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Preface

Can one book fully and completely cover such a wide and complex terrain as the 
intersection of children and media, and do so from a global perspective? Obviously 
it cannot.

What it does seek to do is to provide you with one scholar’s account of the 
landscape, a map, if you will, of the typography of the field of children and media, 
highlighting favorite places, mountain peaks, and hidden valleys from the point of 
view of an individual who has been engaged in this global trek over an extended 
period of time. Thus, by definition, this book is by no means inclusive, and should 
not be depended upon, solely, for your specific research project or thesis. But if you 
are looking for a mapping of the field, then I hope you will find this to be the right 
book for you. If so, it can serve as a takeoff point for your own journey.

Accordingly, this book organizes and analyzes the accumulated literature developed 
over the past 50 years by scholars studying relationships of children and media, with 
a view to assisting students, media producers, policymakers, educators, and parents 
in understanding key issues in relations of media, society, and culture that have been 
and should be studied, discussed, and confronted in terms of research, public policy, 
education, and production.

The general structure and content of the book follows an earlier version entitled 
Children and television: A global perspective (2007), which was based, originally, with 
permission, on a textbook I wrote for the Open University in Israel (Growing-up 
with television: The little screen in the lives of children and youth, 2002, in Hebrew) 
and updated in 2013 (Growing up with television and the internet). I continue to be 
indebted to the Open University of Israel for their generous permission to expand 
on that excellent experience. However, this book moves beyond the emphasis on 
television, including my own earlier work, to present a broader, integrative analysis 
of what we know about research conducted all over the world on the inter-relationships 
between all forms of media and children as a global phenomenon.
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Expanding the discussion means a lot more than just “adding” all media to the 
previous analysis of children and television. Indeed, many of our assumptions and 
concerns about television use have been turned on their head with the introduction 
of digital media. Take, for example, the preoccupation of much of the public 
discourse with the passive and isolating nature of television viewing. Over the last 
decade, the rapid growth of social media has led us to discuss how children’s active 
participation in media production and online social networking are changing the 
nature of sociability. Thus, integrating new scholarship generated over the last 
decade in the vast area of children and media challenges us to reconsider many 
previous understandings of the roles of television.

I have been studying children and media for 30 years in the USA, Europe, and 
Israel, as well as its complementary implications for the development of media 
literacy. I have read, taught, conducted research, written about it, and presented my 
work in numerous scholarly as well as professional settings. I take pride in being in 
a unique position to bridge two complementary research traditions to children and 
media, stated very roughly as: The American tradition of developmental psy-
chology with a general emphasis on the individual child, effects studies, and 
quantitative methodologies; and the European tradition of sociology of childhood 
and cultural studies with its general emphasis on sociological and cultural issues, 
and the application of qualitative methodologies. My education and experience in 
both traditions allows me the privileged position of sharing with you my integration 
of these traditions into a more holistic view of the field, which is neither limited to 
nor biased by either tradition.

I bring with me to this work, as to anything else in my professional and personal 
life, a feminist worldview and set of values. What I mean by this is a special 
concern for and interest in issues of equality and diversity, a critical view on the 
constructed nature of all social life, and an ethics of care. Within the framework 
of my own research, the feminist worldview has stimulated a rethinking of tradi-
tional binary oppositions related to children and media: The distinction between 
childhood and adulthood; the separation of children’s public and private lives; 
rational and emotional reactions to media; formal schooling and leisure activities; 
cultural constructions and developmental theories; consumption and production 
of media content. I have also taken very seriously an understanding of the power 
hierarchies that characterize relations between adult researchers and children 
investigated, and my own privileged position as a middle-class, educated, white 
female academic.

A major characteristic of all feminist work is the commitment not only to 
contribute to research and social theory, but also the commitment to being a catalyst 
for deep social change. Indeed, the feminist perspective often criticizes contempo-
rary social science for differentiating rather than integrating knowledge and 
action and highlights instead the emancipatory potential of their co-joint workings. 
I am, therefore, deeply involved with making academic knowledge accessible to the 
public through efforts at teacher training, development of media literacy curricula, 
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appearances in the media, advising grassroots organizations, and participating in 
exchanges with producers. What I have gained from these efforts occupies an impor-
tant place in the following pages as well.

The task undertaken here is enormous and very ambitious. I approached this 
challenge with deep gratitude to many, many people who have contributed to my 
professional development and life throughout the years. While there are too many to 
even attempt to name individually, I am indebted to them all. A few who stand out 
as important “mile-stones” on my intellectual way have my deepest gratitude. 
Therefore, I want to offer special thanks to David Buckingham, Linda Renée Bloch, 
Akiba Cohen, Máire Davies-Messenger, Kirsten Drotner, Nelly Elias, Shalom 
Fisch, Maya Götz, Amy Jordan, Barbara Kolucki, Sonia Livingstone, Rivka Ribak, 
Michael Rich, Chava Tidhar, Barbara Wilson, and Patti Valkenburg ‒ from whom I 
learned much about children and media as well as about the intricacies of cross-cul-
tural research; to Aletha Huston, Mabel Rice, and the late John Wright who assisted 
me in understanding the child developmental traditions; and to Ellen Wartella, with 
whom I first started on this trek in my first course in the field, over three decades 
ago, and who has continued to fuel my interests since.

To my colleagues and friends from the Feminist Scholarship Division of the 
International Communication Association (ICA), and especially Carolyn Byrely, 
Cynthia Carter, Marian Meyers, Lana Rakow, Karen Ross, and Angharad Valdivia, I 
give thanks for constantly reminding me of the meaning and responsibility of being 
a citizen of the globe, and the value of our daily work in attempting to make a 
difference within it.

I owe a great deal to Elizabeth Swayze, Senior Editor of Wiley Blackwell, who 
believed in this project and in me from our first exchange; to Julia Kirk, Senior Project 
Editor, Fiona Screen, copy editor, as well as to the production staff at Wiley Blackwell 
for their professional, efficient, and friendly collaboration. I am also deeply grateful to 
Jim Bigogno, our Dean’s Office administrator in the College of Mass Communication 
and Media Arts, Southern Illinois University, for his administrative assistance and 
dedicated, personal, year-round support; and to Jennifer Sigler, a talented doctoral 
student and graduate research assistant, for her valuable assistance. Finally, I am in 
debt to my colleagues Sun Sun Lim, Cristina Ponte, and the anonymous reviewers for 
their valuable comments and contributions to the book proposal and the final draft.

I hope all of these colleagues and friends will find something of themselves 
resonating in the following pages.

To my children – Leeshai, Noam, and Erga ‒ who were fortunate to enjoy con-
suming media in several places around the globe, and who never fail to challenge, 
inspire, delight, and surprise me. I thank them for stimulating my research following 
their own development from infancy to adulthood.

And finally, I am grateful to Peter Lemish, my lifetime partner and the most 
critical, yet loving, reviewer and editor, for keeping me intellectually and personally 
on the tips of my toes.

Above all else, this book is for the betterment of children’s lives around the globe.
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Introduction

Why study the role of media in children’s lives? Why a specific concern with the 
audience of children? And why are children and media a global issue? Let us start 
our joint journey into the exciting field of the study of children and media by 
engaging the three central challenges embedded in this book’s title.

Why Media (Now, More than Ever)?

The study of children and media relations is an enormously important topic for a 
variety of compelling reasons. First, children of both genders and all ages, races, 
religions, classes, and geographical regions of the world use media on a regular basis, 
enjoy them tremendously, and learn more about the world from them than from any 
other socializing agent. A phenomenon so pervasive and central in children’s lives is 
bound to be of great interest to anybody involved in and/or concerned about their 
world – students, parents, teachers, scholars, politicians, professionals, policymakers, 
and concerned citizens; in short, all of us.

Indeed, there is very little else that can so confidently claimed to be an experi-
ence shared by most children in the world today. At the beginning of the third 
millennium, children are being raised in a variety of social arrangements: by dual 
parents, single parents, divorced parents, same-sex parents, communal parents, no 
parents. Furthermore, regarding the existential nature of their lives, we can say that not 
all children are literate or, for that matter, go to school. They speak hundreds of 
different languages, eat different foods, play different games, wear different clothes. They 
face very different challenges in their daily lives, and have different dreams and aspi-
rations for their future. Yet almost all of them spend time with media on a regular basis.
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In short, media are one of the most shared and homogenizing mechanisms 
engaged in by children throughout the world, such that today we can barely think of 
childhood void of media. Whether they have a television or computer in their 
bedroom, share the family set in the living room, play computer games on their 
tablet while riding in the car to school, text on their mobile phone in the playground, 
or use media in the classroom or the community center, for most children today 
media are part of their taken-for-granted everyday experience. They may be 
watching television while playing on the rug, texting while eating their dinner, 
emailing while doing homework, or listening to music while surfing the internet – 
but still, they are using media. Children around the world are constantly “on” some 
form of a media experience.

What other cultural phenomena have such a magnitude of penetration, or have 
even achieved global status? No wonder our vocabulary has been recently expanded 
with the introduction of the term mediatization to refer to the changing nature of 
our world where media and the institutions that run them are understood to 
infiltrate all aspects and levels of our personal and social lives.

While relations between children and media are a universal, global phenomena 
attracting the attention of hundreds of scholars, worldwide, the burgeoning research 
literature continues to change as we engage a number of significant challenges. For 
example, as has already become clear from this brief introduction, an individual 
medium cannot be studied in isolation. It is common nowadays to substitute the 
discussion of television, for example, with screen culture, in order to recognize the 
trend for convergence of various media that employ screens: television, including 
cable and satellite connections, video recorder and games, computer games, the 
internet, movie theaters, hand-held electronic games, tablets and mobile-phone 
screens. They all share the predominance of the audio-visual system of signification, 
using similar codes and conventions to convey a rich abundance of contents. Indeed, 
our discussion of ‘television’ is deeply integrated with all the above forms.

One result of media convergence is the emergence of new fields of research. Thus, 
computers in general and the internet in particular, as well as more recently mobile 
technologies, have become the leading research topics of scholars investigating 
children and media over the past few years, following quick infiltration and diffusion 
of such technologies in the lives of children around the world.

At the same time, research into the role of television in children’s lives remains 
quite central in scholarly studies, for a number of key reasons:

First, television remains a dominant medium for young children even in those 
cultures where computers have reached a high diffusion rate, whether viewed off the 
air, through cable, satellite, internet downloads, or privately owned discs and DVDs. 
Mobile media and the internet in particular, while diffused rapidly, are still the 
privilege of the minority of well-to-do, middle- and upper-class children in both 
high-resource as well as low-resource societies.

Second, while scholarly study of computer access has been extended beyond the 
limited focus on ownership of the hardware itself (i.e., who has a computer at 
home or has access to one in a public place) to questions related to cognitive and 
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motivational access (i.e., who has the knowledge as well as the linguistic and 
computer skills necessary to access the computer? Who perceives the computer as 
relevant to their own personal goals and future prospects and thus has the motiva-
tion to pursue computer use?).

Third, studying television from a global perspective also provides us with a solid 
base from which to extend and illuminate the growing fields of digital media studies.

Finally, by way of another example of changes in our research field related to chil-
dren’s use of emergent technologies, we realize that much of our thinking about 
media consumption has been challenged by the more active role that children are 
taking today in their leisure culture. As a result, we now understand there is a blur-
ring of the boundaries between consumption and production.

Many of the same questions to be discussed in the following text were investigated 
over the last century in reference to the place of television in children’s lives, and 
they remain relevant, applicable, and indeed necessary in advancing this field of 
research. By extension, they can be applied to and compared with evolving research 
on the convergence of screen media and on mediatization of childhood. Such 
research is leading to the emergence of new theoretical foundations as new studies 
lead us into new territories. This constructive tension between continuity and 
disruption is one reason why the field of children and media is such a vibrant 
and exciting field of scholarly endeavor.

Why Children (Only)?

Although common discourse suggests that children are living today in a world 
devoid of what formerly distinguished childhood (i.e., constant blurring of former 
dichotomies between adulthood and childhood, learning and play, as well as public 
and private spheres), this book insists on continuing to treat children (somewhat 
artificially set at the up to age 18 marker) as occupying a very unique time in the 
human cycle that deserves our special attention as well as the best of our resources 
and human investment.

Furthermore, scholars of media and children are enriching our understanding of 
the need for more nuanced approaches to the concept of childhood; such as its 
socially constructed nature, as well as to the various diverse dimensions that it 
encompasses. Thus, studies of differences of gender, ethnicity, culture, and class are 
gaining more and more prominence in addition to those related to children’s age. All 
of these add new dimensions for investigation and understanding of the already 
complex nature of the relationships between children and media.

Similarly, as we map the field today and summarize what we understand about 
children and media, we find that the theoretical approaches developed to under-
stand the nature and meaning of childhood have deeply affected the kinds of research 
questions asked and methods employed by scholars in their attempt to answer them.

To a large degree, studies of children and media that dominated the field until the 
end of the twentieth century were about children. For example, children were tested 
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for their understanding of the content of television programs; they participated 
in experiments that measured the effects of video games on them; surveys were 
conducted about the amount and kind of exposure they had to digital technologies.

The theoretical assumption of most of this research was to perceive adulthood as 
the end goal of children’s development and the measuring stick of all their perfor-
mances. Accordingly, children were perceived as deficient: they were unable to under
stand media content quite as well as adults; they were not yet immunized against 
its negative effects; and, unlike adults, they were naive and easily persuaded to buy 
products or to give personal information to strangers on the internet. Furthermore, 
according to this approach, children were also understood to be inexperienced 
“subjects” of research who had difficulty accounting for their personal experiences 
and understandings of the media in their lives. Such research, then, relied heavily on 
adults – caregivers, educators, parents, researchers – to report about children’s inner 
worlds, their modes of making meaning, and their media-related pleasures.

Recently, the approach known as cultural studies, as well as sociological-oriented 
research, challenged the assumption that children should be viewed in relation to 
the process of “becoming” fully grown adults. In its place, they suggested that 
childhood be assumed to be a form of “being” in its own right. Accordingly, these 
scholars highlight the need to allow children, in each stage of their development, to 
be fully recognized as having a unique personal voice that deserves to be listened to 
and understood with empathy. Such research advances studies that are as much with 
children and for children as they are on children. This theoretical and ideological 
turn has led to application of a wide range of methodologies for studying children 
and media. For example, in addition to the use of surveys and experiments, 
researchers incorporate a more active role for the children, as participants with an 
independent voice, such as with in-depth interviewing, participant observation of 
their media behaviors and spontaneous play, as well as analysis of their artwork and 
written accounts.

Why Global? (But Is It?)

As we have seen in the preceding text, children and media constitutes a global 
phenomenon because media are ubiquitous throughout the world, and it is almost 
impossible to separate media from conceptions of contemporary childhood. In 
addition, a number of other compelling reasons can be added to the claim that 
media have global status: First, very similar debates over media’s roles in the lives of 
children have emerged worldwide. On the one hand, the introduction of television 
and its diffusion, since the middle of the twentieth century, followed by computers, 
the internet, and mobile devices, have been adopted and integrated into life in 
all societies. This has happened in conflicted ways, just as was the case with other 
communication technologies that preceded them (e.g., books, newspapers, radio, 
films). This process is referred to by scholars as technological determinism, according 
to which technologies determine, to a large degree, the characteristsics of a society. 
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Accordingly, many writers claim that high hopes and great expectations were 
expressed that each new medium would enrich children’s lives, stimulate their 
imagination and creativity, widen their education and knowledge, encourage 
multicultural tolerance, narrow social gaps, and stimulate development and 
democratization processes. On the other hand, there is also great anxiety that exten-
sive exposure to media can numb the senses, develop in viewers indifference to the 
pain of others, encourage destructive behaviors, lead to a deterioration of moral 
values, suppress local cultures, and contribute to social estrangement.

The ambivalent stance with regard to the role of the medium of television in 
children’s lives – as a “messiah” on the one hand and “demon” on the other – has 
been discussed widely in public debates in every culture that has absorbed the 
medium. We witnessed the same debates in recent years with regard to the prolifer-
ation of the internet, computer games, as well as mobile technologies. The most 
pronounced concerns are expressed over the effects of media violence on children, 
as well as the potential harm of exposure to sexual portrayals, effects of advertising 
on socialization to consumer culture, and more general concerns for children’s 
passivity and social disengagement. Framed by scholars as moral panic,1 public 
pressure on governing institutions is exerted through discussion and debates in the 
media, public forums, parents and community newsletters and forums, as well as in 
expert testimonies offered in legislative hearings by public leaders and broadcasting 
policymakers.

Countries that can afford to do so allocate public funds to research institutions in 
search of more definite and conclusive answers to the enduring question: “What are 
media doing to our children?”

Second, children all over the world use various technologies as they complete 
their homework or chores to the sounds of popular music on their music devices. As 
they daydream they may fantasize on love and adventure over blockbuster movies 
broadcast on their local channels or downloaded onto their computers and mobile 
devices. They cheer for their favorite sports team across continents and seas; 
follow the news of armed conflicts worlds apart; admire many of the same celeb-
rities, collect their memorabilia, hang their posters, wear their T-shirts, follow 
their private lives in magazines and on websites. They share their everyday life 
experiences via social networks with others worlds apart as well as those next door. 
They “like” a viral YouTube video and download a popular app on their mobile 
phone and tablet in the millions.

Indeed, I suspect that if you visit any country in the world today you will be 
able to strike up a conversation with local children by asking about their favorite 
programs, video games, movies, songs, commercials, or internet sites. You do not 
even have to know the language. Hand motioning to pictures and ads, clicking on 
links and touchscreens, or the mere mention of the names of global celebrities and 
popular programs and games will stimulate enough cooperation. At least some of 
the programs or contents are bound to be familiar to you from your own home media 
offerings or those encountered in the homes of friends, on public transportation, or 
while waiting in some line.

hp
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hp
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As part of a global audience, children employ technologies that enable them to 
access content which transcends local or even regional physical and cultural bound-
aries in their media experiences. This leads us to ask: Do children live today in a 
global village as envisioned by Marshall McLuhan? Can we argue that they are 
living in a shared global culture whose values are learned through the process of 
McDonaldization2 (i.e., the diffusion of American culture and values around the 
world)? If so, do they perceive the social world in similar ways? Is their local identity 
being erased? Are they evolving the same vision of themselves as consumers, 
individuals, and citizens of the world?

We know that through global technologies children access a largely global fare 
consisting of cartoons, situation comedies, soap operas, action-adventure serials, as 
well as Disney-style and Hollywood movies mostly produced in Euro-American 
cultures in the West. In addition, they also watch programs that come from other 
parts of the world; such as Latin-American tele-novellas; Japanese and Korean 
animated series; or local co-productions of the American series Sesame Street. Thus, 
in shifting from a focus on global access to technologies to the contents distributed, 
we know that children around the world are entertained through technologies that 
bring them popular culture-style productions, originating primarily in the USA but 
also in other parts of the world. These productions are diffused through a process 
theorized as The Megaphone Effect.3 The USA, according to this thesis, collects and 
adopts cultural artifacts from around the world, adapts them to the American 
“palate,” and then USA-based media conglomerates serve as a megaphone, spreading 
them to other markets and turning them into a global phenomenon.

The adoption of a new medium in society, initially as technology, is accompanied 
by the introduction of an entire value system and political economy that can 
often be quite foreign to the receiving country. As a global phenomenon, media 
promote mainly what has been termed as late modernity values, typified primarily 
by commercialism, globalization, privatization, and individualization. At the same 
time, media have also been among the interventions employed in nation building, 
cultural preservation, and social revolutions.

Third, the field of “media and children” has become a global research interest 
of scholars, whose primary association is in psychology, media studies, sociology, 
health, and education. Their varied disciplinary homes make a great deal of difference 
to the nature of the research; for example, in the kind of theoretical underpinnings 
used, questions posed, research methods applied, and, therefore, the kinds of 
findings produced and their interpretations.

Further, in this respect, noting the changes in the influence of the academic disci-
plines engaged in studying the reciprocal relationships between children and media 
is crucial to understanding the richness emerging out of this body of research. 
Psychology, the most prominent of the disciplines applied to this area, continues to 
focus on the individual child, as well as a host of related issues such as: social learning 
from media, the effects of media on behavior, development of comprehension of 
media content, or the uses children make of media and the gratifications they 
acquire from their related behaviors.
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As the body of literature started to accumulate, mainly from the Euro-North 
American academic institutions, it became clear that the “strong effect” conclusion 
referred to previously that assumes a unidirectional media effect on children is overly 
simplistic. Other research approaches demonstrated something that common sense 
and anecdotal data posited for a long time: children are not the passive, proverbial 
tabula rasa upon which media messages leave their marks. On the contrary, children 
are active consumers of media: They react to, think, feel, and create meanings. In doing 
so, they bring to media encounters a host of predispositions, abilities, desires, and 
experiences. They use media in diverse personal, social, and cultural circumstances 
that, too, influence and are part of their discourse and interactions with media.

With the exponential growth of digital technologies, the relationships of children 
and youth with media have taken an interesting interactive twist, with young audi-
ences becoming what scholars came to refer to as produsers (producers + users) or 
prosumers (producers + consumers) of media rather being viewed solely as con-
sumers. Thus, it became clear that asking “what do children do with media?” and 
“how do media and childhoods interact to define each other” are just as important 
questions as “how do media influence children?”

The impact of this process remains significant as it resulted in what scholars 
refer to as a paradigm shift. One example of the richness of this impact is that it 
raised the  need for cross-cultural research. Clearly, comparative research of this 
global phenomenon can illuminate many of the questions at the heart of the field’s 
continually emerging research agenda: Does media violence affect children differ-
ently if they are living in a violent urban center in comparison to a tranquil isolated 
village? Are children more frightened by news coverage of war when they are 
growing up amidst armed conflict in comparison to children for whom war is a 
fictitious concept? Do children react differently to actors and actresses of European 
descent who appear in their favorite programs and movies if they are living in a 
dominantly Euro-North American society in comparison to African, Latino, or 
Asian ones? And what about consumerism? Would children raised in rich consumer 
cultures, amidst an abundance of products from which to choose, interpret adver-
tising differently from those with no financial resources or with limited personal 
property? Pursuing such questions, as related to children and media, has become a 
global endeavor for researchers as no single body of knowledge based on contextu-
alized studies in one culture, be it as rich and diverse as possible, can provide us 
with the in-depth, multifaceted picture necessary to understand such phenomena 
in their full global manifestation.

Finally, in terms of investment, children and media represents a global business of 
enormous proportions and value. For huge entertainment corporations, children 
are first and foremost current consumers, rather than future citizens. From such a 
point of view childhood is not a distinct period in the life cycle, one that should be 
attended to with compassion and responsibility. On the contrary, it is a distinct 
market opportunity. Televisions sets are hooked to cable and/ or satellite dishes, 
receiving programs fed by huge international commercial corporations over dozens 
of channels, and the battle over the quality of the local channel is a battle over the 
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quality of one drop in the ocean. Thus, any attempts to develop or lobby for change 
in the content of television programs for children, for developing policy guidelines 
for internet sites or the video games developed for them, for restricting advertising 
and marketing to children or for fostering media literacy skills in the educational 
systems, cannot be undertaken in isolation. Concern for the quality of the relation-
ship between children and media is a global issue and only global cooperative efforts 
are likely to make a substantial, enduring difference.

About this Book

The intellectual journey offered you, the reader, in this book begins at the place of the 
regular, lived experience of children’s television viewing, namely, in their home settings.

Chapter 1, “Media and Children at Home,” examines the changes in the role of 
media in the lives of families worldwide, and in particular the place media have 
come to occupy in children’s leisure. This discussion addresses such issues as: How 
are media integrated in the everyday lives of children? What are the various roles 
that parents and siblings play in intervening in media consumption habits: for 
example, in controlling amount of time devoted to media as well as type of contents 
consumed; mediating the messages; incorporating media in family conversations?

Just as family types and the social contexts in which children are growing up are 
extremely diverse, so are their individual personalities, cognitive skills, and life 
experiences. Thus, in Chapter 2, “Media and Individual Development,” we explore 
the importance of such individual differences for understanding children’s media 
uses, through such questions as: What can we learn from the literature on various 
dimensions of children’s development and their relevance to the consumption of 
media? For example, how are children’s attention and comprehension of media 
developed? What roles do the formal features of audio-visual texts play in these 
processes? How do children learn to distinguish between the reality and fantasy 
dimensions of media content? How does the development of genre recognition, 
comprehension of narratives, characters, and moral issues progress? What are the 
forms of children’s identification with media characters? What kind of emotional 
responses to media content do children display? Further, we will ponder the issue of 
how much of what we know from research can be generalized to children as a 
homogenous group, across cultures and age groups, versus how far their relationships 
with the media change as they grow and develop within particular contexts.

The potential of media for formal and informal learning has been recognized by 
institutions and educational systems around the world, particularly with regard to 
those less privileged. Televised “schooling” and educational media challenge many of 
our conventional assumptions regarding proper pedagogies. In this regard, Chapter 3, 
“Media Learning and Literacy,” will include discussion of the relationship between 
media and various forms of learning. In doing so, we will engage such questions as: 
What are the inter-relationships between viewing television, school performance, 
and reading–writing literacy? Is television viewing related to language – as well 
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as second language – acquisition? Prominent cases such as the worldwide research 
conducted on Sesame Street are one of the foci of analyses shared. This chapter also 
includes discussion of the integration of new media – particularly the internet – in 
schooling and the role of digital culture, including gaming, in learning, cognitive 
skills, and literacy.

With the understandings gained in the first three chapters, we will be ready to 
tackle the much-debated issue of the behavioral effects of media on children in 
Chapter 4, “Media and Health-related Behavior.” Grounded in the branch of the 
research literature that regards children as a special audience, because of their 
vulnerability, particular attention will be devoted to research traditions and 
hypotheses seeking to explain short- and long-term effects of media violence. The 
effects of media advertising on consuming behaviors, as well as on family dynamics 
and emotional wellbeing, will be followed by a consideration of the research on the 
role of media in promotion of unhealthy behaviors, such as smoking and consump-
tion of alcohol, as well as implications for obesity and eating disorders. In addition, 
the chapter will address the debate over the effects of media on sexual behavior of 
adolescents, and discuss pornography.

While Chapter 4 is primarily engaged in studies of the more negative effects of 
media on children, we will remind ourselves that the same mechanisms that explain 
negative effects can also be applied to promote positive pro-social behaviors. Finally, 
when reviewing the full range of educational initiatives, we will also be concerned 
with other important methodological questions, such as: How valid are the method-
ologies commonly employed in studying these effects? How relevant is this full 
range of questions to non-Anglo-European societies? What are the issues of study 
that we have neglected?

The study of the behavioral effects of media is only part of the story. Many ques-
tions posed in our field are concerned with influences of media on children’s identity 
formation, and their evolving worldviews, values, and stereotypes. Accordingly, 
Chapter 5, “Media and Perceptions of Self and Society,” focuses on the role of media 
in the cultivation of perceptions of self and others. We will ask ourselves how media 
contribute to the construction of gender identities, sexuality, and body image as well 
as socialization to sex-roles. Do media foster a perception of the world as a mean 
and dangerous place in which to live? And, what is the media’s role in teaching us 
about “others” (we all have different “others,” depending on who we are) – be they 
racial minorities in our society, persons with physical and/or mental disabilities, 
older people, etc. What is the place occupied by media for displaced and immigrant 
children in facilitating integration into their host countries? Do media play a role in 
helping children “know thy enemy” or in socializing them to the political world and 
becoming engaged citizens? Are media part of the formation of a global youth 
culture that transcends cultural and geographical borders?

Chapter 6, “Media, Sociability, and Participation,” is devoted to the relatively new, 
but what now appears to be the rapidly changing and highly attractive, research 
field of the social aspects of children’s current media use. We will discuss social 
networking and the relationship between children and youth’s offline and online 
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social relationships. While risk-taking is part of growing up, including in virtual 
worlds, there are now several more dangerous forms of risk-taking that involve 
media use, such as cyberbullying and sexting. And, as a contrast, we will relate our 
discussions to other studies that focused on various forms of creative participation 
online, including civic engagement and activism. Thus, Chapter 6 summarizes what 
we know to date about young people’s online involvement.

Chapter  7 discusses the application of all of the above to the area of “Media 
Literacy Education.” The rationale for incorporating such education now, more than 
ever, as well as the debates surrounding it, will be summarized, and will serve as the 
foundations for the presentation of various models of media education employed 
around the world as well as a discussion of several practical aspects related to the 
development of curricula, pedagogy, and assessment of effectiveness. The continuing 
inadequacies of research that evaluates the effectiveness of media literacy education, 
particularly long term, will be pointed out.

Chapter  8, “Media, Policy, and Advocacy,” examines a host of interventions 
worldwide on behalf of children and the media in their lives. We will review the 
development of media policy and regulations around the world, particularly 
regarding historical concerns with issues related to television such as broadcasting 
hours, inappropriate content for children, advertising practices, exposure of children 
on the screen, and sponsorships of quality programming. We will then explore the 
vibrant discussion on attempts to regulate the internet, monitor children’s usage, and 
look at the technological tools for access restriction. Various forms of public activism 
and advocacy efforts at improving children’s media and fostering global cooperation 
will be reviewed. These efforts highlight the value of cooperation between the worlds 
of academia and activism, both with their unique accumulated bodies of knowledge 
and experience devoted to the betterment of the lives of children worldwide.

The book’s concluding chapter – Growing Up with Media ‒ pulls together the 
major themes woven throughout the book to provide an overview of the field. In the 
process of doing so, it also engages the study of children and media in the discussion 
of the changing nature of childhoods.

Admittedly, these chapters map the field of media and children according to just 
one of many potential approaches. For example, we could have decided to focus on 
several central substantive topics (e.g., violence, advertising, fiction, news) and dis-
cuss each one of them from various angles. Or, we could have followed age groups 
separately (e.g., babies, pre-school, elementary-school, middle-school children). 
Finally, we could have studied each medium independently. Thus, what is offered 
here is but one way to organize the vast amount of accumulated knowledge available.

Indeed, any approach adopted would have to recognize that the domains and 
issues are deeply interwoven and cannot be discussed independently of one another. 
After all, children are holistic human beings and need to be viewed as such. Thus, 
their cognitive development and learning do not develop or function independently 
of their social context or of their behaviors and worldviews. Therefore, the book 
artificially fragments the field to facilitate the acquaintance of readers with this 
exciting field of study.
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You will note that discussion of different media dominates different chapters. 
For example, the extensive discussion of the integration of television in the family 
in Chapter  1, and discussion of the internet and sociability in Chapter  6. This 
imbalance is due not only to the unique opportunities that each medium priori-
tizes, but also to the availability of existing research. While we have some 60 years 
of accumulated research on television and children, research activity on the 
internet and mobile media only emerged over the last two decades. Thus, a new 
version of this book, issued in the not-too-distant future, might present us with a 
different format and findings.

Overall, I can say that I have tried to address the issues from as diverse a theoret-
ical and methodological point of view possible, drawing upon studies conducted by 
scholars from all over the world. This is no small undertaking, as much of the work 
is not accessible to English speakers, myself included. This having been noted, 
I  recognize that much important work published in professional and academic 
media in Spanish, Portuguese, French, German, Chinese, Japanese, and Arabic, 
among other languages, is unavailable to those of us whose main research language 
is English. Overall, the field suffers from very little exchange between these isolated 
academic enclaves. One of my primary professional goals ‒ as researcher as well as 
in my capacity as founding editor of the Journal of Children and Media ‒ is to initiate 
such intellectual dialogue. I acknowledge, regretfully, that the “global perspective” 
is  still a highly Anglo-perspective, as it relies almost in its entirety on research 
published in English.

Finally, in terms of reading experience, I have used the proverbial “wide-brush 
strokes” in writing this book, thus giving the “global perspective” an additional 
meaning, that of a general overview. As a result, specific details of research studies 
are not included in order to attain a more general, integrative view and to maintain the 
flow of the argument. Accordingly, bibliographic references are often cited together 
at the end of the discussion of each theme and appear as footnotes. Beyond their 
function to give appropriate credit to the authors upon whose work I draw and 
whose ideas and knowledge are discussed in the book, these citations primarily 
serve to point out directions for additional readings.

As you read this book you are invited to explore the field on various levels, 
choosing the ones that fulfill your needs the best. You may choose to read the text 
alone, in its narrative style. You may want to pause and expand your knowledge 
and understanding by referring to the more informative referenced readings sug-
gested at the end of the book. In either case, I hope you will get as excited about 
this field as I am.

Notes

1.  Drotner, 1992.
2.  Ritzer, 2013.
3.  Bloch & Lemish, 2003.
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Media and Children at Home

Media use, particularly for younger children, occurs to a large extent within the 
home, in a family context. It is so familiar that it is one of those areas of our life that 
we take “for granted,” as part of everyday routine. Consequently, it is impossible to 
separate the study of children and media from the context within which it occurs (be 
it the physical conditions – the kind of media available at home and their location) 
or the social conditions within which media are used in the midst of engagement in 
other activities and in the presence of other family members. Further, media use is 
not necessarily an individual act of choice, but often a result of adjustment, negotiation, 
collaborations, compromises, and/or imitation of others in the child’s environment. 
What does viewing a particular program or playing a particular video game mean in 
such a rich context? Is it an active choice on the part of the child to watch television, 
surf the net, or read a magazine from among all the other activities available at a 
particular moment? Even mobile media used outside of the home can often be 
regarded as an extension of the larger context of family and home, as a symbolic 
“umbilical cord” by which parental control and/or child dependency are negotiated.1

Clearly, the growing centrality of home-based media use is culturally dependent. 
Indeed, many socio‒cultural differences may interact to create varied forms and 
amounts of media use, such as longer or shorter numbers of school hours, warm 
versus cold weather, safe or dangerous neighborhoods, active social life, child labor, 
daily chores, availability of media infrastructure, income, and education, which all 
play a significant role in shaping the centrality media have for children. The larger 
context of modern family life, too, should be understood. By-products of the transition 
to a more modernized lifestyle have been, on one hand, the creation of family leisure 
time and, on the other hand, the growing emphasis on the home as a center of indoor 

1
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life. The home can be a fertile ground for the gradual growth of the central role 
media have in family life, given growing urbanization and concern for personal 
safety in the streets together with exponential technological developments.

The Role of Context

Understanding children’s use of media in their everyday life is best analyzed as an 
interaction not only of individual, contextual, and social characteristics, but also of 
more general understanding of media as culturally situated.

Let us take, for example, a girl growing up in a society torn by a deep social 
conflict (such as between ethnic or religious groups) in which there is only one 
television station, which is owned and managed by the dominant social group. 
News programs in this country are a central solidifying mechanism that serves to 
convey a sense of nationality that is highly revered by most viewers of the dominant 
group. Family members, perhaps some neighbors and relatives as well, may gather 
around the television set on a regular basis to watch the news programs and argue 
over the content broadcast. In this particular social context, the girl internalizes an 
understanding that television has both essential and ideological values, more far 
reaching than the understanding she gets from watching her favorite cartoon or 
comedy as a leisure activity.

In comparison, a boy who grows up in a relatively homogenized society that has 
not experienced overt conflicts, with a multi-channel commercial television and 
computer in his room, in a culture in which viewing and surfing is regarded as a 
pass-the-time activity accompanied by a reward system (“No TV until you have 
done your homework and cleaned your room!”; “you’ll get that new video game if 
your grades improve”), may develop a very different attitude to media use, most 
likely as a leisure activity. Such cultural differences can be found not only between 
nations throughout major regions of the world, for example, Latin America in com
parison with South Asia, but even within smaller geographical areas that seemingly 
have a lot in common. For example, a study of European children conducted in the 
late 1990s found that children growing up in countries that, historically, have been 
relatively more permissive in parenting style, such as Italy and Sweden, had higher 
private ownership of televisions in children’s rooms, higher individual viewing and 
less parental mediation. In contrast, in France and Belgium, where parenting styles 
have been less permissive, television has been found to be a more integral part of the 
entire family’s leisure activities and viewing typically takes place in the presence of 
other family members. Thus, the contexts of television use and parental educational 
approaches seem to be part of a more complex and general pattern of cross-cultural 
differences including general attitudes toward the media, perceptions of the degree 
of privacy that should be granted children, division of space at home, and availability 
of additional media.2

Another social dimension of interest regarding media use has to do with diver-
sities within each society itself, such as class or sexual differences. Unfortunately, 
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much of the available research has been performed by – and on – middle-class 
populations, as these are the ones most familiar and accessible to most researchers 
operating within academic institutions worldwide. Therefore, studies conducted on 
other populations are of particular interest. For example, several studies of 
working-class families in Anglo-European countries found that beyond income, 
education, and occupational differences typical of such comparisons there were 
also significant class differences in many aspects of family lives, including their 
experiences in and approaches to child rearing, different roles parents assume in 
socialization of their children, and the like. Thus, while blue-collar families in the 
USA were found to emphasize conformity, obedience, and adoption of conservative 
values in their children’s education, middle-class families emphasized motivation, 
affect, creativity, and self-control. Such differences can have significant consequences 
for the role media occupy in the family, for example, in parental supervision, time 
schedules, ideologies regarding uses of time, and desire to limit or advance media use.3

Earlier research on television viewing and communication patterns in the family 
has distinguished between two central orientations – social and conceptual, with each 
family located on a continuum between low to high in orientation. Accordingly, 
families with high social orientation are characterized by encouraging their children 
to get along with other family members, to withhold as much as possible from 
engaging in confrontations, to depress anger, and to stay “out of trouble.” The impor-
tance of preserving peace and quiet at home and avoiding hurting others’ feelings are 
central values in the socialization processes of children growing up in these families.

In contrast, families with a high concept orientation encourage an atmosphere of 
open communication, free expression of ideas and conceptual debates. Children in 
these families are exposed to different sides and perspectives on controversial issues 
and their parents encourage them to voice their opinions and to argue about them. 
The central emphasis in such families is on ideas, rather than on feelings.4

Interestingly, a family’s orientation was found, in the USA, to influence children’s 
viewing habits. As a general rule, socially oriented families viewed television more, 
but were lighter consumers of news and current affairs programs. They perceived 
television to be primarily an entertainment medium and means of producing family 
solidarity. In contrast, children from high concept-oriented families used television 
more as a source of keeping up-to-date with the news and much less for entertain-
ment purposes. They were lighter television viewers, used it less for social purposes, 
and their parents were more involved in regulating their viewing behaviors.

Obviously, children who grow up in a variety of combinations of the two family 
orientations create varying types of communication patterns, including in the use of 
media. Thus media use habits and preferences are clearly not only an individual 
choice or personality trait, but are greatly affected by family characteristics.

In turn, the fact that families are also formed within a particular cultural setting 
must be taken into account. For example, in collectivist-oriented cultures, or those 
deeply divided by a conflict, where cooperation and conformity to the collective is 
more highly regarded and children are discouraged from expressing individuality 
and encouraged to fit in, we may expect social orientation families to be more of the 
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norm and, as a result, stronger emphasis to be placed on the social roles of media. 
In contrast, valorization of academic achievement in children in several Asian 
countries, such as Korea and China, complicates mediation of media use, particu-
larly computer and internet use. Hence, while these technologies are perceived as 
key to academic success, they are also deemed by parents to be time-consuming 
and frivolous forms of engagement.5

Another example that illustrates this argument comes from a comparative analysis 
of children and media in China and Australia. Differences in levels of moderniza-
tion, social development, regulatory systems, and nationalism, among others, all 
make for variation in media flows and availabilities in both local content generation 
and families’ everyday media practices.

Thus, we cannot apply theoretical frameworks and empirical results from one 
region to another uncritically and non-reflexively.6 This is true not only across 
regions and countries, but also within them, as illustrated by comparisons between 
rural and urban children or along class, wealth, and gender divides.7

The analysis of another study, based on in-depth interviews with members of 
diverse families,8 found two typical patterns of media use in the USA: Middle- and 
upper-class families demonstrated an ethic of expressive empowerment according to 
which parents encourage media use that promote their children’s education and 
personal accomplishments. They respect their children’s need for independence and 
privacy, and trust their media-use related judgments. Interestingly, many of these 
children continue to use media (such as mobile phones) and maintain a strong tie to 
their parents as they physically expand their activities away from home, while their 
parents are afforded the possibility of surveillance over them and even the option of 
intervening in their lives (on social networks, for example). The researcher argued that 
such helicopter-parenthood contributes to a narcissistic environment of self-focus.

In contrast, lower-class families (including those whose life circumstances 
deprived them of middle-class privileges) were characterized by an ethic of respectful 
connectedness, in which parents encourage use of communication technologies in 
ways that maintain and respect the centrality of the family and parental authority. 
Given that, on the whole, children in the lower-class families have fewer options for 
structured activities outside of the home, they spend more time with other family 
members in close quarters and develop a stronger sharing orientation of resources 
and activities. Thus, family needs override individual ones in making media-related 
decisions. Here, too, the researcher noted that some children raised in such families 
rebel against the restrictive forms of parenthood, especially those with more 
advanced technological skills than their parents. Such children walk the thin line of 
combining approaches and so balance individual needs and personal empowerment 
with concern and consideration of collective needs, which is a complicated task.

Sociological research dealing with changes taking place in the modern family 
suggests that children’s media use increases in those cases in which they are left on 
their own for extended periods of time because both parents are working and are 
less able to supervise their children’s activities. This is also often the case for other 
familial contexts, such as single-parent, immigrant, or working class. Understandably, 
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worrying about children’s media use may not be high on the list of concerns when 
parents are busy providing for their family’s basic needs and striving to survive daily 
difficulties. Even when parents wish to be more involved in their children’s media 
habits they are forced, increasingly, due to their work schedule, to handle such 
supervision via “remote control” ‒ leaving clear instructions for the children, placing 
them in the care of family members, employing caretakers and babysitters, or super-
vising them via phone calls.

Thus, what seems to be clear from the research is that today’s families deal more 
than ever before with conflicting pressures regarding the permeation of communi-
cation technologies in their children’s lives. In doing so, many encourage use of the 
media in order to offer their children the best opportunities possible, in the hope 
that media will assist them to solve problems and strengthen family connectedness. 
At the same time, they are anxious about the many threats they perceive media to 
have for their children’s wellbeing, and thus look for ways to supervise media use 
more closely. While they may hope media will ease their parenting tasks, and save 
them time and effort, in practice the exponential growth of technologies and options 
only raise expectations for more intense communication and supervision, incurring 
additional parental work.

Media Diffusion in the Family

The rapid diffusion of television reached saturation point in many places in the 
world toward the end of the twentieth century. For example, studies have found that 
98 percent of US households owned at least one set and 65 percent owned more than 
one television in the 1990s. Changes in family structures, parenting styles, plus the 
need to juggle employment and child-rearing missions, all brought about changes at 
the turn of the century in terms of the place the medium of television played in 
family life.9

Some media critics do not necessarily look at the integration of television in the 
home as a positive development. They argue that it hurts the unity of family life 
because of its routine, regular, mechanistic, and ritualistic nature. This forces family 
members to stay in the same physical vicinity, controls their time together, and, so goes 
the argument, erases unique family activities such as games, rituals, and conversations.

This perspective assumes that joint viewing of television takes place randomly, 
without planning. But what about those family events where viewing is a pre-
planned activity? What of the bonding of parents and children who view a romantic 
series together? Or the family members rooting for their favorite sports team? Or 
the nostalgic, cross-generational viewing of such programs as an old movie, a 
favorite comedy, a dramatic series, a special holiday event, or a political speech? In 
such cases, and many others, television has the potential of being as much a stimulator 
of family integration as it is a barrier.

Furthermore, this situation was complicated by the introduction of smaller, 
mobile, and better-quality television sets of the late 1960s that enticed middle- and 
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upper-class families to purchase additional sets. This trend resulted in the growing 
number of children who watch television on their own, often in their bedrooms. 
Later, the introduction of cable television as well as remote-control devices strength-
ened the trend of individual viewing. The internet accelerated these processes with 
the possibilities of downloading programs of one’s individual preference for 
content, schedule, and location. The result of this process is that the multi-channel, 
multi-device environment produced a situation in which there are very few programs 
that attract all family members to come together for joint viewing, beyond dramatic 
special media events and festive occasions.

While these trends are typical of the development of television viewing in Euro-
American-oriented societies and the more economically affluent segments in and 
outside of them, they differ according to society, culture, as well as sub-cultures with 
lower income levels, dwelling conditions, and a more collective social orientation 
and value system.

One way or another, screen culture should be perceived as a central force world-
wide in the complex social processes involving the many forms of family structures, 
values, and ways of functioning.

The advent of the internet and the widespread adoption of mobile media, with 
seemingly unlimited options for surfing, play, creative activity, and networking, have 
changed family integration around the central medium of television and offered a 
wide variety of possibilities for re-structuring a family’s use of time and space. Indeed, 
extensive research found that a vast majority of children and youth have online access 
in many industrialized societies. While data on internet availability are often a function 
of the method used to measure access and the point in time in which the studies were 
conducted, overall the findings indicate an exponential growth in internet access and 
use worldwide, despite differential patterns. For example, access is often facilitated in 
low-resource countries via mobile phones, due to the absence of terrestrial infrastruc-
ture. Indeed, digital divides between the haves and have-nots across as well as within 
nations remain a major concern. One general form of categorizing patterns of current 
domestic media ecologies distinguishes between families that are “media-rich,” 
meaning they own both traditional as well as new media technologies; “media-poor,” 
who have very little ownership of media hardware; and “traditional,” where the family 
relies mainly on broadcast media and limited digital ones.10

Furthermore, access in and of itself is conflated with a host of variables related to 
privilege. Thus, the fact that a child has access to a computer and internet does not 
mean that she has the motivation to use it, the literacy skills involved in maximizing 
or employing meaningful usage, or the ability to benefit from it.

The Role of Media in the Fabric of Family Life

Consideration of the concept of domestication11 ‒ the process by which the medium 
becomes an integral part of everyday family life ‒ leads us to examine the processes 
of adoption and change in this family context: how does a medium – be it television, 
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computer, game console, or mobile phone – fit within existing gender and age 
hierarchies (e.g., who owns it? where is it placed? who has access to it?) as well as 
within family relationships (e.g., its integration into everyday routines, negotiations 
of access and use, its place in family conversations and in parenting styles)? Overall, 
it appears that use of the internet and mobile media contribute to blurring external 
and internal family boundaries, including, for example, the flow of information in 
and out of the home, as well as blurring the boundaries of work, study, and leisure 
that happen within and outside the home.12

In addition, we can also ask: how do media facilitate the process of reaching out 
into the wider world that develops with maturation and accelerates during adoles-
cence? For example, the adoption of mobile phones facilitates the dialectic process 
of “letting go” of children, which contributes to their developing into independent 
and resilient young people yet keeps parents tethered to them by way of concerns 
for  their safety and growth as they experiment with independence.13 Similarly, 
children use media to negotiate this tension. For example, when Israeli‒Palestinian 
girls maintained their secretive use of mobile phones in exploring romantic relation-
ships behind their parents’ backs.14 The medium, in this case, enabled the girls to 
penetrate through traditional family walls as they reached out to the wider world 
while physically restricted to their homes, thus negotiating the tension between 
rebellion and maintenance of cultural norms and expectations.

