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Analysis of Adolescent Audiences
Anew analysis ofa national survey of2,023 adolescents in grades 7through 12 revealed several potential

audiences that could be targeted in future anti-violence campaigns.

• A MAJORITY OF AMERICAN ADOLESCENTS HAVE HAD PERSONAL EXPERIENCE WITH
VIOLENCE.

More than half (52%) of the adolescents surveyed reported having been involved in violence, either by
seeing, being in, or starting a fight, or by carrying a weapon within the previous year. Males were more likely
than females to report having experience with violence.

• EXPERIENCE WITH VIOLENCE DIFFERS DRAMATICALLY AMONG ADOLESCENTS.

Seven groups of adolescents were identified based on their previous experience with weapons and
fighting: Aggressors, Defenders, Combatants, Carriers, Fist-fighters, Observers, and Avoiders. These groups
differed also by gender, family background, attitudes toward violence, and their willingness to participate in
anti-violence programs in their communities. Summary profiles of these groups are presented in Table 9.

• ONE RELATIVELY SMALL GROUP OF ADOLESCENTS HAS HAD THE MOST
EXTENSIVE EXPERIENCE WITH FIGHTING AND WEAPONS, BUT MAY NOT
BE THE MOST RESPONSIVE TO ANTI-VIOLENCE MEDIA MESSAGES.

About 5% of the adolescents surveyed reported having carried weapons, and having started and been in
fights. This group that we labeled Aggressors is predominantly male (87%), and is the most likely of all the
segments to: 1) get hit at home by parents, 2) live in a home in which no adult has a full time job, 3) think that
adults look down on them, and 4) have turned to gangs for respect and support. Since media messages typically
are more effective in increasing awareness and reinforcing rather than changing existing behavior, anti
violence media campaigns aimed at this group that already exhibits a pattern of violent behavior may not be
effective. Media campaigns directed at parents of young children that encourage nonviolent discipline and
conflict resolution in the home may be more effective in reducing violence among this segment in the future.

• YOUTH WHO HAVE HAD SOME BUT NO EXTENSIVE EXPERIENCE WITH VIOLENCE CAN
BE DIVIDED INTO FOUR AUDIENCE SEGMENTS THAT MIGHT RESPOND TO MEDIA
MESSAGES DESIGNED ESPECIALLY FOR THEM.

Defenders (4% ofthe sample) haven't started fights in the past year, but they have been in fights and have
carried weapons. They are almost as distrusting of adults as Aggressors, and a number find gangs attractive.
Defenders are most likely to say police don't like people their age. Although a small audience segment, this
group is a potentially important target audience because they are carrying weapons, apparently to defend
themselves. Media messages aimed at this segment might be effective if they showed that the weapon carrier is
likely to be the victim of his own weapon, and if alternative conflict resolution strategies are modeled. Adults
should be portrayed as trusting and respecting ofyouth.

Combatants have started and been in fights, but haven't carried weapons. At 10% of the sample, they
could be an important target audience, and probably would benefit from a campaign that reinforced their
non-weapon carrying behavior, and modeled alternatives to fighting to resolve conflict.
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TABLE 9

Potential Adolescent Target Audiences
for Anti-Violence Campaigns

AUDIENCES CHARACTERISTICS

AGGRESSORS (5%): =::} Almost all males.

carried weapons, =::} Most likely to experience violence in their homes.

started and been in fights. =::} Most feel violence is best way to solve problems.

=::} Many feel gangs are "like family."

DEFENDERS (4%): =::} Three-fourths male.

carried weapons, =::} Live in relatively dangerous neighborhoods.

been in fights. =::} Many turn to gangs for support and protection.

=::} Most distrust adults.

COMBATANTS (10%): =::} Two-thirds male.

been in fights, =::} Second most likely to report getting hit by parent.

started fights. =::} Most likely to live in a house where no adult has a full-time job.

CARRIERS (3%): =::} Two-thirds male.

carried weapons, =::} Most feel safe at home but not on their own block.

no fighting experience. =::} Many worry about drive-by shootings.

=::} Most are optimistic about the future.

FIST-FIGHTERS (18%): ~ Two-thirds male.

been in fights, but ~ Most feel safe at school.

did not start fights. ~ Most are trusting of adults, optimistic about futures.

