Media violence and children
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In today’s environment it is imperative to check what is causing violent behaviour in children
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IF we look around us we will see, and most people will agree, that children's behaviour has become more violent over the years. This ranges from rude fights on the playground to armed incidents in schools that result in injuries or even causalities. Asking ourselves what's causing all of this, we quickly point an accusing finger at the media, most common of which are TV, and computer and video games. One must not forget that the media is not the only source of violence. This article, for the sake of brevity, will only discuss this aspect.

Violence refers to acts of aggression and abuse which cause or intend to cause criminal injury or harm to other people, and (to a lesser extent) animals and property. The term violence also connotes an aggressive tendency to act out destructive behaviour.

The WHO defines violence as "the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person or against a group or community that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-development or deprivation," (WHO report on Violence and Health, 2002).

The US National Television Violence Study (1996) defined violence as "any overt depiction of physical force - or the credible threat of such force - intended to harm an animate being or group of beings."

Recently public attention and debate have focussed on the effects of violence on the media. TV is the main target, as it is believed that of all the forms of the media TV has the most powerful influence in developing value systems and shaping behaviour. Unfortunately, most of today's TV programmes are violent. According to studies, by the age of 18 an average American child will have viewed 200,000 acts of violence on TV alone. The level of violence on prime time TV is about five violent acts per hour.

Responding to criticism, some members of the TV industry in the US argued that they're simply giving the public what it wants to see and the violent programmes are the most popular. But violent programmes usually contain lots of action and suspense as well and perhaps that may account for their popularity.

Studies also suggest that children often watch programmes that are not meant for them. But then, children's programmes are also not free of violence; even most of the cartoons that are aired display forms of aggression. Most cartoon shows revolve around the battle between good and evil where the good employs all sorts of aggression to wipe out and rid the world of evil powers. What would a child of five or six years of age learn when it watches its favourite characters fighting to gain control?

Young children are most susceptible to be influenced by media violence as their minds are more impressionable. They have a harder time distinguishing between fantasy and reality and cannot discern motives for violence. They take whatever they see on TV as realistic. They imitate those characters and actions in their plays. Often their role models are superheroes of some violent shows.

Another factor may be the way violence is depicted on TV -- perpetrators of violence are mostly depicted as attractive, heroic personalities. Moreover, media violence fails to show the consequences of violence and no immediate punishment is meted out to the perpetrators of violence in most shows. As a result children begin to believe that there are few, if any, repercussions of committing violent acts.

Children who watch significant amount of violence are more likely to exhibit aggressive behaviours, attitudes and values, and are more likely to behave in aggressive or harmful ways towards others.

Psychologists suggest that children who are heavy viewers of violence on TV may become less sensitive to the pain and suffering of others. They may lose the ability to empathise, protest against and to become distressed by real life acts of violence, and are less likely to see anything wrong with it.

Exposure to media violence leads children to see violence as an acceptable means for resolving conflict and to achieve goals. They are less likely to benefit from creative, imaginative play as the normal means to express feelings, overcome anger and gain self-control. They tend to rehearse what they see and imitate those behaviours in their real life encounters. It is more so for children who view shows in which violence is very realistic, frequently repeated or unpunished.

Children who see a lot of violence on TV begin to believe that the world is a more violent place than it is in reality. They become more fearful of the world around them and of becoming a victim of violence and think that they should take some precautionary measures to protect themselves against this persistent imminent danger.

Children with emotional, behavioural, learning or impulse control problems may be more easily influenced by TV violence. It is not necessary that the impact of TV violence is immediately evident in the child's behaviour, it may surface years later.
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Besides TV, computer and video games are other significant factors as the majority of the most popular video games have violent themes. Video and computer games are often criticised for the level of violence, cruelty and crime that some games allow players to act out, and often glorify and reward them for doing so. Studies show that high level of exposure to violent video games is significantly associated with increased aggressive behaviour, thought and feeling, fighting at school and on playgrounds, increased physiological arousal and decreased pro-social behaviour.

Furthermore, violent video games may be more harmful and threatening to a child's well-being than violent television and movies because they are interactive, very engrossing and require the player to identify with the aggressor. Here the children are actively participating in entertainment violence that goes way beyond anything available to them on television or movies.

Video games reward players for killing innocent bystanders, police, and prostitutes, using a wide range of weapons such as guns, knives, flame throwers, swords, baseball bats etc. In some, the player assumes the role of a hero, whereas in others the player is a criminal.

Frequently cited examples of violent games are Mortal Combat and its sequels (a series of fighting games that rewards players for beating up an opponent with martial arts moves) and Grand Theft Auto (in which a principal game activity is car-jacking, the player may also run over pedestrians or shoot at and kill rival gang member or pedestrians as he completes missions for crime bosses), Doom, Wolfenstein 3D, etc.

David Grossman, a psychology professor, who has written several books on the subject of violence in the media, has repeatedly used the term "murder simulator" to describe first-person shooter games. He argues that video game publishers unethically train children in the use of weapons and more importantly harden them emotionally to the act of murder by simulating the killing of hundreds of thousands of opponents in a single game.

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO CURB ALL OF THIS? 



Parents can play an important role in reducing the impact of media violence on children and take steps to reduce or minimise children's exposure to violence. They can also help children to learn to deal with emotions without using violence.

In order to control the amount of violence children see in the media parents can set limits on the amount of time they spend with the television and monitor the programmes they are watching; they may also restrict their viewing of violent programmes, especially those that are not specifically meant for children. Likewise they can monitor their involvement with computer and video games.

Parents should talk to their children about the violence that they see on TV and video games and help them distinguish between fantasy and reality. They should help them understand the serious consequences of violent behaviour and how painful it would be in real life. For instance, they can point out that although the actor has not been hurt or killed such violence in real life can result in pain or death. They can ask them to think whether violence solve problems or create them. They can disapprove the violence stressing that it is not the right approach to solve a problem.

Parents can also discuss with them ways to solve problems without violence, and stand up against violence. They can teach them to respond with calm but firm words when others insult, threaten or hit them or another person, and help them to understand that it takes more courage and leadership to resist violence than go along with it.

To check on their behaviour parents may also accompany their children to playgrounds and watch how they get along with others. They should teach their children how to respond appropriately when others use insults or threats or deal with anger by hitting. Children could be explained that these are not appropriate behaviours and should be encouraged to avoid other children who behave that way.

Some parents believe that it is good for their child to know how to defend itself and hence encourage aggressive behaviour, though they may not be aware of long-term consequences. For example, some parents think it is good for a boy to learn to fight. Children should be explained that it is better to settle arguments with calm words, not fists, threats or weapons.

Parents and other family members should also make it a point not to buy toys that encourage fighting spirit or aggressive behaviour such as guns and swords.