The rise in children’s private media ownership, including those technologies 
located, physically, in their bedrooms and mobile ones carried with them, so typical 
of middle- and upper-class children worldwide, present major challenges to 
parental supervision of media use. Many such media-related activities become 
private affairs (e.g., phone calls, texting, surfing) of which parents have very little 
knowledge or control.

In summary, studying media use in its natural habitat, in the home, is by no 
means a simple task and can involve use of multiple research approaches. Scholars 
do, of course, ask children – and their caregivers – about media use habits. We use 
surveys, conduct interviews by phone or face-to-face, and ask children to complete 
questionnaires in school settings. When we ask them to do so, they may (or may 
not) do their best to provide truthful and complete responses; they may (or may 
not) try to guess our intentions and provide what they perceive to be pleasing and 
socially acceptable responses; they may (or may not) be able to be reflective over 
their own media-related behaviors and those of other family members. We also use 
media ratings and marketing data provided by commercial and public companies 
in order to find out what children like to view, play with, surf and do, when, for how 
long, and with whom.

While information obtained in these studies provides us with very important 
data, we are still left with a very incomplete picture of what media use in the home 
as a routine everyday experience is “really” like for children and their families. To do 
so, we should probably be invisible investigators, living in the homes of children all 
over the world, for long stretches of time, and gaining a first-hand, non-intrusive 
experience with their lives.
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Although researchers cannot be invisible, some have been able to become 
participant-observers of family life over an extended period of time. These researchers 
have been able to integrate comfortably into the fabric of family routines and so 
attain first-hand understandings of members’ everyday lives, including their media 
uses. First introduced into the study of television in the 1970s, ethnographies of 
family lives have slowly gained a following among researchers. These efforts are still 
disproportionately time-consuming and limited in scope, yet extremely insightful 
and valuable. While reading the accounts and analyses provided by such studies, one 
stops to ponder: Is this the way things are happening in my family? Is this true for 
me as well? Do the issues that emerge resonate with my own reflections? Gained 
through ethnographic research, many of the findings reported below attempt to 
answer these questions.

The social uses of television

One of the major contributions of the early work that focused on television was the 
realization that the medium serves many more functions and roles than simply 
providing entertainment or information.15 The social uses of television are surprisingly 
diverse and can be generally divided into two groups ‒ structural and relational ‒ and 
applied to other media as well.

Structural uses of television are non-content related and have to do solely with 
aspects of medium use. For example, when television is used to provide background 
noise for routine household activities or to create a feeling that the house is “full” of 
people when a child is home alone. Originally, television also regulated much of a 
family’s daily schedule: it determined eating and bedtime hours and organized 
weekly routines. For example, a mother might encourage a resistant preschooler to 
take a nap with a tempting promise: “When you wake up from your nap, it will be 
time to watch your program”; or when a teen requests: “Let’s have an early dinner 
tonight so I can see the soccer match.” Running errands, or scheduling social 
appointments and outdoor activities were often affected, directly or indirectly, by 
the television schedule. This role of television has eroded in multi-device homes 
with recording capabilities enabling greater flexibility in terms of when favorite 
programs can be viewed. Yet viewing remains largely intact for special live events in 
which the experience of engagement in real time is valued highly. Examples are 
viewing a presidential address, news coverage of a disaster, a cultural or sporting 
event, or a holiday parade celebration.

Relational uses of television refer to the role of television in patterns of relation-
ships between family members; for example, by facilitating communication between 
them. Thus, parents might refer to a television character or scene to illustrate 
experiences, emotions, or opinions in a discussion or disagreement with a son or 
daughter. Similarly, a familiar television episode can assist a child in gaining access 
to a conversation as it provides an equalizing and common point of reference to all 
participants.
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Applying social knowledge and behaviors directly acquired from everyday situations 
portrayed on television confirms television’s role as a social role model for imitation 
and problem solving, as well as for rejection of those same behaviors. “I wish we 
could have solved our problems just like that …,” sighs the girl following a happy 
ending of the comedy she has been viewing. Or, a father might scold his son by 
saying: “Where do you think you are, on some TV program?”

The viewing situation provides a common experience that brings the family 
together – in laughter, suspense, interest, as well as in physical expressions of togeth-
erness, like body contact and hugging a child during viewing. Viewing television 
together at home can both facilitate conversation as much as it can suppress it, 
depending on the circumstances and inclinations of family members.

Avoiding interaction, too, is an important function of television for viewers. 
Television viewing and the attention it demands enables viewers to enjoy privacy 
and to relieve social pressures for constant participation in family conversations of 
an unpleasant nature. The child who seeks to unwind after a pressured day at school 
can watch a cartoon; a teen can wallow in melancholic feelings through viewing a 
sentimental movie; siblings seeking to separate themselves from the adults can do 
so by viewing pop music. All of these family members use television viewing to 
demarcate the boundaries of their personal space.

Using television to demonstrate competence as well as to attain dominance in the 
family setting is also a common social use. Family members may use television to 
assert their status in the family as well as to establish areas of expertise: for example, 
when they preemptively guess the plot’s development, shout out the correct answer 
to a quiz question, or provide a running commentary on the content of a news item. 
Furthermore, controlling viewing by a parent as well as by an older or younger 
sibling are means to mark out power spaces and family status hierarchy; as happens 
in the case of who controls the remote-control and the DVD player, or manages the 
recording technology.

On the other hand, the struggles over program choices in the main family 
setting are often a conflict zone representing the power relationships within a 
family: Do younger children have as much of a say in selecting programs as their 
older siblings? Research tells us that it is more likely to be the case that children 
join programs viewed by older family members than vice-versa. Similarly, we can 
ask: Do female family members have an equal chance of participating in and influ-
encing program choice? Apparently not, as it seems that fathers dominate viewing 
in many households studied. Does anyone have the power to veto viewing choices 
at his or her digression? Once again, fathers were found to be more dominate. 
Is there one person who time and again has to have the final word? Here, too, it 
was the father.

Thus, as noted previously, we can learn a lot about parenting styles and gender 
relationships from the way families organize themselves around television viewing. 
Put another way, television viewing in the family is always contextualized within a 
particular social environment.16 Yet family viewing rituals are also grounded in a 
wider cultural environment and have culturally specific characteristics. In different 
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cultures, families arrange the physical viewing space differently, have different 
concepts regarding time and its use, and hold different age and gender power 
structures.

The introduction of additional viewing technologies ‒ originally the video recorder, 
followed by a host of possibilities for recording, downloading, and controlling 
scheduling ‒ created new behavioral rituals, such as family viewing times, recording 
schedules and responsibilities, preparation and consumption of meals, and facili-
tated individual viewing by family members at their own leisure and according to 
their own flexible schedule, in their own private spaces. The availability of multiple 
sets at home also unpacks power struggles around the television set and allows 
different members to control their own set. However, television sets at home have 
their own hierarchy of size, functions, and quality and one can learn a great deal 
from examining where in the home the best set is located, who gets the older set, and 
who got a new set for a birthday/holiday. Similar questions can be also asked about 
the availability and placement of computers at home.

We can conclude that children’s media habits are not solely a result of their own 
personal choice, but the product of complicated family constraints and possibilities, 
and long-term socialization processes. Children learn from their parents, older 
siblings, friends, and other significant people in their lives a variety of media use 
habits and appropriate gendered and age-related behaviors, all of which become part 
of their independent media repertoire.

Parenting Styles and Mediation

What role do parents play as mediators of the media worlds their children inhabit, 
either through direct intervention (e.g., by setting rules and holding conversations) 
or indirect influence (e.g., by providing role models for their children)?

The media “rules” that shape the media experiences and habits of families world-
wide are often informal and non-visible. When interviewing family members, 
researchers often find themselves raising issues that operate on a subconscious level in 
the family, revealing agreements that are embedded deep within everyday life that 
have never actually been discussed nor even spoken out loud. Therefore, it is not 
enough to interview just one family member. For example, children may be completely 
unaware of the media-related rules, followed or violated, that the mother may be 
explaining to an interviewer. This poses an interesting theoretical issue: since using 
media is a routine, taken-for-granted activity, any attempt to formalize the norms 
involved in this may seem overly formalistic. Media “rules” are behavioral directives, 
based on the family’s general value and normative system that can be easily overturned 
by that family. For example, a family might have a rule of “no computer or TV after 
9 p.m.” or “no mobile phone use during dinnertime,” but parents may actually 
encourage their youngster to break these rules on occasion and join them for an explo-
ration of an exciting website, the viewing a favorite program well past bedtime, or 
when asking them to check the weather on their mobile phone during dinner.
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Research on parental mediation of television viewing suggests that parents’ 
involvement in their children’s viewing may operate on at least three levels. Awareness 
and co-viewing relates to the degree to which parents are around during viewing, are 
familiar with program contents, offer their children role models of viewing habits, 
and even view with them. Supervision, also termed restrictive mediation, relates to 
the degree to which parents supervise and restrict the viewing times, contents, and 
amount of their children’s television viewing, their use of viewing as a form of reward 
or punishment, and the degree to which they monitor secondary viewing behaviors 
(e.g., doing homework or eating while viewing). Finally, instructive mediation relates 
to the degree to which parents mediate between their children and contents viewed – 
through conversation, explanation, value judgments, processing of emotions, under-
standing information, application of learning, critical evaluation and the like.17

Note that viewing intervention does not necessarily mean restricting television 
viewing, as is commonly accepted. If we operate under the assumption that televi-
sion has positive as well as negative potential for children, we should expect parental 
interventions to also include the encouragement of certain viewing behaviors. They 
can do so by calling their children’s attention to valuable programs, applying televi-
sion content to everyday experiences, using viewing opportunities as a positive 
socializing force, and the like. Such an approach occurs when parents tell their 
children: “Why don’t you do your homework later – come watch with us this great 
program about …” According to most research reports parents do not make these 
types of comments very often.

Overall, viewing television together with children has been demonstrated to be 
a  desirable activity. In doing so, parents help their children to understand the 
medium of television as well as its content, encourage them to internalize messages 
selectively and critically, intervene immediately when children are exposed to 
content which is objectionable in their opinion, and handle emotional reactions 
of  children. Though limited in number, a few case studies explored ways that 
encourage parental co-viewing and interventions in the early years. One such 
example was the introduction of the mommy bar – subtitles instructing parents on 
possible forms of mediation.18 The fact that more and more children are engaged in 
individual viewing, in the privacy of their own room or when there is no adult 
supervision at home, denies parents this possibility.

These three dimensions of potential parental intervention – awareness and 
co-viewing, supervision, and instructive mediation – are intertwined with parents’ 
own attitudes toward television. Some perceive television to be a destructive force in 
their children’s lives, even to the point of believing in the addictive power of the 
medium, and so take a protective stance toward it. Others see the positive sides 
involved in viewing television, and its role in providing entertainment, relaxation, 
and information to their children. Yet another group of parents finds that television 
assists them in the task of raising and socializing their children, while others allow 
children almost total freedom to determine their own viewing habits.

The research on parental mediation of digital media use is still very preliminary. 
However, one large European study did distinguish between five forms of such 
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mediation: (1) active mediation included parental participation in activities and 
discussion; (2) specific active mediation promoted internet safety; (3) restrictive 
mediation monitored amount of time and nature of activities; (4) digital mediation 
monitored children’s activities with digital media; and (5) technical mediation of 
their activities19 by uploading censoring technologies on computers restricted access 
to some content or supervised the computer’s history. Most of the findings in this 
and other studies suggested that parents engage mostly in conversations about and 
impose restrictions on internet use. Parents may restrict the amount of time chil-
dren are allowed to spend on the internet or provide the child with a mobile phone 
minutes-budget and limited data package, as well as the specific time of use (e.g., 
curfew hours at night, or during family meals). While some restrictions can be easily 
monitored, others, particularly those related to strategies of content supervision, 
have been deemed by scholars to be relatively ineffective.20 A study in Hong Kong, 
for example, found that families with a more authoritative parenting style, who 
spend more time together and have better family communication, and at the same 
time hold positive attitudes toward the role of the internet in their children’s lives, 
were more satisfied with the effectiveness of their mediation practices.21 Mediating 
new media use, so it seems, is not very different from mediating other dimensions 
of children’s lives.

This kind of research emphasizes the importance of understanding the place of 
media in the lives of children as an integral part of socialization processes taking 
place in the family as a social unit. For their part, parents derive their attitudes 
toward media from a broader public discourse related to children’s developmental 
processes and their own role as parents and educators. The attempt to find a delicate 
balance between the desire to protect children from what they deem to be undesir-
able aspects of reality, such as violence, on the one hand, and the desire to prepare 
them to handle the complexity of adult life, on the other, creates a dilemma for 
parents lacking an easy solution. Setting clear media use rules and guidelines is not 
going to resolve such a dilemma, as this issue is negotiated on a daily basis between 
children and their parents, and between the parents themselves. Parents are aware of 
their inability to completely control their children’s media use and its influence on 
them. Many are not interested, willing to and/or able to assume responsibility for 
deciding what is good or bad for their children to be exposed to or use, and what 
kind of media experiences are desirable for their children.

Clearly, such attitudes cannot be viewed independently from the surrounding 
environment and other leisure options available to children. Whether television 
viewing or internet surfing is perceived as “good” or “bad” for one’s children is always 
a relative matter and highly contextualized, hence, the question is – compared to 
what? Compared to hanging out on the street in an urban slum area? To helping out 
in the fields or at home? To getting into trouble with armed soldiers or guerilla 
fighters? To taking guitar lessons in the community center? To playing soccer in the 
neighborhood playground?

Thus, media-related middle-class values of what is “good” or “bad” can be 
completely irrelevant in one setting, or can be a luxury in another social setting. 
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A child of a lower income family with limited leisure options may do well spending 
time in front of television or a computer. An ethnographic case study of families in 
Saudi Arabia demonstrates this argument well.22 Media content that violates Islamic 
cultural values and religious rules was deemed to be unwelcome by families who 
stress that it is their role to transfer cultural traditions and values. Thus, perceptions 
of the value of media use as “good” or “bad” for children are clearly relativistic, can 
be one-sided, and all too often highly culturally laden. In fact, it would seem that the 
mere posing of the question in a binary manner between good or bad needs to be 
understood not in absolute terms but from the point of view of a specific culture.

This having been noted, there is some evidence that the authoritative, yet respectful 
and positive approach taken by US parents toward communication technologies and 
their central role in children’s lives does offer a solid basis for families to integrate them 
into their own in a constructive manner.23 The following suggestions were offered to 
parents who wish to adopt such a strategy:24 monitor child-activities based on clear 
rules; be familiar with the media texts children are consuming and converse about 
them regularly; serve as role models in parental media-related behaviors; prioritize 
family time devoted to joint activities; let children take the lead by following their 
expertise and preferences; use media for empowerment of all family members; change 
the conversation about media from a focus on moral panic and anxieties to discussion 
of active involvement and positive potentials; be actively engaged in creating positive 
opportunities for children; and become involved in activities that promote policy 
change, including reducing economic exploitation by mega-corporations.

Media-related conversations

Conversation is one of the main means employed by parents in attempts to be involved 
with their children’s media use and to mediate its consequences. Just as understanding 
media consumption requires its contextualization, so research of media-related con-
versations must be studied within the social and physical surroundings: the physical 
setting, the presence of other family members and their composition, the activities in 
which all are engaged, and the social norms of behavior in place. Naturally, individual 
characteristics also influence the nature of interaction: the degree of parent or child 
fatigue or alertness, involvement and excitement from over-stimulation, as well as 
personal tendency for talkativeness or introversion. Finally, the nature of the content 
the child is experiencing affects interactions, as some programs, games, or websites 
are better facilitators of talk than others. Thus, as with other issues discussed, a com-
prehensive account of any aspect of media experience has to take into consideration 
characteristics of the context, viewer, and medium.

Studying naturally occurring conversations in the family is a difficult task, as it 
involves intrusion in homes by a researcher, recording equipment, or a combination 
of both. The existing literature focuses almost exclusively on television, as most 
other screens are used more privately, and conversations focused on their use is less 
predictive and thus less studied. As a result, we know very little about how parents 
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and children talk about these experiences, except for anecdotal renderings. Thus, 
the following discussion of the research literature regarding television can serve as a 
basis for inference, until a rich research literature about discussions generated by 
screen use can come into existence.

Most television-related conversations reported in the research can be divided into 
content and behavior categories. Often the two types are intertwined in the natural 
flow of talk.

Content-oriented conversations develop due to the fact that television often pres-
ents an unfamiliar world to children that stimulates them to ask questions and seek 
more information. For example, the following excerpt documented a conversation 
between an eight-year-old boy and his mother in the USA over the death penalty, 
which occurred as they were viewing an action-adventure drama:25

Son:	 Is there still an electric chair?
Mother:	 In some states. They want to vote on it.
Son:	 What is it?
Mother:	 It’s �a chair where they strap you down like this. [She demonstrates.] And 

then they pass an electric current through you so you die. It’s not good.

In addition to being informative, conversations such as this expose moral and 
political dimensions of parent‒child interaction.

Parents’ comments can expand the child’s informative world and/or reinforce 
knowledge gained from other sources, including school. This is demonstrated when 
a 12-year-old girl in the aforementioned study asked for information about England’s 
King George III, following a viewing of a theater production (Masterpiece Theater). 
When her mother explained to her that he was the king of England during the 
American Revolution, the child recalled learning about him in class. Thus, verbal 
intervention of parents has a very important role in reinforcing intended learning 
from other sources, as is often the case with educational and informative content. 
Furthermore, it was found that children remember information presented on the 
news much better when their parents elaborate on the information presented.

Indeed, research has found that even making limited comments while watching a 
program with children can advance learning. Mothers who were observed watching 
the preschool educational program Sesame Street with their children were found to 
be more attentive to the program, be more efficient learners, as well as to have much 
more fun watching it!

Interestingly, the mere presence of adults during viewing, without any form of 
intervention, is apparently very valuable for young viewers. An adult viewing 
together with a child conveys a message of interest in and respect for the program, 
as well as the pleasure gained from a social sense of “togetherness.” Thus, even 
“passive” adult participation encourages the child to pay more close attention to 
the program, so increasing the chances for better learning. For example, research 
conducted in Israel found that the presence of mothers during the child’s viewing 
not only increased viewing time, but encouraged and stimulated the child to be 
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actively involved with it. In the USA, children demonstrated better learning of letters 
and numbers following viewing with mediating adults who called their attention 
to these messages and gave them feedback during viewing. Adults’ verbal inter-
ventions, such as – “this letter is called B”; “let’s read this word together”; or “look, 
the Giraffe is a vegetarian, he only eats plants” – have very positive influences on 
children’s learning from television, just as they would if parents were engaging 
children about other stimuli in their environment. Clarification points regarding 
television content made by parents during viewing times, such as “what she means 
is that …” or “he was referring to …” , improved children’s ability to understand and 
make inferences from television content, and thus compensate for young viewers’ 
lack of knowledge and complement their viewing experience. Similarly, parental 
verbal intervention contributed to children’s abilities to make better comparisons 
between televisual reality and their understanding of everyday life.26

It appears, then, that a substantial amount and wide range of information, some 
trivial, can be acquired through television viewing and discussion. Occasionally, 
joint viewing can also induce conversations on very fundamental and sensitive 
topics, such as sexual relationships, death, suicide, prejudice, and religious beliefs, 
and create opportunities to elaborate on ideologies and value systems that do not 
arise during everyday family routines or that otherwise are uncomfortable for 
some family members to discuss. While a statement such as “Let’s talk today about 
homosexuality” does not sound like a natural conversation opener around the 
dinner table, the topic might be discussed quite naturally following the viewing of a 
comic stereotype or a news item discussing the debate over gay marriage. Like their 
children, parents differ greatly in their capabilities and desire to engage children’s 
queries or in the opportunities presented to discuss sensitive or complicated issues; 
from inability or reticence to eagerness to seize nearly every opportunity to engage 
the child in deep and serious conversation.

Behavioral, the second type of conversation engaged in during television viewing, 
refers to situations in which family members discuss behaviors observed on televi-
sion related to their own or to others’ real-life experiences. For example, when a 
parent tells a child: “In our family we don’t hit each other like that”; or a child says to 
a parent: “See! Why can’t I have that too?” In conversations such as these, the content 
viewed on television provides a basis for comparison with the child’s real-life expe-
riences, often presenting the latter as preferable. An illustration of this was related to 
me in a focus group of pre-adolescent girls in Israel: “Let’s say we are watching 
Beverly Hills. My mother immediately will go: ‘see how she has no shame at all!’ My 
parents really like to teach me a lesson from movies. For example: ‘see how she 
behaves; how would you have been in that situation?’ Those kind of questions.”27 
A similar exchange in a study in the USA was observed while a five-year-old boy and 
his mother were watching a soap opera with a divorced mother as a character. 
In responding to her son’s inquiry about divorce, the mother reinforced her faith in 
their family’s loving relationship and remarked on the pain involved in divorce.28

In addition, television-related conversations can also play a significant role in 
helping children understand the constructed nature of the television world and to 
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distinguish it from life in their own social environment. Parents comment to their 
children about the reality of television in a variety of ways: “This is (or is not) how 
things happen in the real world”; “This is (or is not) real.” A particular case in point 
is reference to “television families,” such as those depicted in situation comedies and 
dramas, since often they deal with a realm of life relevant to children who are 
members of any sort of family. This viewing situation raises questions, such as: How 
much do children perceive these families to be similar to families with which they 
are familiar, including their own family? How do parents’ comments facilitate 
children’s ability to be critical consumers of portrayals of family life on television?

As explained here, as well as in Chapter 2, we see that it is a very complicated 
developmental task for children to come to understand the nature of “real” on tele-
vision, as this process is dependent to a great degree on the child’s stage of cognitive 
development, as well as on his or her accumulated experience of everyday life inside 
and outside of the television world. Parents’ comments can greatly facilitate 
development of their children’s critical abilities by reinforcing, expanding on, as well 
as negating television content; by exposing the unique audio-visual means by which 
television represents the world; as well as by providing additional sources of 
information and knowledge as the basis for comparisons.

Television as a talking book29

Even babies and toddlers at the stage of initial language acquisition were found to 
benefit from active, joint viewing with a caring adult. For example, we know that 
while viewing educational programs geared to their needs, such as Sesame Street, 
they learn vocabulary and concepts (e.g., geometrical shapes, colors) and are better 
able to identify letters and numbers. This process can be aided by parental interac-
tion, as one North American mother of a 15-month-old baby girl reported: “She 
learned to count from Sesame Street and we reinforced it. I say: ‘one’ and she would 
say: ‘two-three-four’ and then I say ‘five’ and she would say ‘six.’”

Parents of babies and toddlers are more active in employing television content as 
“a talking book,” perhaps because this age group requires both closer supervision 
and more intensive investment in language development. Participant observation 
studies of parents caring for their young ones revealed at least three types of inter-
related verbal exchanges: designating, questioning, and responding.

●● Designating: This practice involves naming the objects and characters appearing 
on television, as we see in this example: “What is this?” a 2-year-old toddler 
asked her mother. “Look, it’s a flashlight. You see, it gives light,” responded the 
mother. Such a process has been found to help language acquisition as well as 
conceptual development. Similarly, mothers correct their children’s vocabulary, 
as was the case when a 20-month-old toddler watching a cartoon pointed and 
said: “Dog!” “No,” responded the mother, “it’s a rabbit, and also a cat.” Parents 
also encourage their children to practice new vocabulary. For example, during 
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viewing of Sesame Street, a father asked his 15-month-old baby daughter: “What 
is this?” “A frog,” responded the baby. “And what’s that?” continues the father in 
calling her attention to the screen; “hop, hop, hop,” responded the baby. “What is 
it?” The mother continues to challenge the baby. “Ball” she responds. “Ball,” 
mirrors the mother. “Three balls. One, two, three.”

●● Questioning: Parents have a variety of reasons for directing questions to their 
children during viewing, such as trying to direct their attention to the set, 
expressing their own involvement in the viewing, or posing a rhetorical question, 
one to which they are not really expecting an answer. For example, they com-
monly say: “Do you want to watch …?” as they place the child in front of the 
television set and turn it on. Often the questions are not really intended to start 
a conversation, as they are behavioral directives, a form of viewing supervision 
and mediation.

●● Responding: Parents respond to their children’s viewing behaviors by way of 
mirroring back their verbal utterances, expanding and/or correcting them, as in 
an exchange between a 25-month-old toddler-girl and her mother while they 
were viewing Sesame Street: Girl: “Boy.” Mother: “Boy.” Girl: “Yellow boy.” Mother: 
“Yellow boy.” Girl: “Boy.” Mother: “Another boy. What kind of a boy is this?” Girl: 
“Brown boy.” Mother: “Brown boy. And what is this?” Girl: “Girl.”

Parents also respond to children’s behaviors in a directive manner: “No, turn 
this on again!” or “Here is your song! Do you want to dance?” as well as answering 
direct questions. For example, in response to a 23-month-old toddler-girl’s 
question: “Is she going to preschool?” the mother said: “No she is not, although 
she wished she could.” Girl continued: “Am I going back to pre-school?” “We just 
got home,” answers the mother.

Aside from illustrating types of parent–child interactions during viewing, these exam-
ples demonstrate the unique contribution of studies collecting observational data 
within the natural environment of viewing television in complementing other studies 
that are based on parental reporting of their children’s behaviors. These studies pro-
vide us with unique insights into questions about the dynamics of interactions occur-
ring around an operating television set, such as: What is the meaning of these kinds of 
conversations for parents and their children? How are they being integrated within the 
patterns of behavioral norms prevalent in their families? How consistent are the par-
ents in their reactions to behaviors on television? How prevalent are such interactions 
in cultural contexts outside of the North American ones observed? These questions 
are of great importance in evaluating the influence such conversations may have on 
children’s behaviors. Future research may do well to examine similar conversations 
taking place around toddlers’ use of tablets, for example. We will return to the specific 
question of media and language acquisition in Chapter 2.

From what we know about children’s viewing of television around the world, it 
seems that joint viewing is  quite a rare occurrence. Parents are usually over-
extended, overly tired, and if they happen to be at home, they may well use children’s 
viewing as a quiet time to attend to another task or to re-charge their own batteries. 
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In such cases, the most common type of parental intervention is likely to be an 
incidental comment as they walk in and out of the room, often of a negative nature, 
such as: “turn the volume down,” or “what is this nonsense you are watching, don’t 
you have anything better to do?” Even if these comments may be appropriate, they do 
little to encourage critical viewing of television and rather convey a general negative 
message toward the medium that may inhibit potentially positive learning experiences, 
when such are available. We can, therefore, conclude that while parents can potentially 
play many important roles in mediating television viewing, they differ greatly in their 
aptitude, motivation, skills, and the circumstances that facilitate doing so.

Finally, we should note that while the research reported here is television specific, 
there is very little accumulated research-based knowledge on parental conversations 
around other forms of media use, which are more individualistic in nature, such as 
video-game playing or internet surfing. While the same issues and possibilities can 
be applied in study of parent‒child conversations related to other media platforms 
and contents, we should also be seeking to determine if there are issues that are 
medium specific, such as: To what degree and in what ways are parents involved 
with their children’s website choices? Online or video-gaming? Social networking 
activities? How often do they engage in conversations about the content and values 
available to children through these media, about making choices and being critical 
of what they offer? The accumulating research about digital technologies and young 
people, to which we will return in the following chapters, suggests that in most cases, 
the answer is not very much.

Conversations with siblings and peers

To date, very little attention in research has been directed to joint viewing by children 
with siblings and friends, or to their engagement in media-related conversations. This 
is quite surprising given that, first, this is the most common viewing situation among 
children who grow up in the same household; and, second, we should be interested to 
learn about the role such significant-others play in children’s social, emotional, and 
cognitive development. From the little we know, it appears that children enjoy talking 
while viewing, as do many adults. They talk about the program, they talk about the 
logistics involved in the viewing, and they often embark on conversations stimulated 
by the viewing, although they may meander a long way away from it.

Here, too, data collected during a few observational studies in the USA provide 
us with some insights as to how this process operates in its natural habitat. For 
example, typically, children were found to ask older siblings for explanations and 
clarifications: “What is it?” “Why is he doing it?” “What does she mean?” Other 
questions might relate to understanding the codes and conventions of the audio-
visual language. For example, questions that relate to trying to understand uses of 
the “flashback” (“how come he is back there?”), “re-runs” (“how did she do it 
again?”), “slow-motion” (“how can they run so slowly?”). Similarly, older children 
can facilitate younger siblings’ understanding of the structural characteristics of the 
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broadcast schedule. For example, here is an interaction between two brothers age 
nine and six concerning the concept of a television “promo” following the viewing 
of one for a Pacman cartoon.30 The younger boy asked: “Can I see something for a 
second? (changes channel for a few seconds) not yet.” Observer: “What do you want 
to see?” Child: “They’re showing Pacman.” The older brother shouted: “They said 
this fall … Tell me, is it fall yet?” The exchange between the two brothers clearly 
served to help the younger one learn the meaning of a “promo” for a program that 
is intended for broadcast at a later time.

Other “why?” “how?” and “what will happen now?” types of questions relate 
directly to understanding the narrative. Older children were found to provide expla-
nations and express tastes and preferences during viewing. In doing so, they may 
contribute to the viewing habits and understandings developing in their younger 
siblings. For example, while viewing a new series, the elder of three brothers declared: 
“No way are we watching this goofy show – it’s for dummies.” The two younger 
brothers agreed and the channel was switched.

Thus it appears that older children’s responses during viewing can facilitate 
understanding, allow the younger child to keep up with the narrative, acquire some 
basic television-literacy skills, as well as help shape more general attitudes toward 
television, just as is the case with the responses of adults. Similarly, when children 
watch with other children, be they siblings and/or friends, they are socially attentive 
and influenced by their behaviors, attention level, and interactions. Joint viewing is 
sometimes just that – a fun way to spend time together.

Mediating fear reactions

A much-debated public concern is the important issue of parents’ ability to mediate 
frightening images on television, movies or the internet, particularly those dealing 
with the negative sides of human existence – wars, disasters, poverty, atrocities, and 
famine. Today, children are exposed, increasingly, to such phenomena due to their 
high media presence, even in homes where parents actively try to shield them from 
such events. In an increasingly global world, even crises and catastrophes that take 
place in countries thousands of miles away become relevant issues for children’s 
daily lives. Children must cope with these frightening, worrying events that were 
once the preserve of adults alone. They must endeavor to assimilate fragments of 
information received via the media and try to make sense of them. They have to deal 
emotionally with the suffering of others and with gruesome portrayals of atrocities.31 
Clearly the picture they develop of such events is a function of their developmental 
stage, life experiences, and the media offerings available to them.

Adult mediation at home and in children’s educational systems was found to be 
particularly important in such situations.

Clearly, frightening audio-visual content can be fictitious, based on real events, or 
even be “real,” as occurs during a direct but still mediated broadcast of events 
happening in real time. Scary or non-scary content is not an absolute concept, 
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as children may react very differently to such content, depending on their age, 
experiences, context of viewing, and relevancy of the threat to their own lives. Here, 
as in other situations we have examined, age, gender, and cultural context are 
crucially important. For example, a preschool-age child may feel very threatened by 
make-believe monsters, sudden noises, close-up shots of snakes, or even dark scenes, 
but will be completely indifferent to a video footage or news discussion of weapons 
of mass destruction. On the other hand, a child living in Afghanistan, Syria, 
Chechnya, or Iraq may react in a completely different manner to a scene depicting 
tanks and soldiers compared to a child living in New Zealand, Italy, or Uruguay 
where there are relatively fewer incidents of military violence. North American 
children may react very differently to news about terrorism following the events of 
9/11 or the bomb explosions that disrupted the 2013 Boston Marathon than before 
these events took place. And South African children may be particularly sensitive to 
discussions of high mortality rates associated with diseases such as aids and the 
large number of children living in orphanages in their country in comparison to 
those growing up in the Nordic countries.

Similarly, parental strategies necessary for handling fear reactions can differ 
significantly. More than by any verbal strategy, younger children can be more easily 
comforted by physical strategies such as holding, hugging a security object (e.g., 
favorite blanket or stuffed toy), or snacking. They have a hard time understanding 
the concepts of “rarely” or “very low chance” which may be used in attempts to 
distance children from threatening messages. “Earthquakes rarely happen”; “the 
chance of an airplane crash is very low”; “these kinds of catastrophes usually take 
place in other parts of the world” are not very efficient with children below school 
age. Indeed, it is very difficult to convince young children, verbally, that something 
that looks visually to be scary may not really be dangerous at all, while something 
that looks very appealing is indeed dangerous. However, as children grow older, the 
approach needs to be a more cognitive, rational one, rather than emotional, if we are 
to help them learn to recognize real threats, while gradually reinforcing their sense 
that things are “under control”; that the adults in their lives and in their society are 
working hard to protect them.32

Studies conducted following traumatic events that affected children in many 
countries of the world, in various manners ‒ such as the 1993 Gulf War, the September 
11, 2001 events in New York, or the war in Iraq that began in 2003 ‒ reveal that an 
“ostrich” strategy, which assumes children are unaware and/or not concerned, is 
simply wrong. Research into children’s reactions suggests that their media-related 
questions need to be attended to and answered honestly, when appropriate to do so, 
and that their fears and concerns should be respected and legitimized. They need to 
know that their feelings and fears are being taken seriously and not dismissed by 
statements, such as “you’re still too young to understand” or “you shouldn’t be 
watching this.” If the child has already begun to watch a program, it is too late to tell 
him or her that “there is nothing to worry about.” What children need in such a 
situation is to be offered the means to express their anxiety and to share their 
thoughts about what to do about the situation, as minor as it may seem.33
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Disturbing news that relates to the emotional wellbeing of children, too, has been 
a focus of research and educational concern, and has led media producers and 
educators to seek ways to help children cope with fearful elements of the mediated 
world. However, little attention has been directed to the role played by such portrayals 
on television in developing in children a sense of social responsibility, civic awareness, 
empathy, compassion, and ethical issues related to the pain and suffering of others. 
Parents all over the globe who are raising their children within such perspectives can 
find media content to be an immensely important resource for discussing social 
issues and developing a humanitarian understanding in their children.

Concluding Remarks

Our discussion of media use as an integral part of the home ecology highlighted the 
centrality of understanding everyday media behavior as contextualized within 
family patterns and, in turn, how such behaviors are shaped by a host of other social 
processes. We can conclude by saying that media are an important force due to their 
central place in a family’s daily routines and the many social and personal roles they 
play for all members of the family. The concept of mediation allowed us to replace 
the commonly asked question of how television affects children with a very different 
one: how family life and the reciprocal relationships within it shape the experiences 
different family members have with the media. This approach emphasizes the 
important role of understanding everyday life and routine behaviors as part of an 
ecological approach to the study of media.34

We have pointed out that such phenomena require research methodologies that can 
problematize and investigate the depth and nuances of children’s media in everyday 
life. To do so requires a shift from functionalist theories of human behavior to cultural 
theories that when applied to media in the family, assume that media serve specific 
functions that contribute to the family’s stability. Most of the time such theories include 
the application of quantitative measures to study media functions, through surveys 
and experimental designs. What such a shift requires is inclusion of theories that posit 
that a negotiation process is used by children as active media users and that consider 
the contents of their media consumption as a form of meaning making grounded in 
specific contexts. Consequently, it also calls for different methods of inquiry: Integration 
of qualitative approaches that employ participant observation and in-depth inter-
views were found to be extremely valuable in documenting and analyzing the dynamics 
of the very act of media use and meaning making.

We have also argued that discussion of families and everyday life needs to be 
rooted in an understanding of the complexity of cross-cultural differences including 
the different values attached to media use and diverse social practices. The way 
media fit in family routines is shaped by the wider culture, its values, traditions, and 
history. The concept of “family” itself, as the social context of media use, has a wide 
variety of meanings in different societies, as does the term “domestic” and its 
relationship to the “public.” Furthermore, societies change over time. While some 
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societies seek to entrench norms, societies that allow flexibility see social norms 
grow and accommodate change, including significant changes that are taking place 
in home entertainment technologies.

This is why it is so important to study the meaning of media in the family longitu-
dinally, as it changes over time, and so be able to follow typical developmental mile-
stones. Doing so would enable us to answer such questions as: What are the roles of 
media in family life during the early years of child rearing? When children grow up? 
When they leave the home? When the parents are in retirement? Recent changes in 
the structure of both traditional and modern families have seen the emergence of 
many forms of family arrangements. At the same time, the media available to fam-
ilies, too, have changed dramatically. All of these changes lead us to understand that 
the study of media in the family is a dynamic, meaningful, and fascinating field of 
inquiry. Children, too, are a diverse and complicated group of people who undergo 
significant changes as they grow up. As they do so, we are interested in studying such 
questions as: How do children of various ages understand media content? What is 
the relationship between their development and the meanings they acquire from 
their media engagements? We will turn now to Chapter 2 to explore these questions.
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Media and Individual Development

Television consumed much of viewers’ time when in the 1950s it entered the lives 
of children in many Euro-American societies and gradually spread from there. 
Coined by scholars as the displacement effect, this intervention in children’s 
leisure culture aroused public and academic debate over the question: Does 
watching television displace other important activities such as reading, doing 
homework, or playing outdoors? Notably, at the time, this and associated ques-
tions were stated primarily in negative terms: Does watching television take away 
important time that should be better devoted to activities that foster cognitive 
development (e.g., reading, homework); physical development (e.g., outdoor activity, 
sports); and social development (playing with other children, participating in 
social events)?

Today, it is almost impossible to study even the possibility of such displacement 
effect, as television has become a fact of life and an integral part of children’s lives 
worldwide. This situation is all the more the case with the spread of the internet and 
the dramatic growth in access by even very young children to mobile media.1

Several comprehensive studies examined the initial introduction of television in 
the UK, USA, and Canada as well as under special conditions, such as during 
major television strikes or while voluntarily giving up television for a while.2 These 
studies arrived at similar conclusions: the introduction of television was found to 
lead to significant changes in children’s allocation of time and the organization of 
activities outside the home. However, following a short period of a “novelty effect” 
of television, most of the changes in children’s daily schedules where not related to 
time devoted to homework, playing with friends, reading, or sleeping, but to use 
of other media.

2
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Why were some media-related activities affected more than others? This question 
can be answered by the following four principles of the displacement effect:3

1.  Functional similarity: According to this principle, children only give up activities 
that basically fulfill similar but less effective television functions (e.g., viewing 
cartoons replaced to a large degree reading comic books and going to the movies, 
especially for younger children). This was not the case for older children, as 
going to the movies gratifies many social needs that television cannot fulfill for 
them. Similarly, activities perceived to have functions that differ from television 
were not affected by its introduction. For example, most children studied 
preferred playing with other children to watching television (n.b., this finding 
was repeated 40 years later in another comprehensive study of 12 European 
countries).4 And, reading newspapers did not diminish among older children, as 
it was perceived by them to be a source of information, while television mainly 
served entertainment needs.

2.  Marginal fringe activities: Activities perceived as marginal and unstructured are 
replaced by organized and structured activities. This principle assumes that 
children make time to watch television at the expense of activities without set 
time boundaries and those perceived by them to be incidental, such as “hanging 
out” or “going out” for no particular planned reason. In short, television seems 
to replace idle time, when the child feels they are doing “nothing.” On the other 
hand, free playtime was not replaced by television; perhaps because it was 
perceived by children to be central and meaningful in their lives.

3.  Transformation: The use of other mass media is transformed into more specific, 
goal-oriented uses with much less overlap with television. This principle 
assumes that instead of competing with television, media that preceded it 
needed to readjust in order to survive. In turn, succeeding in such adaptation 
provided them with a renewed right to exist. For example, radio found new 
ways to satisfy listeners’ audio needs in ways that differ from those provided 
by television (e.g., an emphasis on music and news, interactive call-in programs, 
and more specialized programming directed to different audiences). While 
central in children’s lives before the advent of television, radio became secondary 
for some, as it faded into the background. Yet in doing so radio became a more 
personal medium, providing a pre-teen girl or teenage boy with a source of com-
forting solitude during moody times and time/space to be with their personal 
thoughts. Similarly, print media changed significantly for children. Many fiction 
books reproduced or even imitated stories that appeared on popular television 
programs; there was growth in consumption of non-fiction books; and new 
magazines designed for audiences with specific interests came into being.

4.  Physical and psychological proximity: Activities are more likely to be displaced 
if they occupy the same physical space (e.g., living room) as television, but 
provide less satisfaction than viewing does (e.g., doing homework). This prin-
ciple is probably the weakest of the four, as it is based on very little empirical 
evidence and lacks well-established theoretical foundations.
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Contrary to expectations and common belief, there is no substantial evidence that 
television has displaced reading books. We can only speculate why this should be 
so. One line of reasoning proposed is that books fulfill a wide variety of functions 
for children beyond the content and process of decoding the written text. Indeed, 
reading involves a different context of use that allows for privacy, personal pacing, 
lingering, and provides a very different mental and emotional experience to watch-
ing television. Furthermore, some argue that just as children really did not read a 
lot before the age of television, they continue not to read a lot today. While this may 
be true for childhood in general, some children read more than others and girls 
read more than boys. Neither trend seems related to television. The phenomenal 
success of the Harry Potter books, as well as other series such as the Twilight Saga 
and the more recent adaptation of children’s print culture to technological changes 
(e.g., e-books, digital apps, multi-media storytelling) suggest that reading main-
tains its unique place among leisure activities, one that has not been eroded by 
screen culture.5

Above and beyond these conclusions, television may be providing a satisfying 
alternative when children feel the approach of boredom, as a television set allows for 
zapping between various channels and pre-recorded programs, with the option of 
viewing this or another program. This leads us to ask if children today are more 
impatient and, if so, does this state of mind affect their behavior? Though we lack 
substantial empirical evidence, the advent of the internet and extensive use of mobile 
media suggest that studying these questions is even more acute as media content and 
activities are constantly available at the touch of the fingertips, and children seem to 
be always “on.” One such study included an extensive survey of adolescents, and was 
conducted in the large cities of Hong Kong, Singapore, Seoul, Taipei, and Tokyo. It 
revealed a complicated relationship between media use and three types of internet 
connectedness: Adolescents using the internet mainly for communication (e.g., IM, 
email) and entertainment (e.g., gaming, downloading music) were watching televi-
sion more than peers who used the internet more for information and school-related 
research. The latter, as well as a third type of internet connectedness, for expression 
and group participation (e.g., blogging, online shopping), read newspapers more 
frequently. Radio listening, on the other hand, correlated with a higher level of inter-
net connectedness for all three types. Thus, this study suggests that internet use does 
not necessarily displace other media, rather, complicated uses evolve, depending on 
the adolescents’ main internet use.6 Similarly, another analysis based on the same 
survey data found that Asian adolescents used their mobile devices as an extension 
of rather than replacement for internet activities. This finding provides additional 
evidence for the “more-the-more” dynamic, according to which newer media 
complement uses of older media in the same content area.7

Answering additional questions regarding “displacement” could provide us with 
important insights into the place and impact of digital culture on children, as well as 
adults: Are media displacing social life? Is family life affected by their constant use? 
And what about formal schooling – does constant media use displace some or even 
many important formal learning activities?
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While children’s media-related enjoyment is taken for granted by many people, 
including parents, its use remains a source of anxiety for many. Are they spending 
too much time with media at the expense of other activities? Are they exposed to 
harmful content? Are they wasting their time? Television, for example, has been 
referred to, pejoratively, by such provocative names as “gum for the eyes,” “talking 
wall paper,” “electronic babysitter,” and “boob tube.” Similarly, children are often 
described as “addicted” to television, to the internet, or to Facebook activities. The 
metaphor of addiction is employed by some critics to describe common character-
istics of children’s media activities: they use media as a way to reduce tension, 
pain, or anxiety; media-related activities encourage more media-related activities; 
they lose sense of self-control and time while engaged with media; they arrange 
their daily schedule around their constant media use; and they miss them when 
they are taken away. As much as this metaphor seems to encapsulate the essence 
of the populist argument, there is no research evidence to support such claims, 
particularly none that present any of the physical consequences of addiction to 
substances or habits. Furthermore, just as other psychological and behavioral 
addictions (e.g., gambling, shopping) affect but a small proportion of society, so, 
too, is addiction to media a rare phenomenon, and when present it is probably 
related to other mental disorders. As a metaphor, the term “addiction” refers to 
heavy media consumption. However, even heavy media use is not necessarily 
addictive, particularly according to approaches that understand children’s media 
use to be an active process motivated by needs and interpreted according to 
personal abilities and capacities.8

Nevertheless, television viewing, internet surfing, and video-game playing are 
often portrayed as mindless activities by some critics. According to this perspective, 
children sit in front of a screen of some sorts and expect to be entertained. No one 
challenges them, so goes the argument, to remember what they access, to analyze it 
critically, or even to pay full attention to it. However, as we will demonstrate in this 
chapter, children are not the passive media users claimed in the populist notion. 
Rather, research confirms that even when they are “only” consuming (and not pro-
ducing) media content, they choose to engage with it in a variety of active ways, 
including managing their attention to the various contents; making meanings out of 
their messages; analyzing and criticizing what they are exposed to; and selectively 
remembering bits and pieces of it.

Developmental Theories

“Reading” audio-visual texts, a concept borrowed from the cultural studies approach 
to media, refers to the process of making meaning of mediated messages and relating 
them to various other meaning systems available in everyday life. This activity 
requires users to employ a variety of cognitive strategies related to thought and 
perception. Thus, in this regard, researchers direct their studies to questions such as: 
What attracts children to a particular medium? What do they understand in such 
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reading experiences? How do they make sense of information? What do they 
remember? How do they relate these experiences to their everyday knowledge?

The underlying premise of various approaches that focus on the interaction of the 
individual child with the media is that children’s cognitive, emotional, and social 
skills develop over time. This premise is based on an assumption adopted from 
developmental psychological theories: Children make meaning out of media and 
engage in production activities with the skills and tools acquired with age and 
experience.9 As children grow and mature, their interests, tastes, as well as interac-
tions with the media, change dramatically, and so does what they take with them 
from the experience. Accordingly, the “meaning” children, as well as adults, make of 
media content can be understood as residing neither in the particular program, 
website, or game nor as an independent creation in the child’s head, but rather it is 
produced in the interaction between the child and the medium.