=::} Most are willing to participate in anti-violence programs.

OBSERVERS (12%): =::} Predominantly female.

witnessed a fight =::} Some are fearful in their neighborhoods and don't trust police.

with a weapon. =::} Most have family support, expect adults to respect them.

AVOIDERS (48%): =::} Two-thirds female.

never been in =::} Lowest levels of fear and highest levels of home stability.

or seen fights. =::} Most have family support, expect adults to respect them.

=::} Most willing to volunteer in community anti-violence programs.
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Carriers, aproportionately small (about 3%), ethnically diverse segment, are the least likely to feel safe on
their own block or around school. Almost half of this segment worry that they will be the victim of a drive-by
shooting. Carriers apparently carry guns to protect themselves. They have not started or been in fights. This
group might also benefit from a media campaign that showed that weapon carrying is potentially most danger
ous for the weapon carrier, and alternative strategies for avoiding violence in their neighborhoods.

Fist-fighters (18% of the sample) haven't started fights and don't carry weapons, but they have been in
fights. They feel relatively safe in their neighborhoods, but said they would rather watch a fight than walk away
or get an adult to stop it. This segment might respond to messages that focus on alternatives to resolving
conflict while preserving social status such as intervening in fights or serving as a mediator.

• ALMOST HALF OF AMERICAN ADOLESCENTS REPORT HAVING HAD LITTLE OR NO
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE WITH FIGHTING OR WEAPONS WITHIN THE LAST YEAR.

The group we labeled Avoiders comprise 48% of American adolescents. Youth in this group are three
times more likely than Aggressors to say they would walk away if they saw a physical fight among strangers, and
were the most likely to say they would try to get an adult to stop the fight. Two-thirds of the Avoiders are female.
These adolescents report having had no persoI).al experience with violence within the last year. This group has
the highest levels ofhome stability, and lives in neighborhoods in which adolescents are less likely to encounter
drug trafficking, crime, and gangs. Avoiders are the least likely group to benefit from anti-violence media cam
paigns, unless the campaign is designed to reinforce their inclination to avoid violence, or encourages their
participation in programs designed to reduce violence among other youth.



42 NATIONAL TELEVISION VIOLENCE STUDY / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



RECOMMENDATIONS

For the Television Industry
ABOUT PROGRAMMING CONTENT

ABOUT RATINGS AND ADVISORIES

ABOUT ANTI-VIOLENCE MEDIA CAMPAIGNS

For Policy Makers

For Parents

RECOMMENDATIONS 43



44 NATIONAL TELEVISION VIOLENCE STUDY / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



RECOMMENDATIONS 45

RECOMMENDATIONS
The recommendations offered here follow from the findings of the Year 2 report. They address several

different audiences: the television industry, public policy-makers, and parents. The recommendations represent
the collective views of the researchers at the four university sites.

For the Television Industry

About Programming Content
Last year, the study recommended that the television industry pursue creative efforts to change the ways

in which violence is typically portrayed. Given that our report was released in February 1996, it would have
been difficult for any industry response to our particular study to have affected the findings of our Year 2
report. In order to see change in the future, many people in the television industry will have to make concerted
efforts to modify how violence is treated. If large-scale efforts are undertaken, we should expect to see them
reflected in our Year 3 report.

Our recommendations are as follows:

.PRODUCE MORE PROGRAMS THAT AVOID VIOLENCE; IF A PROGRAM DOES CONTAIN
VIOLENCE, KEEP THE NUMBER OF VIOLENT INCIDENTS LOW.

We do not advocate that all violence be eliminated from television, nor do we profess to know exactly
how much is "too much:' But we do know that the overall amount ofviolence on American television has not
changed appreciably from 1994-95 to 1995-96. It is still the case that more than half the programs in a compos
ite week of TV contain some violence. Furthermore, most programs with violence feature numerous violent
incidents rather than a single scene. Our recommendation is to begin efforts to cut back.

.BE CREATIVE IN SHOWING:

• MORE VIOLENT ACTS BEING PUNISHED.

• MORE NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES, BOTH SHORT-TERM AND LONG-TERM,
FOR VIOLENCE.

• MORE ALTERNATIVES TO THE USE OF VIOLENCE IN SOLVING PROBLEMS.

• LESS JUSTIFICATION FOR VIOLENT ACTIONS.

