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Children and television

Since the first edition of Children ard Television: The One-Exed Monster? was
published in 1990, the heme ememainment environment has undergone
evolutionary change. There has been an explosion in the number of 1elevision
channels available and in the range of entertinment media on offer, such as CD-
ROM and interactive video games,

This completely revised second edition of Children and Television brings the
story of children and television right up w dae, In addition w presenting the
latest research on all of the themes covered in the frst edinon, it includes a
discussion of the new enlerainment media now available, and 4 new chapler
which examines the role of welevision in influendcing children’s health-relaed
attiudes ane behaviour,

Bamie Gunter and Jill MeAleer examine the research evidence imo the ellects
ol televigon on children and their responses 1o 11, They conclude tha chaldren
are more sophisticated viewers than we oflen give them credit lor, and control
television far more than 1t controls them.

Barrie Gunier is Professor of Jowrnalism at the University of Sheffizld. His
previous publications include The Aratomy af Adolescence with Adrian Furnham
(Routledge, 19893, Jill McAleer is Research and Information Manager for the
Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsen,
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Preface to the second edition

THE HOME ENTERTAINMENT EVOLUTION

Since the first edition of Children and Television; The One-Eyed Mamrer’ wis
publlsbed im 1990, the home has

iomary change. The standard television sel now represents the receptacle for
a plethora of mrurmmmn and entertamment channels delivered through a vanety
of distrbution sysiems, Since the beginning of the current decade, the average
household in Britun has acquired a greater range of home entertaimment
equipment, In 1989, just under S00,000 howseholds had a satellie dish receiver
and just over 300,000 were linked 103 cable television system, By 1994, nearly 3,
000,00 hemes had satellite elevision and over 1,000,000 had cable,'

Today, family households use TV sels for a great deal more than simply
wilching broadeast lelevision, With around one in six homes with children (17
per cent) possessing i video camera, many now increasingly engage in producing
their own video mienal. Younyg viewers these days want 1o inleract with and
actively controd events on screen, and approaching hall of all hemes with
children have & home compater linked 1o a TV monitor (45 per cent), and the
same mumber own video games,*

With the profound and rapadly occurring changes that bave taken place with
television i the past few vears, i35 imely o ake a fresh look al children’s
invelvement with television. The first edation of this book covered research up 1o
the late 19805, This second edition revisits the topics examined before, bringing
each one up 1o date with a discussion of the laest research evidence W emerge
during the 19905, In addition, a new wopic has been added, which examines the
role of television in shaping children’s healih-relaed knowledge, atimdes and
behaviours,

NEW TECHNOLOGY AND PARENTAL CONTROL

Even with the many new I il P o e home

Tront, standard 1elevision viewing remains a popular pastime for many millions
of people, children included, Many of the old, established public concerns about




the allegedly harmiul side effects of wo much telly-waching by voung viewers,
or of exposure Lo certain kinds of unsunable programming, persist o this day,
Indeed, with the expansion of subscription-based, saellite and cable elevision
reception through which audiences can gain aceess 1o msch more aduli-orented
material than ever before, public anxieties aboul the possibility of children
wilching progrimmes conlaining explici sexual maeral, graphic depicions of
vielence or “adult’ Linguage have, if anything, become more aculely focused.

Concerns aboul vielence on lelevision i the United States in the 1990s have
placed such peliical pressures upan broadeasters that, in early 1996, the leading
American television networks and cable companies agreed (o adopt a voluntary
Taings sysiem 10 wam viewers about levels of violence in programmes, In
conjunction with this new policy is a new tlechnological developmen in the form
ol a compuwier chip, nicknimed the “Vechip’, which can be built o the TV sel
10 emable parents 1o scramble programmes they believe (0 be unsuitable Cor thear
children. The chip works by reading a code iransmitied with the progronme
which identilies whether the programme contans cenain cilegories of material;
vielence, sex, bad Language or possibly an age classificanon simalar 10 thit used
Tor cinema films. This facility 15 believed by its supporters 10 offer an imporiant
mew weapon in the parental armowry, giving them greater control over whal thear
children are able 1o watch, even when parents (hemselves are not physically
present 1o control their y " use of the sel, hile, eritics have voiced
concerns that thas device may give broadeasters an excuse 10 IRnsmil even more
salacious material, knowing that parents have the power o block ol any
prograommes they don’t want their children 1o walch, Other observers have
pointed out two furher problems, First, the coding of all programmes will be
eapensive and needs carelul thought as 10 the classification criteria 1o be wsed,
Second, given the hifespan of the average TW set, it could be twemy vears or
more before everyone has a V-chip set. People are likely 1o hold on 1o their old
sels, however, and many of them will probably find their way o children's
beedrooms,

O course, even il all these practical 1ssues were resolved, in the end the
ellfectiveness of any new lechnology alwiys bedls down 1o the willingness of
people 1o use il The control of children's viewing ultimately rests, ae with all
other aspects of a child's early socialisation, primarily with parents. Parents
penerally accepl that they share responsibality with broadeasters for what thear
children might witch on television.*

Drespite this admussion, many parents 9o nol know what therr children waich
and, indesd, given the growith of sets in children's bedrooans, conndt reasonably
e expected 10, Even so, as we will show in this book, while children do ol
accept everything they see on the small screen an face value, when they are
young some gunlonce can be helpiul in enabling them 1o make imporiant
distinetions about dillerent kinds of lelevision conlent, 1o view lelevision more
ertically and selectively and 1o control for themselves how much Cand what)
they watch, In an evolving home enteriamment environment in which more and
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more choice and control 15 passing into hands of the consumer, these are the
Kimds of measures thit are likely 10 work best,

BG and JLM

April 1996