A sub-set of this general field of study asks what change over time means for 
children’s development and how can it be studied appropriately? Here we under-
stand that age differences in and of themselves are but a descriptive variable: Surely 
we can notice that 10-year-olds have a much better understanding of a televised 
narrative or a Wikipedia entry than do five-year-olds, but why is this so? What are 
the psychological, physiological, social, environmental, and other processes that 
explain the meaning of age differences?

Various psychological theories that deal with human development are based on the 
concept of stage. The key to stage theories is the understanding of stage as a unique 
period of development, with each stage typified by its own special behavioral and 
cognitive characteristics. According to psychological research, all individuals progress 
through the same stages in a fixed chronological order, although genetic and/or envi-
ronmental factors can accelerate or slow down the speed of transition from one stage 
to another. Stages are perceived to be hierarchical, as well as integrative. What this 
means is that more advanced stages are based on earlier ones and advancement 
results in a “re-organizing” of the various cognitive skills. Furthermore, these stages 
are also perceived as universal: though children grow up in very different cultures 
and environments and possess very different genetic maps, they seem to proceed 
through the same stages in the same order. In other words, such a development 
process has been found to hold true, at least in general terms, for Charudet who is 
watching television in his house-boat on the Chao Phraya river in Thailand, for 
Manuel who is watching it in a community center in the Cordillera mountains of 
Peru, and Dominique who is watching television in a small apartment in Paris, 
France. In summary, the concept of stage is a theoretical means of organizing, in an 
integrative manner, various characteristics of children’s thinking and behaviors 
within particular age groups, above and beyond individual and cultural differences.

Jean Piaget’s psychological stage theory has been applied the most widely in studies 
of media and children, as it focuses on cognitive development.10 Piaget demarcated 
four major stages, each characterized by development of different mental structures 
called schemas. An overview of Piaget’s theory can be stated as follows: During the 
first two years, the baby-toddler matures through the sensory-motor stage, during 
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which time mental schemas are shaped by the infant’s senses and actions. Applying 
Piaget’s stage theory to television, for example, suggests that a baby learns about the 
television-mediated world through such actions as touching the screen when a 
favorite puppet appears, clapping hands to the music, or by playing with the power 
button. These sensory-motor experiences are gradually integrated within the child’s 
developing understanding of television and social reality. Thus, the child under-
stands that puppets on television feel very differently when touched on a screen 
compared to a favorite stuffed animal cuddled in the crib; that a screen can be turned 
on and off at will, yet a caregiver who returned to their home does not return at 
the press of a button.

The pre-operational stage, which occurs between two to seven years of age, is 
characterized mainly by the acquisition of language. No longer dependent solely on 
sensory-motor experiences of the “here and now,” the youngster is allowed the space 
to develop representational thought. For example, the child is able to think and talk 
about experiences both viewed on a screen and occurring outside the viewing 
situation.

During the concrete operational stage, around seven to 12 years of age, schemas 
develop that enable the child to engage in mental transformations in interactions 
with the concrete world. Now a child is able to see, mentally, an object from the 
perspective of another person and to understand, for example, that the amount of 
liquid does not change when placed in containers of a different shape and size. Such 
mental transformations are crucial for understanding many of television’s codes and 
conventions that require filling in gaps in storylines (e.g., what happens after seeing 
the driver lose control of the car and the quick camera cut to the next scene when the 
driver is lying unconscious in a hospital bed); or to understand the meaning of 
close-ups (e.g., the ability to understand that the quivering mouth on the screen is 
part of the face of the driver’s daughter sitting by his hospital bed).

Finally, according to Piaget and his followers, from about the age of 12 and upward, 
a young adolescent maturing in the stage of formal operations develops capabilities 
of abstract, logical thought, unrestricted by mental operations related solely to the 
concrete world. From now on, youths are assumed to be able to understand televi-
sion content from a mature cognitive point of view, in a manner similar to adults, 
although clearly their life experience, interests, and emotional world continue to 
differ greatly from those of adults.

Cognitive skills developed through these stages are applied by children to the 
mediated worlds just as they are to other aspects of their lives. These skills shape the 
meanings children make of the content and forms of what they see and hear in 
various media texts. In turn, accessing media content becomes an opportunity, like 
other experiences in the child’s everyday life, to develop and practice a variety 
of cognitive skills, some of which are specific to each medium, though many are 
applicable to all realms of life.

While the application of Piaget’s cognitive stage theory has made significant 
contributions to the study of children and television, the tremendous growth in the 
area of neuroscience and brain research is also starting to inform research in the area 
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of cognitive processing of information from media. We fully expect that these studies 
will enrich our understanding of the meaning of age-related development and its 
application to the study of children and media.

At the same time, it is important to point out that the implications of media use for 
the emotional, social, and moral aspects of children’s stage development continue to 
be studied, as we shall see later in this book. What is appropriate for us to say at this 
time is that some child development researchers are challenging the explanatory 
power of the key Piagetian concept of stage, with its emphasis on cognitive develop
ment, and proposing the inclusion of a greater emphasis on the social contexts in 
which children grow up and the different ways in which they interact with their envi-
ronments over time.11 For example, the unicef Communicating with Children 
project12 focuses on three major age groupings, while acknowledging fluidity between 
and variability within each. In summarizing the literature in this area in general 
terms, the authors suggested that a child’s early years (which occur from birth until 
the start of formal schooling ‒ around the age of six in most societies) are character-
ized by potentially very positive interaction with loving adults and siblings. In 
addition to the development of cognitive skills and language described above, there is 
also gradual awareness of one’s own and others’ emotions, and learning to express 
and control them; the gradual development of separation and autonomy; and 
development of collaborative play, helping, and pro-social behaviors. These earliest 
years are considered one of the most critical times in human development as they 
establish the foundations of all learning that comes after.

Continuing on with this more inclusive stage theory, the authors argue that 
during middle years (roughly age seven to 11), children gradually develop into more 
independent human beings with an emerging sense of their own self and capacities 
to explore and make sense of the world around them. In addition to using more 
sophisticated language and learning a tremendous amount of new information and 
skills, they also acquire knowledge about the world and the people in it. They grad-
ually break free from an egocentric perspective of life in which they assume they are 
at the center of the world, and learn to put themselves in the shoes of others. They 
are curious and develop social skills and friendships, as well as become more prone 
and receptive to a host of exclusion practices, such as gender and race stereotyping, 
bullying, and victimization. They explore their environment in a more independent 
manner but continue to be prone to accidents. They can assume more responsibility 
for their behavior, gradually delay gratification, and learn tasks that develop 
self-confidence and independence.

The early adolescent years (from around age 11 to 14) and, indeed, the full 
adolescent period that follows are believed by many to be a potentially stormy and 
stressful period when young people are handling simultaneously physical, social, 
emotional, and cognitive changes. This is the time of transition to adulthood 
when adolescents may experience frequent mood swings and aggressive emo-
tional outbursts. They are often torn between rational thought and irrational risk 
taking, between adult responsibility and childish mischief. Hormonal and physical 
changes associated with puberty, as well as a growing attraction and interest in sex 
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and intimate relationships, bring about the development of couples and the onset of 
sexual experiences in societies that permit it. Depending on their culture, adolescents 
may rely more on friends than family. Friends can help define their identity and 
enable them to engage in a variety of connecting and separating behaviors. We will 
explore in Chapter 6, for example, how this development is manifest in adolescents’ 
social networking. Peer pressure plays a central role in decision making and 
behavioral patterns. Expectations of autonomy, individualism, and self-reliance are 
often encouraged in Euro-American societies, but can also be a source of conflict 
between adolescents and their families. In contrast, in more traditional societies, 
where a more collective view of society and conformity for adolescents is the norm, 
such values are less likely to be in place, and as a result adolescence may be a less 
turbulent, stressful period of life for both the adolescent and his or her family.

We can see, then, that the nature of childhood and adolescence is very much 
culturally constructed and that growth into adulthood takes different forms in 
different societies. Cultural differences play a very significant role in constructing what 
it means to be a child and an adolescent at different stages of development and requires 
that our understanding of the role of media in their lives be culturally specific too.

What is clearly shared by all cultures, though, is the fact that while growing up, 
children and adolescents continue to need loving and empathic adults who provide 
guidance, serve as positive role models, set clear boundaries and expectations, and 
guide them to make the best choices. All children and adolescents need to feel loved 
and safe, to develop positive feelings about themselves and others, to feel good about 
new experiences and learning, to develop resilience, and to have the entire range of 
their emotions understood and respected.

Despite these current trends in the study of children’s development, the rich 
tradition of applying cognitive stage theory to the study of children and screen 
culture, specifically, requires that we focus some attention to it. Many of the findings 
can be easily transferred to a discussion of accessing other forms of televised content, 
regardless of its delivery form: on the screen of a television, computer, tablet or 
mobile phone; as a broadcast program, downloaded video, or on YouTube. We refer 
in this book to all of these by the generic term “television” or “screen.” Let us turn 
now to consider some of these specific skills.

Attention to and Comprehension of Screen Content

What do children attend to on the screen and how is this attention related to content 
comprehension? Clearly, the child needs to demonstrate some form of attention to 
television as a necessary condition for the initiation of any thought-related 
processes. However, understanding this process is complicated, as “attention” to 
television is not easily defined. Is attention to television measured by the visual 
orientation of the child’s eyes toward the operating screen, even if he or she may be 
daydreaming or otherwise disengaged? Does it require a visual fixation on a 
particular element on the screen to indicate active interest? And what about the 
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preschooler who is playing with building-blocks on the rug in front of the television 
and who glances occasionally at it following an audio cue, such as a loud siren, a 
familiar commercial, or a child’s giggle?

One leading research approach applied to study these questions assumes that 
attention to the screen is fundamentally reactive; that is, attention is controlled by 
external elements of the medium to which the child reacts. According to this research 
approach, younger viewers are particularly attracted to television’s formal features, 
such as visual elements (e.g., camera movements, sharp cuts from one angle to another, 
slow or fast motion, and the like), as well as audio ones (e.g., unusual noises, music, 
sound effects). Accordingly, this approach assumes two central characteristics: First, 
the direction of influence is from the screen to the child; and second, motivation 
for viewing the programs themselves and the viewing experience of children are of 
minimal interest as children are perceived as passive reactors attracted to the 
television set due to the nature of its appealing audio-visual language.

While there is very little empirical evidence for this approach, it has been adopted 
wholeheartedly by many anti-television advocates, is cited extensively in popular 
publications, and assigned provocative titles.13 Such writers see television viewing as 
a terribly dangerous, addictive “drug” that should be eliminated from children’s 
lives, a passive, reactive behavior devoid of active cognitive processes.

In contrast, the alternative approach – active attention – applied by other researchers 
assumes that attention to the screen is an active form of behavior undertaken by 
children.14 Instead of viewing attention as a passive reaction to the screen, they argue 
that children’s attention to television can be understood as an active cognitive 
integration between the viewer, the television content, and the environment within 
which it is viewed. It is shaped by existing cognitive schemas based on past experi-
ences in the world, including those gained from television. Thus, understanding 
content at any given moment involves an active process of applying strategies needed 
to comprehend that content.

Development of attention to audio-visual content

Attention to television develops from birth. Newborns of a few weeks have been 
observed reacting to sounds coming from the television set by stopping their feeding 
and turning their heads toward it. Babies continue to be dependent mostly on audio 
cues in directing their attention to television for few seconds at a time during their 
first few months of life. Particularly attractive content, such as commercials, peppy 
musical openings of programs, and programs designed for the very young, are 
capable of holding their attention for much longer stretches of time. This fact has 
not escaped the eye of entrepreneurs and, consequently, there is a booming market 
of video programs, computer games and mobile applications designed for viewing 
and interacting by this very, very young audience of “viewers in diapers.”15

Home observation of babies as well as reports from caregivers suggest that from 
the age of a few months babies will often stop their activities, move to the music, clap 
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their hands, make happy gurgling sounds, toddle toward the television set, and point 
at objects and characters on it. Preference for familiar content, viewed with pleasure 
over and over again, intensifies during the second year of life. In a relatively short 
span of just a few years at the beginning of the new millennium, we have become 
accustomed to seeing infants and toddlers in high chairs and car seats playing 
skillfully with mobile technology, fully attentive for relatively long stretches of time.

Attention to the screen continues to grow as a function of the child’s development, 
personality, and environment. The ability to sustain interest in screen content for 
longer stretches of time and the capacity to manage attention to the screen as well as 
to competing activities is gradually strengthened and modified. By the age of six, 
attention to the screen can be sustained for long periods of time and remains so until 
adolescence, when a decline in television viewing occurs as part of the many changes 
taking place in youth’s physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and environmental 
realms of life.

Television channels specializing in preschool audiences offer multi-platform 
content and activities to complement their programming and engage young children 
and parents. More specifically, the tablet is thought to have revolutionized the market 
of infants and toddlers as manipulating it through touch is both intuitive and simple, 
even for clumsy little fingers. This has created an interesting situation. On the one 
hand, in 2013 the American Academy of Pediatrics reaffirmed its recommendation, 
made in 1999, that there should be no screen time for children under two years of age. 
At the time this book is being written, several researchers have stated that, at a 
minimum, babies under the age of two do not benefit from screen media, while other 
researchers have argued that screen media are potentially harmful to babies’ cognitive 
and physical development.16 On the other hand, it appears that parents’ views and 
behaviors are quite different from those of the American Academy of Pediatrics, as its 
recommendation seems to be very unrealistic in today’s screen-saturated environ-
ment, with early use of mobile media undergoing a dramatic rise.17

The extant research on various aspects of early exposure to screens will be 
discussed throughout the book, but there is still very scarce research on the effects 
of mere exposure to screens on the development of the very youngest of our 
children. Despite the passion with which both sides of the argument present their 
pro or con positions in various public discussions over the impact of audio-visual 
stimulation on brain development, motor-development, or long-term deficiencies 
(such as attention and autistic disorders), these have yet to be supported by 
systematic research.18

Relationship between attention to television and comprehension

As noted above, the reactive approach to television assumes that attention to the 
screen is an antecedent condition to any process of comprehension of its content; 
that is, attending to television leads to its comprehension. Critics of television argue 
that attention to the fast tempo of television is mostly reflexive and immediate; it 
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does not allow children the necessary conditions to reflect over contents or organize 
mental processes. Thus, comprehension and memory of screen content is under-
stood to be superficial in nature, according to this approach.

In contrast, the active approach to children’s attention to television under-
stands relationships between attention and comprehension quite differently. 
Children are assumed to be active viewers whose attention to the screen is 
motivated by attempts to understand it. Researchers have found that children 
are able to devote selective attention to television, inquire about the content 
viewed, decode new information with the assistance of the cognitive skills avail-
able to them at the time, and use television content to refine and develop new 
skills. This approach assumes that television content contributes to two key 
processes important in children’s development, defined by Piaget as assimilation 
and accommodation: They assimilate comprehensible television knowledge into 
existing mental skills and accommodate these skills by refining them according 
to knowledge newly acquired via television. Thus, the active approach sees relation-
ships between children and television as reciprocal. Attention does not necessarily 
cause comprehension, but comprehension can shape to a large degree attention 
directed to the screen. While television conveys particular messages, understanding 
them (or ignoring them) is dependent to a large degree on the particular social, 
cognitive, and emotional needs of the individual child’s personality and their 
personal development.

Thus, it seems reasonable to claim that the more viewing and social experience 
attained by the child the greater the chances that he or she will be attentive to and 
gain more from viewing television. This interactive process between child and 
television content has been conceptualized through the acronym AIME (Amount 
of Invested Mental Effort).19 AIME portrays a process through which the child 
evaluates television content as easy or difficult for understanding, as familiar or 
novel, as important or negligible. In assessment of this process, the child determines 
the amount of mental effort needed to process the information. For example, if the 
child perceives a particular behavior or situation to be very familiar to him or her, 
the amount of AIME as well as attention to television will be lowered. However, if it 
is perceived as new and intriguing, the amount of AIME will increase. Furthermore, 
when children are offered challenging and appealing television content to view, they 
demonstrate active involvement and a higher degree of AIME.

As children grow older they learn to associate particular formal features of televi-
sion with specific genres, and their viewing expectations develop according to their 
interest in a particular genre. They learn to distinguish between programs directed 
to adults and those aimed at children; between commercials and programs; between 
comedies and action-adventure programs. And, they learn to allocate their attention 
according to their interests and to activate those thinking schemas that are more 
appropriate to the particular genre.

Further, children develop clear distinctions between “boys’” and “girls’” programs 
or commercials and attach clear gender meanings to them, based on formal features 
alone, regardless of program content or product advertised. They distinguish 
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commercials aimed specifically and stereotypically at boys by the fact that they are 
typically characterized by loud music, sharp “cuts” from one camera shot to the 
other, special audio effects, intensive activity level, and blue and metallic colors. In 
contrast, commercials aimed at girls have soft background music, female voices, 
pastel colors heavy on the “pink” side, photographic features such as fade outs 
(pictures fading out into blackness) and dissolves (pictures dissolving into other 
pictures), and gradual changes between camera shots rather than sharp “cuts”.20

Individual children differ in attention and comprehension, but such differences 
also exist within each child’s varying viewing experiences, in different social con-
texts due to the availability of alternative activities, and according to their internal 
motivations at different points in time. Clearly then, attention to television pro-
grams is not a mechanistic, casual process dictated by a mesmerizing screen that is 
received by a passive manipulated child-viewer. Rather, viewing screen content by 
children is a much more complex, active, and reciprocal process.

Development of Viewing Preferences

The worldwide availability of particular television program genres, on the one hand, 
and the generally universal course of development of children, on the other, result in 
quite predictable viewing preferences of children that change as they move from 
one stage of development to the next. As beginning-viewers, babies and toddlers 
seem to attend more closely to programs designed for them, through features 
that can include peppy music, sound effects, animation, lively pacing that is not 
overwhelming, humor and noises of laughter, as well as female and children’s voices. 
They also seem to react to content that makes immediate sense to them: short verbal 
outputs, smiling faces, loveable animals, as well as pleasing colors and shapes. 
Teletubbies is a good example. Produced by the BBC and first broadcast in 1997, the 
program quickly became a hit among young viewers and has been marketed in over 
60 countries. The four colorful, cheerful, and energetic characters move and behave 
like toddlers, use minimalist language, repetitive behaviors, and utterances. They are 
situated in a world that combines open green natural spaces and a modernistic 
dwelling. Research conducted in Australia, Germany, Israel, Norway, the UK, and 
the USA found evidence of the program’s popularity among babies and toddlers that 
included high levels of attention and active viewing behaviors such as singing, 
dancing, pointing, imitating, speaking back to the television, and generally reacting 
enthusiastically with great joy.21

As toddlers grow into preschoolers, they gradually become more interested in 
comprehensible narratives and in diverse magazine-like formats. Sesame Street, 
produced originally by the Children’s Television Workshop in New York (later to be 
re-named Sesame Workshop), is by far the most acclaimed and researched exemplar 
of programming for this age group, worldwide. Later, in Chapter 3, we will discuss this 
television phenomenon; for now, however, it is appropriate simply to note that the 
program’s “quilted” magazine format combines segments of animation, puppetry, 
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documentaries, and drama designed with the understanding that preschoolers’ 
attention and viewing preferences develop gradually. Such a format allows each 
child opportunities to interact with the program according to his or her individual 
needs and abilities. Many countries have developed special, locally produced programs 
targeted for this age group with similar considerations in mind.

Children start developing preferences for more fast-paced programs and compli-
cated content around the age of five or six, and gradually disassociate themselves 
from clearly educational and “safe” preschool programs. Individual preferences start 
to emerge and take shape for a specific animation series, a favorite Disney movie, 
family-type comedies, or soap operas (or telenovelas, as they are named in many 
parts of the world that import them from Latin America). In addition to watching 
specific channels targeted for them, children gradually move to what has been 
dubbed by the television industry “family” fare – comedies, dramas, quiz shows, 
reality TV, sports, music, and movie channels that are aimed at a wide and diverse 
audience which shares interest in a common denominator. Here, it should be noted 
that the range of program options varies greatly between different regions of the 
world, as well as within them, due in large part to economic and technological 
differences.

The most pronounced differences in taste already very evident at this young age 
are associated with gender. The development of “gender-appropriate” behavior, 
typical of socialization processes that take place in most societies, results in 
behavioral compatibility in relation to media choices, as well. Here, boys seem to 
outgrow the more slow-paced educational programs at a much younger age than 
girls, and they demonstrate a growing preference for action-oriented animations 
that so strongly dominate the screens of children’s television around the world. Boys 
seem to be attracted more than girls to action, aggressive and dangerous fantasies, 
sports, as well as programs featuring male heroic characters. Girls, on their part, 
continue to prefer programs with storylines about human relationships, friendships, 
and feelings that take place in non-aggressive settings. Thus, while transitioning to 
viewing teen soaps and family dramas and comedies, they continue to watch and 
enjoy many educational programs for a much longer period than do boys.

This clear gendered division of preferences continues throughout the school years 
and seems to be resistant to major changes taking place around the world with 
regard to gender equality and socialization processes of gender roles.22 We will 
continue to discuss aspects of gender throughout this book as it interacts with 
several important aspects of children’s media use and leisure culture.

As children move through elementary and middle school years, they gradually 
experiment with the entire range of television genres, including those specifically not 
intended for them – such as violent movies and pornographic material. Many 
remain generally disinterested in programs that are based predominantly on “talking 
heads”; that is, programs that feature adults talking about issues framed as solely of 
concern to adults and conducted in a language that is mostly inaccessible and unap-
pealing to children – such as current events, political or cultural discussions, and 
most news programs (with the exception of particularly attractive news items that 
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include violent or otherwise unusual and stimulating scenes). We will return to a 
discussion of the role of news in children’s lives in Chapter 5.

As in many other areas of their lives, children develop individual tastes based on 
the variety of content available to them. Furthermore, they are capable of expressing 
their preferences as well as articulating their reasoning for selecting particular 
programs, games, or websites. On the other hand, we, the adults in their lives, may 
not always approve of their selections and tastes or even understand the reasons for 
their attraction to such programs or contents.

Development of Fantasy–Reality Distinction

The ability to distinguish between fantasy and reality on the screen is one of the pri-
mary differences between children’s and adults’ thought processes. While “television 
reality” is a complex and multi-dimensional concept, we refer here specifically to the 
degree of factuality of the mediated reality. Scholars interested in this phenomenon 
attempt to answer such questions as: When are children able to determine that people 
and events presented on television exist beyond the screen; that they are real people 
representing themselves or actors playing a role; that events depicted on the screen 
are happening in the outside world or created according to a script? When do children 
understand that television is not a “magic window” to the real world? Studies of social 
realism focus on children’s answers to these as well as other questions: Are the people, 
places, and events on television similar to the ones familiar to us from the real world? 
Are they believable? Is it probable that events depicted in fictional programs will take 
place? Is knowledge acquired through viewing television applicable in real life?

Researchers have found that, in most cases, children are not systematically 
instructed in developing such distinctions; rather they develop them on their own as 
they mature, gain experience, and come to understand the real world, and as their 
knowledge of television expands. As they mature, children’s perception of television 
as a “magic window” is gradually replaced by a growing understanding that televi-
sion reality is not quite like the everyday reality in which they live. According to 
researchers, an important turning point in the development of these understandings 
occurs around the age of eight; that is, at the beginning of the concrete-operational 
stage, according to cognitive development theories.

More specifically, researchers employ the following five criteria in studying 
children’s ability to make reality–fantasy distinctions:

1.  Constructedness: The degree to which children understand that the screen world 
is a product of some sort of construction and that all television content, including 
news and documentaries, are a fabrication, to some degree, in comparison to 
reality outside it.

2.  Physical actuality: The degree to which children evaluate the reality of television 
based on their perceptions of the person or event actually existing outside of the 
screen world.
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3.  Possibility: The degree to which children evaluate the reality of television based 
on their perception of whether events portrayed are possible in the reality 
familiar to them beyond the screen.

4.  Probability: The degree to which children evaluate the reality of television based 
on their perception of whether it is probable that it represents something that 
could happen beyond the screen, even if it is possible. For example, it is possible 
that one family would experience all the intensive events happening in the life 
of one television-family and solve them in similar ways; however, our life-expe-
rience suggests that it is not very probable that this would be the case.

5.  Formal features: The degree to which children understand the formal features of 
television as “cues” to what may be real or fictitious. For example, older child-
viewers understand that an unedited series of pictures of a war scene followed 
by a medium-range camera shot of an adult seated in a studio behind a desk and 
who seems to be talking seriously indicates a “real” news report, while a col-
orful, animated scene of talking animals using children’s voices and with 
background music is “unreal.”

We can organize the above criteria in a complementary manner, as follows: While 
internal cues (within the medium itself) direct viewers to evaluate its realism, 
external cues enable viewers to make comparisons between their knowledge of the 
world and their experience within it with regard to the television content. Generally 
speaking, it seems that younger children are more heavily dependent on the internal 
criteria (e.g., animation is “imaginary” because it is drawn and does not use live 
actors). As they mature, children learn to incorporate external criteria as their 
knowledge of the world expands (e.g., a specific animation series can be much more 
realistic in content then many programs employing live actors). No wonder, then, 
that by the age of 12, respondents will answer much like adults to research questions, 
such as: “What do you mean by ‘real’”? or, “real in what sense?”23

The development of genre distinction

Distinguishing between television fantasy and reality involves capabilities to identify 
and differentiate between different television genres. Television programs are mostly 
designed according to well-defined formulas. Each formula has its own production 
codes and conventions of typified storylines (e.g., characters, locations, photographic 
techniques, pace, and soundtracks). Such format molds are filled in with content from 
diverse cultures and with diverse qualities. Furthermore, beyond being an aggregate of 
common characteristics, genres can also be understood as an aggregate of viewers’ 
expectations. For example, when a program is identified as “news,” the viewer will 
apply a very different set of expectations toward its degree of realism in comparison to 
expectations applied to a program such as science fiction identified as “fantasy.”

Children learn to associate program characteristics with genres along a continuum 
from those perceived to be the most “real” to the most “unreal”: “Real” programs 
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deal with what is happening in the world – such as news and documentaries; “realistic” 
programs, a median category, are narratives and characters that, potentially, could 
take place but are being played by actors, such as situation comedies and soap operas; 
and “unreal” genres are mainly narratives with characters that are not taking place in 
the world and – to the best of the child’s current knowledge – could not happen; such 
as science fiction, fantasy movies, or animal animation. As children grow older, they 
learn the formal features associated with each particular genre and develop specific 
expectations with regard to the degree of realism the program will represent.

Children of kindergarten age, around five to six years, are already capable of 
defining the two ends of the continuum: News is “real” and animation is “imaginary.” 
An excerpt from an interview I had with Amy, a six-year-old North American girl, 
in relation to a situation comedy illustrates this developing ability. The series, Full 
House, deals with three girls who lost their mother and who are being raised by their 
father, his best friend, and their uncle. Amy attempted to explain to me why the 
news is different from Full House, her favorite situation comedy:24

Amy:	 Because Full House comes with real people and they make it up, and 
  the Full House is very silly.

Interviewer:	 They make it up?
Amy:	 Uh, huh.
Interviewer:	 So Full House is like real people on television?
Amy:	 Yeah, yeah. They’re like real people, but they are silly. It is almost like 

  the news, but it is not.
Interviewer:	 It is almost, but it’s not? I see. So the real people are silly and the news 

  are real people and they are not silly? I see. That’s interesting.
Amy:	 And cartoons are pretend stuff.

According to this young girl, animation programs are at the imaginary end of a 
continuum of programs. Comedies are located at the center of the continuum, as they 
include real people who are acting “silly,” while the news is about serious real people.

Children in the concrete operational stage come up with alternative ways of 
dividing programs. For example, there are “good” versus “bad,” or programs that are 
“for children” versus those that are “for grownups.” Or, they may organize them 
according to perceived content. For example, a family situation comedy could be 
grouped with an educational program, because both convey messages of concern 
and love for family members. An action-adventure program and an animation 
program could be understood to be of a similar genre, because both have shooting 
in them. A commercial for a food product, news program, and math instructional 
program are perceived as educational, because they all “teach things.”

In this regard, commercials are a very difficult genre for children to understand, 
since they intentionally blur distinctions between real and imaginary and, as well, 
employ a range of audio-visual means to sell children products. Studies on children 
in various countries growing up in an environment with commercial television sug-
gest that they can already identify commercial breaks as a separate genre at a very 
young age, often as early as three years old. The children learn to identify those cues 
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that indicate a transition between a program and a commercial (e.g., a logo, sign, or 
sound effect that is repeated regularly). However, their ability to explain this genre 
develops much more gradually, as does their ability to distinguish between their 
attitude toward the product in comparison with their attitude toward the commercial 
for that product (i.e., a commercially literate person may like a product, but not 
the commercial advertising it, and vice versa; that is, enjoying a commercial is not 
necessarily an indication that the product is enjoyable as well).

As they start elementary school, children may develop an understanding of 
commercials’ “persuasive intent”; that is, while they can discern that the intention is 
to sell products, they may not identify the tactics of manipulation employed in the 
text. Thus, they continue to trust commercial statements as being “real,” have difficulty 
identifying indirect advertising present in much of commercial television programs, 
and do not understand the economic processes that drive the television industry.25

Interestingly, research evidence suggests that it is doubtful if many adults understand 
these complicated issues either. Analyses of what scholars refer to as advertising literacy 
explain that this is due to the need for use of seven cognitive understandings:26 
Advertising (1) is different from other media content, (2) has a paying source, (3) has 
an intended audience, (4) has a selling intent, (5) has persuasive intent, (6) makes 
use of persuasive tactics, and (7) has a bias in comparison to the actual product. 
Overall, such understandings may be insufficient in and of themselves as advertising 
literacy also involves the capacities to apply critical skills to the ubiquitous 
commercial culture infusing children’s lives, tens and even hundreds of times daily. 
We will return to this topic in Chapter 4.

The importance of distinguishing between screen fantasy and reality

Clearly, then, distinguishing between various forms of fantasy and reality on the 
screen and sorting television programs into genres is not a simple, objective, or 
clear-cut task. Indeed, children continue to be confused by realistic genres, as do 
many adults as they mature as viewers. Furthermore, new challenges are posed to 
viewers as the media environment changes. Consider the following extensive list of 
examples: Realistic movies incorporate segments of animation or documentaries; 
news reports include reconstructions of past events and employ dramatization 
features; docu-dramas combine use of real places and people together with actors 
and fictitious dialogue; commercials incorporate scientific information to create 
infomercials; news and entertainment are combined to create infotainment; educational 
programs integrate entertainment features to form edutainment; and there are reality 
shows, talent competitions, police investigations, and matchmaking programs. All 
these phenomena that appear in many localized forms around the world purpose-
fully blur genres through the use of “reality” formal features (e.g., rough camera 
moves and the pretense of no editing; no music or soundtracks; “ordinary” people 
rather than professional actors; out-of studio settings; intimate moments of display 
of intense emotion).
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All these genres continue to challenge the ability of young as well as older and 
more experienced viewers to define and understand television’s “reality.” In addition, 
the ability to access a mixture of genres through personal tailoring of viewing sched-
ules complicates this even further, as the clear characteristics and nature of a certain 
broadcast or cable channel disappear (e.g., history channel, news channel, or family 
movies channel). All of these developments require re-examination of criteria used 
by viewers to evaluate screen reality.

Finally, cultural experience plays an important role in young viewers’ socializa-
tion as they mature and develop their own particular perspective on reality. Since 
the development of the distinction between fantasy and reality on television is 
shaped by life experiences on and outside the screen, the nature of such experiences 
is bound to shape this skill. Thus, seemingly independent cognitive skills are very 
much culturally dependent. For example, while animals portrayed with a human 
soul may be perceived as an imaginary feature of an animation program by Paola, 
raised in the Catholic culture of Italy, this may seem perfectly reasonable to Kumar 
of Hindi faith in India who believes in the reincarnation of human souls in animals. 
Similarly, a dramatic series on the Jewish Holocaust may be understood as imaginary 
fiction by José in Mexico, but is very real and relevant to Dana raised in Israel, whose 
grandparents are holocaust survivors. Yuji in Japan may think that life in outer space 
seems completely in the realm of fantasy, while for Marina in Russia, whose parents 
are scientists, it may be perceived as quite real. And dramas describing the lives of 
the very rich make complete sense to Kevin from a higher social class US family but 
may seem to be completely fictional to Tomaselli from the poor classes of Botswana. 
These are just a few of the examples that demonstrate the role of cultural context 
in perception of television reality as similar to or different from actual reality. As 
with the case of gender, the important role of culture, too, will be addressed 
throughout the book.

The development of understanding of television characters

Imagine the social world of a child in your own neighborhood. What kind of people 
and professions does he or she meet on an everyday basis? It is safe to assume that 
most children around the world have firsthand encounters with family members, 
teachers, salespeople, perhaps medical professionals, bus or taxi drivers. They may 
have an occasional encounter with other professionals, depending on their personal 
life circumstances. But most of the adult professional world is quite inaccessible to 
them (as it is to most adults, too). Television, thus, becomes a very convenient, 
non-threatening way to come in contact with roles beyond our everyday lives, 
particularly in relation to high-status and stereotyped roles that appear in dramatic 
genres, such as eloquent lawyers, tough law enforcers, brilliant surgeons, glorious 
celebrities, vile Mafia leaders, promiscuous students, to name just a few of the types 
of people who become a part of our viewing lives and who most of us never meet 
in real life.
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Meeting these varied characters portrayed on the screen raises many value-related 
issues for children, as well as adults, as they compare themselves with fictional tele-
vision characters: Who am I? Am I similar or different from them? Are they good or 
bad? Am I good or bad in comparison? Do I want to be like them? If so, how, can I 
change my behavior or appearance to be more like them? Answers to such questions 
become part of the process of self-definition and learning about one’s place in 
society. Media characters, thus, can serve as role models for identification and imi-
tation, as well as be a resource for learning about the world. It is therefore important 
for us to understand how children perceive media characters and their behaviors.

We recall from an earlier discussion that a cognitive schema is a structure for 
organizing knowledge related to a particular idea or term (e.g., criminal, singer). 
A schema may be shaped by knowledge acquired through firsthand experience as 
well as through mediating sources, such as other people and the media. In turn, 
schemas have implications for understanding how new information is processed. 
For example, schema regarding gender differences shape the ways we attend differ-
ently to content that involves female and male characters, the ways we process and 
remember content, the ways we perceive it to be relevant to us, and our evaluation 
of and preferences for the characters themselves.

Following what we already know about cognitive development, we can surmise 
that as children mature their understanding of media characters changes dramatically. 
Younger children are more dependent on external appearance in evaluating characters. 
Accordingly, they tend to equate the unfamiliar look of a foreigner as well as 
unattractive body and facial characteristics with negative personality qualities, thus 
perceiving an ugly person as mean. However, as they mature, they gradually assign 
more importance to internal personality traits as well as circumstantial explanations 
to characters’ motivations and behaviors. But, like adults, they remain highly influ-
enced by social expectations and those stereotypes engrained deeply in different 
societies that are emphasized all too frequently in commercial television. Indeed, 
many people continue throughout their lifetime to be wary of characters – on tele-
vision as well as in real life – who look very different from them (e.g., persons of a 
different race, disabled people, people who wear a non-conforming clothing style), 
as well as those perceived to diverge from culturally dominant beauty standards 
(e.g., overweight people, those with non-proportionate facial features, or some 
manner of deformity).

The development of moral judgment

While very helpful in understanding general trends in the development of human 
thinking, cognitive developmental theories alone are often unable to provide us with 
a comprehensive and satisfactory understanding of thinking, behaviors, and emo-
tions. Clearly, many of the issues involved with children’s maturing (deficient, 
according to some approaches) cognitive abilities remain unresolved during adult 
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years. So how large is the gap between adults and children, and are children really as 
“deficient” as some persons assume? One additional body of theory that can assist us 
in understanding this aspect of relations between media and children is the 
adaptation of developmental theory to the realm of moral judgment, in general, and 
its particular application to children’s viewing of television.

Media are a central source for developing moral judgment as they present many 
tales about human conduct. For example, understanding the motivations for violent 
behaviors and their implications for victims is crucial in application of moral 
judgment by viewers. Thus, adults will usually apply moral criteria differently with 
regard to a person who purposefully aims to hurt others for personal gain compared 
to someone forced to behave violently in order to save a loved one. That is, we apply 
different criteria to acts of violence that seem to us to be random and unjustified 
compared to acts that in other societies might be perceived as justified or even 
sacred (e.g., acts of violence by military forces in some countries or those committed 
under the guise of preserving “family honor” in others). Do children apply these 
same processes and criteria?

The way children judge television characters and their behaviors is central to the 
development of their understanding. Again, developmental researchers claim that 
children’s moral and cognitive development are similar across the globe, as each 
child progresses through specific stages in a fixed order, with each stage being 
fundamentally different from the previous one. Similarly, moral judgment is under-
stood to develop through the combined development of skills, cognitive schemas, 
and experience.27 As very young children have yet to internalize cognitive standards 
that define what is “right, good” or “wrong, bad,” they are highly dependent on 
external reinforcements that teach them what their society perceives as “right” or 
“wrong.” Thus, it is through socialization within their social settings, including the 
media, that children learn from an early age via imitation, as well as by acting on 
a desire to please their caregivers, the difference between “right” and “wrong.” If 
caregivers respond positively to a child’s actions, the child works out that this must 
mean it was the “right” thing to do. And, as they view a program, they will often 
seek guidance in this process, as when they ask questions such as: “those green 
characters – are they good or bad?” in attempting to understand the world in clear 
“good and bad” terms.

As they move to the concrete-operational stage, around the age of seven or 
eight, children gradually become more able to exercise moral judgment autono-
mously and to use it as a tool to evaluate human behaviors. In doing so, they apply 
their emerging understanding of behavioral motivation to their judgment. Thus, 
the same behavior will be evaluated as good or bad according to the motivation 
behind it or the circumstances in which it occurs. Gradually, they also learn to 
experience the world in less dichotomous terms. So, television characters, much 
like real-life ones, are neither good nor bad, but rather complicated beings who 
behave in appropriate or inappropriate ways in different situations and within 
complex cultural norms.
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Identification with Media Characters

Why is it at all important to dwell on how children evaluate and understand screen 
characters? Let us start with three related answers: First, screen characters are 
the  focus of identification, imitation, and idolization. Second, screen characters 
serve as behavioral role models for children to imitate. But above all, it is because 
screen characters provide children with the raw materials with which to learn, 
grow, experience, feel, strengthen their inner world and self-image, and just deal 
with everyday life.28

Many viewers, both children and adults, develop emotional relationships with 
television characters. We care about them, we want to get closer to them, we are 
curious about their lives. Identification with television characters can take various 
forms.29 Viewers (particularly younger ones) may feel a similarity between themselves 
and a character, due to sharing the same gender, ethnic origin, age, or appearance. 
The character may manifest the same values and worldview, and, even subconsciously, 
the child may perceive him to be from the same class and educational level. Younger 
children may identify with children or animals that are smaller or in subordinate 
positions, representing their own powerless position. Often the child-viewer shares 
the same perspective as a television character they admire, and lives “through” the 
same experiences with the character. In this way the character serves to reaffirm 
the child’s sense of self-worth; manifest similar beliefs, attitudes, and worldview; 
and serve as a role model for possible suitable (or unsuitable) behaviors in situations 
relevant to his or her life.

The child may also be involved in a form of wishful identification – when she 
seeks to be “like” or to “behave like” the media character. The child may imagine 
exchanging places with the subject of identification and feel, during the viewing, 
that things that happen to the character are happening, or could happen, to him, too. 
In this way the child exchanges her role as a viewer with the role of the character in 
the program, thus becoming someone else for a short, often intense, period of time.

Related to identification – yet not quite the same – is “para-social interaction.” 
Here, viewers feel that they know the television characters so well that they engage 
in imaginary interpersonal relationships with them. Para-social interactions are 
often formed during an extended period of viewing (e.g., actor appearing in a multi-
year dramatic or soap opera series; a leading role in a magazine television format; a 
singer on MTV). In forming such an interaction, a younger viewer, as well as an 
adult, comes to feel that s/he knows the character’s personality, behaviors, tastes, and 
relationships with others, and cares about the character as if s/he was a close friend. 
The child may seek advice from the character’s role, wish to be part of his/her social 
world, and engage in a close friendly relationship with him/her. Para-social relation-
ships may provide a deep sense of personal and social satisfaction and encourage 
loyalty to the program. One possible implication of such a relationship is that 
children (as well as adults) may treat the actors, and the character they play, as one 
and the same person. Thus, it is not uncommon for actors to receive comments, 
gifts, reprimands, and requests directed to the character they portray.
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Of particular interest is adolescents’ involvement with entertainment celebrities. 
This widely popular and familiar worldwide phenomenon raises interesting 
questions about relationships or associations between such involvement and atti-
tudes, behavior, self-esteem, and identity development. A study of adolescents in 
Singapore, for example, found that reporting a sense of intimacy with celebrities was 
associated with consumption of related media content, much like the development 
of interpersonal relationships in the non-mediated world. While depending on a 
host of variables, such involvement was associated with both positive as well as 
negative consequences for adolescents’ wellbeing and level of materialism. For 
example, low self-esteem was reinforced by such relationships, particularly among 
adolescents who demonstrated borderline tendencies for various pathologies. 
Similarly, adolescents with lower academic scores tended to report a higher level of 
intense personal feelings toward their idols.30

Studies conducted in several countries found gender to be the most predictable 
characteristic of identification – both similar and wishful – as well as of para-social 
interaction with television characters among children. Boys of all ages almost exclu-
sively identify with male figures, while girls identify mostly with females but also with 
males, particularly during their earlier years. Two complementary explanations for 
this finding have been proposed: First, to date, television continues to purvey a much 
wider range of male roles with which children can identify than female roles. The 
latter are still restricted both in absolute numbers as well as in diversity of personal-
ities, roles, settings, and plot lines. This holds true for television all over the world, 
with a general ratio of two male characters for every single female one.31 Second, as a 
general rule, our societies are much more tolerant toward girls who adopt more 
typical “male” styles of behavior and appearance than of boys who adopt a typical 
“girly” style. Thus, the general rule of thumb supported by research evidence is that 
there is a better chance of girls watching television programs designed for boys and 
featuring male protagonists than vice versa. This conclusion is well known – and 
indeed utilized – in the commercial domain of the children’s television industry, where 
there is a clear desire to invest resources in developing “boy” genres. While this is the 
case worldwide, several recent successful productions with global appeal featuring 
independent child-female protagonists have challenged this producers’ rule.32

The personality traits that determine the degree of attractiveness of television 
characters to children reflect, in large degree, the norms and expectations from 
males and females in most cultures. For example, researchers found that children of 
all ages wish to identify with winners, even when their behaviors were evaluated as 
negative. For boys, this is expressed mainly through characters that excel physically 
and are very active. Both boys and girls value intelligence as a central characteristic 
that singles out male characters with whom they identify. However, unsurprisingly, 
this is not true when girls are asked to explain the reasons for the appeal of their 
favorite female characters: The reasons cited refer, primarily, to their attractive 
appearances. It seems that girls growing up in many societies today have internalized 
quite successfully the importance of beauty assigned to female appearance in many 
societies. Indeed, they are unlikely to see many examples of ambitious, intelligent 
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women on programs they watch as such women are deemed to be less attractive and 
thus are often sanctioned from appearing on television. Similarly, boys still grow up 
to believe that manhood is defined by action, physical force, and intelligence 
superiority. We will return to this important finding in Chapter 5.

Based on our discussion so far, it is easy to see how identification with screen 
characters may be related to imitation of their behaviors. The underlining assumption 
is that the viewer comes to place herself in the character’s shoes – so to speak – 
playing the character’s role, and even internalizing, usually unknowingly, the value 
system that the character represents. This raises many important questions: Are 
there any particular personality characteristics that might predict imitation of 
negative behaviors (e.g., violence, lying) and others that predict imitation of positive 
behaviors (e.g., mutual aid, sharing)? Do specific personality characteristics lead to 
particular kinds of behavior patterns (e.g., physical force and violent behavior; 
physical attraction and sexual behavior)? We will discuss these and other questions 
related to imitation of behaviors portrayed on television at length in Chapter 4.

Children’s Fear Reactions

Media offer children a variety of emotional experiences. Children observe charac-
ters’ emotional reactions and learn about emotional situations and behaviors, and 
they experience a whole range of emotions themselves, including excitement, love, 
thrills, sadness, and longing. Fear reaction is one form of children’s emotional 
involvement with the screen that has been studied systematically (see also the 
discussion in relation to parental mediation in Chapter  1). Much audio-visual 
content, across genres, can instigate fear and anxiety in viewers of all ages: dangerous 
situations, injuries, bodily distortions, characters’ own fearful reactions, and more. 
Children may express their fear not only during the viewing situation, but also 
way beyond it – in nightmares, distress, and situations that are associated with the 
televised scene. Some traumatizing screen moments stay with them for many years 
and may affect their understandings and behavior in the real world.

Investigation into children’s processing and reactions to such experiences raises 
many ethical issues. Since clearly we should not intervene in children’s viewing habits 
by intentionally presenting them with scary material in order to study their reactions 
to it, we need to find ways to study such influences when they occur spontaneously as 
a result of children’s own viewing – by choice or coincidence. Alternatively, we can 
study such reactions in retrospect, in reconstructing scenarios whereby, as adults, 
they recollect memories of exposure to frightening media stimulus and their enduring 
reactions to them.33 An international study of young people’s recollection of scary 
memories they carry with them from their childhood television and film viewing 
suggests that the majority of them have very clear and detailed stories to tell. The 
most commonly mentioned moments were triggered by viewing scary fiction 
(animated, realistic, science fiction, horror) that left a lasting impression. Many were 
able to relate in words and drawings the exact scene engraved in their memories, such 
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that the researchers could identify the original text to which they referred, compare 
the scene with the memory, and confirm the similarity in great detail.34 This and the 
previous studies revealed that the vast majority of adults studied could describe such 
experiences, relating the effects they had on their bedtime behaviors, for example. 
The participants also reported on their childhood coping mechanisms – behavioral 
as well as cognitive – as well as on avoidance strategies from additional exposure.

As in other phenomena discussed so far, children’s development is central to 
understanding their fear reactions. Contrary to what might be expected, children do 
not become less easily frightened as they mature. Instead, what seems to happen is that 
some stimuli that bothered them in the past produce less fear, but other stimuli that 
never elicited reactions in the past become problematic. For example, pre-operational 
children up to the age of seven to eight are scared of animals; the dark; supernatural 
forces such as ghosts, witches and monsters; and things that look anomalous or 
move unexpectedly. These anxieties are largely replaced by fear of personal injury, as 
well as fear of injury or death of loved ones, in the concrete-operational stage. 
Adolescents continue to worry about themselves, but also develop fear reactions 
with regard to political, economic, and global issues. Concrete screen stimuli (what 
we see and hear on the screen) decreasingly evoke fear as children mature with more 
abstract concepts gradually taking their place, such as the ability to understand the 
meaning and implications of dangers.