This recommendation recognizes that not all violence is the same; that some portrayals pose more risk
to the audience than others. Conveying the message that violence gets punished, that it is not always justified,
that there are alternatives to aggression, and that violence causes serious consequences (i.e., pain and suffering)
for the victims are all ways to reduce the risk of a negative influence on viewers. We encourage producers to
move beyond the "old formula" where violence is presented as a defensible course ofaction to solve problems,
where characters continually get away with such behavior, and where the suffering ofvictims is seldom shown.
Fewer glamorized and sanitized portrayals would significantly reduce the risk for viewers, even if the overall
number of violent portrayals were held constant.
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.WHEN VIOLENCE IS PRESENTED, CONSIDER GREATER EMPHASIS ON A STRONG
ANTI-VIOLENCE THEME.

The use ofan anti-violence theme on television continues to be rare. In both Year 1and Year 2, only 4%
of all programs in a typical week employed violence to emphasize an anti-violence message. This is an area
where a substantial effort or initiative could make its impact felt clearly and immediately. We encourage the
television industry to create more programs that: (1) present alternatives to violent actions throughout the
program; (2) show main characters repeatedly discussing the negative consequences ofviolence; (3) emphasize
the physical pain and emotional suffering that results from violence; and (4) show that punishments for
violence clearly and consistently outweigh rewards.

• PROGRAMMERS SHOULD BE SENSITIVE TO THE TIME OF DAY THAT PROGRAMS
CONTAINING VIOLENCE ARE AIRED.

For example, violent reality programs, especially police programs and kindred non-news entertainment
reality shows, should be scheduled in later-evening time blocks; where network-affIliated stations are unable to
move programs into late prime time, they should consider moving such fare to late-night time blocks. Asub
stantial number of violent reality programs are scheduled in the 6:00-8:00 p.m. block, and fewer, but still
considerable number, in the 3:00-6:00 p.m. after-school block.

.WHEN REALITY PROGRAMS PRESENT VIOLENT THEMES, PROGRAMMERS SHOULD
INCLUDE EXPERT INFORMATION OR HELPlINES THAT SUGGEST ALTERNATIVE MEANS
OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION OR OTHER WAYS VIEWERS CAN APPROPRIATELY RESPOND
TO VIOLENCE.

Our report notes some progress on this front in the past year, but still just 11% of violent segments in
reality programming included any such information. There is room for improvement.

About Ratings and Advisories
.CONSIDER CHANGING THE NEW TELEVISION INDUSTRY RATING SYSTEM

BECAUSE SIMILAR AGE-BASED RATINGS HAVE BEEN FOUND TO ATTRACT
CHILDREN TO RESTRICTED CONTENT.

The findings of the Year 2 experiment reconfirm and amplify the problems of age-based ratings that
were observed in Year 1. The higher level MPAA ratings ("PG-13" and "R") made movies more appealing to
older children; none of the content-based rating systems showed this unwanted side-effect. Moreover, the
higher level MPAA ratings attracted younger children who like to watch television the most and who by their
own admission get involved in fights with other children more frequently. Finally, the MPAA rating of"PG-13"
was especially attractive to older children who are the biggest fans of violent television.

• ENSURE THAT THE NEW RATING SYSTEM IS BASED ON WHAT RESEARCH SHOWS TO
BE HARMFUL EFFECTS OF TELEVISION.

Because research shows the effects ofexposure to television differ according to the type ofcontent viewed,
and because there has been much more research to date showing the harmful effects ofviolence than of sex or
language, it is important that parents be alerted specifically to the violent content ofprograms. It is also impor
tant that a rating system reflect the types and levels of violent portrayals that pose the most significant risk of
negatively affecting children.
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For example, this year we have identified the kinds of portrayals that pose the highest degree of risk for
the learning ofaggression among young viewers. Such portrayals feature an attractive perpetrator engaging in
justified violence that goes unpunished and shows minimal consequences. Our findings indicate that a large
proportion of these high-risk portrayals for children under 7 years of age are found in children's program
ming, particularly cartoons. The rating system ought to differentiate these high-risk depictions from those
which have a lower level risk.

About Anti-Violence Media Campaigns
.ANTI-VIOLENCE PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENTS IPSAsl CAN BE BETTER DESIGNED

TO MAXIMIZE THEIR IMPACT.

