships; the relationship between exposure to a high level of television/multimedia violence and anti-social behaviour among peer groups; reinforcement (or extension) of existing aggressive behaviour by exposure to television/multimedia violence..

(c) Violent behaviour

7.5 Early research suggested that viewing violent television was a causative link to violent behaviour.[7] More recent research suggests that television and videos cannot create aggressive or violent people but they will make aggressive people commit violent acts more frequently.[8] More recently, a correlation between violent videos and violent behaviour has been established. For example, English researchers have found that violent offenders are more readily influenced by violent videos than are other young people.[9]

7.6 While there may be disagreement among researchers as to the exact contribution of multimedia violence to actual violence, there is no disagreement that it makes a significant contribution to some people's short-term behaviour. The effects do not have to be great, however, for the damages to be significant.[10]

7.7 It is also possible that exposure to media violence may result in undesirable effects other than aggressive behaviour. A significant view is that distorted multimedia perceptions about violent behaviour, poor empathy for others, inadequate emotional arousement and low moral development all enhance the possible adoption of violent behaviour and violent film preferences.[11]

As a result, the Committee wishes to determine whether children exposed to high levels of television/multimedia are more likely to be violent in their play or `acting out'. Furthermore, are people, particularly the young, who are exposed to regular or high levels of television/multimedia violence likely to be desensitised about this sort of material?

7.8 There is much public concern over the availability, particularly to minors, of sexually explicit media material. A study conducted by the South Australian Council for Children's Films and Television Inc. found that many young people under the age of 18 years are gaining access to explicit material in the form of `R'- and `X'-rated videos.[12]

7.9 One substantial experiment conducted in the early 1980s on the viewing of pornography found that those exposed to the pornography came to believe, much more than did non-viewers, that unusual sexual behaviour was widespread. Viewers exposed to the pornography also became more callous toward sexual exploitation and more tolerant of rape than the non-viewers were.[13]

The Committee understands that there is a significant risk of children being exposed to pornographic or sexually explicit material through the use of multimedia and the Internet in particular. Consequently, the Committee welcomes suggestions that deal with the manner in which parents can deal with access issues. The Committee seeks information and evidence as to whether excessive exposure to pornographic or sexually explicit material leads to sexually aggressive behaviour or sexual crimes. There are also concerns that exposure to sexually aggressive or explicit material perpetuates stereotypes of both men and women among young people. Furthermore, there are many suggestions that it is important to distinguish between erotica, soft pornography, hard-core pornography and hard-core pornography incorporating violence. In addition, can videos containing sexually explicit scenes serve as a cathartic or therapeutic experience, particularly for those who are pre-disposed to sexual aggression?

(c) Links with crime and offending

7.10 The debate over the extent of influence the media has over offending behaviour continues. However, research finds it difficult to prove whether multimedia violence causes crime and no firm predictions can be made without conducting extensive longitudinal studies that examine future offending behaviour.[14]

7.11 Although concerns about imitative violence most often focus on pre-schoolers (with their lack of life experience and their belief in television's reality),[15] it is actually `copycat' crimes or other acts of violence committed by adolescents that most come to public attention.[16] Those programs which adolescents are likely to copy are those that demonstrate in detail the method of committing a crime. There is the view that adolescents, with their superior abstract reasoning ability, are capable of imagining and planning a real-life re-enactment, including detecting and correcting the gaps or flaws that may have caused the television crime to fail.[17] One measure to prevent copycat crimes would be to tighten censorship rules for those deemed to be most easily swayed by violent videos.

 (a) Health/dietary issues

Young Media Australia, a national research and information service, argue that the majority of advertisements which children view (certainly during the off-season for toys) promote food products of low nutritional value

 The selling message for these processed foods is based on the appeal of "fun to eat" and gaining peer esteem. Children--particularly those with limited understanding of language--interpret phrases such as "good to eat", "fruit flavoured", "containing fruit" as meaning good for youIt is these results that led the Australian Consumers' Association to conclude that advertising during the afternoon and early evening "skews children's knowledge about what foods are good to eat towards the very foods they should be eating least of."[7] This conclusion is supported by research in the United States of America that has found a correlation between television and obesity in children.[8]

2.5 Despite the requirements set out in the Children's Television Standards (which require that advertising for food products directed specifically to children may not contain any misleading or incorrect information about the nutritional value of the product), further Australian research, which investigated the content analysis of advertising during children's television, revealed that the overall dietary picture portrayed to children is poorly balanced and includes only a narrow range of foods: "Give-aways (20%), and messages relating to taste (16%) and fun (14%) were the main advertising strategies used to sell foods to children".[9] This gives rise to public debate over the message children are receiving about food, with the underlying premise being to ensure that advertising material direted to children is presented clearly and in a way which children understand.

(a) Coordination skills

2.6 Since the advent of television there have been many critics who claim its influence on young people has led to them undertaking less physical recreation.. Some of the research is critical of the advent of multimedia technology because it has meant far less physical recreation and involvement in competitive sport for young people. This in turn, the argument suggests, has led to deterioration in a range of motor skills.[10] Other researchers are of the view that multimedia technologies (in particular, computer games) have in fact had a positive impact on refining hand-to-eye coordination

2.9 As a corollary to the previous point, studies have shown that children tend to watch television more in families where there is greater conflict between parents, between parents and children, or between parents' expectations and children's expectations, children tended to watch television more.[13]  These studies suggest that heavy use of television can be a symptom of poor adaptation in children, with television being used by young people to escape the unresolved conflicts they are experiencing in real life.[14] These studies--and one joint one conducted by the Australian Broadcasting Authority and the Sydney Family Development Project[15]--emphasise the importance of parents in fostering the development of their children's understanding of television content through inter-personal communications.