For example, preschool children might be more afraid of something that looks 
dangerous, physically, but in fact is not threatening, rather than something that does 
not look dangerous, but may in fact be so. Such reactions are reversed during 
school-age years. No wonder, then, that young children react more fearfully to 
imaginary programs (e.g., cartoons, monsters) than to real dangers (e.g., news 
reports about an anticipated natural disaster). Such behavior, too, can be explained 
by applying lessons from developmental psychology: In order to develop anxiety 
about certain kinds of complicated threats presented on the screen, children require 
life experience, capabilities to distinguish between what is real and imaginary as well 
as to think in abstract terms, and knowledge about actual events such as the spread 
of a new plague, threats of nuclear disaster, or global warming.35

However, here, too, we cannot ignore the relevance of social context to children’s 
fear reactions to television content. Reactions to news reports about wars and terror-
ist events is a particular case in point. Unfortunately, recent events have provided 
many opportunities to study this aspect more closely. Reactions to news of the Gulf 
War in 1991 among children in both Europe and the USA, who felt relatively 
removed from the situation, were quite mixed. However, reactions to the bombing 
of the Twin Towers in New York in 2001, the war in Iraq since 2003, as well as to 
terrorist attacks by suicide bombers in Israel, were both more dramatic and pro-
duced stronger reactions. The growing intensity of live news coverage of the events, 
particularly when the coverage “drives it home” by presenting the danger as more 
relevant and immediate, seems to result in an increase in fear reactions among 
children, as well as a host of additional emotions, such as anger, frustration, a sense 
of helplessness, and despair.36
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Discussions among scholars and producers of television news for children pro-
duced a set of recommendations for production at a time of war. These recommen-
dations call for them to be attentive to children’s cognitive needs for information and 
interpretation, as well as to their affective needs by recognizing their fears and con-
cerns, and assisting them in emotion management.37 We will discuss other aspects of 
televised war coverage and children’s political notions of the world in Chapter 5.

Television, Imagination, and Creativity

What are the effects of television viewing on children’s fantasy worlds? Some critics 
accuse television of “killing” children’s imagination by imposing on them a limited 
range of narratives, characters, and ideas about the world. Indeed, several early 
research studies found negative relationships between television viewing and chil-
dren’s scores on a variety of creative tasks (e.g., thinking, problem solving, and 
writing abilities), thus concurring with the popular belief that heavy television use, 
particularly of a violent nature, impedes development of children’s creative abilities. 
Furthermore, a series of studies found that children raised in communities without 
television rated higher on tests of creativity in comparison with children of similar 
background and life circumstances raised with it. These studies were conducted 
during a period when researchers were still able to find non-television societies that 
do not differ from the general population (e.g., those refraining from television for 
ideological or religious reasons; or the very poor and homeless). Today, however, it 
is difficult to find such societies and nearly impossible to reconstruct them. Thus, 
though these findings remain unverified, they continue to fuel and inspire a lively 
debate about the possibility that a causal negative relationship does exist between 
television viewing and creativity and imagination (i.e., that television viewing 
impedes the development of creativity in children).38

Another line of investigation focused on how television stories differ in comparison 
to other forms of stories as stimuli of children’s creativity and imagination. For 
example, one hypothesis claims that a televised version of a story stimulates fewer 
creative ideas, storylines, and problem-solving solutions than repetitive verbal 
storytelling (as in audio or print forms). Here the working assumption is that the 
attractiveness of the visual aspects of television – dubbed the visual superiority effect – is 
confounded by the advantages of the auditory-verbal track for comprehension. 
Put simply, listening to a story on the radio may better stimulate the ability to create 
new storylines, characters, and events than viewing it on television.39 This finding 
begs the question of universality since these studies have been conducted primarily 
in the USA and Europe. For example, will children growing up in a more orally 
oriented culture (e.g., traditional societies, ultra-religious groups, homes that refrain 
from watching television for ideological reasons) as opposed to visually oriented 
cultures (e.g., those heavily dependent on screen culture) perform differently on 
these tasks, simply because they have been raised to prioritize particular sets of 
mental skills over others?
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The role of television as a stimulant of fantasy play (interchangeably termed pre-
tend, make-believe, or imaginative play) is another area of research. Many of these 
studies assume that television viewing may displace free play, particularly among 
young children who normally are expected to engage in such play. The accumulated 
research in this area suggests that, ultimately, the types of content children watch are 
more important in determining outcomes of fantasy and imaginative play than the 
quantity of time spent viewing. For example, viewing fantasy-violence on television 
may inhibit or take the place of imaginative play, while educational programming 
that encourages pro-social behaviors designed to stimulate fantasy play may actually 
encourage it. Critics of commercial television argue that most of the programs 
appearing on commercial stations encourage passive viewing rather than active 
thinking and imagination, and rarely provide opportunities for young children to 
engage in creative imaginative play, presumed to be essential for their development.40

In contrast, there are many rich descriptions in ethnographic case studies and anec-
dotal reports that illustrate potential connections between media texts as stimuli for 
children’s imagination and play. Some examples are: Embracing Ernie from Sesame 
Street as an imaginary companion in the USA; playing Batman or Dragon Ball Z games 
in Germany; imitating Power Rangers or playing out the roles of friends in Neighbors 
in the UK; aspiring to be like a member of the Spice Girls pop group or a Pokémon 
Master in Israel; imagining meeting friends from the Mongol television series in South 
Korea; to name just a few.41 All of these media contents were found to leave media 
traces in children’s stories, play, and artwork. They were used by children to construct 
their make-believe worlds and in doing so to express their desires through imagined 
play within those worlds. Further, children were found to borrow from settings seen 
on television (e.g., a space station, a jungle, even a television studio); objects (e.g., a 
vehicle, a piece of furniture, a building); characters (e.g., an animated super hero, a 
celebrity, a protagonist), customs (e.g., a cape, a mask, an accessory); narratives (e.g., 
action-adventure, soap opera, situation comedy); and specific information (e.g., name 
of places, characters, events, scientific inventions, medical treatments) and integrate 
them in their imagined and/or wished-for stories for themselves. Take, for example, 
this story told by Omer, a nine-year-old Israeli boy, in an interview setting. Omer is 
describing a drawing he has made of his make-believe world:

This world is only mine … here I am the ruler. I can do whatever I want. Everything is 
allowed. I am wearing a suit. The red-cloak is like Superman’s. The green are my hands 
so that I can climb on everything like Spiderman, those blue things in my hands are my 
fire laser-ray weapons. The red is a belt like Pokémon’s. The purple are my flying boots, 
and the horns I took from Batman’s mask. I am the master and I also have a sword, like 
in Star Wars.

He continues with his story, combining a host of media sources, unrelated to the 
original superpowers, including books – new and old classics:

There is a carpet and a bed and lots of things for training … like in the Olympics. Also 
Pokémon figures, a huge Pikachu … In this world there are good people and bad 
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people, and also a school in a castle, like Hogwarts school in Harry Potter, that I have 
already graduated from … In the middle of my world there is a mystery island like 
Jules Verne’s, with lots of whales, like Moby Dick. When I am asleep I dream about the 
powers of television heroes, and I added a bit from my own imagination…

Omer “slips into” the various super powers, as one slips on a dress, including the 
special skills he possesses as the master (Star Wars) and those he has learned at 
the school of magic (Harry Potter). He goes out armed for adventures in a world 
where the good and the bad co-exist, as on the famous Treasure Island or in the 
fight with Moby Dick. Omer adopts the status of the media character (i.e., being a 
graduate of the school of magic and being the master), as well as the special skills 
and weapons of superheroes.

Omer’s story is but one illustration of the intense inter-relationship between 
media culture and children’s fantasy worlds as expressed in their everyday lives. 
However, while we recognize that children do use media content in their fantasy 
play, many questions remain unanswered; for example: What is the frequency of 
media’s contribution to fantasy play? Is play induced from a non-screen-related 
source more or less imaginative (e.g., a book, a story told by an adult, a theater play)? 
Does it make sense to deliberate, as researchers, about whether one kind of imagina-
tive play is of higher quality and more desired than the other?

A Conceptual and Methodological Reflection

This is a very good point at which to stop our review and reflect on some of the 
conceptual and methodological issues involved in studying children and media as 
discussed in the first two chapters. We will use the recent section on television, 
imagination, and creativity as an illustration of a much wider debate. The accumu-
lating body of knowledge that claims that, overall, the negative effects of media on 
children’s creativity, imagination, and fantasy play are stronger than its positive 
effects has largely emerged from the research tradition of media effects. These studies 
of children and television embrace developmental theories in cognitive psychology 
that center on the individual child. Accordingly, this approach views children as 
being in the process of “becoming” an adult. Their abilities and skills are tested and 
measured in comparison to the ideal model of the adult thinker. This approach has 
been named “the deficiency model” as it assumes that the child is “deficient” in 
comparison with the adult. It is a research paradigm with roots in various stimulus-
response models whose goal is to find correlations between television content and 
fantasy activity. Research that applies this approach has been conducted primarily 
through experimental designs, where children are brought into a study setting 
and presented with various tasks. In most cases, such studies quantify pre-defined 
fantasy activities. Thus, the researcher counts the number of times the child behaves 
in specific manner, for example, says something aloud, sings a song, dresses up, or 
re-arranges furniture.
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The major strength of studies conducted in the effects tradition is that they can 
isolate and control the issues selected for study and place each child in a comparable 
situation. For example, they can control the kind of televisual material to which 
the child is exposed during the experiment, the skills tested, the toys available in the 
room, and the order of activities. Researchers assume that such a context has a 
greater chance of attaining more specific as well as causal explanations. For example, 
they can determine that a specific educational program elicits a certain activity 
while a violent program does not. Many questions can be raised regarding the type 
of activities selected for coding and the researcher’s value judgments attached to 
them (e.g., is it “good” when the child dresses up as a princess after having been read 
a story, but “not good” if she dresses up like a princess she saw on television?). 
Reservations can also be made regarding the suitability of the unnatural experi-
mental setting for eliciting and observing fantasy-related activities.

In correlational studies, another often applied research format, home-viewing 
behaviors are measured through responses to questionnaires and correlated with 
other cognitive skills. The major strength of this research method is its ability to 
examine long-term, accumulative influences of viewing television on a very large 
number of children and so be able to offer insights that can be generalized to other 
situations.

In contrast to these two approaches, naturalistic or ethnographic studies observe 
children in their own familiar settings as they express or articulate their inner worlds 
in play, drawing, and/or talk. Such studies are of a smaller scale, but take place in 
more natural environments, such as children’s homes, playgrounds, and schools, 
where children engage in and reveal fantasy and creative behaviors more spontane-
ously. Researchers who apply the ethnographic approach do not test the children, 
rather they observe as well as talk with them, and try to make sense of what they do 
and say. Rather than seeing children as in the process of “becoming” adults, these 
researchers focus on seeing children as a “being” in their own right, at each individual 
stage of their development. Rather than perceiving children as “deficient” in 
comparison to adults, they treat them simply as different from one another.

These ethnographic studies have emerged from a very different research tradition 
to the positivist-based approach summarized above. Here children are presumed 
to act in meaningful ways that express their own perspectives, worldviews, and 
self-image. This approach argues that children are often underestimated by experi-
mental research that is psychologically oriented, and, more specifically, that the 
significance that television has for children’s fantasy worlds can hardly be encapsu-
lated in studies conducted through experiments in unfamiliar settings. In contrast, 
scholars working in the naturalistic–ethnographic tradition approach children as 
socially competent, autonomous individuals who actively make sense of and indeed 
construct and express meanings as they interact with the world around them. They 
do not assume that what is perceived as central or important in a television program 
for adults is not necessarily the same thing for children. Thus the comparison with 
adults as a central criterion to evaluating children’s comprehension or creativity is 
perceived as misleading. Referred to colloquially as the qualitative method, this 
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tradition focuses on meanings media have for children and what children do with 
media, rather than on how children’s comprehension is deficient in comparison to 
adults and what media do to children.

Furthermore, qualitative researchers argue that the effects approach is misguided 
because it assumes that a television story has one clear, true, deep structure that 
needs to be understood for mature comprehension of the story. This assumption 
prevents the possibility of exposing alternative interpretations of it. Evaluating 
characters, judging their morality, or identifying with them is ground, often deeply, 
in the social context of the child. If we pursue this criticism further, we can appre-
ciate its possible epistemological implications: understanding texts is by definition, 
a contextualized experience. Any attempt to enforce one “correct” interpretation, 
one possible “meaning,” for example, an imagined adult view, is misleading. Adults, 
too, just like children, have a gender, a race, a social class, a religion, a culture, a 
political view. Adults, too, live in very diverse cultures all over the world. Accordingly 
there is not, nor should there be, one ideal adult-comprehension model.

This brief characterization of various research traditions employed by scholars in 
studying media and children relations raises a number of questions that we should 
consider as we assess the studies and discussions of other issues in this book. For 
example: Is it possible to see these two approaches as complementary rather than 
competitive? Can we integrate the knowledge gained from both traditions into a 
fuller and more comprehensible understanding of the role of media in children’s 
lives? Can we accept that children lack the skills and knowledge that adults have 
developed as they mature and at the same time respect the meaning children 
produce from media in their own right? Can we consider each child’s individual 
development and at the same time integrate our understanding of this development 
as embedded in complicated social contexts? Can we employ experimental, correla-
tional, as well as ethnographic methods as appropriate to our research questions, 
and combine the results of all approaches to create a more comprehensive under-
standing of children?

Notes

  1.  Common Sense Media, 2013.
  2.  �In the UK: Himmelweit, Oppenheim, & Vince, 1958; in the USA: Schramm, Lyle, & 

Parker, 1961; and in Canada: Williams, 1986.
  3.  Offered by Neuman, 1991.
  4.  Livingstone & Bovill, 2001.
  5.  Tilley, 2013.
  6.  Jung, Lin, & Kim, 2012.
  7.  Lin, Zhang, Jung, & Kim, 2013.
  8.  Messenger Davies, 1989; Smith, 1986.
  9.  Valkenburg, 2004; Van Evra, 2004.
10.  Piaget, 1969; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969.
11.  Casper & Theilheimer, 2009; Trawick-Smith, 2006.
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12.  Kolucki & Lemish, 2011, pp. 13‒23. Brief excerpts reprinted with permission.
13.  Mander, 1978; Winn, 1977.
14.  Anderson & Field, 1986; Anderson & Lorch, 1983; Bickham, Wright, & Huston, 2001.
15.  Lemish, 1987.
16.  Christakis, 2010.
17.  Common Sense Media, 2013.
18.  Huizinga, Nikkelen, & Valkenburg, 2013.
19.  Salomon, 1981.
20.  Lemish, 2010.
21.  See issue 12(2) of TelevIZIon, 1999, devoted to research on the Teletubbies.
22.  Lemish, 2010.
23.  �The discussion in this section has been informed by Chandler, 1997; Dorr, 1983; Fitch, 

Huston, & Wright, 1993; Hawkins, 1977; and Messenger Davies, 1997.
24.  From transcripts in Lemish, 1997.
25.  �Hansen, Rasmussen, Martensen, & Tufte, 2002; Lemish, 1997; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2002.
26.  Buijzen, Rozendaal & van Reijmersdal, 2013, p. 275.
27.  �Theories of moral development are heavily influenced by Kohlberg, 1984, as well as by 

the feminist critic of his work, originally voiced by Gilligan, 1982. As applied to televi-
sion, see Collins, 1983, and Rosenkoetter, 2001.

28.  Götz, Lemish, Aidman, & Moon, 2005.
29.  Hoffner, 1996; Hoffner & Cantor, 1991; Raviv, Bar-Tal, Raviv, & Ben-Horin, 1996.
30.  Chia & Poo, 2009.
31.  Götz & Lemish, 2012.
32.  Lemish, 2010.
33.  Harrison & Cantor, 1999; Cantor, 2004.
34.  Lemish & Alon-Tirosh, forthcoming.
35.  Cantor 1994; 1996; 2001; 2002.
36.  �See with regard to the Gulf War of 1991, Cantor, Mares, & Oliver, 1993; Hoffner & 

Haefner, 1993; and Wober & Young, 1993. With regard to the Twin Towers, see Smith & 
Moyer-Guse, 2006; and Walma van der Molen & Konjin, 2007. With regard to everyday 
news reporting, see Smith & Wilson, 2000; 2002.

37.  International Central Institute for Youth and Educational Television (IZI), 2004.
38.  �MacBeth, 1996. Most notable opponents of television in this area are the Singers, see for 

example, Singer, 1993; Singer & Singer, 1976; 1981; 1983.
39.  �Greenfield & Beagles-Roos, 1988; Greenfield, Farrer, & Beagles-Roos, 1986; Rolandelli, 

1989.
40.  Valkenberg & Van der Voort, 1994.
41.  Quoted in Götz, Lemish, Aidman, & Moon, 2005, pp. 5–6.
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Media, Learning, and Literacy

Media are among the most significant of the socializing agents of our times. They 
teach us facts, behaviors, values, norms about how the world works, and they 
contribute to the formation of worldviews. All these take place even when these 
media have no formal educational or instructional intentions, a clear curriculum, or 
a formalized set of educational goals. In many studies, children report that they use 
the entire range of media content as a learning environment.

This acknowledgment leads us to discuss the comparison between two primary 
socialization agents ‒ media and the school system, with the latter alone usually 
recognized as the primary socializing agent designed by societies all over the world 
to teach and instruct children and youth. Consideration of the claim that media are 
a socializing agent involves the following questions: What are the advantages and 
disadvantages of media as an educational and instructional environment in 
comparison with schooling? In what ways do they compete and complement each 
other? What are the possibilities of integrating media within school systems and for 
integrating formal schooling within media? How effective is learning from media? 
What kind of learning is required for today’s world and the foreseeable future?

Media and School – Two Educational Systems

Though many writers see media as an alternative form of schooling, the two are 
fundamentally distinct as educational systems. The alternative line of argument 
follows the theoretical claims of technological determinism according to which 
human civilizations are shaped to a large degree by their technologies. However, 
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opponents argue that aside from differences in content preferences, these two 
socializers involve dissimilar technologies and, indeed, different cultures.

The following is an integrated list of the major differences between the two 
educative systems that apply to most societies:1

Institutional goals: School systems have been established with the primary aim of 
functioning as educational and instructional settings. This aim drives everything 
that happens within the system. As an over-generalization, one can argue that 
most schools seek to teach the specific skills, knowledge, and values delineated in 
formal curricula. Most learning, even in the most democratic and open forms, 
takes place through a process of interaction, primarily with teachers, who are 
required by society to undergo training in order to qualify for teaching credentials 
that attest to their having achieved the requisite education, skills, and knowledge. 
In all societies, the office in charge of education (be it a national or district 
ministry of education, a community educational board, or a private organization) 
applies different forms of centralized supervision and testing to ensure that 
schools operate according to goals determined for them by society.

In contrast, commercial media, the most extensive form of media institution 
(i.e., as opposed to educational or public media institutions) disavow having any 
educational aims or responsibilities. Above all else, their raison d’être is to make a 
profit by attracting as wide an audience as possible in order to sell advertisers’ 
products. Accordingly, the sole measure of a program’s influence is its “rating,” or 
web page views, clicks, downloads, or “likes” ‒ that is, the size of the consuming 
audience.

Language: Learning in schools is directed primarily to verbal languages – in spoken, 
written, and print modes. At their core, all verbal languages are abstract, their 
signs are social conventions, and their interpretation involves assigning meanings 
to signs, be they written letters or audio sounds. Verbal languages are linear, 
as they require expression in a particular word order, according to each language’s 
grammar and syntax; and, their comprehension as well as interpretation requires 
systematic scanning of either written or spoken texts (i.e., one needs to listen to 
the sentences or read the lines in order to make sense of the content).

Screen culture, on the other hand, is based on the audio-visual language. Its 
visual dimension is material with comprehension moving from perceiving the 
concrete to abstract interpretation (e.g., from perceiving interlocking glances to 
the abstract concept of love). It is simultaneous, holistic, and non-linear. One 
interprets the moving pictures (changing in front of our eyes commonly about 24 
times per second) as a whole entity, since detailed linear analysis undertaken with 
verbal texts is impossible, aside from storyline. Internet surfing complicates mat-
ters even further, as branching out through hyperlinks creates a collage of many 
layers of verbal and audio-visual texts.

The fact that the two systems emphasize different forms of expression requires 
that children apply different cognitive skills in their engagement with the text: 
dominance of the verbal in the school culture and dominance of the visual and 
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non-linear in the screen culture. Furthermore, while formal schooling focuses on 
one form of language at a time, media use often entails multi-tasking and multi-
modality – moving back and forth from one type of linguistic system to another, 
be it verbal, audio, visual, or one of their many combinations.

Hierarchy: In curricular terms, schools are linear institutions in that pupils progress 
via accumulative knowledge and skills, demarked as moving from lower to higher 
grades. Since schooling is mandatory in most societies, children must progress 
through a unified course of study from kindergarten, or even earlier in some soci-
eties, and continue on in a fixed order (e.g., first grade, second grade, and so forth, 
with a few exceptions for those who either skip a grade or are held back) to the 
grade or achievement level mandated, or until the mandated school leaving age. 
One key organizing principle of the school curriculum is the use of a linear 
learning progression. For example, curriculum planners assume that it is impossible 
for most children to learn to multiply numbers without having mastered the basic 
motor skill required to hold a pencil, visual recognition of numbers, and the 
complex concept of the function and value of numbers. Similarly, it would have been 
extremely difficult to learn details of the history of African nations in the tenth 
grade without having mastered reading and writing skills in the first and second 
grades, and so forth.

Media, on the other hand, are non-linear in organization and learning progres-
sion. One can access programs, internet sites, or games (i.e., equivalent to school 
“classes,” if you will) without skill and knowledge prerequisites, at any age, and 
without having earned passing grades in previous classes. While many specific 
media contents have hierarchical characteristics built within them (e.g., playing a 
game that requires moving through steps of mastering skills), as an institution 
they do not require that one “graduate” from particular involvement in a website 
or video game in order to have access to another website or video game. Indeed, 
the internet is overtly non-linear in design, allowing flexible access to vast fields 
of information and stimulation through the use of hyperlinks, jumping back and 
forth from one site to another with no “pre-requisites” or required order of acces-
sibility.

Unity of time and place: Most schools and most of the activities that take place within 
them are characterized by unity of time and place; that is, most of the pupils in 
a particular class engage in the same topic during a predetermined time period. 
For example, the school day starts at a specific hour and pupils are expected to 
be on time; a math class starts exactly when the bell rings at 9 a.m. in the home 
classroom of the fifth-grade class; and, from that point on, all students are to 
be engaged in math-related activities. Any attempt to be involved in another 
activity (e.g., doodling, drawing, chatting, sending a note to a friend, talking on 
the mobile phone, eating, reading a book, doing homework for another class, or 
even daydreaming) can be negatively sanctioned.

In contrast, media use lacks any uniformity of time and place. No one has to 
view the same program or access the same Facebook page at the same time and at 
the same place. On the contrary, most media consumption is done independently. 
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Each child can view, surf, play, text, according to his or her own schedule and 
preference, can stop in the middle, switch to another “class,” delay the activity, and 
be involved in many secondary activities at the same time.

Compulsion: Formal schooling is a direct intervention into children’s lives. They 
hardly have any say in the matter, certainly not in societies that impose mandatory 
schooling. Indeed, even parents can have limited involvement, including lack of 
choice of the schools their children will attend. Furthermore, upon becoming a 
participant in this system, children are required to assume a host of responsibil-
ities and tasks undertaken through a normalized system of positive reinforcement 
and negative sanctions (e.g., compliments, grades, punishments). And, throughout 
their schooling, children are almost completely under the control and supervision 
of adults – especially during their early years.

Media consumption, on the other hand, is mostly undertaken voluntarily, and 
involves limited adult supervision. It neither makes demands nor does it involve 
obligations beyond the social relationships created within it. It does not impose 
itself, require formal testing of achievement or motivation, and is more often than 
not very enjoyable for participants.

Peers: In mass schooling contexts, children learn from and are influenced directly 
and indirectly by their peers, in terms of ideas and experiences, pace of learning, 
disturbances, and social pressures. Most children in each class are of similar age 
and often quite alike with regard to other demographic variables, such as socio-
economic status, ethnicity, and religion. Most contemporary schools direct pupils’ 
learning according to non-pupil-specific learning goals, general curricula, and 
standard achievement levels, without necessarily developing the individual needs, 
learning style, and abilities of each student. Alternatively, individual tutoring is 
often undertaken in progressive educational systems, in conjunction with reduced 
class size, small group work, and division of pupils according to their interests, 
needs, and/or achievement levels.

In contrast, learning from the media is usually undertaken within a multi-age 
family unit, in physical isolation from one’s peer group, and occasionally in the 
intimacy of one or two close friends. Media curricula are not tailored individually. 
On the contrary, producers often aspire to attract as wide and diverse an audience as 
possible, indeed to be as global as possible. For example, Angry Birds, a popular video 
and mobile game (currently the highest downloaded game of all time) is promoted 
indiscriminately, to children all over the world. That is, again in comparison with 
schools, there is no special version of this game for exceptionally bright children in 
Nepal, Spanish-speaking children who immigrated to the USA, or children of the 
Islamic faith in Algeria. In conclusion, programs, movies, games, and websites that 
are popular globally are offered to the entire population of children in the world, 
regardless of culture, demographics, or socio-economic differences.

We should note, however, that the exponential growth of social networking has 
re-instated the central role of peers into some aspects of media consumption, so 
making it highly relationship based. We will return to this important aspect of 
media consumption and learning in Chapter 6.
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Activity: Active forms of learning accompany or are required for many schooling 
activities; for example, homework, practice, participation in group discussion, 
field trips, work on projects, and memorization. Here the contemporary assump-
tion of educators is that active learning is more efficient and has the potential to 
be more meaningful for pupils.

In contrast, learning from television, specifically, is mainly a product of 
cognitive and affective processes initiated by the child, with occasional reinforce-
ment through face-to-face or mediated interaction. Beyond early childhood, most 
children are not particularly physically active in front of a screen (beyond some 
keyboard typing or screen touching), do not consciously practice or memorize 
what is being learned while viewing, do not process the concepts and skills 
through writing homework assignments or preparing for tests, and do not go on 
field trips to places portrayed in favorite programs.

We should note, in this regard, that digital media have blurred these distinc-
tions dramatically, as much media engagement today is also active in nature and 
children are understood to be part of a participatory culture, belonging to social 
networks that socialize them into the adult world. Gaming, in particular, involves 
a great deal of practice and learning that facilitate problem solving and access to 
higher levels of challenges.

Delay of gratification: Studying in school requires an ability to delay gratification. 
Efforts invested in a language, physics, or geography class are part of a long 
process undertaken by the child to attain an education and the skills necessary 
for what is, admittedly, from the child’s point of view, a vague and unclear future ‒ 
often described to be something that will be satisfying and economically sufficient. 
Even receiving gratification from reading a book, completing an assignment, or 
earning an award requires long-term investment by the child.

In contrast, much media consumption, be it viewing television, playing games, 
posting a photo on Facebook, or texting, is characterized by immediate gratifica-
tion, as well as the chance to derive pleasure and express a variety of emotional 
reactions – laughter, suspense, identification, excitement, sadness – that do not 
require self-restraint in favor of some kind of a future.

These and other substantial differences point to the many advantages of 
media over school as a system of learning preferred by children. From their 
point of view, the media environment is, indeed, a culture they enter volun-
tarily. It makes few demands upon them and provides complex gratifications 
over which they exert much more control. Furthermore, some media offerings 
include a preoccupation with interpersonal relationships, struggles of good and 
evil, or love and hate among other themes that seem to many children to be 
much more relevant, attractive, and exciting than many of the topics studied in 
school, which can seem irrelevant and removed from their reality. Media, thus, 
seem to offer young viewers a variety of alternative ways of learning about the 
world and oneself that challenge the central place that the school system has 
had in children’s education prior to the media revolution that started in the 
mid-twentieth century.
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Note that the list of comparisons above was composed several decades ago, 
specifically for the purpose of comparing the institutions of television and school, 
such that the differences blur with regard to several criteria when we add digital 
media to the mix. Also, this discussion assumes a traditional schooling system, 
the one with which many of us are familiar around the world, but this system may 
be changing too. Dramatic changes taking place during the second decade of the 
twenty-first century with the growth of media-infused online education, for example, 
may transform many of the characteristics listed above of formal school systems and 
facilitate individual tailoring of schooling.

Viewing Television and School Performance

In reality, most children spend considerable time in both educational systems – 
school and media. On most days they pass from one to the other interchange-
ably, having learned to manage the differing expectations and conventions of 
both worlds. Yet, most of the criticism levied at television, in this domain, 
focuses on how extensive media use might affect school-based learning perfor
mance. Four main hypotheses regarding this presumed causal relationship 
are  extant in today’s research literature. Note that they are heavily ground in 
television viewing:2

1.  Displacement: This hypothesis claims that television displaces other activities 
(as discussed in Chapter 2), including reading, doing homework, and com-
pleting other intellectually oriented assignments. As a consequence, skills 
required for achieving satisfactory performance levels in school are neglected.

2.  Information processing: This claim asserts that accumulated viewing of televi-
sion affects children’s cognitive abilities, as it requires different forms of 
information processing than those deemed needed for school-based learning.

3.  Gratification: According to this line of argument, heavy viewing of television 
affects children’s expectations for school-based learning processes. Indeed, the 
comparison is quite stark as the relatively slow-paced and long-term goal orien-
tation of school learning stands in contrast to children’s expectation that school 
activities will take place at a quick pace, involve constant stimulation, immediate 
satisfaction, innovation and surprise – as occurs during television viewing. As a 
result of this gap, children – so the argument goes –have short attention spans, 
difficulty delaying gratification, and consequentially are bored, impatient, and 
develop as well as demonstrate negative attitudes toward schooling.

4.  Interest stimulation: An opposing school of thought to the gratifications 
hypothesis claims the opposite: namely, television encourages learning as it 
stimulates curiosity, widens the child’s interests, and reinforces a desire for 
learning. In addition, it enriches the child’s world in specific subject areas, 
including those studied in school (e.g., vocabulary, civic studies, science, 
geography, culture).
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Thus far, research attempts that seek to gather empirical data to support these claims 
have been limited in scope, short term, and unsystematic. As a result, none of these 
hypotheses has either accumulated or, therefore, been grounded in a solid empirical 
base of research findings. Thus, the arguments for one or another of these approaches 
are advanced using philosophic or even ideological claims.

Many researchers would argue, too, that it is the learning environment of the 
family that determines the nature of television’s effects on learning, not the medium 
itself, as the deterministic approach would have had us believe.

This having been noted, there is some evidence to support the negative association 
between heavy viewing of television and basic traditional literacy skills (i.e., reading, 
writing, and math), and school achievement more generally. For example, several 
large-scale US research projects conducted in the 1980s found that heavy television 
viewing was associated with lower scores in reading, writing, and math tests in all 
age groups, regardless of gender and socio-economic status.3 However, very light 
television viewing, too, was associated with lower scores! The conclusion offered is 
that this is a typical “bell-shaped” phenomenon: There is a positive correlation with 
achievements for up to an optimum number of viewing hours per week, but beyond 
that number this relationship reverses itself and becomes more negative as the 
number of viewing hours increases or decreases.

Since these findings are incapable of providing us with answers regarding the 
direction of causality, we return to our basic questions: Is heavy viewing of television 
responsible for low achievements in school subjects, or is it the case that increases in 
pupil viewing hours are a result of low achievement in school? Or, perhaps, both 
heavy viewing as well as lower achievement are associated with external variables, 
such as emotional difficulties, social problems, and learning disabilities?

One promising approach argues that perhaps good students are more aware and 
more in control of their own cognitive processes as well as their allocation of 
attention and, thus, manage their studies as well as their television viewing more 
efficiently. Support for this line of argument is derived from studies conducted in the 
USA and Europe that concentrated specifically on relationships between television 
viewing, academic achievement, and reading skills.4 Researchers found that, as a 
general rule, the number of viewing hours (over two to three hours of viewing per 
day; numbers fluctuate according to the research method used) were associated in 
all age levels with the lowest reading grades, while viewing less than two hours per 
day was correlated with higher scores. Researchers also found that the home envi-
ronment plays a central role, for example: Children raised in a reading culture 
at home receive more encouragement and assistance from their family; having a 
television in a child’s bedroom was found to be negatively associated with test scores. 
Most importantly, several of the studies suggested there are long-term negative 
effects of early heavy exposure to entertainment television on educational aspira-
tions and achievements.

The reciprocal nature of this relationship suggests that television viewing is 
particularly attractive to children who find reading to be demanding (perhaps those 
with learning disabilities or diminished IQ scores). As a result, children experiencing 
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difficulties in school continue to have less enjoyment from reading out of school, 
engage in it less than others in their class, and spend more time viewing television. 
Researchers believe that this argument explains the finding that by the time they 
reach high school, children at the lowest performance level score less on intelligence 
tests, are from a lower socio-economic level, read less, and view more television. 
Accordingly, to claim that limiting viewing time alone will improve children’s 
performance is inaccurate. Rather, children whose learning advances in accordance 
with their capabilities requires parents who are willing and able to encourage as well 
as to facilitate their reading behaviors.

Complementary studies that support these findings found that it is not neces-
sarily the amount of viewing time alone that is associated with a host of literacy 
skills, but the kinds of programs viewed, on the one hand, and the kinds of books 
read, on the other hand. For example, heavy viewers of light entertainment and 
violent cartoons were found to score lower on a host of tests; and the limited reading 
they engaged in was found to be television related (e.g., easy-reading books devel-
oped around popular television series).

In summary, there is a body of research that points out the possibility of a negative 
relationship between the amount of television viewed, combined with specific 
kinds of television genres, and performance in school, including literacy skills. 
Furthermore, no evidence has accumulated so far regarding the possibility of there 
being a positive contribution of television to school performance (option 4, above).

Interestingly, evidence coming from the more medically oriented research litera-
ture is unequivocal about the adverse effects of television viewing. As discussed later 
in this chapter, this conclusion is completely reversed when it comes to a discussion 
of educational programs designed to advance learning. Researchers agree that the 
relationships are reciprocal, certainly not uni-directional, and are complicated by a 
host of variables, such as the socio-economic status of the family, media access, 
family communication, parental mediation, and specific attitudes toward both view-
ing and reading. In short, viewing television is only one of the many activities that 
take place in the home environment that have significance for the development of 
children’s cognitive skills and educational achievements. Therefore, negative aspects 
of children’s lives, including low achievement scores, cannot be attributed solely to 
one of these factors.

The Audio-Visual Language and Cognitive Skills

As mentioned previously, one intriguing hypothesis suggests that various media 
cultivate different cognitive skills and, therefore, also affect learning processes in 
different ways. A few central assumptions lie at the heart of this field of research 
regarding the nature of the different media, and those media in which they converge, 
as referred to in the concept of audio-visual language: Screens are distinguished 
from print as they combine or converge various forms of communication ‒ visuals, 
speech, voices, music, print. Audio-visual language employs systems of signs that 
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represent meaning in a similar way to verbal language. This language has its own 
codes and conventions that are expressed to communicate various domains of 
content. For example, the codes and conventions employed in many popular music 
videos are quite different than those applied in news broadcasts.

This leads us to ask questions regarding the use of different media platforms, such 
as: What skills are involved in visual intelligence? How can they be measured? How 
do these skills compare with those attained via verbal intelligence? The existing 
research into such questions has sought to point out the differences in comprehension 
and learning that can be attributed to the structural components of the dominant 
languages of each medium. These studies are supported by evidence from neuro-
psychological research that suggests that different symbol systems are processed in 
different parts of the human brain. For example, the left hemisphere processes sign 
systems, including verbally transmitted information, while the right hemisphere is 
more active in processing numerical and figurative information.

When we interpret visual images, including those on television, we do so in a 
manner similar to the way we perceive the reality of the physical and social worlds. 
More than our acquaintance with the codes and conventions of television, it is our 
ability to elicit references from representation that forms the basis of our ability to 
make sense of it. This capability is different from the way we make sense of things in 
other languages – such as verbal or mathematical, when we are dependent on famil-
iarity with the signification system (e.g., letters, numbers). Put differently, making 
sense of television content (at least on a basic level) does not require learning 
pre-requisite skills, as do other languages, as we practice interpreting visual messages 
in real life constantly. This characteristic helps to explain why, for example, very 
young babies already show an interest in screens and picture books without any 
training (i.e., before being able to read), as well as why children – with communication 
disabilities such as deafness or blindness ‒ have difficulties interpreting other forms 
of significations, such as those associated with language.

Furthermore, the special characteristics of visual language, which are fundamentally 
concrete, are assumed to restrict the development of the more complex abstract-type of 
thought. Visual language is limited in its ability to refer to the non-visual (e.g., a strong 
smell), abstract terms (e.g., conclusion), and terms of negation (e.g., the absence of 
something; “never”), although it can arrive at an understanding of the meaning indi-
rectly or through a concrete example. Thus, while the picture on the screen can present 
specific instances (e.g., a specific house), words can express the systematic regularity of 
an entire group of incidences (e.g., the concept of “home”). Visual language, according 
to this line of argument, deals with representing reality, but does not have the ability to 
make propositions regarding it. The individual viewer is left with the task of bridging 
between the concrete picture and the abstract idea behind it.

Finally, we can add that while most humans learn not only to understand verbal 
language as well as to produce it, until recently, such was not the case for the visual 
language of television: Most children are capable of interpreting television messages, 
but only few ever had the opportunity to actually produce them in a television program. 
This has changed dramatically with the advent of digital media, as smartphones, for 
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example, include still and simple video recording mechanisms easily applied by even 
preschool children.

This having been noted, the central question of concern regarding television 
viewing remains mostly unanswered: What, if any, cognitive skills are acquired 
through our experiences with the visual language? Such a determination can be 
made in at least two different ways: First, by studying cognitive processes activated 
during screen viewing with a view to seeking to understand how their repetitive use 
cultivates the skills necessary for making sense of audio-visual content. Second, by 
tracing the use of skills required and acquired that are applied for other purposes 
aside from watching televised texts, such as remembering information or using 
screen content in mental processes independent of the medium.

The development of special viewing skills

Due to the theoretical and methodological complexity of the topic, the study of the 
cognitive implications of visual language has focused on specific skills and not general 
thought processes. These skills are understood to be part of spatial intelligence, a 
domain of intelligence that involves the ability to mentally understand spatial relation-
ships accurately and to imagine the implications of changes within them (e.g., the 
ability to visually represent walking from one place to another).

In seeking to determine whether viewing television cultivates skills needed for 
spatial intelligence, several studies focused on the capability of television and film 
to present various points of view (e.g., to observe the same character from different 
angles). One experiment presented children with video segments in which the 
camera moved from one point of view to another. This tested the children’s abilities 
to mentally represent such movements by applying the representation to new situ-
ations outside of viewing (e.g., in picture-cards). The rationale for this approach 
was that camera movements on the screen imitate mental processes required by a 
child engaged in spatial intelligence tasks, thus facilitating them. Indeed, the results 
supported the hypothesis that viewing such movements improved children’s task 
performance related to spatial intelligence.5 However, correlation studies produced 
contradictory evidence that did not support this finding.6

The rival explanation offered suggests that due to editing, television does not pro-
vide the whole range of visual experience of changing points of view that occurs in 
reality. It also limits the range of points of view and does not offer the child an open 
space for active experimentation with all options. This argument is particularly 
relevant for young children, as visual skills developed at this age are dependent on 
physical experiences in real spaces. It is possible that following the acquisition of 
these skills, children can further develop them by mediated experiences, but no evi-
dence has been gathered to date establishing that these visual portrayals can replace 
actual real-life experience.7

A somewhat different but associated concern relates to the investment children 
make in interpreting television content. Here the argument offered is that mere 
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exposure to screens is a necessary but insufficient condition for gaining control of 
visual language. Research suggests that screen exposure can only affect cognitive 
skills when children attempt to interpret and make meaning out of it. That is, the 
more children invest mental effort in processing information, the more they get out 
of it. Here, age is a significant consideration, as it is in other cognitive matters: 
Younger children have limited “channel-capacity” (i.e., the amount of stimuli they 
can absorb at a time) and, therefore, have less practice in processing television 
information regardless of the amount of time they spend watching it. Channel capacity 
is also dependent on competition with other sources of information operating 
simultaneously. This may explain why children perform better in an experimental 
situation: They are not distracted by competing sources of information typically 
available in home viewing, such as the presence of other conversations, music, phone 
calls, or street noises.8 This has become an acute question for researchers with the 
advent of “multi-tasking” with various media simultaneously.

The concept of Amount of Invested Mental Effort (AIME) discussed in Chapter 2 
in relation to attention to television is useful in this regard, as well. Here the 
working assumption is that a greater AIME leads to improved learning skills, such 
as improvement of memory, comprehension, and ability to deduct conclusions. 
However, AIME is influenced, among other things, by the way children perceive 
what is expected of them, difficulty of content level, expected gratifications yielded, 
and self-confidence in their ability to make sense of the text. Children perceive 
viewing screens as a much less demanding assignment in comparison to reading 
books, as it allows for making meaning in a more sensory manner, appears to be 
“self-explanatory” and “real,” and can be enjoyed easily.

Overall, we need to remember that viewing screens is not a uniform experience, 
and this discussion is an example of the multiple layers and complexities involved in 
it. For example, differences in program levels include entertainment versus 
educational, and adult versus children’s programming. Children make use of differ-
ent cues in the programs to estimate its level of difficulty and the AIME required to 
interpret it. In addition, the level of AIME is affected by environmental factors (e.g., 
seating arrangements, screen size, noise), social norms (e.g., the way others are 
treating the viewing situation), or viewing motivation.9

In terms of research results, children with higher mental abilities who had nega-
tive attitudes toward television and invested less AIME in it were least able to learn 
from it. However, when children are directed to learn from viewing a particular 
program (i.e., their perception of the viewing situation is changed), they increase 
their AIME and the level of their mental functioning improves. That is to say, 
children are capable of employing skills already mastered in interpreting television 
content when they are motivated to do so. This conclusion leads us to suggest an 
intriguing hypothesis: Children taught to treat viewing screens as a serious endeavor 
will learn more than children who are not given a positive view of a program or tele-
vision viewing. Here, our working assumption is that television is an easy activity 
that requires minimal exertion and thus that learning is based, at least in part, on 
children’s prior conceptions of what it means to view television rather than on the 
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nature of the medium itself. However, even if children invested a high AIME in the 
viewing, the question still remains: Is learning from television different from any 
other form of learning? And, if so, does learning from television have any advantage 
over learning from other media, such as books or radio? Is it more – or less – effective? 
Do different media have relative advantages with regard to particular subject matter? 
Evidence from research regarding these questions is to date equivocal, and remark-
ably, quite dated.

Research findings suggest a rival approach might be considered: Rather than 
regarding visual and verbal cultures as competing with or in contradiction to one 
another, perhaps learning requires integrating them in various forms of multi-media 
systems in order to exhaust the possibilities concealed within the use of varied forms 
of signification systems. In an environment saturated with audio-visual stimuli to 
which children are exposed from birth, this proposal may turn out to be an extremely 
valuable line of research to pursue.

Learning from Educational Television

The inability of psychological studies to, so far, provide conclusive explanations with 
regard to audio-visual language and cognitive processes contributed to the 
development of another body of knowledge concerned with educational television, 
and the intentional employment of television to achieve specific educational and 
instructional goals.

At the core of this endeavor is the claim that the content of popular television does 
not necessarily exhaust the potential of the medium and that with appropriate 
professional investment it is possible to use it in significantly more valuable ways, 
such as to decrease social knowledge gaps, teach diverse subject matter, convey 
value-laden messages, and develop specific skills.

Interestingly, research findings regarding the negative effects of television actually 
serve to reinforce this line of argument: If children are capable of learning negative 
messages from television, it should be possible to use it to teach them some positive 
ones as well.

Varying cultural needs led to a rise in interest in the educational potential of 
television. This interest developed in the USA during the educational crisis of the 
1950s, spawned then by the alleged deterioration in the ability of American 
society to compete with the technological and scientific developments of post-
World-War II industrialized countries. Proponents of this argument claimed that 
this situation existed, in part, due to a teacher shortage, low level of teacher 
training, and outmoded curricula.

Beyond the USA, in developing countries around the world, television is 
perceived to be a symbol and potential catalyst of national development, modern-
ization, and progress. Furthermore, television is thought to be among the best means 
available to advance social change through the educational system since it is acces-
sible, democratic, highly attractive, multi-sensual, and its broadcast channels are 
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relatively inexpensive for audience viewing. Hence, many hopes were invested in the 
ability of television to contribute to the resolution of a variety of social hardships.

At the same time, indeed since its onset, some critics opposed educational 
television, claiming that its “robotic,” non-personalized nature could harm 
teachers’ employment, damage interpersonal relationships between pupils and 
teachers, prohibit feedback from and interaction with television teachers, and 
lead pupils to perceive their classroom teachers as boring and inferior in 
comparison with their television counterparts. Logistic concerns voiced included 
the financial expense involved in special productions, scheduling difficulties 
within the school day, the problem of creating programs relevant to children’s 
lives, and the need for continuous updating.10

Critics in developing countries showed strong reticence when former colonizers 
donated, as was common practice at the time, complete infrastructures of educational 
television along with initial training and supervision of personnel. They argued that 
educational television would stimulate a process of cultural intervention by outside 
forces, as well as inspire eventual takeover by commercial television.

Two different styles of educational television emerged amidst the familiar tension 
between high aspirations and deep fears that characterized the introduction of each 
new medium: The first style employed excellent television teachers who led the 
educational process with the assistance of less well-trained teachers in the classes 
themselves, thus overcoming problems such as large classes and shortage of 
well-educated teachers. This was particularly the case for many of the developing 
countries. A second style gradually became the preferred approach in industrialized 
countries: High-quality, attractive forms of educational television capable of com-
peting with commercial television. This second style serves as a complement to 
rather than a substitute for the classroom teacher.

Here, early in our discussion, we need to clarify that the term educational 
television is inclusive of instructional television. The two concepts often overlap 
or boundaries are blurred: Educational television usually has more general, educa
tional goals, while instructional television concentrates on specific subjects taught 
in school.

As with many other topics discussed in this book, in-depth analysis of educational 
television would require discussion of complicated educational/pedagogical issues 
that are beyond the purview of this volume, such as teaching methods, curricula 
development, and learning principles. Thus, we will focus mainly on the character-
istics of educational television as a medium, as a world of substance, and as a social 
resource – and on the contribution of research in this area to understanding the role 
of television in the lives of young children.