Narrative PSAs featuring non-celebrity adolescent sources who have had negative experiences with
violence may be more effective than celebrity testimonials because adolescents prefer stories rather than preach
ing, and may not believe celebrities who have been involved with violence.

Depictions of violence in anti-violence PSAs should include realistic consequences, as well as punish
ment (physical and social) for the perpetrator. PSAs should portray specific, realistic alternatives to violent
behavior. In addition, PSAs ought to address behaviors that can lead to violence, such as carrying a gun to
school or gang membership. Finally the length of sponsor tags should not overwhelm the anti-violence
message.

• PSA MESSAGES SHOULD BE THOROUGHLY PRE-TESTED TO MAXIMIZE
THEIR EFFECTIVENESS.

Many factors must be considered when choosing format, structure, sources, settings, and behavioral
recommendations for PSAs. PSA producers should consider violence prevention theory and research, target
audience profiles, and formative research and evaluation before designing messages. Prototype messages should
be shown to samples of the target group to see if the various components of the message are designed most
effectively. Pretesting can be a small percentage cost of production, especially for the more elaborate cam
paigns, and can significantly increase the effectiveness of the final campaign.

• THOSE WHO CREATE ANTI-VIOLENCE MESSAGES SHOULD RECOGNIZE IMPORTANT
DIFFERENCES WITHIN THE ADOLESCENT AUDIENCE AND TARGET MESSAGES
TOWARD SPECIFIC AUDIENCE SEGMENTS.

Future media campaigns designed to reduce violence among youth should take into account the diver
gent experiences and attitudes of the adolescent groupings identified in this study and create messages that
directly address the circumstances, fears, beliefs, and behaviors of those target audiences.

• PARENTS MAY BE AN OVERLOOKED AND IMPORTANT TARGET AUDIENCE FOR ANTI
VIOLENCE MESSAGES INTENDED TO REDUCE YOUTH VIOLENCE.

Adolescents who were most likely to report having started fights also reported the highest incidence of
getting hit at home when they did something that made their parents angry. Campaigns aimed at reducing
corporal punishment or enhancing parenting skills may therefore have a positive indirect effect of reducing
future violence by adolescents in the community.
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For Policy Makers
.RECOGNIZE THAT CONTEXT IS AN ESSENTIAL ASPECT OF TELEVISION VIOLENCE AND

RELY ON SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE TO IDENTIFY THE CONTEXT FEATURES THAT POSE THE
MOST RISK.

Treating all acts ofviolence as if they were the same disregards a rich body of scientific knowledge about
media effects. An appreciation of key contextual factors is crucial for understanding the impact of televised
violence on the audience. Our high-risk composite analysis demonstrates that portrayals that are not necessarily
explicit but that present violence as attractive, rewarding, and painless pose a significant threat of increasing
children's aggressive behavior. At the base of any policy initiative in this realm is the need to define violence
and, assuming that not all violence is to be treated equally, to differentiate types ofviolent depictions that pose
the greatest cause for concern.

• CONTINUE TO MONITOR THE NATURE AND EXTENT OF VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION.

Evidence of the harmful effects associated with televised violence is well established. The stakes are high
in terms of social implications in this realm not so much because of the effects of viewing anyone violent
program but more because of the fact that most everyone watches TV, most people watch a lot, and most of
television contains violence.

For Parents
Perhaps the most important consumers of this report are the nation's parents. It may take years to alter

significantly the profile ofviolence on television. In contrast, parents can begin immediately to change the way
they think about violence on television and the way they make decisions about their children's viewing.

• TAKE AN ACTIVE INTEREST IN YOUR CHILDREN'S TELEVISION VIEWING AND WATCH
AND DISCUSS PROGRAMS WITH THEM.

Parental involvement in children's viewing is essentiaL By watching and discussing television with children,
parents can prevent many of the harmful effects that can occur and help make viewing a learning experience.
For example, children who watch with their parents are better able to interpret story-lines, recognize stereo
types, and discriminate what is real from unreal on television. In this study, children of parents who took a
more active role in their television viewing were more likely to avoid programs with restrictive ratings when
making their own viewing choices. The recommendations that follow continue to emphasize parental involve
ment, but focus especially on ways to deal with television violence.