3.4 There is also concern about the impacts on learning and to children's personal development from sub-standard and poor quality television programming. Much of the general criticism of television and multimedia technology is that it is inane fodder for minds of young people and that there is very little redeeming quality about it.

Dr Patricia Edgar of the Australian Children's Television Foundation, in a study of 13-year olds, found that children who had a low self-esteem were much heavier viewers of television than children who had a high self-esteem. Only 21.6% of those children with a high self-esteem watched more than 30 hours of television a week, compared with 48.8% of children with low self-esteem. Dr Edgar found that children with low self-esteem suffered from feelings of inadequacy that made it difficult to make and keep friends and to initiate other activities.

The Committee is aware that the appearance of violent or distressing material on news and current affairs, or `real-life television' consistently appears in research material as a matter of concern. Today's adolescents watch news programs more frequently than the preceding generations of young people. Although they often feel that they are watching a more `grown up' form of television, the fact is that the news can be just another way of packaging entertainment.

Research commissioned by the ABA found that children spontaneously mentioned a number of themes on television that caused concern for them. These themes were later grouped into broad categories, with the category involving real life incidents portrayed on television being of concern to 29% of children. This category incorporated a number of different matters such as news and current affairs, war events, starving communities overseas, and programs about `real life ghosts'.[4]  Furthermore, over half the children surveyed by the ABA said that, on occasion, they had stopped watching television (either left the room or changed channels) because something had upset them.

(e) Videos

5.16 Although programs made available on video are subject to the classification system administered by the Office of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC), there are those who believe that videos may pose a greater problem than television due to the more explicit, violent material that they can contain within the regulatory guidelines. The fact that children and young people are able to access such material, often with relative ease, is a matter of concern. Videos are available almost 24-hours per day and their content ranges from wholesome `feel-good' stories for the whole family, to explicit `R'- and `X'-rated (although the latter are not available in any of the States), violent and sexually explicit material

f) Computer/video games

5.18 There is a view that children, given a choice, prefer playing computer/video games rather than watching television because of its interactive qualities. There have also been recent concerns expressed by academics both in Britain and Australia that children from some families are choosing to stay indoors and play/work on computers instead of playing outside because of concerns about risks of personal harm.[12] This is countered by the view that children are remaining indoors because they prefer passive activities like television to outdoor activities.[13]

5.19 From 1994 to 1996, the OFLC classified 19% of video/computer games as being suitable for those over the age of 15 years. Of those video/computer games submitted for classification, only 1% were refused classification while the remaining 80% were classified as suitable for those under 15 years (29% over 8 years of age, 51% any age).[14]

5.20 The American National Coalition on Television Violence (NCTV) claims that there has been a steady increase in the number of video games with violent themes. Games rated as extremely violent increased from 53% in 1985 to 82% in 1988. A 1988 survey indicated that manufacturers were presenting packaging their games with increasingly violent titles.[15] Another survey found that 40 of the 47 top-rated video games from one manufacturer had violence as a theme.[16]

5.21 An early study on the effects of video games on children suggests that they may have a greater influence on children than watching television. A conference sponsored by Atari at Harvard University in 1983 presented preliminary data that failed to identify ill-effects.[17] The Committee recognises the difficulty in establishing direct cause and effect relationships; however, recent research conducted by the Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education found a correlation between children's use of violent video games and later aggressive behaviour.[18] A research review done by the NCTV found that nine of 12 research studies on the impact of violent video games on normal children and adolescents reported harmful effects in the short-term.[19]

5.22 Equally interesting are the results of research work completed for the OFLC. Young respondents involved in the research maintained that in general their parents were not particularly concerned about computer and video game playing. Yet, while the majority of parents were said to be unconcerned about the game playing, it seemed nevertheless that a significant proportion was apprehensive about the amount of aggressive content. The young people firmly believed that the parents who expressed such fears had a limited understanding of what the games entailed. Members of the `at risk' youth group were particularly incensed by what they saw as typical adult behaviour whereby the critics of violence had not taken the time to familiarise themselves with the game experience.[20] The question remains as to whether young people see the computer/video game as fantasy or one where the world of games converges with and blurs the boundaries of the real world.

(c) Advertising industry

8.30 Current self-regulatory codes require adherence with Children's Television Standards 16 to 23, which limit the repetition of advertisements on free-to-air television, to no more than twice every 30 minutes during children's programs (classified `C').[15] Yet, a child watching commercial television sees up to 15 minutes of advertising per hour of viewing. A child watching two hours and 34 minutes (the present average) will see 75 advertisements a day, or 525 advertisements a week, or 273,000 advertisements a year.[16] The majority of these will be for confectionary and convenience foods and drinks (many of low nutritional value), for toys (in season), and for household goods and toiletries.

8.31 There is evidence to suggest that the average child under five years of age has some difficulty in distinguishing between programs, `infomercials' and commercials.[17] Furthermore, the average child, under age eight years of age, may not discern, or have defences against, the selling intent of the advertisements. Regulatory remedies exist, for example in the Children's Television Standards, however the application of these standards can sometimes be inconsistent.[18]