Historically, educational television did not soar in its early days. Viewing surveys 
suggested, repeatedly, that when given a choice, children preferred, unequivocally, 
to watch commercial over educational television. It became clear that in order for 
educational television to survive, it needed to undergo a dramatic transformation 
from its focus on school instruction to programming that broadens children’s intel-
lectual horizons and challenges them in enjoyable ways – an approach referred to 
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now as quality television. A breakthrough in this transformation came about with 
the establishment of the Children’s Television Workshop (CTW) in New York, best 
known for its revolutionary educational program, Sesame Street.

This dramatic change of approach included the following features: adoption of 
commercial formats and genres; involvement of psychologists and educational 
advisors in production stages; addressing unique issues with well-defined and 
attainable goals; targeting specific audiences; and incorporation of social as well as 
educational goals. In addition, innovative quality educational programs were 
designed to employ patterns of standard television programming, including: com-
mercials, quiz shows, suspense movies, drama, and magazine programs. In doing 
so, they presented educational programming in an attractive and pleasurable 
manner that also integrated entertainment elements that make learning much more 
fun (such as, music, humor, rhyming, and animation). The subject matter areas 
dealt with were limitless: from teaching numbers and letters, to social values such 
as tolerance, to all forms of “otherness”; from familiarity with the map of the globe 
to drug prevention programs. They dealt with learning and education in the realms 
of cognition, emotion, and behavior. The target audience included children and 
schools as well as for the entire family. In this way, educational television moved 
from the classroom to the home in order to become part of the family routine.11

Formative research was employed throughout this process to guide these efforts 
so that program developers were provided feedback from children during the pro-
duction stages, along with summative evaluation research designed to provide 
feedback regarding the degree of success in achieving program goals. An impressive 
body of knowledge has accumulated through such studies. In summary, the positive 
effects educational television had on young audiences were significant in advancing 
their aptitude and readiness to learn language, to solve logical and mathematical 
problems, to advance studies in science, technology, social studies, and history, as 
well as to improve preschool viewers’ general readiness for school.

Sesame Street has been researched more than any other television series, with 
publications numbering in the hundreds of articles, several books, and dozens of 
theses and dissertations. One might say that while the issue of television violence 
(discussed in Chapter 4) represents, in a nutshell, the negative potential of televi-
sion, Sesame Street represents, in large degree, the other side of the coin. At the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, five decades after its inception, more than 120 
million children in 140 countries in the world were estimated to view this series on 
a regular basis. Broadcasting organizations in 20 of these countries collaborated in 
co-productions, incorporating parts of the original programs side by side with 
locally produced segments of local flavor, in the spirit of Sesame Workshop and 
under its supervision.

Given the unprecedented popularity of Sesame Street, what can be said about its 
achievement record in terms of children’s learning? The evaluative research involved 
in the series from the onset provided systematic evidence that regular program 
viewing helped three- to five-year-olds perform better in tests of skills, such as 
number and letter recognition and understanding various concepts (such as near–far, 
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wide–narrow). Furthermore, the more children viewed the program, the more their 
scores improved. These findings were found to hold for all children – both boys and 
girls, from a variety of ethnic groups, cultures, and geographical areas within the 
USA and beyond.

Sesame Street also provided a unique opportunity to undertake a comparative 
examination of questions related to children and television in many other parts of 
the world.12 When children in various countries are watching co-productions, they 
are exposed to a program with the original American features that have proven to 
be effective but this time embedded in a local cultural context, with a local cast of 
characters.

In addition, co-productions addressed local educational priorities; for example: 
The Chinese adapted series included programming related to esthetics, as it was 
deemed to be missing from the national school curricula; special attention was given 
to the transition to an open society in Russia; an attempt was made to deal with the 
Israel–Arab conflict in the Middle East and the “Troubles” in Northern Ireland; and 
mothers were addressed in an effort to eradicate illiteracy in Turkey. The sensitive 
topic of children carrying hiv/aids was tackled in the South African co-production; 
and the Panwapa Project, an international multi-media project, which aimed at the 
development of global citizenship skills and community activism in young children. 
The approach adopted to achieve local goals by integrating cultural content in 
the  Sesame Street format is said to be at the heart of program’s unprecedented 
international success.

While many other original educational projects and education‒entertainment 
(often referred to as edutainment13) interventions that integrate educational goals 
with the attractive features of entertainment have been developed worldwide that 
deserve our attention, few have been accompanied by the systematic use of evalu-
ative research which is integral to the Sesame Street production process and which 
enables us to assess and to discuss their contributions to children’s development and 
pleasure.14 Evaluating the effectiveness of such interventions is a complicated 
endeavor as it depends to a large degree on the project’s goals, as well as on defini-
tions of effectiveness.

The accumulative evidence suggests that educational television can and does 
teach. While children from all strata of society and cultures are attracted to success-
ful programs, those living in more culturally enriched environments, who receive 
parental as well as other types of reinforcement, seem to gain a lot more from 
sustained viewing. Furthermore, this review suggests that educational television, 
alone, cannot succeed in place of other socializing agents in closing substantial 
socio-economic gaps between different populations.

Realizing the potential achievements of educational television requires a substan-
tial investment of economic, technological, and creative resources. The general crisis 
of public broadcasting worldwide and of educational television, in particular, 
threatens the continuity of such efforts. Educational broadcasting, which attempts 
to contribute among other things to the preservation of multiculturalism and local 
uniqueness, finds itself engaged in a difficult struggle to survive in a world of 
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globalization and commercialization of television. As a result, although it is clear 
that the potential of educational television is high, its future remains unclear.

Thus, overall, we can claim that educational television can indeed educate, but 
will it be given the opportunity to do so in the complex world of the twenty-first 
century? Some observers argue that the need for quality television is all the more 
acute given dramatic changes taking place in the media environment of children, 
primarily through the widespread adoption of new media. Major educational broad-
casters integrate multi-platform programming in their offerings, and attempt to 
reinforce their broadcasts with rich websites and mobile applications designed to 
enhance the educational experiences of children and their caregivers. In doing so, 
they are also making proactive efforts to compete with the commercial media 
environment within which children are immersed, and to offer them a quality and 
commercial-free alternative. This leads us to address the newly emerging domain of 
research related to the educational potential of new media.

New Media Learning and Literacy

The infiltration of the internet and mobile media into nearly all levels of society has 
already had a profound influence on traditional schooling. The internet, in particular, 
has been integrated in many curricular and pedagogical practices of educational 
systems worldwide, and has become central in discussions about revolutionizing 
education on all levels.

Many questions have been posed with regard to the goals to be achieved via use of 
digital technologies in advancing formal learning:

●● Are these new ways to learn traditional curriculum subject matter – or new 
knowledge and skills?

●● Is the use of digital technology designed to help the less successful or less 
advantaged youth – or will the already privileged succeed better here too?

●● Should the knowledge produced by creative digital activities be assessed in new 
ways – or with the tried-and-true means of assessing standardized knowledge 
developed under the traditional curriculum?

●● Should researchers aim to establish the benefits of using technology in tradi-
tional curriculum – or in relation to more innovative curricula?

●● Does society expect schools to transform their teaching styles and structures to 
accommodate the radical potential of digital media – or do many parents, 
employers, and policymakers just want technology to solve present problems 
with as little disruption as possible?15

While these questions are presented as dichotomies, the components could also be 
conceptualized to be complementary, involving learning via digital media as a pro-
cess that combines both sides.

Certainly, assessment of the internet’s contributions to learning and literacy 
extends far beyond formal education, to the never-ending process of learning that 
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takes place throughout the life cycle. The internet offers unlimited access to 
knowledge, with user capability to personalize it according to individual needs, 
circumstances, cognitive abilities, interests, and learning styles. No wonder that 
digital literacy is now being considered a third literacy, following linguistic and 
arithmetic literacies.16

Digital literacy is comprised of a host of skills that require learning and practice. 
The internet’s multiple modalities challenge cognitive abilities of processing 
information from both linguistic as well as audio and visual stimuli. The critical 
skills involved in the selection of relevant and credible information from among a 
seemingly infinite number of sources accessible on the net are among those cited 
most often in the literature. The nature of non-linear surfing of the internet that 
allows branching out to different links, too, requires capabilities to both focus and 
integrate sources.

Successful functioning in the rapidly evolving digital culture requires the 
development and mastery of skills that were not part of traditional print or screen 
culture literacies. For example, through the internet, many children and youth today 
are part of a participatory culture,17 belonging to social networks that play a major 
role in their learning and socialization into the adult world. The capability to create 
new knowledge and products, or to re-create them by combining existing sources 
into something new, requires a host of creative as well as collaborative social skills 
and social-emotional intelligence.

There are far too many additional, related skills involved in digital culture to enu-
merate here; it will suffice to note just the following exemplars: gaming skills that 
cultivate problem-solving experiences; simulation skills that allow interpretation 
and conceptualization of real-life processes; performativity skills that represent the 
ability to adopt alternative identities and to improvise, which can lead to new dis-
coveries and insights; multi-tasking and effectively diverting attention from one task 
to another as necessary; collective intelligence that facilitates the integration of 
knowledge of many people working on a joint goal; judgment skills for evaluating 
the reliability and credibility of various sources of information; trans-media naviga-
tion through varied forms of presentation and streams of contents; networking skills 
for searching for information, synthesizing it, and distributing it farther; and nego-
tiation skills to moving seamlessly between various communities differing in social 
norms and perspectives and adapting to their environments.18

What is particularly intriguing about this and similar lists of skills is that they 
demonstrate that the skills required to function in the current multi-modal media 
world go far beyond the usual cognitive and technical skills typical of traditional 
conceptions of literacies. Many of these extended skills are ground in social prac-
tices. We will devote more attention to this area in Chapter 6. Here, we note that, 
given the complexity of this relatively new field of study, we have to date very 
limited research upon which to draw. Therefore, much of the existing scholarship, 
while intriguing, is still quite speculative. Undoubtedly, this picture will change 
thanks to the groups of researchers worldwide who are currently engaged in 
exploring these challenges.
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Gaming and learning

A particularly interesting aspect of digital literacy and learning is related to the rich 
and developing digital gaming culture and the challenges it poses to our under-
standing of learning. While most developmental approaches accept gaming to be an 
effective and pleasurable route for learning in the early years of life, formal schooling 
has traditionally shied away from incorporating games in formal curricula, and has 
tended to make a separation between systematic studying required in schools and 
play activities representing leisure and fun. This distinction is gradually losing its 
hold, with ever-expanding play opportunities available through screen culture. 
Digital games, for example, direct goal-oriented behaviors that require practice, 
development of decision-making strategies, and an ability to handle failure, on the 
one hand, and positive reinforcement for success, on the other hand, in the form of 
accumulation of symbolic rewards or advancement to higher levels of the game.19 
Clearly, the content of the games can be anti-social, when teaching violence, racism, 
and sexism; but it can also – and in many cases does – teach creative thinking, 
problem solving, conflict resolution, and tolerance. Games are capable of fostering 
the participatory culture discussed above by encouraging collaboration, identification 
with other points of view, and compassion toward others. They can, in summary, 
promote pleasurable and deeply satisfying learning, and, as a result, we can expect 
that a number of pressing questions will be researched in the very near future about 
the meaning of “learning” in this context and the ability to transfer gaming experi-
ences to real-life situations.

While digital literacy from a participatory culture perspective is rooted in 
approaches that do not separate between consuming, creating, and distributing 
media,20 it is also very important to remind ourselves, as we conclude the discussion 
on learning and literacy, of the digital divides still dominating our world. For many 
low-resource societies around the world that have limited internet access to start 
with, and therefore lack opportunities to develop digital skills, this discussion is way 
too futuristic. Those of us living in media-saturated societies often fail to recognize 
or appreciate the implications of these huge gaps when considering the range of 
questions addressed in this and other chapters.

Television and Language Acquisition

The last topic to be addressed in this chapter is the concern often raised in public 
debates about the possible effects of media engagement on language acquisition. 
Given the dominance of television viewing – among all media activities ‒ during the 
formative early years of language learning, it makes sense for us to focus on television 
here. Discussions of possible relationships between viewing television and language 
acquisition also lack a strong basis in empirical research. Critics of children’s 
viewing of television pose three key arguments: First, the quality of verbal engage-
ment with television is low, since most of its popular programs are linguistically 
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underdeveloped, they employ a limited vocabulary, and present dialogues consisting 
of short sentences. Second, the visual aspects of television often dominate the view-
ing experience. Third, the nature of the viewing experience does not allow for 
reciprocal interactions; that is, language on television is incapable of adjusting itself 
to meet the needs or interests of each particular viewer or to provide feedback and 
appropriate reinforcements.

All these traits might lead us to agree with these critics’ claim that television is not 
a valuable source of language acquisition. However, the current literature on the 
development of language skills consists of an accumulation of research evidence that 
supports the claim that it is also possible to acquire language through observation of 
the verbal interactions of others. Such interactions are plentiful on television. They 
take place in a wide variety of social situations, in formats that become familiar, 
repeat themselves, and are thus easily learned by the child. In addition, observa-
tional studies of young viewers suggest that they are often active during viewing, 
including with verbal actions, such as talking and singing.21

What, then, is the contribution of television viewing to the development of 
linguistic skills? Do children learn language from viewing television? Does viewing 
inhibit language development? While the answers to these questions are equivocal at 
this time, scholars agree, first, that learning is dependent, among other things, on 
the type of linguistic skill examined. This leads us to an additional set of questions: 
Is the influence of television viewing on the development of proper grammar differ-
ent from its influence on vocabulary accumulation and understanding? Second, 
development is also related to the type of programs viewed: Do programs directed at 
a wide audience affect language development in a manner different from those 
aimed specifically at certain age groups and do these programs advance linguistic 
level differentially? Finally, we need also to distinguish between the child’s acquisi-
tion of their native tongue and acquisition of a second language.

Acquisition of native language

Several studies conducted in the USA examined relationships between viewing televi-
sion and native-English-language acquisition in a child’s early formative years.22 
Following our discussion of literacy skills, we should not be surprised to learn that the 
research demonstrated that heavy viewers had poorer language skills, and vice versa. 
The researchers also learned that the type of viewing is crucial: While children with 
limited verbal skills tended to watch programs that were verbally limited, children 
with rich linguistic skills watched programs with rich language. As in previous cases, 
we understand that these findings are reciprocal: Young viewers with limited verbal 
skills are attracted to programs that are more comprehensible to them, thus reinforc-
ing their limitations. We can also argue that those children who spend a lot of time 
viewing television have fewer opportunities to practice social interactions in real life.

However, studies that examined educational programs designed to enrich young 
children’s lives and facilitate linguistic development demonstrated significant 



91Media, Learning, and Literacy

achievements. Such programs adopt linguistic styles that facilitate learning: 
repetitiveness, clear yes and no questions, specific “Wh” questions (i.e., who, what, 
where, when, and why), verbal descriptions that are synchronized with the visuals 
presented, and pacing similar to the one often used by parents to read a story. These 
presentation styles were found to be effective in research situations: Young viewers 
learned unfamiliar vocabulary (both nouns and verbs) following exposure to television 
programs, both in short-term experiments (where children were presented with a 
video segment only once) as well as in longer-term ones (where children were 
exposed to a series of programs for several weeks).23

A longitudinal study of Sesame Street is illustrative of this line of research. US 
researchers examined the vocabulary of three- and five-year-olds by testing the chil-
dren’s capabilities to name objects appearing in test pictures. Following that, parents 
filled in weekly viewing diaries for the children once every six months (i.e., a diary 
providing information of all programs viewed by the child, usually in 15-minute 
intervals) for a period of two and a half years. Every six months the children’s vocab-
ulary was tested once again using the same picture test.24

For the purpose of our discussion here, one of the most interesting findings from 
this study is that three-year-olds who viewed Sesame Street frequently improved their 
vocabulary much more significantly in comparison to those who viewed it a lot less. 
These findings remained valid even when other related variables that could affect 
both the viewing of Sesame Street as well as language development were considered 
(e. g., parents’ education, number of siblings, performance on the first language test). 
The researchers suggested that this may be an indication of the direction of causality: 
Viewing Sesame Street contributed to vocabulary development, and not the other way 
around; that is, it was the case that while heavier viewing of the program lead to better 
scores on the language test, improved language skills did not lead to more program 
viewing. An interesting corollary finding is that testing of the older group, which 
started the study at the age of five, did not produce the same evidence. Since the 
program’s linguistic level was aimed at preschool- and kindergarten-age children, it is 
possible that it did not contribute anymore for older children.

Another longitudinal study was aimed at even younger children.25 It found that 
infants and toddlers benefited most from viewing programs – such as Blue’s Clues 
and Dora the Explorer – that applied specific linguistic strategies appropriate for this 
target age group, such as: the actors - speak directly to the child-viewer, encourage 
their participation, engage in object-naming, and provide opportunities for the 
child to respond. Watching programs that use attractive storytelling formats (e.g., 
Arthur, Clifford, and Dragon Tales), was also found to be associated with positive 
language development. In additional studies, television viewing was found to be 
effective in word-learning by toddlers.26

Similarly, anecdotal parental accounts and the few observational studies reported 
in the literature that followed the language development of babies and toddlers in 
their home environment concur that parents use television as a “talking book” with 
their young ones (as discussed in Chapter 1): They practice linguistic skills during 
television viewing, particularly with programs aimed at the very young. For example, 
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both children and parents designate objects and characters on the screen by name 
(e.g., balloon, butterfly, Ernie [Sesame Street], Po [Teletubbies]); they ask questions 
(e.g., “Where did they go?” “What is she doing?”); repeat messages, including 
commercials and slogans; and describe what they see (e.g., “He is sad”; “They are 
playing with the dog”).27 Recall that the Mommy Bar discussed in Chapter 1 instructs 
parents in ways to stimulate such interactions.

In contrast, researchers who employed an experimental design reported a finding 
they referred to as a video deficit phenomenon:28 They argue that babies and toddlers 
younger than two years old do not benefit from watching television in comparison 
to learning the same vocabulary or behavior from real-life situations. Accumulatively, 
these and other findings suggest, perhaps, that it is not viewing television in and of 
itself but rather the type of television content, viewing circumstances, and form of 
parental mediation that determines the nature of television’s relationship with 
language development.

Acquisition of second language

If, indeed, television does have the potential to contribute to linguistic development, 
even in ways limited to specific skills, it also makes sense to examine it in relation-
ship to the acquisition of a second language. This is particularly relevant to children 
growing up in small-language communities when imported programs use subtitles 
(i.e., they are not dubbed into their own language). Second language acquisition is 
also a very important process for minority groups whose native tongue is different 
from that of the majority population as well as for immigrant children who move 
into a different linguistic culture. This has become a common experience for many 
children today due, on the one hand, to economic and cultural globalization processes 
of popular culture; and, on the other hand, to growing mobility of populations from 
one culture to another.

Viewing television at home and accessing websites provide many varied opportu-
nities in a non-threatening, non-demanding social environment to explore new 
languages that are embedded in local cultural and socio-linguistic contexts. Anecdotal 
data from around the world suggest that such viewing does assist in the acquisition 
of a second language. Indeed, English teachers have argued that English as Second 
Language pupils are much more proficient when there is a dominance of television 
programs in English in their country’s television fare. Similarly, the popularity of 
Spanish among children has been given an unexpected reinforcement through the 
popularity of Latin American telenovelas around the world. But what does systematic 
research suggest?

The few existing studies support the view presented above. Chicano children in 
the USA (immigrants from Mexico) who had some basic English skills benefited 
from viewing American television.29 For example, the series Carrascolendas was 
produced in Texas in the early 1970s for Chicano children starting their schooling in 
the new culture. The series employed bilingual puppets, skits, singing, and animation 
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to teach English while helping to preserve the Spanish language and affinity for the 
cultural heritage of Chicano viewers. Research of the series found that viewers 
improved their knowledge, pride in their cultural and historic heritage, and their 
Spanish language skills. Similarly, English-speaking children in the USA were found 
to learn Spanish vocabulary from the many preschool programs that included 
Spanish-speaking characters. For example, Dora the Explorer, the highly popular 
series on the Nick Jr. channel of Nickelodeon, features a seven-year-old bilingual 
Latina girl, Dora, who uses both English and Spanish as valuable tools in her adven-
tures.30 Similarly, children in The Netherlands who viewed American programs with 
Dutch subtitles improved their English vocabulary.31 And, research on immigrant 
children from former USSR countries to Israel documented the role of media in 
learning the Hebrew host language, as well as maintaining linguistic skills of the 
home Russian language.32

Such incidental learning of second language vocabulary seems to fit well with 
current theories of second language acquisition. First, research evidence suggests 
that learning a language does not necessarily require practice. A “quiet” period 
seems to exist during the learning process within which a child absorbs linguistic 
inputs without necessarily using them or demonstrating this knowledge. Certainly, 
the prior existence of language serves as a general infrastructure supporting the 
learning of any additional languages. At the same time, the following key variables 
are stimulated and interact during the process during which a child learns a second 
language, including via media use: cognitive – such as developmental level, intelli-
gence, linguistic awareness, and general knowledge of the world; personality related – 
attitudes toward learning, self-confidence, verbal ability, openness, and motivation 
to learn; social variables – opportunities to interact with the speakers of the second 
language, receiving corrective feedback, difficulty level of the interactions; and 
general cultural variables – ethnic identity and status of the linguistic community.

Perhaps, under circumstances where the second language and its speakers are 
perceived to have a high status, the personal benefit of learning that language is 
perceived as high, and so is motivation for learning. In such cases, media may have 
a more central role as an effective teacher. Such may be the case around the world 
with regard to children’s incidental English learning through television viewing as 
well as use of other English-dominated media, as is currently the case with the inter-
net. Systematic exploration of this intriguing possibility has yet to take place.

Concluding Remarks

This chapter highlighted the challenges involved in the complex relationships 
between media use and learning. We have examined how the concept of learning 
has changed in the age of television and digital media, as well as the blurring of the 
traditional binary that views formal learning in school as distinct from informal 
learning that takes place through leisure activities outside of formal settings. 
A study of primary school children in an after-school care program in Australia 
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demonstrates this point clearly as it documented how creative media-play and 
production can be integrated with informal learning.33

The review in the current chapter dealt primarily with the accumulated research 
pertaining to television. This is due to the fact that most extant research has exam-
ined that medium, and the fact that media-learning in general has been studied 
more extensively in relationship to the younger years, at a time when television is 
still the most dominant medium. However, it is clear that studies which also include 
the rapidly growing digital media may challenge many of our assumptions about the 
nature of learning and what is deemed worthy of learning, as well as identify the 
most effective ways to do so. An example of such a challenge are the current debates 
over the role of formal schooling in teaching data retrieval skills and critical literacy 
skills in order to evaluate sources of information and their credibility, rather than in 
focusing on knowledge itself which is so readily available via technology. We will 
return to these implications in Chapter 7.

Other questions pertain to the social and collaborative nature of knowledge 
building and learning rather than the competitive individual model. These matters 
will be discussed in Chapter 6. Another line of discussion considers the role of media 
in learning about the social world and our individual place within it. These topics 
are the focus of Chapter 5.

Finally, learning is also the basis of our next exploration in Chapter 4, where we 
examine the behavioral manifestations of experiences with the media. Thus, the multi-
dimensional concept of learning serves as a basis for a significant part of this book.
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Media and Health-related 
Behaviors

The concern that media use may have primarily negative implications for children’s 
attitudes and behavior has been the center of much public and academic debate. Yet, 
there is also increasing interest in the capacities of children for learning pro-social 
messages from media use. Therefore, questions regarding what is called the effects 
tradition in media studies deserve the separate attention afforded to them in this 
chapter.

While early studies of television’s effects on children were grounded in a variety of 
theoretical traditions, scholars gradually came to adopt the strong effects discourse 
of theories of mass communication that focused, originally, on studies of public 
opinion and political campaigns. Dominant since the mid-twentieth-century in 
research generated in North America, the basic premise of effects studies is that 
consumption of media content results in related behaviors; thus, media critics 
employ effects research to claim that violence in the media instigates violent 
behavior; advertisements lead to the purchase of products advertised and a consum-
erist worldview; and sex in the media leads to sexual permissiveness.

The accusatory assumption has fueled public debates about media’s effects on 
children and has been the cause advanced by researchers seeking funding from 
governmental institutions for study of these effects. A milestone case in point is the 
US Surgeon General’s Report of 1972. This is a five-volume report of government-
sponsored academic studies that focused solely on the issue of television violence, a 
source of much public anxiety at the time. While the approach taken in this book 
attempts to present a balanced view of the research on children and media, and to 
shy away from the moral panic approach that cites the negative effects of media on 
children, we cannot ignore the accumulated research that presents clear evidence of 

4
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some such effects. We review them in this chapter in a way that allows the reader to 
weigh into this debate in a measured way.

What exactly is meant by the term effect?
As is often the case, the question asked frames, in large degree, what is studied and 

the methodology applied. Two primary questions have dominated studies of children 
and the effects of media: First, do media re-enforce existing behavioral tendencies 
and/or create new ones? Second, what are the immediate and long-term effects?

The first question assumes that media have a powerful role in influencing people’s 
lives and that they have significant implications with regard to the degree of respon-
sibility ascribed to those in charge of their production. Let us take, for example, the 
aforementioned concern over the effects of televised violence on children. The posi-
tion that television reinforces existing behaviors would have us predict that, on the 
one hand, aggressive children will be affected by television violence, while on the 
other hand, non-aggressive ones will not be so affected. This will place much of 
the responsibility for children’s behavior on other factors, all external to television, 
such as the child’s personality, family background, or earlier violent experiences. 
However, the effects approach hypothesizes that children learn aggressive behaviors 
from television, even those children without a predisposition to violence (i.e., without 
a prior record of having aggressive tendencies), and thus assigns a much more pow-
erful role to television viewing and its messages. Here the assumption is that children 
are exposed to and absorb a host of influences via television, both negative and 
positive. Consequently, the responsibility for such behaviors lies directly with the 
creators of television messages, as well as with parents who allow such viewing.

The second question focuses on the temporal dimensions of effects: Are the 
behavioral effects immediate (e.g., a copycat imitation of a soldier firing a rifle on the 
video-game screen; a child asking for a new type of candy advertised on a website) 
or are there long-term behaviors that develop over time and that involve a change in 
the behavioral repertoire of the child? (e.g., a child becomes more aggressive in non-
mediated but related situations; a child demonstrates changes in eating habits). 
While short-term effects can be isolated events that may not have lasting influence, 
perhaps they are indicators of the beginning of a trend toward long-term effects?

Despite interest in different sets of questions, there does seem to be agreement, 
worldwide, that children are perceived to be the most vulnerable members of society: 
they are smaller and physically weaker; they need protection, care, feeding, fos-
tering, and socialization to the adult world; they lack life experience, knowledge, and 
critical skills; they think differently from adults; and they lack social and economic 
resources. If, indeed, media have the potential for short- or long-term effects upon 
behavior, feelings, or thought, whether it be in reinforcing them or creating them, 
then children are the most prone to these.

In contrast to the effects’ school of research, the cultural studies alternative grew 
out of European theoretical traditions. While this approach, too, recognizes the fact 
that children are different from adults, as noted in the previous paragraph, it does 
not view them as “deficient” in comparison to adults, rather it focuses on how their 
unique characteristics mediate the effects. The central premise of this approach is 
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that what children bring with them to the encounter with media determines in large 
degree what they take from the experience. Here, children are not assumed to be 
passive, defenseless receptors, the proverbial tabula rasa on which media “writes” 
freely. Rather, they bring with them and apply in media use their own accumulated 
knowledge and experience, needs and sensitivities, meanings acquired in compli-
cated socialization processes, tastes, and preferences. Thus, rather than look solely 
for immediate or long-term effects, the cultural studies approach studies how chil-
dren, as media consumers, are actively involved in a meaning making that is the 
result of a complicated process of negotiation that develops over a multitude of 
viewing encounters, in given social circumstances, over an extended period of time.

The differences between the two schools in terms of understanding and studying 
television effects are embedded in a fundamental theoretical controversy within the 
field of mass communication and have significant methodological implications, 
as discussed at the end of Chapter 2. Furthermore, it should be noted that in certain 
academic circles even the term effects itself has been ostracized as being old-
fashioned and misleading, and its study as superfluous. This having been noted, 
most of the research discussed in this chapter is embedded in the more traditional 
effects approaches that apply psychological and sociological theories to the study of 
human behavior, as well as more recent studies coming out of health sciences.

Media and Violent Behaviors

Of all topics related to children and media, and television in particular, the topic of 
violent behavior has attracted the most attention. The press media in particular are 
often keen to report cases that stimulate such concern: In Israel, a seven-year-old boy 
who broke his spine was reported to have shouted – “Look how Superman flies!” – 
before jumping out of a window. In Norway, a five-year-old girl was severely harassed 
by her friends following their viewing of a particular television series. In the USA, 
viewing Oliver Stone’s movie Natural Born Killers (portraying a series of murders) 
was blamed for a 15-year-old youth’s murder of his parents. In Thailand, a nine-
year-old boy hung himself in imitation of a scene from a popular series that depicted 
a killing by hanging of the victim. Similarly, school shootings in the USA have been 
blamed on violent video games, and teenage suicides on cyberbullying. Each of us 
can probably remember the reporting of similar cases. Often, such reports drama-
tize the news event and target the media as its sole cause.

The predominance of violence in many commercial television programs, movies, 
video games, and websites is a well-accepted fact. Scholars claim that multiple por-
trayals of violence in the media occurs because viewers find it to be exciting and 
easily understood regardless of language and cultural barriers, and thus it “travels 
well” in the global market of media content. If we choose to define violence as a pur-
poseful hurting of another being or property (and some may extend the definition 
to include also unintentional injury, such as accidents, as well as violence located in 
the animal world), we find that there are many violent elements, salient or overt, in 
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most visual genres: war, westerns, crime detective, horror and science fiction genres 
of movies; news, documentary films, sports broadcasts, cartoons, music-clips, com-
mercials, and video games. If we include verbal violence (a form of intended harm 
performed through words rather than physical force), then many comedies, talk as 
well as entertainment shows, online sites, and social media can also be included in 
the long list of violent content accessible to children of all ages. Studies that mea-
sured the frequency and types of various forms of violence in the media in various 
countries have re-affirmed the global scope of this phenomenon.

A second, undisputed fact is that most children, from a very young age, consume 
many of these genres and, thus, are exposed via the media to a multitude and wide 
variety of violent incidents, on a regular basis, over their entire life. While it is virtu-
ally impossible to actually count how many acts of mediated violence a child may be 
exposed to over time, let alone to suggest an “average” number that can hold true for 
the “average” child, it has been suggested that by the age of 12, children who view 
mainly commercial television will have been exposed to about 20,000 murders and 
about 100,000 other acts of violence on television alone. Putting aside the validity 
and accuracy of such numbers, there is little disagreement that children all over the 
world are exposed to a lot more violence in the media on a regular basis then they 
would ever come close to witnessing in real life.

However, it is not only the volume of violence in the media that is of concern with 
regard to the potential of children to develop a healthy social life, but also the types 
of violent acts and the circumstances in which they occur. Consider the following 
example: A comprehensive study that analyzed television programs produced in the 
USA (and to which children all over the world are exposed) revealed that three-
quarters of the violent characters go unpunished for their acts; about half of the 
representations of acts of violence did not show injury to or suffering of the victims; 
only about one-sixth presented the long-term implications of violence, such as those 
of an emotional or economic nature; and only a fraction of the programs (4%) that 
presented violence used the opportunity to be critical of it or to discuss non-violent 
options for resolving problems.1

Different genres and media, of course, present violence differently. For example, 
movies tend to show violence in more realistic terms and to include more gory 
scenes than other television genres. Some websites post extreme, violent scenes that 
have been censored out of news coverage, and violent pornographic sites present 
sexual violence as pleasing and normative. Many violent video games include racist 
and political violence as well as graphic scenes of war, terrorism, and sexual vio-
lence. Children’s programs, on the whole, hardly ever present the long-term effects 
of violence and often contextualize violent scenes in humorous situations.

Do children learn moral as well as practical lessons about a mean world through 
such viewing and playing? Do they internalize notions about the role of violence in 
our society and about certain violent acts that can be committed without punish-
ment? These are just a few of the questions that have been investigated in the research 
on children and the media reviewed in the following pages. This analysis is orga-
nized according to two time-related levels of effects: first, the immediate influence 
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on children’s learning specific violent behaviors; and, second, the long-term effects 
of exposure to media violence. Please note that the effects of such exposure on chil-
dren’s mental worlds, such as fear, were already discussed in Chapter 2.

Learning violent behaviors

Do children tend to imitate violent behaviors they are exposed to in the media, as is 
often reported in news coverage? We may want to dismiss the cases cited above as 
highly exceptional ones in which the media is ascribed to serve as a catalyst for a 
child who possessed an already strong tendency toward aggressive tendencies, or an 
inability to distinguish reality from fantasy. This notwithstanding, the question 
remains – do most children, who could be described as possessing the “normal” 
range of behaviors, the ones we see around us every day, learn violent behaviors 
from media exposure? This question has been studied most systematically over sev-
eral decades in relationship to television. In order to establish a causal relationship 
between television viewing and learning various forms of violent behavior, including 
chiefly imitation, researchers have presented children with different versions of 
violent television stimuli in experimental settings and measured their reactions to it. 
In doing so they sought to understand the conditions under which a child would 
imitate an aggressive act of hitting following a similar scene on television.

One leading approach to investigating this question, which is grounded in social 
learning theory, argues that children are positively reinforced for learning a reper-
toire of behaviors imitating the actions of role models. Media offer a rich resource 
for such learning, in general, and for violent behaviors, more specifically. Violent 
programs and games supply children with many ideas for specific acts of violence. 
They also teach viewers the functionality of violent behaviors: those that receive 
positive reinforcement (e.g., praise, a reward) versus those that are rejected (e.g., 
scolding, punishment). Justification of violent behavior is important as it increases 
the chances of children’s imitation while positive reinforcement provides added 
value by suggesting to children what society values. Furthermore, it is argued that an 
extended process of viewing violence, and more specifically, playing violent games, 
may serve to remove inhibitions from performing violent acts by desensitizing 
viewers to the consequences and implications of such acts, and by legitimizing such 
behaviors as being normal and acceptable in society.

Indeed, studies performed in this widely accepted tradition in psychology found 
that following the viewing of a violent episode, children imitated televised violent 
behavior, performed newly acquired behavior even after a lapse of time, and were 
more prone to behave violently during a play session.2

Arousal theory offers a different interpretation for the effects mechanism. According 
to this approach, viewing violence on television generally arouses children and stim-
ulates them to behave violently, though not necessarily through the imitation of the 
same specific behaviors. Arousal theory may also complement social learning theory, 
as arousal may prepare the ground for learning more specific behaviors.3
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Here, too, it is important to note that caution is required, given the many ethical 
as well as methodological critiques posed with regard to studies that attempted to 
document direct causal effects of television violence. Is it moral to expose children 
in research settings to violent content, knowing that this exposure may be harmful 
to them? Is it ethical to create research circumstances that allow children to behave 
aggressively? Is it at all possible to isolate the many variables that may affect the rela-
tionship between viewing violence and the violent behavior (e.g., characteristics of 
the viewer, of the program, of the violent act, of the circumstances)? How similar are 
the television segments viewed in the experiments to those that children view at 
home on a daily basis? How similar are the viewing circumstances in the unnatural 
research setting in comparison to those at home? In summary, as in all studies exam-
ining human behavior in research settings, these conclusions are open to the central 
criticism leveled against studies that attempt to generalize from children’s behaviors 
under artificial experimental circumstances to their everyday reality and behavior.

Cumulative effects of media violence

An even more complicated issue is the question of the nature of the relationship 
between long-term exposure to media violence and aggressive behavior. Put simply, 
do children who watch a lot of violent television and/or play violent video- and com-
puter games tend to be more violent than those who have less exposure to violence, 
either because they watch less TV or because they have different viewing prefer-
ences? Or, perhaps, is it the other way around: children who watch more violence 
and play more violent digital games are much less violent because they have more 
opportunities to relieve their aggression through a process of catharsis activated 
through media consumption? And, a third possibility, perhaps there is no relation-
ship between exposure to media violence and violent behavior? In statistical terms, 
such correlations will be termed positive when exposure to media violence is associ-
ated with violent behaviors; negative when heavy viewing and gaming is associated 
with lower violent behaviors; and zero when there is no clear relationship between 
the two. Researchers have applied two major strategies in their attempts to confront 
these questions: field experiments and correlational studies.

Field experiments are a form of a methodological compromise that attempts to 
study phenomena in more natural settings, while controlling for some variables 
(similar to attempts made in many experimental designs). Schools, daycare centers, 
and summer camps are the settings that are best suited to this kind of research, since 
it is possible to control to a large degree the kind of television programs children 
view there. A typical study assigns children to different viewing “diets” (i.e., research 
“treatments”). For example, one group (A) might view typical children’s programs 
with violence on a daily basis (e.g., action-adventure cartoons); a second group (B) 
views programs that promote socially acceptable behaviors and non-violent resolu-
tion of inter-personal or social problems; and a third (C) views programs perceived 
to be “neutral” ‒ they do not promote any kind of behavior (e.g., nature programs).4
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Children’s behaviors are rated in such studies on scales that cite the degree of 
aggressiveness, sociability (e.g., cooperation, mutual aid, verbal expression of feel-
ings), and self-control (e.g., persistence, obedience, ability to handle frustration). 
Comparisons between these measures of behavior of children in the two periods 
before and after the exposure to the programs are expected to provide an indication 
of the cumulative effects of watching television: Would children in group A become 
more violent? Would children in group B become less violent and more involved in 
socially accepted behaviors? Would children in group C show any behavioral change?

Interestingly, studies that applied this design have not been able to arrive at non-
equivocal conclusions. Some found that viewing violent programs made a significant 
difference for children who originally rated higher on measures of aggressive 
behavior. Others concluded that their findings do not allow them to indicate such an 
effect. Increasingly, researchers have been searching for alternative methods that 
will not involve the ethical problem of intentionally exposing children to violent 
programs and that will be less obtrusive in children’s everyday lives.

The alternative approach, correlational studies, does not attempt to look for direct 
effects, but rather searches for long-term correlations between exposure to media 
violence and violent behavior. The amount of violent content a child is exposed to is 
calculated based on detailed reports of media use habits (for example, via question-
naires or weekly viewing diaries). The level of child aggressiveness is usually evalu-
ated by others – reports of parents, teachers, or peers. These kinds of studies are 
characterized by the participation of very large numbers of a wide age range of chil-
dren. Indeed, a few of these studies have been conducted over the span of a number 
of years and have even returned to the same children after extended periods to inves-
tigate changes that developed over time. One such study, conducted in Australia, 
Finland, Israel, Poland, and the USA, also attempted a cross-cultural comparison.5 
Overall, correlational studies have found that children who were rated as more 
violent by their friends were also those who were heavy viewers of violent television. 
Furthermore, the more a child watched violent television in a given year, the more 
likely it was that the child would be rated as aggressive in the following years.6

However, despite populist discussions of these effects, it is interesting to note that 
a more recent meta-analysis (i.e., an analysis of the results of a group of studies on 
the topic) has found that there is little evidence of effects of media on criminal 
violent behavior, and in these few cases, only on males.7 One way to interpret such 
findings is to perceive them as a vicious circle: Viewing violent television stimulates 
aggression and this aggression stimulates more viewing of violent television, and 
vice versa. Several critiques of these studies have focused on the social context within 
which children involved in them reside. For example, would children growing up in 
a more violent society be more prone to accept television violence as justified and 
normative and thus be more prone to be affected by it? Would children raised in a 
peaceful environment where violent behavior is uncommon and is strongly sanc-
tioned be more resilient to such an influence?

In summary, many academics conclude that despite the methodological diversity 
employed by researchers and the differences in specific findings produced, there 
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does seem to be common agreement that is reinforced with each new study. Most 
studies conclude that there are positive correlations, although low, between violent 
behavior and exposure to television violence. That is, viewing television violence is 
related more to the aggressive behavior of an individual child.8 Further, the more 
accurate the measure of television violence, the greater the potential for achieving 
results with positive correlation (for example, a calculation of the child’s actual view-
ing with the level of violence in the specific programs viewed).9

These conclusions reinforce claims made by experimental researchers that there 
is a positive correlation between viewing violence and behaving violently. However, 
though this correlation has been found repeatedly within a relatively constant range, 
its level is not very high. Furthermore, it should be noted that a correlation does not 
necessarily indicate a causal relationship: that is, the positive correlation found does 
not offer a clear explanation regarding the nature of the relationships between the 
two measures. For example, is it possible for correlation studies to determine if view-
ing violent television is the cause of violent behavior or is it the case that violent 
children are more attracted to violence on television? Or, perhaps, both viewing 
violence and behaving violently are related to an external, unrelated variable (e.g., 
learning disabilities, attention deficits)?

Violent video games have also been a topic of much research. The added active 
ingredient of the game, in which players choose to inflict violence on others, in 
particular, has raised deep concern and stimulated a host of studies. Much in 
line with research on the effects of televised violence, these studies produced 
complicated findings, which seem to suggest that there is a positive but small 
effect (i.e., playing video games is correlated with aggressive behavior). The 
release year of the game – with ever more elaborated and realistic game designs 
year by year – seems to play a role in the relationship, in addition to all the other 
considerations such as time spent with play and the child’s pre-disposition to 
violence. Several meta-analyses of such studies, cognizant of methodological 
challenges and shortcomings, have nevertheless concluded that playing violent 
video games does indeed contribute to aggressive behavior.10

One interesting explanation that is emerging and which seems reasonable is that 
the relationship between exposure to media violence and violent behavior is not 
uni-directional, but circular. Scholars developing this explanation argue that while 
there is very little doubt that children with aggressive tendencies tend to watch more 
violent television and play violent games more, at the same time, there is substantial 
evidence that viewing violent television and playing violent games encourages 
aggressive behavior even in children without such a previous record. Indeed, the 
existence of a “spiral” model of mutual reinforcement of exposure to violence and 
violent behavior was documented in a comprehensive study of young adolescents in 
the USA and their use of all types of violent media content, including television and 
films, computer and video games, as well as internet sites.11 This conclusion can be 
viewed as complementing the conclusion from other studies presented earlier that 
children are not merely passive victims of television violence, but active initiators 
who search for content that appeals to their tastes and needs.12
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Our discussion of this issue would not be complete without mentioning the 
popular catharsis hypothesis. Since the time of ancient Greece, drama in all its forms 
has been perceived as a means of emotional outlet for fears, tensions, and sorrow. 
Here, the underlying assumption is that physical and mental energies can be relieved 
in a variety of ways, including through fictitious violence. For example, frustration 
caused by failure or an insult may cause intensification of violent urges. Since this 
urge creates internal discomfort, the frustrated person searches for ways to rid 
themselves of it. Viewing television violence is perceived as one accessible and 
acceptable way of reducing violent urges and of creating a feeling of “purification” or 
“cleansing,” otherwise known as catharsis. Following this line of argument, media 
violence may serve as a substitute for violent behavior in the real world.

While this hypothesis may appeal to many people, it has been often exploited by 
interested bodies (such as commercial companies) that cite it as “proof” of the social 
benefits of engaging with violent media content. Yet, researchers agree that, in general, 
there is no evidence to support such a process, certainly not among children. If catharsis 
was in operation, we should have found strong negative correlations: Children viewing 
violent programs would have had many more opportunities to relieve their aggressive 
urges and therefore to be less violent than those not watching such programs. From the 
general research evidence presented above it is quite clear that that this is not the case.13

Intervening variables

Who, then, among the children, are more prone to be affected by media violence? 
What are the intervening variables that differentiate between children and the 
process mediating these effects?

We have seen that many of the studies of effects repeatedly produce evidence to 
support claims of correlations between viewing violent programs, children’s pre-
disposition to violence, and their social and adjustment difficulties. One underlying 
assumption associated with these findings is that children with a variety of behavioral, 
social, cognitive, and emotional difficulties may turn to media as a substitute for the 
need to cope with real social situations and, thus, are much more prone to its nega-
tive effects. An example of intensification of television’s influence due to cognitive 
difficulties would be that children turn to viewing television as a substitute for other 
more cognitively challenging activities (e. g., schoolwork, reading, internet surfing). 
In addition, they may tend to accept more readily violent problem-solving behaviors 
viewed on television as relevant to their own reality when confronting difficulties in 
understanding television content.

The general level of the child’s arousal during the viewing and gaming situation, 
too, may be related to the aforementioned personal characteristics. The more 
aroused the child (e.g., tense, frustrated, angry, hungry), the more likely the chance 
that his or her temper may flare. As a result, the same level of violence in a particular 
program or game may affect children, indeed even the same child, differently, given 
changing emotional states during the viewing or playing.
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Research findings also provide evidence for quite consistent gender differences 
with regard to attraction to violent content as well as related behavior. For example, 
a unesco-sponsored global study of media violence of 5,000 12-year-old children in 
23 countries, reflecting a representative range of human and technological variables, 
found that boys were fascinated by aggressive media heroes.14 This and other studies 
suggest that, on the whole, girls enjoy violence much less than boys, are much more 
critical of it, and perceive it as less realistic. They also tend to react more emotionally 
to violence and to demonstrate signs of fear. Gender differences become more dis-
tinct from around the age of 10, perhaps due to growing consolidation of gender 
identity and socialization to social expectations of masculine and feminine appro-
priate behaviors.

Recent studies are finding evidence of a slight closing of the gender gap, as more 
girls are showing an interest in violent programs and characters traditionally per-
ceived as masculine. Here we need to remember that while men still perform most of 
the violent acts on television (as in life) and women are presented much more often 
as victims than as aggressors (again, true to reality), there is a growing number of 
women, in both children’s and adults’ programs, appearing in active roles, in gen-
eral, as characters in the powerful world of police, crime, and science fiction, as well 
as a new trend to present “sexy-tough” women as aggressors. Yet this trend does not 
seem to be working the other way around; that is, we have yet to see a trend of more 
boys distancing themselves from violent “masculine” role models or a growing 
interest in non-violent modes of “feminine” conflict resolution.15

Research studies on the role of the home in mediating the effects of exposure to 
mediated violence are few and far between and the findings are not clear-cut, leaving 
many parents concerned that the task of holding one’s own in a world dominated by 
violent media is difficult. Yet, the following line of argument would seem to be a 
reasonable set of working assertions. First, the child’s family background plays a 
major role in mediating the potential effects of media violence. The educational and 
value system guiding each family, in general, and attitudes toward violence, in 
particular, characterize the child’s home environment. For example, we would expect 
that children raised by parents with an espoused ideology and practice of non-
violence, in discipline or selection of media resources will watch less violent televi-
sion and will be less affected by scenes of violence. In contrast, children who come 
from a home that employs physical punishments, where media are the sole source of 
leisure and where there is no parental control of the amount and content of media 
consumption, will be more prone to such effects.