• BE AWARE OF THE THREE RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH VIEWING TELEVISION VIOLENCE.

Evidence of the potential harmful effects associated with viewing violence on television is well estab
lished. The most troubling ofthese involves children's learning of aggressive attitudes and behaviors. Arguably
more pervasive and often under-emphasized are the other two risks associated with television violence: fear
and desensitization. An appreciation ofthese three effects will help parents to recognize the role oftelevision in
children's socialization.
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.CONSIDER THE CONTEXT OF VIOLENT DEPICTIONS IN MAKING VIEWING DECISIONS
FOR CHILDREN.

As demonstrated in both of our reports, not all violent portrayals are the same in terms of their impact
on the audience. Some depictions pose greater risks for children than others, and some may even be prosocial.
When considering a particular program, think about whether violence is rewarded, whether heroes or good
characters engage in violence, whether violence appears to be morally condoned, whether the serious negative
consequences of violence are avoided, and whether humor is used. These are the types of portrayals that are
most harmful.

.CONSIDER A CHILD'S DEVELOPMENTAL LEVEL WHEN MAKING VIEWING DECISIONS.

Throughout this project, we underscore the importance of the child's developmental level or cognitive
ability in making sense of television. Very young children are less able to distinguish fantasy from reality on
television. Thus, for preschoolers and younger elementary school children, cartoon violence and fantasy
violence cannot be dismissed or exonerated because it is unrealistic. Indeed, younger children identify strongly
with superheroes and fantastic cartoon characters, and often learn from and imitate such portrayals. Further
more, younger children have difficulty connecting non-adjacent scenes together and drawing causal inferences
about the plot. Therefore, punishments, pain cties, or serious consequences ofviolence that are presented later
in a plot, well after the violent act, may not be comprehended fully by ayoung child. For younger viewers, then,
it is particularly important that contextual features like punishment and pain be shown within the violent
scene, rather than solely at the end of the program.

• RECOGNIZE THAT CERTAIN TYPES OF VIOLENT CARTOONS POSE PARTICULARLY HIGH
RISK FOR YOUNG CHILDREN'S LEARNING OF AGGRESSION.

Our findings suggest that certain animated programs can be particularly problematic for younger view
ers. We have identified a type ofportrayal that we label "high risk" because it contains an array ofelements that
encourage the learning of aggressive attitudes and behaviors. In particular, a high-risk portrayal for learning is
one that features an attractive character who engages in violence that is condoned and that does not result in any
serious consequences to the victim. Parents of younger children should closely monitor cartoon programming
with an eye for this type of portrayal. Parents of older children and adolescents, on the other hand, should
review movies and drama programs because these genres are most likely to contain realistic portrayals of the
type defined above that pose high risk for more mature viewers.

• RECOGNIZE THAT SOME TYPES OF RATINGS MAY MAKE A PROGRAM MORE
ATTRACTIVE TO YOUR CHILD.

The type of rating system now being implemented has been shown to attract many children to restricted
programs. This may necessitate greater supervision of your children's viewing, or it may be the source of
increased parent-child conflict over viewing choices.
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SUMMARY

The second year of research on ratings and advisories explored how different
rating and advisory systems affect children's interest in programs and movies. It also
analyzed the use of ratings and advisories in the composite week of television.

The main experiment involved 374 children between the ages of 5 and 15, from
three public schools in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Children were given booklets presenting
choices of programs to view, with the same program receiving different ratings in
different booklets. Children voted anonymously for programs they wanted to see later in
the session. Eight different rating and advisory systems were tested. We retested the
Motion Picture Association (MPAA) ratings and two advisories, "parental discretion
advised" and "viewer discretion advised" (with and without the phrase "contains some
violent content"). We also included tests of the effects of the violence codes used by
some premium cable channels (e.g., "MV: Mild Violence"), the Recreational Software
Advisory Council (RSAC) ratings used for video games (e.g., "Violence: Creatures
Killed"), and the violence ratings used in Canada in conjunction with early implementa
tion of the V-chip (e.g., "brief violence"). In addition, we tested a rating that simply
indicates the age-appropriateness of a program (e.g., "not for kids under 8"), and one that
indicates that a program has won various types of awards (e.g., "Teens' Choice Award").