We conclude this section by noting that caution is required with regard to the 
influence of cultural diversity. Most of the research about media violence reviewed 
here was undertaken in media-rich countries, primarily in Northern America and 
Europe. In contrast, research from other countries suggests cultural variance. For 
example, an argument has been put forth by a Japanese researcher that violence on 
Japanese television is represented quite differently from that portrayed in typical 
American television, and that it includes the after-effects of violence on victims and 
their suffering. Could this difference serve as a mediating variable that weakens the 
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relationships between viewing violence by Japanese children in comparison to their 
American counterparts? Could the fact that Israeli children glorify wrestlers of the 
World Wrestling Federation as American heroes be due to their living with an omni-
present threat of violence and terrorism, and thus viewing the WWF intensifies their 
vulnerability to such portrayals of violence? Additional evidence comes from the 
unesco global study cited above in which it was found that 51 percent of the chil-
dren from high-aggression environments (such as areas of recent-war zones and 
refugee camps in some African countries in the sample, as well as some crime-
stricken, economically poor environments) wanted to be like their admired, 
aggressive, televised role model, in comparison to 37 percent of the children in  
low-aggression neighborhoods.16

By way of further reservation regarding the overall findings presented earlier, 
some researchers question charges that media have any contribution whatsoever to 
social violence these days. Their critique of specific studies suggests that it may be 
possible to ask serious questions about these findings and arguments. Others raise 
ideological arguments to refute the effect argument – both over the social assump-
tions underlying the studies as well as the search for causal explanations for human 
behavior. Media, it is argued, did not invent violence, but serve only as a means of 
presenting it. Further, it is important to remember that the majority of these studies 
were undertaken in the USA and thus contain an inherent cultural bias. Some would 
argue that both US society and television are more violent than in many places in the 
world. In any event, we cannot discuss media violence in a vacuum: it is necessary to 
contextualize it within the dominant forms of violence in each society, its conse-
quences, and the societal norms associated with it.

Finally, it has been argued that coping with violence is part of childhood, just as it 
is in all periods of human existence. Exposure to media violence allows children to 
experiment with different feelings, such as fears and anxieties, to internalize defini-
tions of good and bad, the permitted and the forbidden. Indeed, part of growing up 
includes the development of defense mechanisms against the unpleasant aspects of 
life, and these include, unfortunately, violence.17

In summary, it appears that a rebuttal can be made for each position on this issue. 
However, one claim that all can agree upon is that to date no one has been able to 
question the accumulative, general finding produced in hundreds of research pro-
jects, undertaken through a variety of research methods, by many different 
researchers in many countries all over the world, of the existence of at least some 
effect of media violence on children’s behavior.

So, returning to answer our initial question: Does exposure to media violence 
influence aggressive behaviors among children? The answer seems to be yes, with 
reservations. Clearly, media are a factor, but certainly not the sole reason nor an 
isolated one in stimulating a-social behaviors. That is, the influence of media is 
confounded by a host of other factors and embedded in specific cultural contexts.

All research studies agree that this is a complicated issue with meaningful impli-
cations for both media policy related to children as well as for the undisputed need 
to develop critical media literacy skills in children, as discussed in Chapter 3. Finally, 
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irrespective of whether or not there is an agreed-upon academic verdict on the 
effects of media violence, some families prefer to limit its presence in their home, as 
they find it unbefitting to the culture in which they wish to raise their children.

Media, Sex, and Sexuality

Sex is the “red flag” agitating public and educational debate about media’s effects on 
children. However, while violence, as we have discussed, has been the focus of 
sustained research attention, the study of the contribution of media to the sexual 
behavior of children and youth is still relatively marginal. This is quite surprising, 
given the growing sexual permissiveness in some countries, as well as concerns over 
teen pregnancies and the spread of hiv-aids.

In contrast to the general consensus over the undesired nature of violence, atti-
tudes toward human sexuality vary enormously: They are conflated, extensively, in 
mythologies, taboos, inhibitions, moral and religious beliefs, and cultural practices, 
which extend beyond intimate relationships.

Contrary to what many assume, sexuality is hardly limited to bodily functions – it 
involves many more aspects of our identities and lives, is socially constructed, and 
varies immensely within and across cultures and periods. Studying sex and sexu-
ality, in particular in relation to minors, is a very sensitive issue in most societies that 
often raises a host of objections, involving in many cases an unthinkable taboo for 
public discussion.

Content analyses of mainstream media demonstrate that it is saturated with a 
wide range of sexual behaviors; from kissing and embracing, through love-making, 
and representations of scenes of full intercourse. Media also present a variety of 
verbal engagements with sex including courting behaviors, expression of fantasies 
and desires, exchange of experiences, and sexual provocations. The spread of  
hiv-aids since the 1980s brought into public discourse, as well as into families’ 
private living rooms, the discussion of casual sex, unsafe sex and use of contracep-
tives, homosexual sex, and other topics that were taboo in the past (and remain so in 
many societies to date). Is there reason to believe that representations of sexual 
behavior in the media may affect viewers’ behaviors, too?

As established previously, media have the potential for greater effect when real-life 
experiences with phenomena are minimal and there is limited involvement of other 
socializing agents. Sexuality is an excellent illustration of this line of argument: Most 
children are exposed to sexual behavior for the first time through the media, often on 
television or on the internet, years before they attain the physical, social, and emotional 
maturity needed to be sexually active. They also lack opportunities to examine media 
images in comparison to real life around them, as most sexual behaviors are conducted 
intimately, in the private sphere. In addition, the dominant socializing agents of family, 
school, or religious institutions generally repress activity or discussion of sex.

In contrast, sex and sexuality are central themes of the content of many media 
products, either explicitly (in many websites and films broadcast on movie channels, 
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off prime time, or on rented videos rated in many societies as films for adults only) 
or implicitly in a wide variety of programs of all genres. The content addressed or 
alluded to includes not only erotic behavior, but also references to sex-roles, intimacy 
and care, marriage, and family life. Analyses of sex-oriented themes on television 
suggest that the content and images divert greatly from reality. For example, most 
televised sex takes place outside normal marital or otherwise committed relation-
ships, or involves some kind of financial engagement. Often sexual behaviors are 
entangled with violence, and intimate relationships on the whole are not necessarily 
presented as part of a warm emotional relationship. Sex is often portrayed as 
something that happens “spontaneously,” in the heat of the moment, without much 
planning. Attractive actors and actresses are depicted as being highly sexually active, 
but also highly sexually irresponsible. The potential negative implications of sexual 
relationships, such as undesired pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, or emo-
tional distress, are hardly ever presented. However, more than anything else, the 
argument has been made that television in particular offers young viewers heavy 
exposure to conversations about sexual desires and practices. Indeed, many televi-
sion programs seem to be preoccupied with discussion of sex, thus stimulating 
young people’s naturally developing interest in it even more, and priming them to 
over-emphasize its centrality in human life.18

Children’s media exposure to representations of sex has been blamed for a host of 
social ills, including the early onset of sexual activity and promiscuity, and the spread 
of teenage pregnancies and infectious diseases. More specifically, media productions 
are severely criticized on three counts: First, for cultivating a perspective that see chil-
dren as sexual, and thereby putting them at risk of the ill-intentions of sexual preda-
tors;19 second, for their effect on over-sexualizing young girls’ emerging self-perception 
and their understanding of society’s expectations of them and; third, for promoting 
self-objectification, particularly of girls. In short, media saturation with sexuality is 
accused of undermining children’s healthy sexual development and wellbeing.20

A significant accumulation of evidence supports these claims. First, there is little 
doubt that children growing up in many societies around the world have access to a 
great deal of sexually oriented media content. The evidence of such exposure comes 
from a variety of sources, including commercial rating systems, as well as parents’ and 
children’s self-reports. Here, the same mechanisms explored in relation to media vio-
lence can be applied. In this regard, researchers have argued that media portrayals 
may affect behavior by inducing learning of new behaviors, reinforcing old ones, and/
or converting existing behaviors to new ones. These kinds of changes can happen in 
various ways: a change in expectations regarding possible consequences of sexual 
behavior; identification with characters; removal of behavioral inhibitions; and 
assigning particular meaning to specific behavioral cues. As a result, it makes sense to 
assume that intensified exposure to sexual content may increase the chances of sim-
ilar behavior, through imitation and/or sexual arousal and/or removal of inhibitions.

Second, several studies conducted in the USA that investigated possible correla-
tions between viewing sexual programs and sexual practices found some evidence 
in support of effects. For example, the amount of viewing of sex on television and of 
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adult-rated sexual content was related to the initial age of sexual activity (i.e., heavy 
viewers start being active sexually at a younger age); and intentional exposure to 
adult-rated violent sexual content by boys was correlated with a tendency to harass 
girls. Studies regarding exposure to sexual content and various risk behaviors 
(e.g., unprotected sex resulting in pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases) 
conducted in the USA and Europe produced conflicting evidence.21

Here, too, the direction of the sexual behavior–media exposure relationship is not 
clear-cut. Are adolescents who are sexually active attracted more to sex in the media 
or are those watching more sex in the media more sexually active? As with violence, 
there is agreement that both directions are in operation: as youth mature physically, 
sexual content on television becomes more relevant ‒ they seek out such content 
more actively, devote more time and attention to watching it, and thus become more 
influenced by it. Adolescents who were more sexually active seem to seek more sex-
ually explicit media content, and in turn, media exposure seems to stimulate new 
sexual experiences.22

Gender and social expectations

Clearly, sexual behavior needs to be understood in the wider context of sexual 
development that includes attitudes, knowledge, and worldview. For example, the 
role that media play in children’s evolving understanding of the place of sexuality in 
human relationships, its nature, and meanings produces differentiated expectations 
from the two genders, given the double standards applied to them. Not surprisingly, 
various studies do indeed suggest differences between boys and girls: In general, 
girls find fewer sexually active role models with which to identify and seem less 
affected by television sex than boys. This finding can be explained by the double 
standard that most societies still uphold regarding gender and sexuality: While sex-
ually active adolescent males are commonly perceived as popular and “cool,” sexu-
ally active adolescent girls are stereotyped as “slutty” and “troubled.” Sexual activity 
is also still much more risky and costly for girls (e.g., losing virginity, chance of 
undesired pregnancy, lower self-image, social sanctions, even capital punishment in 
some societies). While these views may be gradually changing, young males in 
Anglo-European societies do associate sex more often with pleasure, fun, and 
physical gratification. In contrast, young females associate it more often with emo-
tions, romantic love, and commitment. While young males’ engagement in sex may 
be reinforced on television by gaining prestige and peer popularity, it is often nega-
tively sanctioned when it is the young female’s sexual exploits. These normative 
pressures on and off the television screen appear to be much stronger than any 
television portrayals in influencing actual behavior.

The scope and nature of media engagement with sex is of public concern in many 
societies. As with the discussion over violence, there are many opinions regarding 
the types of sexual relationships that are appropriate for children to watch and at 
what age. These views vary not only from one society to another, but also among 
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sub-cultures within them. For example, in some European countries, particularly the 
Nordic ones, there is a much more relaxed and permissive approach regarding the 
inclusion of nudity, erotic behaviors, as well as free talk about sex in programs that 
are viewed regularly by young viewers. In contrast, media in the USA are, on the 
whole, much less permissive. Yet they, too, are perceived as overly revealing, indeed 
indecent, by many residents of the Middle East, Africa, Asia, and South America. 
Needless to say, when attempting to study this topic, one confronts considerable 
difficulties, given the many sensitivities involved regarding young people’s own 
sexuality, questions of morals, values, and religion, as well as children’s inhibitions.23

Several studies conducted in different countries applied various research methods 
and yet arrived at a similar conclusion: Exposure to television content that presents 
a variety of sexual behaviors may influence perceptions and value judgments related 
to intimacy and sexual relationships. Furthermore, children and youth who are 
active viewers raised in families with clearly defined values and who maintain open 
communication patterns seem to be least influenced by television values.24 Such 
findings should not be too surprising, given discussions in previous chapters.

An examination of what children and young adults themselves have to say about 
sex on television reveals many additional complexities. A lot of what youngsters 
report attending to on television would not necessarily be described as sexual activity 
but rather as conversations about sexual experiences. These conversations offer rich 
content for fantasy and social learning, but also leave much to the imagination. 
Indeed, studies that involved listening to children and adolescents talk about their 
views of the world have found that they use television’s portrayals of sex and sexu-
ality as a basis for conversations about sex’s relevance to their own lives. One such 
study conducted in the UK found that pre-adolescents and adolescents reported fre-
quent encounters with sexual material in the media, valued the information received 
from it, and used it as a learning resource. Researchers noted, in particular, that 
interviewees demonstrated a range of critical skills in interpreting sexual content 
and evaluated such content through what they perceived to be sexual morality; that 
is, through views heavily influenced by their cultural backgrounds and gender.25

Clearly then, it is not only graphic depictions of sex that are of interest to young 
viewers, and their researchers. In addition, children value this source of information 
about sex in a social context that offers them little and mostly unsatisfactory alterna-
tives. It also seems that they do not absorb it all uncritically, but bring to these 
encounters their existing worldviews and critical skills. Here, too, we find that the 
meaning made of sexual content on television is shaped by the context of its con-
sumption. Viewing sexual content with peers, for example, allows for an experience 
that is quite different from that created in a family situation or in an intimate one.

There are many fascinating questions to which researchers have yet to find 
answers: How do young people relate sexual content to their own experiences? To 
what degree do they perceive television drama that dwells on intimacy as real, par-
ticularly in comparison to their own lives, especially if they consider the latter to be 
boring and void of romance? Do they compare themselves to the sexy television 
characters and feel that they have been unlucky in romance, or that they lack beauty 
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or experience? What criteria do they use to compare themselves and their partners 
to television characters? Given that personal experiences of all kinds often leave 
much to be desired in comparison with television’s glorified, romantic, and prob-
lem-free portrayals, does the degree to which youth perceive such portrayals to be 
realistic influence their assessment of and satisfaction with their own initial sexual 
experiences?

It is also important to consider the indirect ‒ positive or negative ‒ contributions 
media may be making to sexual development when such media serve as the domi-
nant source of social scripts of possible attitudes and behaviors, language and forms 
of talking about sexual issues, as well as opportunities to bring such discussion into 
the open. Indeed, it is possible that sexual content “appearing” on the screen in the 
family’s living room on a daily basis can provide an opportunity for social learning 
and, perhaps, open up discussion of topics that otherwise involve discomfort.

Finally, once again, we need to remind ourselves that young people’s attitudes 
toward sex are most probably influenced by other variables, such as the scope and 
kind of previous sexual experience, and religious and moral perceptions. In addition, 
as with other areas of media impact, it is most likely that young people who are more 
sexually active are also more attracted to sexual media content and that their actual 
experiences, not their exposure to media, explain – or at least mediate ‒ their per-
ceptions. We also need to remember that the types of content to which most youth 
in the Anglo-European world are exposed, from a relatively young age, may be com-
pletely unavailable or even banned in other parts of the world, thus making the 
entire discussion above superfluous in those societies.

Pornography and teenage sexuality

A particular case of interest and concern related to the foregoing discussion is the 
study of pornography, a genre devoted entirely to the depiction of sexually explicit 
behavior intended to sexually arouse its audience. Pornography also differs from 
most sexual content on television because of its use of photographic conventions of 
genres dealing with the real world. In doing so, it creates the illusion that one is 
viewing a “documentary” of real people performing their regular sexual behaviors.

Stated succinctly, analyses of the content of pornography suggest the following 
characteristics:

●● Pornography presents sexual relationships between people who have no inten-
tion to maintain a relationship following the sexual encounter.

●● Pornography presents a high frequency of sexual acts with a variety of partners 
that emphasize the physical and technical aspects of sex, rather than the human 
and emotional.

●● Pornography presents all types of sexual activities as providing ecstatic pleasures 
to the participants, including behaviors considered in many societies to be 
deviant, strange, and indeed violent.26
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The prevailing feminist analysis of heterosexual pornography suggests that it 
presents a systematic portrayal of power relationships between men and women, in 
which women are presented to be whores by nature, who enjoy pain and humilia-
tion, and who are always available for sex under any conditions.

Although the definition of pornography is the subject of intense ideological and 
methodological debate, there is agreement that a distinction may be made between 
“soft” pornography (depicting all kinds of sexual relationships perceived as consen-
sual and non-harmful in a given culture) and “hardcore” pornography (depicting 
extraordinary and non-consensual sexual behaviors such as those involving 
violence, children, animals, and objects). Pornographic material of both kinds is 
now relatively easily accessible to children in many countries via special television 
channels, video stores, websites and downloads from the internet, as well as the 
traditional forms of pornography published in print format.

The nature of the debate over the effects of viewing pornography on children 
and youth is cast in terms very similar to those applied to the discussion of 
violence: Do youth imitate sexual behaviors depicted in pornographic materials? 
Do they learn to expect their sexual partners to perform acts that they perceive 
to be legitimate and enjoyable? Do they become less sensitive and caring with 
regard to their partners’ sexual needs and expect them to enjoy pain and humil-
iation as depicted in the pornographic material? Do viewers of pornography 
become more sexually active and from a younger age? Or is it the other way 
around; do sexually active youngsters turn to pornography in search of relevant 
content, role models, and arousal? And what about intervening variables – are 
there particular adolescents that are more prone to viewing pornography and to 
being influenced by it?

In addition, researchers from several feminist schools of thought perceive 
pornography to be a form of racist content that is degrading women as sex objects 
and is aimed at maintaining women’s subordinate status in all human societies. 
Pornography is assumed to feed the exploitation of women in the sex industry, 
including the enslavement and trafficking of girls and women around the world.

Does pornography in fact contribute to the sexual exploitation of women and to 
gender inequality in society?

Research conducted on the effects of pornography has been relatively limited and 
indeed restricted to young adults (imagine the methodological and ethical issues 
involved in attempting to study the effects of pornography on school-age children!). 
As a result, the questions listed above, which continue to cause great anxiety to 
many segments of society (e.g., sex education specialists, parents, religious groups, 
feminists), remain largely unanswered.27 However, the existing body of research 
suggests that, indeed, pornography does shape and reinforce undesired attitudes 
toward women in sexual as well as non-sexual contexts. Both correlation and exper-
imental studies of viewers of pornography, particularly of the more hardcore genres, 
revealed these viewers to have more negative attitudes toward women, to hold harsh 
and inconsiderate attitudes regarding the sexual needs of their partners, as well as 
to play down the severity of sexual crimes and their consequences for women and 
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children. Several studies conducted in the USA, Taiwan, Japan, and the Netherlands, 
for example, found that exposure to pornography in the media was associated 
with more permissive and casual beliefs about sex. The studies also documented 
that heavy consumers of pornography tend to hold stronger perceptions that 
objectify women. However, here, too, the direction of the relationship may well be 
reciprocal: adolescents holding these views are more attracted to pornographic 
material and vice versa.28 While many of these studies were criticized on methodo-
logical and ideological grounds, there is enough evidence gathered to raise concern 
over the potential influence that pornography may have on young people’s sexual 
relationships.29

We have seen that the debate over the role of media in shaping human sexuality is 
embedded in many central ideological issues that are valued differently in different 
societies, for different age groups, and for different periods: sex-roles; the nature of 
male and female sexualities; the role of sexuality in human relationships; the inter-
relationships between sex and violence, sex and emotions, sex and commitment, sex 
and family, sex and childbearing, sex and homosexuality; and the like. Furthermore, 
the role of media in shaping human sexuality also needs to be viewed in light of the-
ories on the changing nature of childhood, including those that perceive all humans, 
including young children, to be sexual in nature.

Media and Advertising

Commercial media perceive children mainly as a market for advertising goods in 
the present, as well as an investment for the future. The growth of advertising has led 
to intensification in the increasing variety of its forms – commercials, sponsorships, 
covert and embedded advertising, social network marketing, advergames (online 
games sponsored by advertisers), pop-up advertising on websites, and program-
related toys, foods, and merchandizing – as well as in the spread of such phenomena 
all over the world and in all media platforms. More specifically, advertising to 
children employs mostly affective appeals rather than informational ones, evoking 
emotions of fun, happiness, excitement, and feelings of affinity to celebrities and 
familiar media characters.

But this trend has also been growing in terms of defining the potential child-
consumer: The targeted age of children has been lowered systematically – to the 
point that no age is now protected from commercial forces, not even baby-media 
consumers of just a few months old for whom early media experiences serve to 
entice parents to purchase goods for them. The child market has also witnessed a 
strong gender-related segregation as part of the drive for audience segmentation and 
specialization.30As a result, the effects of advertising on children are a very impor-
tant area of concern in many places in the world and a topic of vivid scholarly theo-
rizing and inquiry.

The trend in the growth of advertising is also affected by different interactions 
with various local cultural changes. For example, middle- and upper-class children 
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in many high-resource societies have gradually become active consumers in their 
own right: They have their own money to spend (from gifts, allowances, work) and 
they influence many family purchase decisions, particularly in the areas of enter-
tainment, leisure, and food. Furthermore, they are the present as well as the future’s 
big spenders. As a result, advertisers highly value these market segments (as they are 
called). In lower-class societies, as well as developing countries, most children do 
not have funds available to them and their families live on a limited budget. 
Therefore, advertising raises a host of very different concerns: growing frustrations 
from unfulfilled expectations, family conflicts over purchasing decisions, and 
pressure to adopt a lifestyle that may be unattainable or socially and culturally 
inappropriate.

From a research perspective, the issue of advertising is of particular interest, as 
this is the content area of television where specific and more readily measured 
behavioral change is most clearly the goal, i.e., the purchase of a product or adoption 
of a particular lifestyle or habit. Many resources are invested in well-planned, 
detailed efforts to achieve this goal. Talented and creative professionals, enormous 
amounts of funds, and the most advanced forms of technology are recruited for this 
purpose. This is the media’s ultimate “test”: To what degree can media actually change 
our behavior?

As with studies of media violence, here, too, it is impossible to estimate the volume 
of exposure to commercials. Clearly, it is virtually impossible to offer accurate esti-
mates of exposure of children to advertising worldwide.31 However, a number often 
quoted in the USA estimated that the average child in the 1990s was watching about 
130 commercials per day, 900 a week, or 45,000 a year. Added together, this amounts 
to about 7.5 hours of viewing commercials per week. While these numbers are con-
stantly changing and should not be taken at face value, they can serve to impress 
upon us of the scope of the phenomenon. Given that these numbers refer to televi-
sion exposure alone, and do not include exposure to advertising on the web and 
mobile media, the magnitude of the dominance of commercialized culture in chil-
dren’s lives is hard to even appreciate. The ubiquitous connectivity of children with 
media technologies allows the development of “360 degree” strategies – meaning 
full immersion in a branded entertainment environment,32 be it online interactive 
games, social networking sites, or television program merchandizing.

The discussion of advertising and its effect on children’s developing consumer 
culture is a fascinating illustration of the value-driven ambivalence involved in the 
discussion of media effects: Is advertising exploiting children’s trust and naïveté as 
well as their limited cognitive capacities in order to sell products, at least some of 
which are superfluous, wasteful, and even harmful to their health? Is intensification 
of consumerism among children necessarily negative? From whose point of view? 
And what about advertising’s contribution to the development of consumer skills 
and to the availability of relevant information? Is advertising entangled – and in 
what ways – with wider ideological issues, such as modernization, consumer society, 
and capitalism? Putting it more generally, we can ask: In what ways does advertising 
challenge children’s wellbeing?33
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Advertising for children

Obviously, companies must believe that advertising is effective or they could not 
justify investing so much money in it. Some argue that they cannot afford not to 
advertise, as it is not the effectiveness of the advertising sought, per se, but rather the 
desire to avoid a situation of non-visibility that will result from not advertising. 
Stated succinctly, one needs to advertise simply because everyone else does. So what 
does research tell us about advertising effectiveness?

In Chapter 2 we learned that as children grow older they gain the ability to distin-
guish between commercials and programs, to remember them for a longer period of 
time, and to recognize their persuasive intent, gradually.34 As they mature, children 
also gain first-hand experience, both by “nagging” their parents to buy them adver-
tised products, as well as with the products themselves. They learn from those inter-
actions to restrain themselves, to repeat their requests in spite of parental refusal, 
and to become more realistic regarding those situations when there are greater 
chances of their requests being fulfilled. Experiences with the products enable chil-
dren to be more critical of commercials, as they learn to compare the image with the 
actual product. Their developing cognitive abilities facilitate their understanding of 
advertising tactics and manipulations. In societies where children experience such 
advertising daily, signs of distrust of commercials have been found to be quite 
common from the age of 10. While initially children are more critical of the lack of 
realism of the product in comparison to its image on television, gradually they learn 
to focus on the persuasive nature of advertising and the tactics of manipulation 
when employed.35

Several studies suggest that beyond the first few exposures to a particular 
commercial, there is no increased intensification of the product’s attractiveness. 
That is, the original impression of the product usually remains constant. Watching 
commercials over time does not seem to have the same cumulative effect as watch-
ing violent television. However, development of capabilities to be critical of com-
mercials does not necessarily reduce the effectiveness of commercials in arousing 
desires in children for new products or in reinforcing existing purchasing habits. It 
seems that children’s attitudes (perhaps like those of many adults) are not necessarily 
predictive of their actual purchasing behaviors.

Several specific advertising tactics have been proven to be particularly effective 
with children. Offering prizes and gifts (e.g., a toy within a cereal box) seems to be 
highly successful in enticing children to prefer one product over its competitors. 
Similarly, employing celebrities (such as actors, singers, athletes) in commercials 
positively affects children’s evaluation of the product even when the celebrity’s 
“expertise” is non-related to the product advertised. “Program-length” commercials, 
such as programs that present characters and accessories that are also offered for sale 
in the market for children (e.g., toys, clothing, accessories, school products, decora-
tions, computer games, magazines, cards), seem to be particularly effective, as is 
evident from the market saturation with merchandise that accompanies the promo-
tion of each new child-targeted television series or film release.36
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Of the many products advertised in the media, special concern has been directed 
at those deemed inherently harmful to children, such as cigarettes and alcohol, and 
the role of advertising in promoting early onset of smoking and alcohol drinking 
among children and youth. Another, more recent, central concern is the contribu-
tion of advertising to the growing obesity of children worldwide. We will return to 
these topics below.

Social and emotional wellbeing, and advertising

The world of advertising is, as a whole, designed to make all of us – including children – 
feel dissatisfied with who we are and what we have obtained, materially and emotion-
ally, in order to sustain the motivation to purchase new products that promise to 
improve our lives and lift us to a higher level of happiness. Thus, advertising results in 
making children feel “not good enough” and in need of constant improvement in at 
least three complementary ways: First, by presenting social, physical, materialistic or 
mental achievements that no one, including children, is capable of achieving (no matter 
how much money they might spend on products and services). Second, by presenting 
children who are similar to them, but who have been placed in subordinate roles (e.g., 
girls in comparison to boys, children in comparison to adults, members of a minority 
group in comparison to members of a majority group). Third, by presenting characters 
similar to the viewer who have a much better life, socially and economically.37

Thus, an indirect effect of advertising is the degree to which it contributes to the 
child’s general sense of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with his or her life, in general, 
and materialistic conditions, in particular. This feeling can be stimulated by the 
ability or inability to purchase everything advertised that children have been lead to 
believe is “a must,” as well as by the disappointments from products they have been 
motivated to purchase that do not fulfill their advertised promises (e.g., to make 
them happy, thrilled, popular, pretty, successful). In addition, children denied a 
product of their choice or disappointed with it may react by expressing strong 
feelings of disappointment, anger, frustration, and sadness.

A somewhat different concern regarding the harmful effects of advertising relates 
to indirect types of effects on parent–child relationships. For example, the role of 
advertising as a stimulant of conflict, and the effects on the general sense of parents’ 
and children’s wellbeing and happiness. The cycle that leads to such unpleasant feel-
ings includes the fact that commercials can stimulate young children’s requests of 
their parents to purchase a particular item. According to parents’ and children’s 
self-reports, frequent “buy me” demands (coined nagging effect or pester power) 
often lead to arguments, quarrels, and even temper tantrums. Researchers’ observa-
tions of children’s behaviors in supermarkets documented such exchanges. Thus, 
children exert direct influence over their parents’ purchasing habits by requesting 
products, as well as indirect influence, as parents internalize their children’s tastes 
and make purchases that will please them, even without children making explicit 
requests or even being present when purchases are made.
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Clearly, commercials have become a central force in socializing children into 
consumer culture and different families respond to this force and handle this pro-
cess in different ways; some, perhaps many, accede to children’s requests to purchase 
an advertised product, while others help their children acquire skills, knowledge, 
and attitudes to evaluate commercials and the products advertised.

Is advertising working?

The direct influence of advertising on children’s behavior is not as taken-for-granted 
as advertisers might have hoped or we might have thought. Once again, the over-
arching research finding seems to be related to developmental processes: As they 
grow older, children develop more awareness and more developed critical attitudes 
toward the world of advertising, even when such attitudes do not necessarily express 
themselves in their purchasing choices or habits. Younger children are more vulner-
able to the prominence and attractiveness of commercials and less able, cognitively, 
to view them critically. They have more difficulty understanding the purpose of 
advertising and they watch it less discriminately in comparison to older children.

Overall, studying the direct effectiveness of commercials is complicated, as the 
actual behavior is grounded in dynamic interactions between different sets of inter-
vening variables, including those related to personality, family background, society, 
and culture. Adults’ reconstructions of the role advertising had in their past as chil-
dren in the USA (through the employment of a method called “life history”) reveals 
that it was a source of entertainment and family conversation and had a central role 
in the development of their consumer habits as well as critical skills. However, par-
ticipants were aware of the fact that knowledge and understanding of the advertising 
world did not necessarily protect against the effects it had on them.38 Furthermore, 
untangling commercials from non-commercial content has become much more 
complicated, if not impossible, as advertising has become so deeply embedded in 
every aspect of our daily lives and commodification of society such a central aspect 
of late modernity.

So, does exposure to advertising enhance materialistic attitudes and values? The 
overall conclusion from tens of studies is that it does (see also the discussion in 
Chapter 4).39 And, does advertising for children sell goods? The answer, according 
to the research, seems to be affirmative, though under certain conditions. The views 
of companies seeking to sell their products as well as those of advertising agencies 
seem to be much more decisive, otherwise, how can we understand their costly and 
extensive efforts? Here, too, we can conclude that the search for causal effects of 
media on children has produced valuable, but limited, results of narrow scope. 
Furthermore, there is a need not only for more research, but for extending such 
investigations to a more holistic study of the complexity of children’s behaviors.

This having been noted, we need to ask ourselves whether this is the only relevant 
research question to be pursued. For example, studies of the role of commercials 
in the everyday lives of children reiterate that, in addition to purchasing products, 
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such commercials contribute to other realms of life: emotional responses such as 
enthusiasm and joy – demonstrated by children singing and dancing along with the 
ads ‒ esthetic pleasure, dramatic imitation, or the impact on peer relationships. 
Other studies connect advertising to health-related concerns such as obesity, eating 
disorders, and body image, as will be discussed shortly. Critical theorists emphasize 
advertising’s role in cultivating materialistic values and worldviews, as well as in 
shaping identities, self-image, and self-worth. We will revisit these issues in the 
following chapters.

Thus, commercials seem to have a wide variety of functions for children and their 
roles cannot be measured in terms of sales alone. Public debates about children as 
consumers, which often frame them in binary terms, as either vulnerable victims of 
manipulation or as sophisticated agents of their own desires, reflect broader discus-
sions about the meaning of childhood and the nature of children. Alternatively, 
some scholars argue that we need to understand contemporary childhoods as 
commercial ones and thus analyze them in the broader cultural and historical 
contexts in which they exist.40

Media, Alcohol, and Smoking

There has been a growing concern over the effects of media on children and young 
people’s developing habits of alcohol drinking and cigarette smoking. Young people’s 
substance abuse has become a matter of great concern in societies all over the world 
due to the variety of health consequences resulting from addiction. In addition, 
alcohol and drug abuse are associated with car accidents, aggressive behavior, sexual 
crimes, and domestic violence. In contrast to unhealthy foods, promotion of alcohol 
and cigarettes in children’s media spaces is restricted in many places, but is never-
theless pervasive in the general popular media consumed by children. Advertising 
messages are often associated with growing up and being “in,” as well as with 
providing a wide range of physical and psychological pleasures, including within 
intimate relationships.

Studies that tackled the complexities of the many issues involved here present evi-
dence that exposure to messages promoting alcohol and cigarettes can encourage 
non-drinkers and non-smokers to hold positive attitudes toward these behaviors 
and to express an interest in drinking and smoking when they grow up. Young media 
consumers seem to be impressed by the positive advertising message that associates 
alcohol and smoking with “the good life,” adulthood, and independence. Higher 
exposure to advertising for alcohol drinking and cigarette smoking was also found 
to be associated with earlier initiation of these behaviors. Youth who are already 
drinking and smoking were influenced to change preferences to particular alcohol 
and cigarette brands. There is also an indication that advertising is particularly 
effective when other socializing agents and social pressures – such as parents, 
educators, religious authorities, peers – are non-committal, or even users them-
selves, and specifically at the beginning of the adolescent years. Here, too, gender 
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plays a  role, as males seem to be more prone to the influence of messages about 
drinking embedded in movies than females. Some scholars explain this finding by 
claiming that drinking is associated more with masculinity, and more specifically, 
getting drunk and losing control of one’s behavior is specifically perceived as non-
feminine and inappropriate for young women.41

In addition, as in earlier cases, we need to consider the socio-cultural context in 
which children are growing as well as their specific media ecology, as they learn to 
associate substance abuse with societal values and expectations. For example, aware-
ness of the health hazards of smoking has gradually turned it into a much less glori-
fied and popular behavior in certain societies, while it is still highly pervasive in 
others. Similarly, alcohol drinking is more popular among certain populations than 
others. In a related issue, prescription drugs are very aggressively promoted in the 
US media while being entirely absent in other societies. Thus, countries differ in 
expressing concerns related to media effects on unhealthy behaviors.

Media, Obesity, and Eating Disorders

Correlations found between media use and obesity is a relatively new and growing 
concern. This field of research has been supported by medical literature document-
ing the increased prevalence of childhood obesity worldwide, its many physical and 
emotional health risks, and the national costs involved in its treatment. Children’s 
extraordinary weight gain is determined by a host of biological, social, and environ-
mental factors. Media consumption, too, has been found to be among the contrib-
uting factors. For example, being overweight has been found to be associated with 
heavy television viewing (i.e., viewing more than 4‒5 hours per day).

Numerous explanations have been offered for how media use can be a contrib-
uting factor to being overweight.42 One commonsense explanation is that most 
media-related engagements involve little physical activity and thus lead to weight 
gain. Two related popular claims offered are, first, media consumption displaces 
other physical activities (e.g., involvement in sports and outdoor play); and, second, 
limited physical activity as well as extensive media use can disrupt healthy sleeping 
patterns (e.g., over-stimulation before bedtime; less sleep due to media-related activ-
ities late into the night; sleep interrupted by receiving phone calls and texts). While 
these findings may hold true for all kinds of children, in the USA they were found to 
be the case for generally less active children – particularly girls and several minority 
groups. Programs that succeeded in reducing children’s viewing time, among other 
interventions, were successful in reducing body weight in children. While the accu-
mulated evidence is quite convincing, it is also possible that a vicious circle is in 
operation here: overweight children prefer non-demanding physical activities, such 
as viewing television (and perhaps also eating during viewing), and thus television 
viewing reinforces their weight problems.

A different argument suggests that media and food consumption often go hand-
in-hand – through habits of eating mindlessly while engaging in media activities. 
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Examples in support of this explanation include: familial and social habits of eating 
in front of the television, in the movie theaters, and in front of the computer. In 
addition, viewers may simply be encouraged to overeat given the excessive food-
related stimulants in commercials and in general media content.

While research in support of these commonsense explanations is still too limited 
to establish clear relationships that strongly support the claims, evidence seems to be 
increasing in recent years. This evidence has inspired several policy directives, 
including the following two American Academy of Pediatrics recommendations 
(AAP, 2003): Media use for the youngest children should not begin before the age of 
two; and, parents should limit the screen time of children older than two years to no 
more than two hours per day.43

In addition to these two commonsense explanations and policy derivatives, the 
most studied hypothesis argues that it is advertising of unhealthy food that most 
impacts weight gain; particularly items containing high levels of sugar (e.g., sweets, 
cereals, soft drinks) and the unhealthy fats contained in many fast food meals. 
Advertising, and consuming, such unhealthy products constitutes a significant 
part of advertising directed at children in many countries around the world and has 
been a topic of much public debate and advocacy efforts in recent years.44 The few 
studies that actually examined this issue indicated the effectiveness of such commer-
cials on influencing children’s food choices, particularly when they are reinforced by 
a variety of promotional strategies (including prizes, cross-selling in various media 
platforms, advergames) and when they are not presented with counter-messages 
(e.g., advertising for healthy fruit). Even brief exposures to televised food commer-
cials were found to be effective, and many argue that the intensive efforts to market 
food to children and youth have had a detrimental effect on their overall eating 
habits. At the same time, this type of study has been criticized for remaining quite 
narrow in its conception of direct and immediate effects, as well as for being disas-
sociated from other factors in children’s lives and eating habits.

Assessing this hypothesis reminds us that, as in all other media-related issues, 
social and cultural contexts are extremely important considerations. For example, 
obesity rates have been documented as higher among low-income populations 
who are more dependent on cheap fast foods for their nutrition and who may be 
affected differently from other income groups by advertising. Given that racial 
differences are often entangled with social inequalities, it is no surprise that rela-
tionships between media consumption and obesity operate differentially for differ-
ent races. For example, the obesity rate among Afro-American children is higher 
than for the majority Caucasian population in the USA, as is time spent with media, 
and with it exposure to unhealthy food commercials. Such a dynamic constellation 
of factors requires careful attention as we cannot generalize findings from one 
population of children to all children without taking into consideration racial and 
social-class differences.

In summary, then, researchers seem to agree that links between media use and 
obesity are somewhat elusive, and certainly cannot be reduced to a simple causal 
relationship. Furthermore, there are many limitations to existing research studies:45 
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For one, great difficulties are involved in measuring children’s media use accurately. 
For example, how can researchers accurately measure the number of hours children 
are engaged with media? How can they accurately estimate the amount of exposure 
to advertisements? In addition, as we have argued above, many intervening variables 
need to be considered, such as family risk of obesity, race, class status, family nutri-
tion awareness, and eating habits. The lack of longitudinal studies involved in exam-
ining these relationships over time, as well as the limited amount of research that 
considers all forms of media consumption beyond just television viewing, are also 
significant limitations.

Body image and eating disorders

Eating disorders constitutes a family of diseases that includes anorexia nervosa 
(i.e., starving oneself), bulimia (i.e., constant purging and induced vomiting), and 
compulsive eating. These are complicated diseases that have psychological, 
physiological, and social aspects, and whose treatment involves many medical 
professions. They are common in more wealthy societies, often among talented, 
ambitious, good-looking, and popular girls. However, they have been growing in 
other parts of contemporary societies as well. Generally, eating disorders seem to be 
a gendered phenomenon – most dominant among girls and young women.

The cultural aspects involved with eating disorders emerged as a matter of social 
concern in the 1990s. Here, the possible contribution of popular culture to the 
problem was the focus of much criticism due to familiar representations of women 
and girls of all ages via hyper-sexualization and unattainable portrayals of female 
beauty; glorification of especially thin models and actresses as “sexy” and “glam-
orous”; and presenting thinness as an expression of self-control and success. Recent 
attempts to construct thinness as feminine and beautiful have been claimed by many 
scholars to be a contemporary form of gender inequality and a significant impedi-
ment to girls’ health and wellbeing.46

Studies of representations of girls in television programs distributed worldwide, 
with children as their target audience, have clearly documented and analyzed this 
trend.47 The empirical finding is that the average female body in industrialized 
countries has been expanding gradually over the past half century, while its repre-
sentation in the media has become thinner. By way of interpretation, the overall 
view expressed by scholars claims that the beauty myth enslaves girls and women of 
all ages to invest the best of their emotional, physical, and economic resources in a 
futile attempt to “fix” their appearance in a compulsory manner – via cosmetics, 
fashion, food, plastic surgery, beauty salons, fitness clubs, etc. – in order to attain a 
resemblance to the beauty ideal that serves consumer culture.48 The cultural norms 
projected through media images are presumed to create inner contradictions: 
between a woman’s internal definition of herself and the definition of the ideal me.

Researchers of what is referred to in this discourse as the general phenomenon of 
the beauty myth address such questions as: how do images of thin, boyish-looking 
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female celebrities, actresses, and supermodels whose bodily signs of femininity 
(e.g., round hips and thighs) have been erased affect self-body image and the 
self-worth of girls as they are growing up? What value do they attach to the nearly 
impossible ideal of a very thin, tall figure with slim legs and disproportionately 
large breasts?

While the overall intent of a growing number of empirical studies is to unravel the 
tangled relationships between the beauty myth and girls’ self-body image, an illus-
trative sub-set of studies deal with eating disorders, particularly in the USA where 
this has become a matter of serious concern. These studies employ both experi-
mental designs for the study of short-term effects as well as correlation studies for 
the investigation of the longer-term accumulative effects. Overall they suggest that 
exposure to media images is one of a number of important variables that interact 
with and that are involved in the development of eating disorders.49 For example, the 
more dissatisfied with their bodies the teenage girls were, the more they seemed to 
internalize the messages from the media. Accumulative exposure to stereotypical 
beauty models seems to contribute to a lower sense of body image, dissatisfaction 
with one’s body, desire to lose weight, and attitudes that are indicative of eating dis-
orders (e.g., obsessive concern with one’s weight, strong guilt over eating, and 
depression over one’s appearance). Such attitudes have been measured using scales 
developed from requests that respondents rank their degree of agreement with state-
ments such as: “I think the ideal woman should be thin”; “I think of my body in 
comparison to the bodies of television characters”; or “I constantly think about 
wanting to be thin.”50

Media images seem to have both direct and indirect effects on body image. They 
shape directly the way girls and young women process their own body image, but 
also indirectly encourage girls to internalize and believe in the thin body ideal. At 
the same time, there is evidence of many other intervening variables in these 
processes. For example, girls who perceive media content to be less realistic, who are 
more critical viewers, who dismiss television’s influence on their worldviews, and 
those who are more critical of the beauty myth demonstrate resistance to such 
influence.

So far we have discussed this phenomenon only in reference to girls and women, 
as thinness is mostly associated with the female body and eating disorders have been 
almost exclusively a female issue. However, there are signs that this is gradually 
becoming a male issue, as well, due to developing changes in gender roles along with 
the economic and cultural pressures exerted on male audiences to become more 
aware of their bodies and to join in the consumption of related products and ser-
vices. Indeed, exploratory studies suggest that the same emotional mechanisms that 
operate on girls may well be activated in some boys, too. For boys, however, the 
cultural pressure seems to be related to the development of an unnatural, “beefy,” 
muscular body-building appearance that is assumed to communicate physical 
strength and power. Scholars studying what they claim is an emerging trend raise 
questions about the potential health-related issues for boys of over-exercising and 
weightlifting associated with such a popular masculine ideal.51
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The discussion of media’s contribution to body image and eating disorders is an 
excellent example of a culturally embedded concern that has been studied mainly 
from an ethnocentric, Euro-American perspective. Indeed, the ideal of the beauty 
myth is clearly Anglo-European in origin, and so pervasive that even the few non-
Anglo-European celebrities, framed as “exotic,” are mainly a colored version of the 
same ideal model (as are, for example, the colored Barbie dolls). Indeed, from a global 
perspective, these studies and phenomena may be completely irrelevant for societies 
where food is scarce or where women’s bodies are mostly covered. Yet, global televi-
sion does not offer girls around the world alternative models of beauty – a fully 
rounded body of an African or Latin beauty, or a small-boned Asian one. Excluding 
alternative forms of beauty of the fuller facial features and curly dark hair of the 
African woman or the slatted eyes and characteristic nose of the Asian woman, means 
that light skin and hair, as well as small facial features, are still the norm. To date there 
is no systematic research to provide us with a satisfying answer to the question of how 
this Anglo-European model is affecting girls and young women throughout the 
world. However, there is mounting evidence to point at processes in action: the 
growing industry of facial plastic surgery (e.g., “correcting” eyes and lips) of Asian 
women, dying hair and whitening skin by dark-skinned women, and the sucking of 
fat tissues from the hips and buttocks to give a narrower look for Latin women.52

Media and Pro-social Behavior

The focus in this chapter, so far, has been on potential negative consequences of 
media use, as these have primed public debates and academic research. Indeed, 
these are the topics that have received significant research funding. Therefore, we 
simply know a lot more about them than we do about positive impacts. However, the 
same principles and methods that characterize studies of media’s effects on anti-
social behaviors are also applicable to studying other types of behavior and health-
related issues. If, indeed, it is possible to learn negative behaviors from media, and to 
be affected by their persuasive messages, would it not follow that is also possible to 
learn positive, pro-social behaviors and healthy lifestyle habits as well? This is an 
important question, as it reminds us that media are multifaceted and certainly 
cannot be cast in negative terms alone. More specifically, it calls our attention to the 
content offerings of the media as these are significant determinants of the direction 
that media effects on children might take.

Pro-social behaviors are those perceived to be desirable by society at large. For 
example, the following media contents have been evaluated as pro-social: contents 
that promote cooperation and mutual aid; expressions of regret for harm done; 
sympathy and empathy with another person’s situation or emotions; resolving con-
flicts; learning to persist in a task and to delay gratification; seeing things from 
another person’s point of view; controlling violent urges; expressing feelings; resist-
ing temptations; and the like. In addition, contents that promote healthy nutrition 
and lifestyles and civic engagement would also be included in this concept.
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Before proceeding further, we should raise a note of caution: What one group may 
define as “pro-social” may be perceived by another group or culture as anti-social or 
even illegal. Indeed, within pluralistic societies, there are many disagreements 
regarding what constitutes pro-social behavior. For example, is using contraceptives 
a pro-social behavior? Does volunteering for military service constitute pro-social 
behavior? Thus, since most countries are pluralistic in nature, we should not expect 
to find one unequivocal code of ethics regarding the kind of values and behaviors 
that television needs to promote, and thus producers often find themselves having 
to deal with a public debate over the issues and values they choose to present. Any 
binary division of “good” and “bad” behavior is bound to be value laden and specif-
ically contextualized. In this chapter we focus on those behaviors that are more gen-
erally accepted as positive or negative.

In Anglo-European programming, for example, we find that educational pro-
grams and websites for young viewers often emphasize the value and uniqueness of 
each person, including the child-viewer, in order to encourage a positive self-image 
as well as respect for others. Such programs focus on learning to cope with problems, 
issues, and situations typical of children’s lives (e.g., the first day of school, moving, 
arrival of a new baby, wearing glasses, going to the dentist, as well as having tolerance 
and accepting diversity for minorities, disabilities, foreigners). Yet, many of these 
situations and issues posed, while common to all societies, may be treated differently 
from one society to the other. For example, while in some Anglo-European societies 
we might well find a segment dedicated to divorce, another society in which the 
majority hold religious beliefs and values that do not recognize divorce might pro-
mote their own social concern of holding on to traditional family values in the face 
of assault by the dominant Anglo-European lifestyle. A few examples from around 
the world illustrate such differences: An educational program for preschool children 
in South Africa focuses on the emotions of a child orphaned by aids; a program in 
Israel teaches children how to wear a gas mask in preparation for war; in Thailand a 
program presents children with the value of helping parents work to harvest crops in 
the field; and in Brazil boys are encouraged to engage in traditional female household 
chores.53 Programs for older children present topics appropriate to their stage of 
development: conflicts with parents, issues of self-identity, sexuality, professional 
career aspirations, peer pressure, rejection by friends, and many more.

Many media platforms and genres, not only educational and public ones, include 
pro-social role models among their many characters. A situation comedy, a sports 
program, a commercial, and indeed even a program with violent content often 
include a character who only demonstrates pro-social behaviors, or a more complex, 
and, some would argue, more realistic, figure might demonstrate both positive and 
negative social behaviors. Many of these behaviors are embedded in programs inten-
tionally, as in the genres of edutainment, introduced in Chapter 3. Sometimes this is 
due to the producers’ aims, but can occur as a result of social pressures exerted by 
advocacy groups who lobby for and even negotiate messages with commercial 
broadcasters that deal, for example, with such topics as non-smoking behaviors, 
wearing a seatbelt, eating nutritious food, saving money in the bank, learning to 
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read and write, refraining from driving under the influence of alcohol, using various 
forms of birth control, or applying non-violent solutions to family conflicts. The 
logic of including such strategies is that incidental learning of behaviors while view-
ing entertainment genres, surfing the web, and playing video games can be particu-
larly effective as the child who chooses the media offering can be or become 
emotionally engaged with the content, identify with the characters, and perceive the 
message as a legitimate and natural form of behavior in the social setting depicted in 
the program, website, or game. Such encounters offer the possibility of learning via 
imitation of observed behavior, development of skills for managing emotions, and 
internalization of “scripts” of desirable ways of acting in various situations.

As with violence studies analyzed previously in this chapter, researchers have 
applied experimental as well as correlational and longitudinal methodologies in 
order to investigate the effectiveness of pro-social messages, mainly in relationship 
to television and young children. However, fewer studies have been devoted to such 
inquiry, as clearly the fear of violent effects of some television programs has been 
deemed to be much more central to the agenda of most societies than the explora-
tion of the positive potential of media. However, there has been a growth of research 
in recent years, as well as an expansion to older ages and to media other than televi-
sion. From the knowledge gained to date, it is clear that children are capable of 
learning positive behaviors from the media in the same manner as they are able to 
learn negative behaviors.

For example, studies conducted in the USA on educational preschool programs, 
including the iconic Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood and Sesame Street, as well as on the 
co-productions of the latter in countries around the world (e.g., Bangladesh, Ireland, 
South Africa, Turkey), found that viewing television can encourage generosity, 
cooperation, delay of gratification, social integration of minority children and those 
with disabilities, and many other pro-social behaviors. It can contribute to modi-
fying many different kinds of specific behaviors, such as reducing young children’s 
fears of dogs or dentists; wearing helmets while riding bikes; using sunscreen lotions; 
or wearing seatbelts. These findings were found not only with regard to segments 
designed specifically for research purposes and educational programs, but also as a 
result of viewing drama programs.54

Also evident from much of this research is that most of the documented behavioral 
learning is short term and that significant long-term changes require integration 
with educational and public campaigns that reinforce the televised message over a 
period of time. The question also remains as to whether children are able to apply 
these newly acquired behaviors in novel and unfamiliar situations.

Various health and emergency-management media interventions in low-resource 
countries attempt to teach children, and their families, important survival skills such 
as: good hygiene and nutrition practices; preparation for natural disasters; avoid-
ance of mine-fields; safe sex; and gender equity. unicef (United Nations International 
Children’s Educational Fund) continues to be a leading force in development and 
implementation of such initiatives. While anecdotal data suggests their usefulness, 
the vast majority of these efforts have not been systematically evaluated.55
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More recently, there has been a budding interest in the role video games can play 
in teaching pro-social behaviors. The same arguments that perceive them to be 
potent socializers of aggressive behavior holds true for pro-social behaviors as well. 
Thus, children’s role playing, persistence in practicing skills and problem-solving, 
and assuming responsibility for their actions are all effective ways to internalize a 
range of behaviors. Indeed, although scant, a series of studies pursuing such effects 
conducted in the USA, Japan, and Singapore by one research team and another 
group in the UK demonstrated that pro-social game play can effect desired behav-
iors in children.56

Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, we have seen how complicated it is to answer questions regarding 
media’s effects on children and how difficult it is to achieve and to agree upon on 
clear-cut and accepted conclusions. Nevertheless, we can suggest with some 
confidence that media have an important role in children’s everyday behavior. As in 
other areas of study in the social sciences, significant difficulties are encountered 
when seeking to discover or prove the existence of causal relationships between 
media use and specific behaviors. However, there is plenty of evidence that media 
consumption contributes to reinforcing existing behaviors and that it sometimes 
creates or converts behaviors.

Can we generalize from the accumulated body of research as to whether media’s 
potential is greater for teaching negative or positive behaviors? One argument about 
this broad field of study suggests that the negative effects of media violence are sig-
nificantly stronger than the pro-social effects. While pro-social behavior is highly 
regarded by adults, it is not necessarily perceived as valuable – or even understand-
able – by children. Furthermore, anti-social behaviors, such as violence, can seem 
much more attractive to children and often involve very simple, physical, and direct 
acts ‒ both on the screen and in real life. This conclusion assumes that, as a general 
rule, it is much easier to imitate a specific violent act and to release aggressive urges 
than to control them and commit an act of generosity or patience. Others disagree 
with the above interpretation and suggest that children might model explicit 
behavior seen in the media – negative or positive to the same degree – provided they 
find it to be realistic and applicable to their own situation. The most recent compre-
hensive meta-analysis of existing research in this area concluded that pro-social 
content had an effect on children’s behavior, but it was not a strong one.57 However, 
with the growing interest in studies of pro-social learning from media, we may see 
this conclusion changing in the coming years.

Discussion of behavioral effects is deeply entangled in other areas of children’s 
lives: it involves children’s individual development, their viewing abilities, parental 
mediation, and the cultural context at large, as discussed throughout this book. It 
is also strongly related to the complex value systems involved in the processes of 
socialization and construction of reality, to which we turn in Chapter 5. Finally, it 
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also has important implications for education for media literacy, a topic discussed in 
Chapter 7, as well as for the development of broadcasting policy for children, dis-
cussed in Chapter 8. Clearly though, similar mechanisms are at work in children’s 
learning a repertoire of behaviors from the media: One cannot argue that children 
are easily persuaded by advertising to purchase products, but are immune to learning 
aggressive behaviors; or that they are becoming more violent as a result of exposure 
to violent media, but are incapable of learning pro-social behaviors from quality 
programming. What we can claim is that children are capable of learning from their 
media use, and that the content to which they are exposed makes a huge difference 
to what they will actually learn.
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Media and Perceptions of Self 
and Society

Previous chapters referred, repeatedly, to media as a major socializing agent in 
children’s lives, one that complements and often competes with other more traditional 
socializing agents, such as family, school, peer groups, community, and religious 
institutions. The popular view of successful socialization is that it enables children 
and youth to fit into the society in which they live because they have learned what 
is  considered to be socially appropriate norms and behaviors for that society. 
Specifically, through socialization, the child learns about his or her culture and 
internalizes its values, belief systems, perceptions of self and of others.

Passive notions portray socialization as uni-directional – from socializing agent 
to the child ‒ yet the process is much more complex and seems to include an 
important, activist process referred to as the social construction of reality. First 
learned in childhood but applied throughout life, this process involves using 
mental capacities to understand and to construct meaning as we interact with the 
world and society.

Making meaning of media experiences involves both approaches – passive social-
ization and the activist social construction of reality. On the one hand, media 
programs introduce us to the world outside our immediate “here” and “now.” They 
expand, interpret, highlight, judge, legitimize, and exclude social phenomena that 
the child encounters in reality or in other media. Often media function as the first, 
sometimes the only, encounter young viewers have with varied and unfamiliar social 
situations. Some researchers go so far as to argue that media have replaced religious 
institutions: They constantly reinforce certain ideological, mythological, and factual 
patterns of thought and so function to define the world and to legitimize the existing 
social order.

5
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Yet, on the other hand, children all over the world have been found to be active, 
selective young people who use media to learn about the world. Doing so helps them 
define their own place within it. Whether it be Latin American telenovelas, Japanese 
animated games, reality TV in Africa, or mobile media in the Middle East, children 
find that many platforms and genres are informative in addition to entertaining. 
Media consumption is also considered to be used by children in the process of iden-
tity formation – be it of gender, sexuality, or of a social, religious, or political nature.

Given these multiple processes, we can ask such general questions as: What are 
the media’s contributions to children’s emerging social definitions of good and 
bad, right and wrong, true and false? How do media share our collective identity 
definitions and exclude those deemed to be different and foreign? How do they 
shape gender perceptions, sexual expectations, social and professional knowledge?

These and other questions studied with regard to young audiences borrow the 
concept of schema from psychology (see Chapter 2). Again, a schema is a cognitive 
structure that organizes the knowledge of given phenomena. It functions to direct 
the way we perceive, remember, process, and relate to information. For example, a 
gender schema is a framework that organizes our knowledge and expectations 
regarding masculinity and femininity. In doing so, it frames a child’s interpreta-
tion of encounters with male and female media characters. Similarly, schemas of 
minorities, professions, or places are enforced, even challenged, via the viewing 
of television, and so enrich our understanding and experiencing of the world.

Of particular interest are the two ways schemas are “used” when we encounter 
unfamiliar stimuli or information: According to Piaget, the original conceptualizer of 
the theoretical concept of schema, a child or adult might either attempt to assimilate 
it into existing cognitive schemas, or change the schema in a way that will enable it 
to  accommodate the new information. Through the processes of assimilation and 
accommodation, schemas multiply, expand, and become more complex as the child 
matures, so adding to his or her accumulated experience, understandings, and skills.1

Schemas, therefore, are structures that assist in organizing social knowledge. They 
are formed through experience and include representations of the world gathered 
through first-hand encounters or mediated experiences with the media. Gender 
schemas, for example, develop in a dynamic process of interactions with men and 
women in real life, as well as those encountered in the media.

Now, from this slight theoretical diversion, let us return to the key research 
questions presented above. Exposing attitudes and social perspectives involves a 
complicated, if not problematic, research process. First, such a process is deeply 
value laden and therefore reflects to a large degree the ideological departure point of 
the researcher. For example, a researcher such as myself, who advocates the necessity 
of achieving full gender and racial equality, may study media’s role in facilitating 
or preventing such a change in judgmental ways. Furthermore, the social views of 
researchers are not easily detected or measured. They, too, develop over time in 
complicated and salient ways. Most complex is the fact that media are as diverse 
in their forms and contents as the societies within which they are operating, and it 
is extremely difficult to isolate a particular source of influence or a homogenous 
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message. Therefore, in order to study the relationships between exposure to particular 
media content and the construction of social reality, a sophisticated methodology 
must be applied that includes forthright reflexivity about the complexity of media 
exposure and the researcher’s own values and processes of constructing reality. In 
addition, the findings must be grounded in deep understandings of specific socio-
cultural contexts.

As a result of their development and experience in the world, children and adults 
use structures of comprehension that have been modified significantly. Therefore, 
social meanings, as children understand them, can be very different to those of 
adults. As we discussed in Chapter 2, the conventional approach taken by develop-
mental psychology often assumes that children’s understandings are “less” – as in 
less complete, accurate, or relevant ‒ than those held by adults. On the other 
hand, researchers who study children from the perspective of cultural studies may 
define them not as “less” but as fundamentally different from adults. Furthermore, 
as explained in Chapters 1 and 6, we understand that children’s media use is 
embedded in family life and social relationships, that is, it does not operate in a 
social void. Therefore, the media’s role as a socializing agent is a function of its 
interaction with other agents. It is here, at the pivotal point of interaction, that the 
study of young media users’ social perceptions and the role of media in their lives 
must focus. Further, to do so, researchers must listen as children express themselves 
in their own voices and present their own perspectives. With this proviso in mind, 
our discussion in this chapter examines several key domains of social science 
research by focusing on media’s interaction with selected social phenomena – gender, 
violence, “otherness,” politics, and social values.

Media and Gender

There is a growing recognition in the social sciences, due in large part to the intel-
lectual contributions of feminist theories, that gender differences (in contrast to 
biological differences in the reproduction organs) are socially constructed, learned 
sets of behaviors and perceptions. For example, while it is a biological fact that 
women can give birth, it is a social construction that women should be expected to 
be the dominant caregiver of children, and therefore to be nurturing, compassionate, 
and more communicative. Thus, learning the characteristics and behaviors “accepted” 
as masculine and feminine in a given society is a process that starts at birth.

The role of media in such a construction of gender schemas and identities is 
particularly important, as much of media content presents characters that can 
be assigned to one of the two gender categories, be they humans, cartoon figures, 
animals, or science fiction characters. Such characters supply a varied pool of models 
for identification and imitation, as discussed in Chapter 2. They define for the young 
what is “normal” masculinity and femininity and accepted in their society, and 
therefore which behaviors receive positive reinforcement, as well as what is deemed 
exceptional, even deviant, and therefore negatively sanctioned, normatively.
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The many studies that have examined media portrayals of females and males of all 
ages demonstrate that programs differentiate between the two quite systematically. 
On the whole, men are identified with “doing” in the public sphere and associated 
with such characteristics as activity, rationality, forcefulness, independence, ambi-
tiousness, competitiveness, achievement, and higher social status. Women are 
associated with “being” in the private sphere and are characterized, generally, as 
passive, emotional, care-giving, childish, sexy, subordinate to men, and of lower 
social status. Popular media, as a general rule (but there are many exceptions, and 
these are growing gradually in number and scope), often define men by their action, 
and, in contrast, women by their appearance. Women’s external appearance continues 
to be presented as the most central characteristic of her essence from birth on. This 
emphasis is most commonly expressed through glorification of a particular beauty 
model, referred to as the beauty myth,2 that is highly Anglo-European in orientation 
and practically unattainable. External appearance is directly related to media’s over-
emphasis on the portrayal of women as sexual beings whose central function is 
relegated to being objects of male sexual desire and pursuit. Thus, such dominant 
media messages continue to promote restrictive ideologies of femininity, glorify 
heterosexual romance as a central goal for girls, and encourage male domination in 
relationships. They stress the importance of beautification through consumption, 
while dismissing the validity of girls’ own sexual feelings and desires apart from 
masculine desire; and say nothing about all the many other aspects of women’s 
essence, capabilities, and potential contributions.3

Furthermore, children’s popular television programs with global reach offer a 
significant under-representation of female main characters and under-development 
of female characters in general. Males – both young and old – are the main heroes 
of children’s programs. They succeed in overcoming everyday problems, deal suc-
cessfully with all sorts of dangers, and have lots of adventures. Even non-gendered 
imaginary characters – such as creatures and animals – are considered “naturally” to 
be male, unless they are specifically marked as female through processes of sexual-
izing their appearance (e.g., hair ribbons, long eyelashes, colored lips, short skirts).4 
In this way, female characters continue to symbolize a deviation from the dominant-
male norms and remain the second sex in the classical, inferior sense criticized in 
feminist discourse.5

Most female characters in media texts aimed at children are there to be saved and 
protected by the males or provide the background for the adventure. Above all, their 
position is defined by their meaning for male heroes. Indeed, even educational pro-
grams were found to have an under-representation of females as well as to employ 
traditional stereotypes. Certain symbols, such as horses, dolphins jumping in front of 
a sunset, bunnies, and flowers appear in these programs as they are gendered in our 
societies, and reinforced by market forces as “girlish.” Other areas, such as technology, 
action, or fighting, are almost always framed as male themes and pre-interpreted as 
masculine. Furthermore, advertising for children applies gendered clichés exces-
sively in presenting goods for consumption by signaling gender intention via glittery 
or pink and pastel colors for girls, and action-packed dark hues for boys.6
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Following this brief introduction, we turn now to consider whether such portrayals 
shape children’s perceptions of femininity, masculinity, and gender roles, and 
whether they contribute to young people’s emerging self-image and perceptions 
of sexual identity.

Construction of gender roles

Overall, research on media’s role in developing gender stereotypes among children is 
not unequivocal. One possible explanation is the difficulty in separating the specific 
contribution a particular medium or genre makes from that of other socializing 
agents. Thus, at least traditional perceptions regarding gender roles are so deeply 
embedded in all societies and cultures that children have ample first-hand opportu-
nities to internalize them regardless of the media they are using.

Consider, for example, stereotypical gender divisions in the workforce. Research 
studies found that preschool-age boys and girls already have different professional 
aspirations. Does television, the dominant medium in their lives at this stage, 
contribute to the development of these aspirations? First, according to school-age 
children who participated in several earlier studies, television does serve as an 
important resource for learning about the existence of a variety of professions, even 
when these children do not have first-hand acquaintance with certain jobs. Children 
tended to rate professions according to social expectations – assigning higher status 
to professions that were perceived as masculine (e.g., police officer, detective, 
surgeon, lawyer) and were wary of accepting breaks in stereotypes (e.g., female 
police officer or male nurse). Taken as a whole, this type of study, as well as others 
that experimented with alternative methods, suggests that there is a relationship bet-
ween viewing television at a young age and holding stereotypical views regarding 
various roles occupied by men and women in our societies. Yet, we should note this 
relationship is complicated by many other variables:7 First, most of these studies 
were conducted in the USA, and they are quite dated. In addition, most did not refer 
to the viewing of particular programs and their characteristics but rather to mere 
exposure to television in general terms. The logic behind such a general measure 
was that extended viewing of television by definition exposes children to a large 
quantity of stereotypical content.8 However, many questions about this process 
remain unanswered. For example, is the quantity of viewing per se the best predictor 
of the influence television has on attitudes? Would there be a difference between 
children who watch a lot of educational or public television programs versus those 
who mainly watch commercial television? Does genre make a difference? And, a key 
methodological question: Is it possible that studies that measure only the amount of 
viewing are actually measuring different kinds of effects, some that may even cancel 
each other out?

Correlation studies that attempted to find a relationship between viewing habits 
and gender-related attitudes assume that stereotypical attitudes are absorbed from 
media en masse. Researchers have yet to consider the ways in which children 
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comprehend and process content viewed. Furthermore, the social location of children 
in their families, peer groups, or schools, too, has great relevance in the examination 
of relationships. According to research findings that applied this methodology, 
media’s influence is stronger when it provides consistent and complementary 
information to knowledge already obtained, while influences dim when media pre-
sent a contradictory or deviant world from that with which the child is  familiar. 
Since children do possess gender-related schemas, they apply them in processing 
mediated information. Therefore, rather than create new attitudes, correlation 
findings suggest that media may serve more to reinforce existing views toward 
gender roles learned in other social contexts. It is also important to emphasize that 
no necessary relationship has been found between attitudes, including those shaped 
by media, and actual behavior. For example, one study of children who were heavy 
viewers of television found that while they rated various types of housework as 
stereotypically something that “girls do” or “boys do,” no necessary relationship was 
found to exist between viewing television and actually doing housework chores asso-
ciated with the other gender (e.g., boys washing dishes, girls taking out the garbage).9 
It seems that in this matter, too, the behaviors of other family members and signifi-
cant-others mediate exposure to media and actual behavior. Furthermore, we need to 
remind ourselves that stereotypical gender roles are in and of themselves controversial, 
with very deep cultural differences and motivations for and against change.

Interestingly, the same conclusions are upheld when we examine the few studies 
conducted on television programs that tried intentionally to rupture gender stereo-
types. The rationale applied in such programs, as well as in the research studies, is 
that if television contributes, even to a small degree, to the construction of gender 
reality, then we could expect that exposure to socially challenging television content 
will contribute to the development of counter-stereotypical attitudes. Here, the 
assumption is that media can be a socializing agent that facilitates social change, and 
not just an agent that preserves and reinforces the existing social order. Accordingly, 
it is reasonable to assume that portrayals offering scenarios contradictory to norma-
tive expectations will arouse a variety of responses from children. On the one hand, 
their innovative and unpredictable nature makes them very conspicuous, but on the 
other, their rarity might make them difficult to remember amidst a sea of more 
traditional portrayals.

Not surprisingly, correlation studies reveal here, too, that adolescents who reg-
ularly view programs with counter-traditional gender roles hold more positive 
attitudes and aspirations about non-traditional occupations. The same was true 
for preschool children who were regular viewers of educational television in the 
USA (where more extensive efforts have been made to break gender stereotypes 
than with commercial programs).10 Once again, we can pose the question relevant 
to all studies of this type: Is it the viewing of particular kinds of messages that shapes 
children’s attitudes regarding gender roles or is it the case that the children attracted 
to these kinds of programs in the first place are more receptive to non-traditional 
gender roles due to family background, personality, and other contextual variables? 
What other sources of such openness might influence these children? For example, 
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might the influence lie with parents who are more highly educated, hold liberal 
views regarding gender roles, and who encourage their children to view more 
educational or other programs that advance non-traditional gender roles? Overall, 
then, the direction of the primary effect remains an open, yet central, question to 
be clarified in future studies conducted in this research tradition.

Findings from several experimental studies investigated this phenomenon by 
means of controlled situations (e.g., children were presented with specific portrayals, 
and measurements were taken that revealed whether there were changes in their atti-
tudes in comparison to control groups of children not exposed to such portrayals). 
The findings suggest that children can learn new gender roles from television 
characters, particularly those related to their own gender. With regard to gender 
identification with television characters, girls seem to be more open to accepting 
roles traditionally associated with men, in comparison to boys who are more reluc-
tant to accept roles traditionally associated with women. However, here, too, there is 
no evidence that such changes are internalized, have a lasting effect, or are transferred 
from attitudes to actual behavior.11 Clearly, deep social change requires ongoing pre-
sentation of non-stereotypical portrayals along with other environmental stimuli that 
reinforce and encourage such values. This is as true for gender portrayals as it is for 
any other type of portrayal, as we continue to reiterate: The media’s roles in children’s 
lives can only be understood in their social context.

Construction of gender identity

One central issue regarding gender socialization that has developed primarily 
through feminist theories and research is the role that popular culture, including 
media, plays in the processes of constructing personal gender identity. Here 
researchers have asked questions such as: What is the meaning of masculinity and 
femininity these days? Does media content reinforce hegemonic notions of patri-
archy (i.e., the feminist claim that the overriding structure of society is controlled 
by men, masculine values, and worldviews) or serve to accelerate social change in 
gendered dimensions of social structures and power? How do young people nego-
tiate meaning in their interactions with media content in general, and in relation 
to their personal gender identity in particular?

Research into such questions has been advanced via the communication tradition 
of Reception Studies that looks into the ways audiences receive media content 
(i.e., make meaning, interpret, relate it to their own lives). Such studies usually search 
for methodological ways of allowing people to express their inner worlds through 
in-depth interviews, individually or in focus groups, or through creative means, such 
as personal compositions, diaries, and artwork. Many of these studies have centered 
on women and girls in the context of media content traditionally associated with them 
(e.g., soap operas, women’s magazines, romance novels, pop music, advertising) and 
uncovered the dynamics of how female viewers gain pleasure, sometimes even a sense 
of empowerment and control, from content that is seemingly oppressive to women.
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Research on pre-adolescence and adolescence is particularly interesting as 
identity development and dealing with social pressures that dominate perceptions of 
femininity and masculinity are important tasks in this period. Researchers working 
through approaches such as feminism and/or cultural studies view media texts as 
sites of struggle between conflicting social forces, including: traditional patriarchal 
forces versus female resistance; capitalist value systems versus alternatives such as 
socialism, Marxism, or religious moralities; uncritical acceptance of the adults’ way 
of life and worldviews versus the cynical, critical visions of the younger generation.12 
In-depth analysis of case studies is usually applied in this line of research. Such, for 
example, was the study of the role of the pop group the Spice Girls in the lives of 
pre-adolescent, middle-class Jewish girls in Israel in the 1990s, and their negotiation 
of multiple messages about friendship, sexuality, and the concept of Girl Power that 
the group introduced to popular culture.13 Other scholars have explored how girls 
negotiate the concept of Girl Power as they try to consolidate expectations placed 
on them from principles of both Feminism as well as traditional femininity.14 The 
evidence suggests that identification with the Girl Power culture of consumerism, 
independence, and defiance may facilitate individual empowerment, but does not 
necessarily encourage solidarity among girls and collective social action.

Recently, some girls studies scholars have been investigating the ways in which 
girls around the world use digital media to negotiate their many identities, including 
gender, ethnic, and national ones, as they experiment in presenting themselves to 
others via online social networks, the blogosphere, and in various forms of texting. 
Experimenting with a “self ” created via writing, posting photos, linking to sites, 
“liking” others’ postings, and via esthetic choices in designing their webpages are all 
creative ways through which girls express their inner worlds, their longings, and 
inner conflicts. In so doing they appropriate a technological arena traditionally dom-
inated by males and turn it into a sphere of self-expression and community building 
as part of the coming of age process of girlhood.15 For example, a study in Canada 
documented how girls experimented with girlhood practices online before imple-
menting them offline; and a study on diasporic Korean girls in the USA revealed 
how their homepages served as sites for construction of a unique ethnic femininity 
through their postings and other forms of personal expression.16

Researchers speculate that these media texts and platforms offer girls opportu-
nities to develop different aspects of their identity as maturing young women and to 
confront society’s conflicting expectations that they be very sexy and pretty, but not 
yet act upon their own sexual desires; be independent and successful, and yet be 
submissive and well-behaved; do well in school, and yet prepare themselves for 
the grand moment of becoming a wife and mother.

Following development of studies in masculinities, a parallel interest in the role 
of media in the construction of male identity evolved recently as a separate field of 
scholarship. Researchers found that young males in many industrialized societies 
have low school achievement, growing involvement in violence, high levels of sub-
stance abuse, and a rising rate of suicide. By way of explanation, scholars suggest 
that boys feel unsafe and vulnerable trying to live up to expectations of traditional, 
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stereotypical masculine behavior as projected in the Boy Code of toughness, 
emotional disconnection, and aggression. Researchers also posit that boys are 
pushed prematurely into harsh separation from an intense relationship with their 
mothers into proving their manhood. Further, in their struggle to become “ideal 
boys,” they have a limited number of role models as their relationships with their 
fathers are often quite restricted due to the latter’s limited presence in the private 
sphere. Also, interaction with other male role models is episodic and associated 
with specific functions (e.g., soccer trainer, guitar teacher, etc.). Finally, the tradi-
tional images of men and masculinity that still dominate the media offer a very 
limited range of alternative options.17

Within this complicated scenario, boys often receive ambivalent feedback and 
conflicting messages from their social environment – family members, teachers, 
peers, and media. Along with the traditional expectations, the new images of man-
hood prescribe expectations that they be more expressive emotionally and take 
upon themselves roles traditionally associated with women. Thus, according to this 
developing line of research, while being told in tough situations that they should 
“man-up,” boys may well be growing up with constant fears of inadequacy and ask 
themselves “am I man enough?”18

These difficulties are reproduced in contrived research situations, which are 
themselves a form of social interaction. Here, too, boys are often reluctant to talk 
about their inner worlds, in general, or to expose the role media have in their lives 
and the many meanings media offer them, in particular. They adopt different strat-
egies to avoid discussing their emotional reactions to media content or to share their 
viewing pleasures. For example, they adopt a mocking and condescending stance 
toward viewing of soap operas and serials perceived as “girly,” although there is 
extensive research evidence to suggest that many are loyal viewers who apparently 
enjoy soaps. They disassociate themselves from programs dealing with interpersonal 
relationships, intimacy, and romance by relegating them to the “female” world. They 
report being more interested in traditional male programs, such as action-adventure, 
sports, and horror films. There is also research evidence that boys on the whole 
prefer closed narrative structures (i.e., storylines that pose a problem, solve it, and 
bring it to closure) over open narrative structures (i.e., storylines that remain open 
and unresolved, as in soap operas and serials).

Superheroes popular throughout the world – such as Superman, Batman, and 
Spiderman – have a particular role in boys’ development of male identity. In many 
ways, they are the embodiment of the “perfect” traditional man: they are physi-
cally strong, brave, always on the lookout to defend the weak, undefeatable, active 
outdoors, full of adventure, and adored by women. As in the earlier discussion of 
girlhood, superheroes are not automatically reproduced in boys’ quests for their 
male identities, as these heroes offer them opportunities to examine possibilities 
and expectations, and to challenge traditional views. Studies analyzing interviews, 
drawings, and fan letters written by boys reveal that they relate to media characters 
they admire on many emotional levels, and have deep concerns for idols’ private 
lives, emotional worlds, aspirations, and behavioral motivations. Through these 
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superheroes, they transpose their own desires and so create opportunities to dis-
cuss the characters’ relevance to their own lives.19

At the same time, storylines involving dominance and aggression situated in the 
context of conflict and threats restrict boys’ developing identity and limit their 
ability to experiment emotionally and experience other possible social scripts. So it 
seems that most stereotypical popular media fare constrains the inner worlds of 
both girls and boys, thereby reproducing a limited range of cultural expectations.

An interesting case in point is the restrictive role that media might be playing in 
constructing notions of love and romance for children and adolescents. One innova-
tive study asked young people in the USA to choose, from a pool of typical adver-
tising pictures, those that best depict “the couple most in love,” the scene that is “the 
most romantic,” and the “most romantic dinner.” Analysis of the findings suggests 
that children framed romance in consumer terms. Hence, when these young people 
imagined ideal love stories, they incorporated in them elements of leisure and 
consumer culture. For example, eating in a restaurant and going out to the movies 
constitute a typical date. A more romantic relationship is expressed in a higher status 
restaurant atmosphere. Expressing romantic commitment involves purchasing luxury 
goods. And, when young participants in the research described courting relation-
ships, they reconstructed typical television storylines.20

Studies of girls’ interpretation of romantic messages in Disney movies, such as 
Cinderella21 and Pocahontas,22 reveal that while girls embraced the storylines and 
identified with the leading female character they also negotiated the text and devel-
oped their own narrative twists based on personal aspirations, knowledge, and expe-
riences. For example, they added children into Cinderella’s future or stated proudly 
that Pocahontas had a desire to stand by her people and not follow her lover to a 
typical “they lived happily after” ending. Thus, it is clear that the romantic stories 
serve not only as a source of learning and identification, but also as a site of multiple 
interpretations.

Another study documented the central role of a variety of media ‒ television, 
movies, teenage books and magazines, and popular music ‒ in constructing notions 
of romantic love among tween girls in Israel23 and in shaping their “ideal love story” 
as variations of popular narratives and notions (e.g., “love at first sight,” “love is 
all you need,” “my other half,” “the one and only,” “without you I am nothing”24). The 
girls’ love stories and focus group discussions were rich with media traces.25 Such 
elements point to a variety of media messages, including: linguistic (e.g., once upon 
a time; and they lived happily ever after); specific texts (e.g., High School Musical, 
Romeo and Juliet, Beauty and the Beast); or incorporation of romantic media signi-
fiers (e.g., sunsets, flowers, chocolate hearts, fireworks).

Given such findings, young people maturing today may be involved in recon-
ciling the popular and exciting model of “love at first sight,” embedded in consumer 
culture and stories of luxurious romance, with the much less exciting reality in 
which relationships are built up gradually through the routine of everyday life. 
Here we can only speculate, but it may be the case that mediated portrayals shape 
fantasies and expectations from partners that lead to possible disappointments. 
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Furthermore, we can ask if such media-based fantasies of romantic love are shared 
by children in non-Anglo-European societies. Is the cultural effect strong enough 
to become the fantasy of children growing up in poor countries? Do they, too, 
yearn for the capitalist model of romantic love? How do the forces of reality interact 
with the irrelevance of such media messages to their daily lives? These and related 
questions remain open for inquiry by scholars in these countries.

Gay identities

The identity development of homosexuals and lesbians is of particular interest in 
media studies due to difficulties they encounter in their lives and the interactions bet-
ween media, gender construction, and human sexuality. Clearly, this is a phenomenon 
with many sensitive dimensions, some of which are discussed in some societies, and 
contested in others. In contrast to the other social phenomena discussed in this 
chapter, most gay adolescents do not stand out as a group but rather are involved 
in individual private processes often hidden within their own and family lives. 
Therefore, unlike other social and ethnic minorities, they may well lack the support 
and solidarity that comes with belonging to a social group, at least in the early stages 
of their gender identity development.

Despite the dramatic changes that have been taking place over the last few decades, 
it is still the case that many young gays continue to lack a range of adult role models 
for imitation and identification in their everyday social lives, in media fare, or in 
popular culture in general. Overall, there is an absence of both media offerings and 
research in this area. If both were to increase, we might find that media have the 
potential of presenting as well as connecting not only young gays but also their 
heterosexual peers and fellow citizens to a world not directly accessible to them. In that 
way, media may serve to bypass traditional socializing agents that could prove them-
selves embarrassed, confused, non-supportive or even covertly, if not overtly, hostile.

As noted, portrayals of gays in popular media have been trickling gradually into 
our lives via television and movies, advertising and specialized magazines, as well as 
the less directly public online support groups and forums. In the past, most gay 
images were presented stereotypically and as a form of social, psychological, and/or 
physical deviation. One popular stereotype highlighted hyper-feminization of male 
homosexual behavior encountered in daily life. This type of behavior is easily detected, 
and  often ridiculed, through tone of speech, body movement and hand gestures, 
professional preferences, and general mannerisms and lifestyle. While use of this 
stereotype is gradually changing, with media now offering more diverse portrayals, 
gay people are still presented quite differently from heterosexuals. For example, gay 
youth are mostly portrayed as confused about their sexual identity, while heterosexu-
ality is mostly presented as a natural, unchallenged state of affairs. Inter-gay relations 
are often reduced to sexual activities devoid of any emotional relationship. Subtle 
messages reinforce the notion that homosexuality is a deviation that can be “cured” by 
a strong-willed person and/or with the help of the ideal partner of the opposite sex.
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The absence of diverse, constantly present, alternative models and perspectives in 
mainstream media is an example of the mass communication spiral of silence theo-
retical construct that can be applied to portrayals of gays. Namely, de-legitimization 
can be achieved when a message is perceived to be in conflict with dominant social 
norms, and therefore is not represented in the media. In turn, this absence rein-
forces the misperception of the dominant view. While gay youth can increasingly 
find media texts in some Anglo-European societies that reinforce their identity or 
interpret them in oppositional ways, for the most part they are not offered a means 
through mainstream media of connecting to the rich and productive gay culture 
emerging in many societies, and with which they have the potential to be integrated 
and to find fulfillment.26

On the other hand, the internet is proving to be a source of unique opportu-
nities for gay youth to explore, connect, and build a community. A study that 
analyzed the discourse of gay youth on the Israeli “young pride” website found 
that active participation in such a support forum was essential to their gradual 
process of “coming out of the closet.” This was achieved through refuting homo-
sexual stereotypes, learning to accept one’s sexual preferences, social support 
and encouragement to come out, and a sense of belonging to a larger community 
with which one can identify and from whom one can seek support.27 The possi-
bility of experimenting with one’s homosexual tendencies in the virtual world 
(e.g., in identity play or sites like Second Life) is of particular value for youth 
whose life circumstances do not allow the presence of LGBTQ (Lesbian-Gay-
Bisexual-Transgender-Queer) groups or individuals, such as might be the case in 
isolated rural environments.28 At the same time, digital and mobile media have 
also become an outlet for bullying of young gay people by publicly outing and 
ridiculing them.

The studies and social phenomena reviewed here remind us of the importance 
of considering the general socio-cultural context in which children and youth con-
sume media when attempting to understand the influence such media might have 
on their identity development. They also substantiate a strong theme promoted 
in this book – that media in themselves are not inherently “good” or “bad,” but rather 
have the potential to be used by us in positive as well as negative ways.

The Social Construction of Reality

The discussion of media’s contribution to gender construction can facilitate our 
understanding of other social issues in terms of the kinds of questions asked, 
methodologies applied, and findings revealed. Here, our general question is: How 
does the social reality presented regularly in the media shape the way young 
media consumers come to view the social world in which they live, the power 
relationships in it, the dominant values that underlie it, as well as their own place 
in it compared to members of other social groups?



147Media and Perceptions of Self and Society

Violence and the mean world hypothesis

Violence in the media is among the primary phenomena discussed, and debated, in 
relation to the possible roles of media in cultivating a particular worldview. Before 
we begin this discussion, we note the following working assumptions: First, violence 
is a way to present the social order and division of power within it. For example, 
most popular television programs, movies, and video games that are successful in 
the global market legitimate and reinforce white-male domination. Second, media 
representations of violence and its consequences (and/or the lack of attention to 
them) provide children with a series of “lessons,” such as: some criminals can escape 
a crime without punishment; and, there are dangerous and safe places and people. 
Proponents of the mean world hypothesis argue that what viewers learn from media 
violence is fear, threat, distrustfulness, and a strong sense of vulnerability.29

Over the years, this tradition of research that has focused on television and more 
recently extended to include video games as well has arrived at the overall conclusion 
that heavier consumers of television see the world as much more cruel and dangerous 
and hold stronger attitudes expressing distrust, alienation, and depression than those 
who view less television. These researchers argue that we should be concerned about 
this conclusion because historical analyses of societies in distress suggest that people 
who feel insecure are much more dependent, easier to manipulate and to control, are 
more easily swayed by hardline political and religious attitudes, and are more open to 
accepting forceful solutions to social problems. For example, some commentators 
pondered over the possible contribution of the heavy violence in the US popular 
media to the strong lobby in support of private ownership of weapons which remains 
a strongly contested issue in that society. Based on what we have learned so far, we 
can also pose the opposite question: Could it be that the strongly entrenched support 
of private ownership of weapons in the USA (with very strong historical, cultural, 
and constitutional roots dating back to the period prior to the establishment of the 
country) feeds into the prevalence of violence in media produced in this country? 
The answer is probably favorable to both interpretations, as well as to many other 
contextual variables.

A related consequence of the mean world hypothesis is the possibility that constant 
exposure to screen violence desensitizes viewers to the pain and suffering of fellow 
humans. Over time, researchers argue, viewers become accustomed to violence, less 
anxious while watching it, and gradually come to see violent actions as less extreme. 
This may lead young viewers to treat violent acts more lightly, as well as to diminish 
their willingness to help victims of violence. This line of argument assumes that 
desensitization is a longitudinal process that affects all viewers over time.30

In general, evidence-based arguments are still inconclusive in that we have few 
empirically sound conclusions regarding the complicated relationships between 
viewing violence and cultivation of worldviews. For example, a study of Japanese 
high-school students who were observed as they completed a questionnaire survey 
while viewing television found evidence of desensitization (e.g., laughter during 
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violent sequences) and argued, from inference, that a correlation exists between such 
behavior and the extensive viewing of violent programs reported by respondents.31

An interesting Australian study of preschool and elementary school children 
found that they distinguished between fictional and realistic violence. For example, 
they were more critical of realistic violence in sports programs than of its appearance in 
a fictional family series. Similarly, they claimed to be disinterested in news, because it is 
“boring” and also presents realistic and scary violence.32

Findings from a cross-national report on media violence prepared during 1996–
1997 for unesco investigated the role of media violence, television included, in the 
lives of 5,000 12-year-olds in 23 countries in a variety of regions and cultures across 
the world.33 The survey results suggest, among other things, that despite the many 
cultural differences, the media in all countries perpetuate the perception that violent 
behavior is normal and that it functioned as a form of positive reinforcement. 
A major contribution of the unesco study is the evidence that the consequences 
of media violence are related to the social reality in which children are growing up. 
For example, violent media messages reinforce the life experiences of children in the 
study who were living at the time in more violent environments (war zones or urban 
areas with high crime rates). These children were also more attracted to famous 
violent characters. Children who were living in non-violent environments demon-
strated a similar perception but to a lesser degree.

From the limited research efforts undertaken to date, we can conclude that 
there seem to be many intervening variables in the relationship between viewing 
screen violence and internalizing a particular worldview. Among these variables 
are the degree of realism of the violence portrayed, the real-life circumstances of 
the children, and the type of gratifications children derive from consuming media.

Materialism

The role of media in cultivating a worldview oriented to consumer culture is another 
major research topic. Moving beyond studies of children’s developing abilities to 
understand the persuasive power of advertising (discussed in Chapter 2), as well as 
their capabilities to discern use of media for manipulation and exploitation (discussed 
in Chapters 4 and 7), we can ask: How are the media contributing to children’s 
development of a capitalistic understanding of the world and the values associated 
with it? For example, might children internalize a worldview in which ownership of 
materialistic goods is perceived as evidence of personal self-worth and happiness, and 
in which this becomes a cure for social or psychological problems? Research has 
found that consumption of commercial media, particularly advertising, is associ-
ated with attitudes of materialism and can even strengthen them.34 A study of ado-
lescents in Singapore found that exposure to advertising was associated with 
materialistic values: Advertising in all its forms demonstrates to adolescents that 
material possessions not only help realize their life goals, but are actually life goals 
themselves.35 Other research findings regarding the glorification of celebrities, 
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glamor, and hedonistic lifestyles in the media have led scholars and critics to claim 
that children learn to emphasize appearance and beautification over character and 
achievements.

Discussions of children’s consumer culture challenge the concept of childhood 
altogether,36 as they problematize the notion of child vulnerability, morality, and 
value judgments embedded in commercialization of children’s culture. The debates 
between conflicting positions that celebrate the empowered and skilled child-
consumer on the one hand, and the exploited and manipulated one on the other, 
have not necessarily contributed to our understanding of much larger questions 
related to children’s developing understanding of the social world. Such, for example, 
is the question of whether the omnipresence of consumerism as a way of life contrib-
utes to children’s false consciousness, to use a Marxist term, which allows for the 
naturalization of capitalist ideology as preferred and unchallenged. According to 
this view, such acceptance continues to acculturate future generations to preserve a 
social status quo that is not necessarily in their interest. Given that there is very little 
research that actually studies these processes with a child audience, many of these 
claims remain on the level of ideological propositions advocated by competing 
social groups.

Since capitalism is highly associated with the US economic system and way of life, 
these discussions are deeply integrated within criticism of Americanization, a 
phenomenon that has many names, including the McDonaldization of society.37 We 
will return to the discussion of Americanization below, toward the end of this 
chapter.

Perceptions of “us” in comparison to “others”

Content analyses of popular commercial television programs, advertisements, and 
video games traded around the world suggest dominance of the lifestyles and culture 
of the white Anglo-European middle class. Accordingly, we find that other ethnic 
groups are presented as minorities, assigned minor or negative roles, devaluated, and 
stereotyped in ways characteristic of the Anglo-European point of view. Thus, while 
American television has become gradually more inclusive of multiculturalism, it still 
mainly divides the social world racially, as whites and non-whites. For example, large 
minority groups of color in the USA, particularly African-Americans, receive their 
own “ghettoes” on television (e.g., an all-black situation comedy or rap-music 
program) with limited interaction with the white world. Other large minority 
groups, such as the Latino and Asian populations, appear rarely in Northern 
American commercial media. Neither is the diversity within these groups recog-
nized (e.g., Mexicans, Argentineans, Peruvians, and the like within Latino ethnicity; 
and Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and the like within Asian ethnicity). Pressure from 
advocacy groups for more inclusive programming has resulted in some significant 
changes over the last decade. For example, we find use of a strategy of creating racial 
ambiguity by presenting “brown” characters that allows for an open interpretation as 
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to their racial identity. However, the appearance of non-white persons on the screen 
has been often criticized as a form of “tokenism,” or as a means of blurring differ-
ences rather than celebrating them.38

Locally produced, quality media productions are a different matter, as they repre-
sent local populations and cultures. Indeed, it is important to note that audiences all 
over the world express great affinity for such programs and, consequentially, their 
ratings are usually high. However, the expense required in the local production of 
just one episode, including the human and technological resources, is usually much 
greater than the cost to the station of purchasing a year’s worth of old re-runs of 
an American series. As a result, television all over the world, particularly in low-
resource countries, is heavily dominated by American programs. In addition, there 
are indications that even young viewers notice the often lower production quality 
and esthetics of their own country’s productions in comparison with those made in 
the USA (for example, less sophisticated use of photographic techniques, sparser 
settings, lower professional quality of actors and actresses), thus reinforcing the 
supremacy of American television and the social world it represents.39

Again, what is the contribution of largely Anglo-European portrayals in the 
social construction of reality by children all over the world? Do white, middle-class 
European-American children perceive their own dominance on the screen over 
other social classes and ethnic groups? What influence do the media have in the 
emerging self-identity of the non-white minority child in the USA, France, Peru or 
Uganda, or for an Asian child growing up among a majority within his/her society, 
yet who is a minority within the global media fare? What are the consequences of 
the absence of images that are similar to a child’s self-definition or the stereotypical 
presentation of that self-definition for the child’s emerging self-image?