Most of the ratings and advisories did not significantly affect children's interest in
programs, but there were a few exceptions. For younger children, "parental discretion
advised" increased the interest of boys, but decreased the interest ofgirls. The phrase
"contains some violent content" did not affect children's interest. The only rating system
that increased children's eagerness to see programs was the MPAA ratings. Among older
children, the more restrictive ratings of "PG-13" and "R" increased a program's
attractiveness, and the "G" rating decreased it. Although the tvtPAA ratings did not affect
younger children overall, those who were more aggressive and those who liked watching
TV more were attracted by the "R" rating and showed decreased interest in a movie with
the "G" rating. The only other significant effect of ratings on children's interest in
programs was that of the premium channel violence codes on younger children. These
children were less interested in a program when it had the content codes of "MV: Mild
Violence" and "GV: Graphic Violence" than when it had no rating.

As in Year 1, very few programs were aired with advisories (3%). Premium
channels again made heavy use of MPAA ratings and content codes. However, an
analysis of movies that had both tvtPAA ratings and content codes showed that "PG" and
"PG-13" were not well differentiated from each other in content. Moreover, both of these
ratings represented highly diverse combinations of violence, sex, and adult language.
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INTRODUCTION

The second year of research on ratings and advisories sought to amplify the
findings that were reported in the first year. Specifically, we again explored how ratings
and advisories are being used on television, and replicated and extended our study of how
ratings and advisories affect children's interest in programs and movies.

With the passage of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, the questions being
investigated at Wisconsin have become of even more urgent public interest. The Act
mandates that within two years of passage, new televisions be manufactured with a "V
chip," which will permit the blocking of objectionable content, and that television
programs be rated or labeled to provide information that will be readable by the V-chip.
Shortly after passage of the Act, entertainment industry executives agreed to develop a
rating system that would be implemented in early 1997. The new system was unveiled on
December 19, 1996, and was modeled after the Motion Picture Association (MPAA)
rating system for movies.

The new system is different in some ways from the MPAA ratings. A separate,
two-level rating system is used for programs that are considered to be designed for
children ("TV-Y, All Children" and "TV-Y7, Directed to Older Children"). Other
programs are designated with one of four ratings: "TV-G, General Audience," "TV-PG,
Parental Guidance Suggested," "TV-14, Parents Strongly Cautioned," and "TV-M,
Mature Audiences Only." The important similarity between the new ratings and the
MPAA ratings is that they both give parental guidelines for viewing by different age
groups and do not tell specifically what type of potentially inappropriate content is in the
program.
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Chapter 1

THE IMPACT OF RATINGS AND ADVISORIES
ON CHILDREN'S PROGRAMMING CHOICES

The findings of the Year 1 research showed clearly and unequivocally that ratings
and advisories can have a significant impact on children's viewing choices in unintended
ways. In our research, we found that the frequently used admonition "parental discretion
advised" significantly increased the number of boys selecting a program, and the effect
was especially strong for older boys (age 10-14). This advisory had no effect on girls'
interest in programs, however. In contrast, the label "viewer discretion advised" did not
affect boys' tendency to choose a program, but it significantly decreased girls', and
particularly younger girls' (age 5-9) interest in viewing it.

The first year of research also showed that children's interest in seeing a movie
was strongly affected by the different MPAA ratings "G," "PG," "PG-13," and "R,,, and
the effect again depended on the age and sex of the viewer. For younger girls, interest in
the movie decreased as the restrictiveness of its rating increased. For older girls and
younger boys, interest peaked with the "PG-13" rating. For all three of these groups,
interest in a movie was lowest when it was rated "R." The older boys, however, showed
the strongest interest in the movie when it was rated either "PG-13" or "R," and
completely avoided the movie when they thought it had a "G" rating.

The Year 2 research sought to extend the generality of these findings in several
ways. First, we wanted to replicate these findings with a more ethnically diverse sample
than the one that was tested in Madison in Year 1. To accomplish this, the Year 2
experiment was conducted in schools in Milwaukee, where there is a much wider mix of
ethnic groups. Second, the research was designed to test the effects of other existing or
proposed rating systems on children's interest in programs. Since the results of the Year
1 research brought out some unintended and undesired consequences of both "parental
discretion advised" and the more restrictive MPAA ratings, it seemed only fair to subject
other rating systems to the same test, to determine whether they, too, would increase
some children's interest in restricted programs.

In addition to retesting the parental and viewer discretion advisories and the
MPAA ratings, we included tests of the effects of the violence codes used by some
premium cable channels, the Recreational Software Advisory Council (RSAC) ratings
used for video games, and the violence ratings used in Canada in conjunction with early
implementation of the V-chip. In addition, we tested two types of ratings that have been
discussed publicly but are not currently in use: one that simply indicates the age
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appropriateness of a program and another that indicates that a program has won various
types of awards.

Beyond testing the effects of each rating system on children's desire to see a
program, we attempted to gather further information to explain the reasons behind any
observed effects. Two possible rationales suggested themselves for children's increased
interest in programs with advisories and restrictive ratings (see Cantor, Harrison, &
Krcmar, in press). One rationale could be called the "forbidden fruit" hypothesis, which
involves the psychological notion of "reactance" (Brehm & Brehm, 1981). Reactance
theory posits that when people perceive that their freedom is being restricted, they are
motivated to restore their freedom by performing the restricted behavior. This process
has been invoked by Bushman (Bushman & Stack, 1996) to explain the results he
observed when college students showed increased interest in movies with warning labels.
It is possible that in the Year 1 experiment, those children who showed more interest in
programs labeled "parental discretion advised" and movies with the more restrictive
MPAA ratings were reacting against these implied threats to their freedom of choice. It
may well be, then, that these ratings are perceived as saying "this is not for you," or "this
is not for kids," or "you're too young to see this."

The other explanation, which we will refer to as the "information hypothesis,"
contends that restrictive ratings and advisories simply provide information about content.
According to this reasoning, these labels imply that a violent show has more violence or
more intense violence than one without a label. Therefore, those viewers who want to
see violence choose fare with these labels to obtain access to the content they desire. It
may be, then, that programs advertised with advisories and more restrictive ratings are
sought out by some children because they are expected to be more violent.

The findings of Year 1 provided some data that could be used to evaluate these
two rationales. At the end of our main experiment, we asked children to rate the
advisories and ratings according to the type of content they expected in programs
associated with them, and in terms of the meanings they understood in the ratings. These
results provided more support for the "forbidden fruit" hypothesis than for the
information hypothesis. Children's interpretations of the MPAA ratings supported both
explanations, in that the higher-level ratings were perceived both as more restrictive (at
least by the older children) and as containing more violence than lower-level ratings.
However, children's interpretations of the advisories were clearly more consistent with
the forbidden fruit effect since "viewer discretion advised," which was perceived to be
more violent than "parental discretion advised," did not provoke increased interest.
Moreover, it was perceived by the older children as involving less parental control over
their behavior than "parental discretion advised."
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To gather further data on what it is about the various ratings that influences
children's choices, our Year 2 experiment involved asking children to rate each program
description a second time, this time in terms of how violent they expected the program to
be and what age they thought it was appropriate for. Because the Year 1 research also
showed that children who had been scared by something on television were less likely to
choose programs with advisories, we also asked children to rate how scary they expected
each program to be.

As we did in Year 1, we again assessed whether a movie's violence rating would
affect interpretations of the content of the movie. In Year 1, we observed that MPAA
ratings had very little impact on evaluations of the movie, with the one exception that the
"R" rating increased perceptions of how severely the hero had been hurt in the violent
encounter. In Year 2, we tested the effect of the violence codes currently used by some
premium cable channels on children's interpretations of a movie scene.

As we had done in Year 1, the Year 2 research also assessed various background
characteristics of children to determine how children's level of aggressiveness and
anxiety, and the degree to which their parents were involved in their viewing would relate
to the impact of advisories and ratings on their viewing choices.

Method

Participants

The sample of participants consisted of374 children from three schools in the
Milwaukee Metropolitan School District, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Permission was
secured from the schools and the participants' parents prior to the study. All children
were tested during the school day. An incentive was paid to the participating schools for
their cooperation.

Participants, who were in kindergarten through eighth grade, ranged in age from 5
to 15 years. Many of the analyses compared subjects in two age groups. The "younger"
group was composed of children between the ages of five and nine years (n=175; 44%
male). The "older" group was composed of children between 10 and 15 (n=199; 46%
male). The majority of the children participating in the study were African-American
(60%), followed by Caucasian (19%), Hispanic (6%), Asian (2%), and American Indian
(1 %). In addition, 11% of the children described their ethnicity as some combination of
the above groups, and 1% identified themselves as part of an "other," non-listed group.

273



Procedure

Each research session began with the administration of a background
questionnaire, followed by a program-interest questionnaire, and a questionnaire
assessing expectations about the content of the programs just rated. Then participants
were shown an 8-minute movie clip, after which they filled out a brief questionnaire
about their reactions to it. The entire session took between 25 and 35 minutes. Children
in kindergarten, first, and second grades were questioned individually by trained
interviewers. The older children were tested in groups of 10 to 26 by two research
assistants. In all cases, children were told not to put their name on any of the booklets,
and were assured that their answers would be completely anonymous.

The first questionnaire booklet consisted of two parts: a background questionnaire
and a selective exposure questionnaire in the form of an eight-page mock television
programming schedule. Children were instructed to read the program description that
appeared on each page of the programming schedule, and to indicate how much they
would like to see that program or movie. There were two random orders of programs,
with half of the children reading the descriptions in each order. Either the second or the
last page of the booklet, depending on the questionnaire order, featured the description of
the movie the children would ultimately see. Children were told that they would be
shown a video clip after completing the questionnaire and that their ratings of how much
they wanted to see each program would be used to help the researchers decide which
video clip to show.

Once the first questionnaire was completed, it was collected by a research
assistant who then tallied the children's "votes." In the meantime, the children proceeded
to fill out the second questionnaire, which consisted of the same eight program
descriptions they had read in the first questionnaire, followed by questions assessing how
violent and how scary the child expected each program or movie to be. Children were
also asked to indicate the minimum viewer age they thought the program was meant for.
After the children had completed the second questionnaire, they were shown the video
clip. All groups were shown the same video clip, regardless of their programming
choices.

Children were told to gather around one large (27") video monitor to watch the
video clip from the program that the group "wanted to see most." At least one research
assistant remained in the viewing room with the children during the showing of the video
to discourage any talking that might take place during the video presentation.

Immediately after viewing the video clip, the children filled out a third booklet,
containing a variety of questions designed to assess their reactions to the movie clip. This
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questionnaire also contained measures of family size and ethnicity, and a manipulation
check question to determine how well the children remembered the rating that had been
assigned to the movie clip they saw. After completing this questionnaire, the children
were thanked, given a small gift (a decorative pencil), and dismissed.

Background Questions

The background questions first asked about the participants' age, grade, and sex.
Then there were questions about the child's enjoyment of various activities, including "I
like to watch TV," with four response options: "not at all," "a little bit," "pretty much,"
and "very very much" (coded as 0 through 3, respectively). Four questions tapped the
frequency with which children viewed various types of programs, including "When I
watch TV, I watch programs with action or violence." Responses options were "never,"
"some of the time," "most of the time," and "all of the time" (coded as 0 through 3,
respectively). As in the research for Year 1, there were several questions related to
aggressiveness (e.g., "I get into fights with other kids"), several related to anxiety (e.g.,
"seeing scary things on TV upsets me"), and several related to parental guidance of the
child's viewing (e.g., "when I watch TV my parent watches with me"). Response options
for these three types of questions were "never," "some of the time," "most of the time,"
and "all of the time. "

Finally, participants were asked to indicate the number of hours of TV they had
watched the day before, by circling a number from zero to 9 or circling "10 or more."

Selective Exposure Questionnaire

The second part of the first booklet consisted of TV program descriptions similar
to those featured in such publications as TV Guide and daily newspapers. There were
eight program titles and descriptions in all, one title and description per page. Names of
old movies that children would be unfamiliar with and fictitious names that sounded like
real programs were used because in the previous year's pilot testing, many young
children automatically chose programs whose names they recognized, such as Rescue
911, and did not pay attention to the program descriptions. Children were told that all the
programs were real, but that some were not currently being broadcast locally.

Each program was associated with variations of a different rating or advisory
system. The particular form of each rating or advisory in each booklet was determined
randomly. After reading the description of the program (or, in the case of kindergarten
through second graders, listening to an interviewer read the descriptions), the children
indicated how much they would like to see it by circling one of five possible responses:
"Hate to see it," "Don't want to see it," "OK," "Like to see it," or "Love to see it." In our
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