The type of content viewed, too, is of importance. For example, on the one hand, 
heavy viewing of television fiction that portrays African-American people in the 
USA was associated with over-estimating the social, economic, and educational 
status of African-American people in reality; but, on the other hand, heavy view-
ing of television news was related to perceiving the status of black people to be 
much inferior to that of the white population. In addition, viewing educational 
television aimed at boosting African-American children’s self-esteem has been 
found to have particularly strong appeal and attracted identification with black 
characters. As in other areas, this research reveals that television has both reinforced 
existing attitudes as well as added new information when no prior knowledge 
existed, thus playing an important role in the formation of racial knowledge and 
attitudes.40 Thus, studies found that viewing television was associated with attrib-
uting positive characteristics to white characters and negative to minority ones.41

Clearly, children are much more critical and realistic in their evaluation of a 
program when the reality portrayed on the screen is similar to their real-life experi-
ences. And, conversely, when it presents a reality that is removed from them, they 
lack the skills and experience to evaluate it critically. For example, African-American 
youth were found to believe that television’s social world is realistic, except when it 
referred to their own ethnic group. Similarly, African-American children expressed 
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a desire to identify with white characters, to whom they assigned positive personality 
traits and a much higher social status than their own group. Studies of Japanese 
students soon after their arrival in the USA, and who had not had any previous 
first-hand contact with African-Americans, were much more “vulnerable” to the 
latter’s portrayals on television in comparison to local white Americans who had 
first-hand experience with African-American peers.42

Unfortunately, we do not have enough research-based knowledge to assess the 
contributions of new images of a variety of ethnicities that have begun to appear 
more frequently in recent movies and television programs. Research studies that 
could be advanced include the following questions: How do portrayals of actors and 
actresses of African, Asian, Latin, or indigenous origin on television and movies in 
typical high-status roles (such as medical doctors, lawyers, journalists, detectives, 
politicians) contribute to the development of a positive self-image and future aspira-
tions among children? Does the presentation of a multicultural world (i.e., where in 
the same emergency room, law firm, or police station there are professionals of all 
ethnicities, ages, and disabilities working side by side, making friends, having fun 
together, falling in love, and having sexual relationships) contribute to the social 
integration and reduction of prejudices among viewers? Do African-American girls 
take pride in an African-American female judge who appears on television, and 
does such a role encourage them to believe in such professional possibilities for their 
own career aspirations? How does a boy in Japan perceive a Japanese surgeon in an 
American television program? All of these examples are attempts to involve such 
popular characters in recent productions for children, with a view to cultivating 
more tolerance of diversity and stronger self-worth among minority children (e.g., 
Dora, the Latin American girl character from the very successful preschool program 
Dora the Explorer; or the variety of multi-racial Disney princesses catering to global 
demands ‒ Persian Jasmine, Native American Pocahontas, Chinese Mulan, African-
American Tiana).

While these newer images may be inspiring and appealing to those who seek a more 
diverse viewing fare, there is no substantial body of empirical evidence that would 
enable us to speak about the influence of these changes in media portrayals on young 
viewers. As we have seen, most of what we know from research relates to ethnic 
minorities in the USA, and in particular to African-Americans. However, the same 
questions need to be pursued regarding different social minorities that are also victims 
of discrimination on the basis of age as well as physical or mental disabilities, in the 
USA and in many other countries. This having been noted, existing theories can help 
us make intelligent predictions: The “cultivation hypothesis” suggests that viewing 
such images on a regular basis is likely to contribute to the cultivation of a multicultural 
worldview tolerant of difference. According to the uses and gratifications theory, we 
can assume that the reasons for watching the specific programs or movies and the 
gratifications provided by viewing will mediate between the child and the perception 
of the realism of the content consumed. Cultural studies will help us understand the 
active role the child plays in making meanings of these images. However, as noted, 
these and other theories await continuing exploration in future studies.
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Nevertheless, in a multicultural world experiencing new waves of immigration, it 
is clear that media can have an important role in shaping children’s worldviews as 
well as cultivating tolerance, understanding, and openness to difference.43

Cultural integration of immigrant children

A particular case of relevance with regard to the social construction of reality is the 
emerging research interest in the roles media serve for immigrant children, given 
the large migration movements taking place worldwide today. Initial conclusions 
suggest that media roles are not unequivocal and often have conflicting influences. 
Media in the host country can assist children to adjust to and integrate into a new 
society, yet in doing so they can work counter to the desire, particularly of migrant 
adults, to preserve the homeland’s cultural identity and social segregation. Similarly, 
research on adult immigrants suggests that exposure to the host media plays an 
important role in how they learn about the new society and their opportunities to 
take part in it. Yet, the host media are also powerful tools that shape and nurture 
negative stereotypes of new immigrants, thus causing the latter’s sense of alienation 
and social isolation.

An interesting current innovation is the production of media in the immigrants’ 
native language, via, for example, special broadcast and cable channels, internet 
sites, print culture, and broadcasts delivered through satellites from the original 
country. Yet, here, too, such media can play a double role: On the one hand, media 
produced for immigrant communities or by them serve as tools for learning about 
the new society and ways of accommodation to it. On the other hand, they also 
preserve the immigrants’ cultural heritage; strengthen their inter-group solidarity; 
and, in this era of globalization, enable immigrant communities of the same origin, 
dispersed over different countries, to retain ties with the “motherland” as well as 
with their fellow ethnics in other countries. That is to say, the global media are one 
of the main forces that shape and nurture transnational diaspora communities.

From the research perspective, several initial studies explored the various roles 
the media actually play in the lives of immigrant children who, undoubtedly, face 
unique personal and social challenges, as well as inter-generational tensions. More 
than their parents, these children are “in between” two worlds and are expected to 
handle two cultural identities, to speak two languages, and to be able to negotiate 
between the two worlds. Empirical evidence from studies conducted in the USA 
suggests that, in comparison to children born in the country, immigrant children at 
the end of the 20th century spend more time watching television and express a more 
positive attitude toward educational and information-oriented programs. Moreover, 
at the time these studies were conducted, foreign-born children appeared to use 
television more for learning about others and themselves, exhibited significantly 
greater identification with television characters, and expressed stronger beliefs in 
the televised reality of people and events.44 Thus, television seemed to be an impor-
tant source of education and information about their new society for immigrant 
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children, particularly during the first few years following immigration, when their 
lives tended to be characterized by isolation and lack of close relationships with local 
children. In fact, television characters were probably among the first Americans to 
whom they were introduced and with whom they could easily “interact.”

Initial evidence from a European study suggests that young children involved 
in immigration to various communities (e.g., from North Africa into the south of 
France; from Turkey and Somalia into Denmark; from the former Soviet Union into 
Israel) often resist parents’ efforts to interest them in media content from their 
countries of origin. The researchers concluded that what serves as a tool for immi-
grant parents’ retention of their original cultural identity may be perceived by their 
children as an obstacle to their own full integration into the new homeland. 
Nevertheless, the children do become part of “Sunday culture” when they join their 
parents to watch television programs and movies from their former homeland for 
the sake of family togetherness.45

One product of these studies is documentation of a variety of roles and strategies 
employed by parents and children in using media to both facilitate integration into 
the host country and to maintain affiliation with the culture of origin.46 For example, 
an ethnographic study conducted among young Indians in London focused on the 
interplay of different media content and its crucial role in the construction of their 
cultural identity. Here, researchers found that exposure to Indian movies and dramas 
ensured a degree of preservation of traditional norms and values, while exposure to 
British and transnational television content enabled these teenagers to challenge the 
traditional values and norms of their parents and develop a new cultural identity 
that supported their efforts to integrate into British society.47 Another in-depth 
case study of first-generation Indian female adolescents in the USA provided evi-
dence of the multi-roles that both American as well as Indian television play in the 
construction of ethnic identities, and how ethnic identity is intertwined with gender 
and sexuality.48 The roles media play for immigrant children in the formation of a 
multicultural sense of belonging, too, was documented in studies of Latino immi-
grants in the USA, and found to assist in connecting them to their families and the 
larger ethnic community as well as in negotiating their evolving identities.49

Similar processes have been identified in a comparative study of immigrant 
children from the former Soviet Union to Germany and Israel. The study, based 
on in-depth interviews, revealed that media play a significant role for immigrant 
families in both countries. In this context, cable and satellite channels originating 
in the former Soviet Union were of special interest. Parents wishing to preserve 
their children’s affinity with the Russian language and culture encouraged joint 
viewing of programs broadcast from Russia. Although the children themselves were 
not too eager to watch television in Russian, they usually acceded to their parents’ 
request in order to maintain smooth communication with them. A similar pattern 
was found in some of the families with regard to viewing programs on local chan-
nels, as watching the programs in the host language seemed to assist in bridging the 
cultural gap between immigrant children and their parents, since parents’ integration 
into the host culture was much slower. At the same time, television was found to 
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have a central role in immigrant children’s sense of fitting into the local and global 
culture and in constructing their new identities.50

More recent studies have found that the internet is playing a very significant role 
in the lives of immigrant children as they grow up, since it allows them to overcome 
language and geographical barriers, to connect to children similar to them, and to 
facilitate experimentation with local peers with minimal risk of social sanctions. 
Immigrant youth use it as a source of information and cultural knowledge about both 
their new host country and the home they have left behind. They cultivate personal 
relationships with both fellow ethnics as well as native-born peers that facilitate the 
development of their language skills in both the native as well as the host languages.51 
Studies have also found that the internet is perceived by many immigrant youth to 
be a “lifeline” during their challenging years of adjustment.52 We will return to this 
topic in Chapter 6.

Our discussion of the roles served by media in the lives of immigrant children 
therefore highlights, once again, the interplay between media, identity issues, and 
cultural context ‒ a constant theme throughout this book.

The Construction of Political Reality

The political world is an instructive example of a part of reality that most children 
are detached from, yet are directly influenced by (as well as expected to influence 
in due course, as they gradually become active, involved citizens). With the aid of 
media, very young children learn to identify their own as well as other countries’ 
political leaders; listen as these leaders give political speeches or argue before their 
governing bodies; follow demonstrations; and recognize major issues on their 
national political agenda. Aside from these general claims, what roles do media and 
other socializing agents play in the process of children’s emerging understanding of 
political reality?

A series of studies conducted on this topic in the 1970s in the USA set the ground 
for the research area.53 They found that media serve as the primary source of political 
information for young audiences, and that most political learning by children was 
assisted at the time by newspapers and television. Younger children were more 
dependent on television and, as they matured, newspapers were added as a source of 
information about news and current events on television. Television remained the 
central source of political information for young viewers from lower socio-economic 
classes. More recent studies document the centrality of online news and social media 
in providing such information.54

Adolescents, in the earlier studies, identified the media as a significant influence 
in shaping their political perceptions, in addition to their role as a central source 
of information. According to adolescents’ self-reporting, the media influence their 
attitudes in specific areas and in some cases even more than their parents, peers, and 
teachers. Adolescents with more interest in news and current affairs obtained in part 
via the media tended also to discuss it more within their family. As a result, in their 
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case, the socializing agents reinforce one another. However, adolescents did not 
necessarily adopt their parents’ habits of consuming political content via the media, 
nor their parents’ political attitudes. One of the conclusions of these earlier research 
studies was that the main contribution of news reporting was to attitudes and 
knowledge, and not to actual political activism, with several suggesting that there 
was no clear relationship between the shaping of knowledge and attitudes following 
exposure to the media and their practical application in various forms of political 
activities. This finding may need re-visiting given the advent of the internet and social 
networks which have opened up ample opportunities for more civic engagement. We 
will tackle this aspect of participation in Chapter 6.

Not surprisingly, one of the foci in this research area is the direction of the 
influence. In this regard, studies have found that youth who have a greater interest 
in political issues approach the media more selectively in their search for relevant 
information. Furthermore, youth who report heavy consumption of news are also 
those who have more political knowledge. This leads to the question – is heavier 
consumption of political content in the media dependent on other variables (such 
as political interest, family background, education, gender) or is it an independent 
variable on which other variables depend (e.g., knowledge, attitudes, political 
involvement)? The general conclusion seems to be that there are longitudinal inter-
relationships between all of these variables: parents and peers interact with the 
consumption of media, and this is accompanied by maturing political values and 
attitudes. Youth who are more involved socially and, therefore, more exposed to the 
attitudes and interpretations of their peers, may also use media more as sources for 
information and attitude formation.

It is interesting to note that children learn about the political world from a variety 
of sources, not only traditional news coverage. For example, entertainment pro-
grams such as political satire, talk shows, and comedies are often reported as valuable 
sources, as well as a variety of online forums and social networking sites that, for 
example, post personal opinions, viral YouTube videos, political advertising, carica-
tures, and other bits and pieces of information and commentaries. According to 
some research, satire and entertainment media increase cynicism and apathy toward 
the political world that discourages actual willingness to participate in political life. 
Other studies found such non-traditional sources of public affairs information 
served various educational roles, particularly when combined with the development 
of media literacy critical skills of examining the information presented by them.55

There are many additional questions that require investigation in this area, such 
as: Can media encourage development of a particular kind of political society? How 
can parents and educators take advantage of the potential contributions of media for 
political socialization? What is the nature of the relationship between political 
information transferred in the media and emotional aspects of affiliation with a 
particular political movement or identification with a particular ideology? How 
does the selective and fragmented nature of information distributed on social 
networks contribute to children’s political socialization? While many of these and 
other questions involve aspects that are discussed by some media and political 
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commentators as controversial and value laden, they refer to a very important 
dilemma that lies at the heart of how the media are involved in the construction of 
political reality: If youth are not exposed to political issues in the media, their 
knowledge, critical skills, and involvement in these areas will be deficient. This is 
undoubtedly an undesirable situation for a society seeking, even committed, to 
developing an active citizenship in the public sphere. Yet if children are indeed 
informed by self-selective media content, they may be exposed only to particular 
frames of reference to reality, to particular political ideologies, to a limited social 
agenda, and therefore excluded from specific social and ideological peripheries. 
When other socializing agents do not fulfill their duties in such an active manner, 
media reports can serve as the primary political reality for young people, especially 
in the absence of alternative sources of information.

Interesting insights into this issue emerged in a study of the role of news among 
US and UK teens. The study employed a qualitative methodology in interviewing 
adolescents and in analyzing news programs designed for them.56 Interviewees 
expressed the desire to be more informed about the world and to be treated respect-
fully, but at the same time they expected to be entertained and stimulated. The 
researcher concluded, among other things, that there is a need for innovation in 
traditional forms of news presentations in order to stimulate young people’s engage-
ment and to penetrate the wall of apathy and cynicism they often exhibit.

Finally, by way of introduction, this research area also involves the study of the 
role of media in the political involvement of young, maturing future citizens. Here, 
some researchers point to the formal exclusion of reporting on youth activity in the 
public sphere, and the absence of discussion of their capabilities to realize their 
political rights. Here, too, we find strong traces of the debate over children as being 
versus becoming; that is, the assertion that young people should be treated as actual 
citizens (being), rather than as “citizens-in-the-making” (becoming). If they are to 
“be,” they need access to the mediated public domain of media news and current 
events – both as an audience whose needs, skills, and interests are taken into 
consideration and as participants whose opinions and concerns are being voiced. 
Indeed, various societies have been experimenting with special news programs 
aimed at children of various ages.57

The construction of conflicts

Of special interest is research regarding political socialization conducted in conflict-
driven societies, and particularly during times of war and armed struggle. If in the 
past attempts were made in some societies to shield the young from war and other 
forms of political violence, today, as we have already argued, children worldwide 
cannot escape being exposed through media to traumatizing events such as natural 
and human-made disasters as well as the many violent conflicts that have taken and 
are taking place around the globe. Researchers found that children learn about such 
events from the media, react to them emotionally, and construct their worldview of 
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politics through them. Clearly, here, too, their media experiences are mediated 
through the political environment in which they live. Not surprisingly, then, a com-
parative case study of children’s reactions to the war in Iraq, conducted at its outset 
in the spring of 2003, revealed that the American children who participated in 
the study wholeheartedly supported the attack, while German children who were 
exposed to the strong European opposition to the war expressed views similar to 
those of the adults in their environment. Israeli children, who were being prepared 
at the time for the possibility of their country being a target for Iraqi missiles (as was 
the case in the 1991 Gulf War), interpreted the war as entangled within the complex-
ities of the enduring Israeli–Arab conflict. These and other studies of children’s 
reactions to the war in Iraq underline how interested and involved they wish to be, 
as well as how hard children endeavor to assimilate the fragments of information 
they receive, but yet how limited is the availability of appropriate resources with 
which they can undertake this complex process.58

More specific is the role of media for children growing up in societies divided by 
deep, enduring conflict. A series of studies on the political socialization of Israeli 
youth, who are growing up in a society divided by the Israeli–Arab conflict, provides 
us with interesting insights. One study correlated the attitudes of Jewish-Israeli 
youth with the news coverage of the conflict and found that television had a central 
role in shaping the subjective perceptions of adolescents regarding the political 
agenda in Israel, the dimensions of the conflict, and the stereotypes associated 
with  the Arabs as an enemy. Such processes were related to the amount of time the 
adolescents devoted to viewing television news and their attitudes toward the 
medium, such as the willingness to learn from television, dependency on television 
as a source of political information, and the perception youth had about the degree 
of influence television had upon them.59

A variety of studies in the USA documented the role of family communication 
patterns in political socialization60 (see also the discussion in Chapter 1). Another 
study in Israel suggested that, as a general rule, teenagers held more extreme political 
views than their parents. Peer pressure as well as adolescence, being a period in which 
ideas, values, and options are being tested, may partially account for these findings. 
However, a complementary explanation offered was that the extreme nature of the 
coverage of the conflict (e.g., dwelling on violence and on negative aspects rather 
than on possible solutions and cooperation) reinforced negative attitudes toward 
Arabs, in general, and their role in the conflict, more specifically. The results also 
indicated that teenagers raised in families that do not conduct critical discussions 
about television coverage of the conflict may be more influenced by its content in the 
shaping of their worldview.61

Whether research studies have focused on the role of media or the role of the 
family, all agree that media do not operate in a social vacuum, but as part of compli-
cated social contexts that work sometimes cooperatively, sometimes in conflict, but 
always within a process of negotiation of meaning.

This conclusion, too, sheds light on methodological and conceptual concerns 
involved in the study of children and youth. Analysis of transcripts of conversations 
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conducted with families involved in watching television news in Israel suggested 
that opinions and attitudes are formed and contested during the viewing itself, 
and political opinions, which are often full of contradiction, constantly undergo a 
dynamic process of reconsideration and consolidation.62 Accordingly, the role of 
media in the political socialization process uncovered in such conversations is 
not linear – from media to young people ‒ but involves dynamic, dialectical, and 
reciprocal processes as well as conservative and subversive undercurrents. Studies 
such as this, conducted through participant observation, stand in contrast to 
research involving completion of questionnaires, which requires participants to take 
a stance with regard to each question (e.g., fully agree with the position, somewhat 
agree with the position, disagree with the position) and thus portray themselves as 
having clear-cut opinions. The implications of these methodological differences 
have import not only for understanding the roles of the media in political socializa-
tion but also for questioning what are the most fruitful and appropriate ways to 
study such processes.

Peacebuilding interventions

The complementary side of the same issue is the employment of media for peace-
building interventions. One of the most notable efforts has been experimental work 
initiated by Sesame Workshop with co-productions in the Middle East. An early 
initiative in the 1990s, which coincided with what seemed at the time to be the 
beginning of a peace process in the region, was aimed at preschool children in Israel 
and the occupied territories of Palestine. While the basic production model followed 
the classic Sesame Street format (see Chapter 3), it deviated in developing storylines 
in two separate Sesame Streets (Rechov Sumsum and Shara’a Simsim), representing 
the two-states solution of nations destined to live as neighbors and with two sets 
of characters speaking in two languages (Hebrew and Arabic). The curriculum that 
accompanied the program included a focus on mutual respect between and within 
Israeli and Palestinian societies, modeling pro-social interactions, visits to each 
other’s street, presentation of conflict resolution by positive and non-stereotypical 
characters, and highlighting similarities and differences between the two nations.

The study found that children’s attention was generally high, that they were able 
to follow and describe the plotline, and that they had a high level of recall. These 
findings were perceived as evidence for the potential of educational television to 
present authentic and positive portrayals of both the Palestinian and Israeli cultures 
to children of both groups. The fact that many children related the different seg-
ments to their personal experiences and were very involved in the viewing was an 
encouraging indication that producers were achieving their educational goals. Thus, 
the study provided support for the claim that television does have the potential to 
challenge negative stereotypes by exposing children to the everyday life of peers on 
the other side of a conflict. The mere presentation of peaceful, normalized relation-
ships between groups constantly portrayed on the news as violent enemies offered 
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momentary relief from reality and a vision of an alternative future.63 An evaluation 
of an updated co-production coordinated between Israeli, Palestinian, and Jordanian 
television stations provided additional support for the potential of such media inter-
ventions to help foster values such as mutual respect and cultural understanding, 
while reducing prejudice, stereotypes, and negative attitudes.64

Inspired by the Middle Eastern co-productions of Sesame Street, another initiative 
designed to encourage mutual respect and understanding among ethnic Albanians, 
Macedonians, Romas, and Turkish children was developed in Macedonia. Nash 
Maalo (“our neighborhood”) featured a multi-ethnic case of four children-friends 
and employed dialogue in their various languages. A study of knowledge and atti-
tudes of children who viewed the series over the course of several months revealed 
many gains: Children’s negative stereotyped perceptions and attitudes toward the 
various ethnic groups were reduced; they were better able to identify the three 
minority languages; and were more willing to invite children from other ethnic 
groups to their homes.65

These encouraging results led to additional efforts by Sesame Workshop including 
Gimme6 in Cyprus, designed to provide positive images of the Greek and Turkish 
Cypriot communities, and Sesame Tree in Northern Ireland, between Catholic and 
Protestant communities, to highlight their similarities and differences, and to disperse 
negative stereotypes. Earlier attempts to address the Northern Ireland “troubles” (i.e., 
the common term used to describe the conflict) included media interventions such as 
Off the Walls, aimed at youth, and Respecting Difference, for preschoolers.66

Of special note is the work of Media Initiatives for Children who created a series 
of short animated episodes aimed at preschoolers that convey simple messages about 
the inclusion of others in the everyday life of young children growing up in a society 
of deep historical conflict. The series was broadcast regularly on television and 
integrated within the preschool curriculum in Northern Ireland and the Republic of 
Ireland, and was found to be effective in teaching young children to recognize 
exclusion, to know how an excluded child feels, and to be willing to play with a pre-
viously excluded child.67

Many other initiatives for using media to promote conflict resolution and peace-
building have been implemented worldwide.68 While few research efforts are associ-
ated with these pioneering efforts, the results available do indicate that there is a 
need and desire to involve media in a much more proactive way in facilitating peace-
building, mutual understanding, prejudice reduction, and conflict-resolution efforts.

Media have also had a role as conduits for dialogue in such peacebuilding efforts, 
mainly via digital technologies, including video-conferencing, chats, social media, 
game-simulations, and forums. Studies of such experiments have been conducted 
in Israel, where online chats between Israeli and Palestinian youth took place in an 
effort to bring about attitudinal change in their mutual perspectives of each other as 
well as to facilitate the various forms of interaction themselves. Virtual space, once 
again, has been found to be helpful in creating a safe space to experiment with rela-
tionship building with adversaries, to discover commonalities shared by youth of all 
backgrounds, and to put aside stereotypes and labels associated with nationality, 
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ethnicity, and religion.69 Similar uses of digital technologies in educational settings 
for “dissolving boundaries” and building bridges between different groups have been 
successfully experimented with, for example, in Northern Ireland and the Republic 
of Ireland. Collaborative virtual projects between students from these two societies 
attempted to improve inter-cultural understanding while developing a host of skills 
such as problem solving, development of creativity, and improved communication.70

Edutainment genres

The potential of television, specifically, in children’s construction of social reality has 
been attended to quite differently in different parts of the world. In sharp contrast to 
many of the dramatic and reality programs produced in Anglo-European countries, 
a trend has developed in other parts of the world – including Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America – to deliberately incorporate social issues in the entertainment program-
ming (such as soaps and telenovelas, cartoons, reality-TV genres, as well as recently 
with some websites) viewed regularly by children and youth. The variety of issues 
addressed includes health, literacy, and social dangers.

This approach of using popular screen texts to advance awareness of social issues, 
even social change, aims to contribute to the empowerment of young viewers by 
providing them not only with information and knowledge, but also with role models, 
reasons, values, and the motivation to be involved in shaping attitudes and actions 
that can be incorporated into their everyday lives. In South Africa, for example, 
entertainment television was recruited as part of the Soul City project for health 
training regarding contraception against the backdrop of the hiv-aids epidemic. 
Also, the Yizo Yizo (This is How Things Are) series tackled complex problems that 
are the reality of life in South African schools in the black townships including 
violence, sexual harassment and rape, drug abuse, and hiv-aids. This series set 
off a heated public debate about the program’s blunt treatment of these problems. 
A research project that evaluated how young viewers engaged with the program 
found it was a source of both redemption from the hardships of their everyday lives 
and an inspiration to seek ways to find a better future for themselves. This series 
demonstrates the complex issues involved in television’s efforts to present reality to 
children and youth via dramatic formats. For example, could it be claimed that the 
presentation of violence, drug abuse, and sexual crimes serves to normalize these 
behaviors and perpetuate them as legitimate, particularly in the South African con-
text in which they are raised?71

Of special interest is a unicef gender-related initiative with the creation of Meena, 
a popular cartoon figure of a South Asian girl. Originating in Bangladesh in 1991, it 
has since spread to India, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and Bhutan, 
among other countries. This is an example of television intervention, as the series 
was created with the intention of fostering social change by specifically addressing 
issues of gender discrimination (e.g., in food, education, and domestic workloads) 
without threatening the audience with too radical a set of changes.72 An additional 
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unicef-originated gender initiative is the animated series Sara, which aims to serve 
as a role model for girls in Africa facing hiv-aids.

Many other creative, well-intentioned and produced, quality edutainment pro-
grams for children and families in the area of social change are being developed 
worldwide.73 A selection of exemplary programs is presented every two years in 
Germany during the Prix Jeunesse International Festival for quality media for chil-
dren. Entries to more recent meetings of this festival are illustrative of the breadth 
and depth of quality media for children as well as their authentic cultural nature. For 
example, programs from African countries focused on helping young children who 
had lost their parents to aids deal with their loss, while other programs impressed 
upon viewers the importance of being more tolerant of peers who have hiv. Programs 
from Scandinavian countries were concerned with allowing boys to express their 
inner worlds during puberty, discuss their sexual development, and their yearning 
for intimacy. Several Asian programs brought up the issue of equal schooling and 
literacy for both boys and girls. A Palestinian-Jordanian co-production dealt with 
the life of one family under the Israeli military occupation, while one from Israel 
presented the life of an immigrant family whose daughter was killed in a suicide 
terrorist attack. Some Latin American producers struggled with infusing anti-
“macho” values in their programs as part of a campaign against domestic violence.74

Overall, we can say that there is a very long list of social goals that many producers 
of media for children all over the world have set, and continue to set, for themselves. 
The effectiveness of most of these programs has yet to be studied in a systematic, 
comprehensive manner, although the knowledge we already have at our disposal 
from the previous chapters should suggest to us that such an approach does have 
great potential to contribute to the wellbeing of children.75

Americanization and Globalization

As we have seen in the discussion above, a significant issue in the field of children 
and media involves arguments that juxtapose locally produced with globally distrib-
uted media content. A key claim in this discussion, to date, asserts that American 
values and interests are perpetuated around the world through popular culture 
originating in the USA and deeply embedded in that society’s culture, economic 
interests, and political power. Proponents of this claim draw upon arguments made 
in the general academic debate on globalization. More specifically, the particular 
argument that globalization is a form of Anglo-European, ethnocentric, patronizing 
cultural imperialism which invades local cultures and lifestyles, deepens the insecu-
rities of indigenous identities, and contributes to the erosion of national cultures and 
historical traditions. This definition of globalization focuses on processes that lead 
to countries losing their independence, perhaps informally, through transnational 
powers in various dimensions of life: economics, culture, information, production, 
and ecology. Media are blamed or praised, depending on perspective, for being the 
central mobilizers of these globalization processes, since they serve as a channel for 
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transmitting Anglo-European worldviews, including values, cultural tastes, and 
economic and political interests. A sub-set of this scholarship presents evidence that 
amidst this more general form of cultural imperialism, there is a complementary 
push-back involving strong resistance to the perceived takeover by a superpower 
Western culture. This resistance advances efforts that advocate pride in, and the 
need to strengthen self-awareness of, local sub-cultures, which are striving for rec-
ognition and opportunities to flourish. Glocalization is the term coined by scholars 
to refer to this tension involving global and local processes. Here, consumption of 
global cultural products by local audiences is embedded in specific cultural contexts 
and results in the creation of meanings that serve their needs. Thus, rather than 
focusing solely on a critique of Western cultural domination, an alternative research 
and educational approach explores multiculturalism and the multiplicity of forms of 
hybridity created worldwide.

Returning to our domain, what, then, are the expressions and implications of 
these processes on young viewers around the world? How do these viewers struggle 
with cultural tension and what roles do they assign themselves in this world? While 
there is a very rich and multifaceted literature on this topic, there is little research 
that actually pursues to what degree, and how, this ideology is internalized, resisted, 
and molded by young consumers of media around the world.76

A comprehensive examination of these questions was undertaken in an extensive 
cross-cultural study called the Global Disney Audiences Project. In order to assess the 
place of Disney culture in societies around the world, this study employed standardized 
questionnaires, interviews, and participant observations in 17 countries outside the 
USA and at five locations within it.77 Findings derived from the primary question – 
“Is Disney uniquely American” – varied greatly from country to country and the 
variation was most marked in young adults. Overall, approximately 50 percent related 
to Disney as uniquely American, thinking that it was prototypically American, as in 
the “American dream” and/or perceived it to be culturally imperialist. Interestingly, 
others who expressed the opinion that Disney was not uniquely American argued 
that it was “Western,” “universal,” or even “mine.” This alternative interpretation sug-
gests that the viewers’ perception of American is interchangeable with terms such as 
“Western” or even “universal,” and as such represents interviewees’ own existential 
experience. If indeed non-American children understand new experiences, among 
other things, through an American worldview presented in American media, then it 
may be an argument in favor of the “Americanization” of popular culture thesis.

A related illustration comes from China, where VCDs with Disney characters, 
songs, and stories are used in order to teach children the highly valued English 
language. While it is unclear how much English is being retained through this 
method, it is clear that Disney products are growing in popularity in China as are 
many other popular texts originating in the West. This study contributes what may 
be come to be viewed, with further research, as a rival interpretation to the 
Americanization thesis and one which challenges notions of the development of a 
cosmopolitan perspective: Namely, though they derive great pleasure from these 
texts, Chinese children relate to and interpret them through a domestic lens that 
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includes strong political allegiance to their own local culture.78 For example, children 
cited the educational quality of their national television programs as opposed to the 
solely entertainment markers of foreign programming.

Another cross-cultural study that examined the leisure culture of children and 
youth in 12 European countries in the mid-1990s found that children used a 
variety of criteria to distinguish between local and imported programs.79 For 
example, in Denmark and Israel the use of subtitles marked programs as foreign, 
but children used other markers too: Israeli children noticed the blond hair of the 
actors and actresses, which contrasted with their own mostly darkish colored 
hair; Danish children pointed out the quick editing style and special effects that 
characterize an American program; and French children noticed the different 
skin color and eating habits of the Japanese animation series. Interestingly, in this 
European study, children’s identification of programs as foreign did not neces-
sarily mean they derived less viewing pleasure from them compared to locally 
produced programs; indeed, this was quite the opposite in some cases. Foreign 
programs, particularly those imported from the USA, were often identified as of 
higher quality, more original, “cooler.” In comparison, local programs were per-
ceived as less professional, with bad acting, and even as less realistic. For example, 
local soap operas were criticized for being non-realistic, while the popular 
American ones at the time (e.g., Beverly Hills; Baywatch) were evaluated as more 
realistic. One possible explanation, already suggested, is that the perception of 
“realism” is, among others, a result of a critical view that emerges from the degree 
of familiarity with the world presented in the program. When this world is more 
familiar to viewers (e.g., their own local soap opera), they are more capable of 
comparing it to their own reality and, therefore, of identifying more easily the 
constructed and unreal nature of the program. However, when this world is more 
distant (e.g., imported soap operas), familiarity with it is almost solely based on 
previous screen encounters, so children are less able to look at it critically.

The creation of a hybrid glocalized culture that emerges from the struggle 
between local and global forces and results in a culture that is a combination of 
different characteristics has produced a number of interesting studies. For 
example, popular music, such as that offered on MTV and other music channels, 
is an illustration of this process. Many children worldwide seem to prefer foreign 
music, particularly American and UK pop and rock music, that symbolizes for 
them innovation and style, even if the lyrics in English are incomprehensible 
(as is often the case for the younger audiences). Thus, the words are of secondary 
significance in comparison to the “English sound” of the songs. Popular local 
bands are often an imitation of that style. However, at the same time, children 
also express a strong attraction to their local ethnic music. In short, children 
demonstrate a preference for a variety of musical styles simultaneously without 
any sign of uneasiness or internal contradiction.

Interestingly, the older children are the more they seem to be attracted to 
global culture, as shown by the popularity of programs originating in the USA. 
Globalization also seems to be associated with socio-economic status, with 
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mastery of the English language, and preference for American content characteristic 
of the higher social classes. An additional aspect that surfaced in the European 
study related to the feeling of a “utopian common world” created as a result of this 
global Anglo-European culture. Popular screen content, for example, is that 
which centers on universal interests such as interpersonal relationships, feelings, 
conflicts, and struggles. These children were not concerned with where the 
program originated, but rather with the fact that it dealt with humanity. The 
researchers’ impression was that television culture offered children a symbolic 
sphere of a common world populated by people and relationships disconnected 
from defined contexts and cultural borders. It seemed to connect children to an 
illusion of a social universal “center,” similar to the interest of children and young 
adolescents in science fiction and magic programs that relate to a “different” 
world to which all belong. For example, studies in Israel and Europe found that 
children and youth perceive North American texts as connecting them to some 
global “entity.”80

More broadly, some scholars argue that integrating post-colonial theories opens 
up a more complicated and nuanced way of understanding how identities are 
mediated in developing nations in an era of transnational media. Such, for example, 
was the case with a field study of Indian youth and their negotiation of their unique 
identity under pressures of cultural globalization and neoliberalism.81 Other studies 
on children, media, and culture in countries such as Brazil, China, and in the Arab 
world are few and far between.82 Unfortunately, there is still too little research avail-
able from marginalized societies to more fully inform us on how globalization is 
actually experienced in former colonized countries in the current era of changing 
power relationships.

What is “America”?

The dominance of American media culture all over the world raises a related question: 
What do the media contribute to the construction of the concept of “America” by 
children who have never been there? This question provides a unique opportunity to 
inquire into the role of media in the construction of social reality when there is a void 
in real-life experience.

A series of studies conducted during the 1990s and devoted to this very question 
presented revealing conclusions.83 For example, a small study based on focus 
groups with adolescents in Germany found that television viewers were aware that 
the programs were produced in the USA, but were not terribly preoccupied with 
this fact.84 When discussing the inter-personal relationships presented in the pro-
grams, they did not refer at all to the culture in which these relationships took 
place. The fact that the characters were American did not prevent the interviewees 
from identifying with them and feeling emotionally close to them. Many of these 
youth related the social issues addressed in the programs to similar ones in their 
own social environment: The desire for equality within a couple in a situation 
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comedy; inter-relationships among family members; or friendship in a soap opera. 
These were interpreted and related to through the background of their own con-
textualized experiences and values. The American identity of the programs, so it 
seems, was not a significant element in their analysis of the social world presented 
to them.

The findings of the German study are not unexpected, given the European‒
Christian nature of the culture and therefore its similarity to that of the USA, as 
well as the selection of programs that center on universal themes of relationships in 
the family, between friends, and couples. In contrast, it is interesting to examine 
these issues in a culture that differs significantly from the USA. A study conducted 
in India, for example, included a survey of 450 youth in three large Indian cities 
that focused on their acquaintance with American characters and their perceptions 
of American society and culture.85 The study found that the most salient aspect of 
American culture for the youth were brand names of American products (e.g., 
Coca Cola and Levi jeans), as well as names of celebrities in the film and pop music 
industries. The specific choices made by the interviewees reflected the particular 
timing of the study (in late 1990s), when the most popular American programs 
were soap operas and Disney movies. Above all, what viewing these programs 
appeared to achieve was to reinforce the popularity of American cultural products 
in the non-Western world.

In addition, 80 percent of the interviewees in the Indian study claimed that televi-
sion was their central source of information about the USA. They recognized mainly 
the names of famous American white males, and believed that Americans enjoyed a 
very high standard of living, had powerful media, and advanced technology. They 
perceived the USA’s scientific progress as the most important contribution to the 
world, with building nuclear weapons among its chief achievements. A majority of 
respondents agreed with the claim that “America is a racist country”; about half 
agreed that “America symbolizes equality of opportunity”; and about 40 percent that 
“American involvement in international politics is justified” (which means that most 
respondents did not agree with this statement, well before the many international 
crises involving the USA at the beginning of the third millennium, in particular the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan); and only 20 percent agreed with the statement that 
“America is a male-dominated society.”

In Greece, two-thirds of over 500 youth who completed questionnaires reported 
that American programs constituted most of their viewing diet, second only to 
Greek programs.86 They perceived people in the USA to be living a comfortable life, 
but over-estimated the ability of an average American family to take an annual 
vacation in Europe or to purchase a luxury car. At the same time, about half thought 
that Americans led boring lives. They also believed that Americans were happy 
with their lot, friendly, and trustworthy, and that youth their age in the USA 
enjoyed more personal freedom. The more those surveyed viewed American pro-
grams, the more they believed these programs to be realistic; the more they liked 
them; the more they described American society and American characters in 
positive terms and rated their wealth to be at a high level. Age was an important 
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variable in these correlations: younger viewers (who obviously had less experience 
and fewer alternative sources of information) had less accurate evaluations of both 
the crime rate and levels of wealth in the USA.

Given these and other findings, the Greek study concluded, in a manner similar 
to other studies of social perceptions, that the quantity of television viewing in and 
of itself does not predict attitudes. Viewing American programs does not directly 
produce an effect of a particular perception of American society, but rather there are 
additional variables that intervene in this process, such as program appeal, percep-
tion of its realism, the particular programs watched, viewer age, gender, and social 
status. According to this study, the most salient variable was the strength of the 
adolescents’ Greek identity. Thus, adolescents who watched a lot of Greek television 
felt a strong sense of personal safety in Greece, and expressed positive attitudes 
toward the culture and values of Greece. They viewed American society as less rich, 
more violent, with a less comfortable standard of living, greater boredom among 
Americans, and with less personal freedom enjoyed by American youth.

A study conducted in Israel of 900 elementary schoolchildren’s viewing of 
wrestling programs produced by the World Wrestling Federation (WWF) revealed 
that some of the stereotypes of the USA prevalent throughout the world seemed 
to be reinforced by viewing these programs.87 For example, researchers learned in the 
personal interviews that the children used a variety of reasons to explain that 
the program was American, such as statements about it being the richest and most 
developed country in the world, as well as the homeland of most celebrities. The 
USA was also admired for its innovativeness and seen as the country with the greatest 
potential to fulfill the American dream. At the same time, they perceived the USA to 
be the most violent and dangerous country, and Americans to be the most violent of 
all people. Furthermore, Israeli respondents thought Americans lacked self-control 
and lived according to behavioral norms that are unacceptable in other parts of the 
world. Interviewees specifically named movies and programs, and cited them as the 
sources of their information and “proof ” of their claims.

In summary, popular television programs and films viewed all over the world do 
seem to contribute to cultivation of a worldview which in turn shapes expectations and 
perceptions regarding American society and within which new information – from 
additional media sources as well as from first-hand experiences – is absorbed. We have 
discussed this topic in some detail, as from it we can learn about the role that screen 
culture may be playing in terms of how children and youth grow to understand the 
world around them, as well as the world that is beyond their physical reach. Globalization, 
it seems, is not a matter of oppositions for young viewers: it is not globalization in con-
trast with localization, internalization in contrast with nationality, universalism in con-
trast with particularism. Rather, globalization is integrated within the specific location 
of the child in the world at large. We may conclude that these are integrative processes: 
adoption of a global perception of social life alongside the existence of multicultur-
alism, even hybrid cultures, in the lives of children. The meeting between the global 
and local is a meeting of integration and co-existence, and not a choice between two 
contradictory options. It is a dialectic process of “push and pull” between the two poles.
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Concluding Remarks

In summarizing the role of media in the development of perception of self and 
society and in the construction of social reality, we return once again to the 
conclusion that media consumers, even young ones, located as they are within social 
and ideological contexts, are selective consumers of media content and active and 
creative in their interpretations of it. They gain pleasure from their use of various 
texts, be they comedies, cartoons, sports coverage, movies, video games, or Facebook 
pages. They learn and accept advice offered to them in a variety of ways; they recog-
nize themselves and feel self-affirmed, and complete (or conceal) what is missing in 
their own life-worlds. Media consumption, too, serves as an outlet for the expression 
of their feelings and fantasies and functions as an important activity that enables 
them to reconstruct the meaning of everyday life.88

However, if we are too hasty in our celebration of the symbolic creativity and 
critical thinking of young people we risk underestimating the potential political and 
social implications of media for these audiences in contemporary societies. The 
interaction of children with mediated texts is complicated, taking place in conjunction 
with and incorporating many other socializing forces.

Academic discussion of this area of research shifts between the over-emphasis 
on  the power of media to construct the social world of “captive” young audiences, on 
the one hand, and dismissal of the power of media, on the other. This may be due to 
over-glorification of young people as critical consumers who debate the content and 
struggle with the many interpretations embedded in the text. Such views emphasize 
the role of cognitive processes in their estimation of the attention devoted to media, 
to the analysis of the texts themselves, their content and power to construct reality, 
or focus on the audience as an ideological product of the text.

We should remember that it is impossible to treat separately discussion of media 
roles in the construction of reality, as they all deal with the same realms of life and 
reinforce each other by creating an incorporated worldview. All such media-related 
research reveals that the relationship between exposure to popular media and the 
construction of reality is complicated and multifaceted.

Study of most of the issues raised throughout this chapter is far too underdeveloped 
to allow us to arrive at the overarching conclusions sought by many parents, educators, 
and politicians, as well as media producers. Yet society cannot be relieved of its respon-
sibility for the content offered to children by many media outlets, and it cannot leave 
that content unchallenged. The reinforcement of similar messages in many programs, 
advertisements, games and websites (such as gender and racial messages, consumer 
ideology or political views) makes it very hard for children to resist them, or to under-
take an oppositional process of negotiation with them. Media, we have seen, are much, 
much more than wasteful entertainment, as is popularly claimed. Indeed, among their 
many roles, media may well serve as an alternative form of “schooling.” This conclusion 
reinforces the need for all media stakeholders to realize and to manifest social respon-
sibility when producing content for children. The implications of these issues for 
media policy and advocacy will be discussed in Chapter 7.
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Media, Sociality, and Participation

One of the most dramatic changes introduced by the digital media environment in 
which children and young people are immersed today is the social nature of a large 
part of their activities. If in the past viewing television, listening to music, and 
playing video games was often blamed in public discourse for promoting self-
absorption, alienation, and anti-social behavior, as children mostly engaged in these 
activities on their own, the vibrant social life facilitated via their use of the internet 
and mobile media poses very different challenges and opportunities, including in 
the social domain. Some consider a large portion of social networking posting to be 
narcissistic in nature, overwhelming focused on “me” – where I am, what I am doing, 
how I am feeling – and documenting mundane everyday experiences in words and 
in selfies (digital self-portraits). Others consider these postings to be performative 
and expressive, shaping an individual identity and a desire to leave a unique trace 
behind to be shared with a collective. Accordingly, this chapter is devoted to discuss-
ing what we know and need to investigate regarding the unique social nature of the 
current media environment and its place in children’s lives.

We start by recalling various types of activities that children and youth are engaged 
in on the web. These have been categorized in the current literature in a variety of 
ways. Some approaches focus on content. For example, we can distinguish between 
information-seeking and entertainment-related activities (e.g., surfing websites; 
downloading content; gaming), as well as those commercial in nature, with or 
without parental involvement (e.g., purchase and sale of products and services). In 
addition, a large portion of children’s activities are communicative and social, 
including the use of social networks, email, instant messaging (IM) programs, 
forums, and blogs, as well as many varieties of civil engagement activities, such as 
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organizing for participation in protests, signing petitions and bans, and mobilizing 
others to participate in events.

Another way of categorizing these activities is by conceptualizing them as 
incoming and outgoing content. Incoming content refers to content created by others 
that children seek on the web, are exposed to, or download. Outgoing content, on 
the other hand, refers to the activities that children themselves create and/or in 
which they participate.1

A third way to conceptualize online activities is to divide them into three cate-
gories: content activities, in which the child is the recipient of content; contact activ-
ities, with the child as a participant in the relationship; and conduct activities, with 
the child as an active actor.2 Thus, the category of content can be seen as the 
equivalent of the incoming category above, while the categories of contact and 
conduct are two forms of outgoing activities.

A different, yet complementary, way of conceptualizing these many activities is by 
making a distinction between three types of participation of young people on the 
internet: Hanging Out is a form of social behavior typical of social networking 
through which participants develop social and communication skills; Messing 
Around is a form of participation by “trial and error” while deliberating upon var-
ious options for participation; and Geeking Out refers to a very goal-oriented or 
topic-specific social behavior shared by the participants.3

The variety of ways in which scholars talk about these activities suggests to us 
how complicated and rich young people’s engagement with the media world is 
today.

In addition to contents, we can also seek to understand children’s new media 
usage through a developmental perspective. For example, a composite, comparative 
analysis of over 400 studies from 21 European countries found that as children grow 
older they move from heavier engagement with incoming activities to more outgoing 
social ones. In addition, only a small portion of teenagers actually engage in more 
advanced social activities; such as co-gaming, file-sharing, participation in virtual 
worlds (e.g., Second Life), and blogging. Even fewer engage in civic activities and 
protests.4 It is interesting to note that studies, such as one completed in the UK, 
found that young people show a strong preference in their online activities for the 
major sites developed by leading corporate entities, such as (at the time of the study) 
Google, MSN, YouTube, and Facebook.5

The variety of mobile devices that allow children to remain connected at all times, 
and across all physical spaces, means that virtual-social world is ever present, and is 
just as dominant and central to children’s lives as the concrete reality within which 
they live. As discussed in Chapter 3, these many forms of personal and social engage-
ments, along with active participation in the virtual world, characterize the partici-
patory culture of online life. Even the most routine activities that children engage in 
on social networks ‒ such as information sharing, personal comments, posting of 
photos, celebrating birthdays and events ‒ are indicative of the blurring of active and 
passive consumption of media content, or what has been termed “prosumption” 
(i.e., production + consumption).
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Social Networking

As they grow up, children’s technological skills, social needs, and dependency on 
peer groups grow steadily, as does the amount of time they spend on the internet, 
with the latter gradually becoming a central social space in their lives. The freedom 
that children acquire on the net to “move about” and explore the world, with its end-
less social possibilities, offers them alternatives and substitutes for the restrictions 
and limitations they experience in reality; whether imposed by geographical borders 
and distances, or by constraints on their leisure activities, such as time and freedom 
of movement. Even before reaching adolescence, children worldwide are experi-
encing significant peer pressure to create a profile and use social networking sites. 
The data accumulating from several studies in the USA, Europe, Brazil, and several 
Asian countries suggest that they are mostly connected through Facebook and 
Twitter, networks that do not specifically cater to children’s needs.

Social media take many forms and serve such functions as: expression (e.g., blog-
ging, participating in forums and chats); sharing (e.g., video and music, recom-
mending platforms); networking (via a variety of online and mobile tools); gaming; 
as well as participating in platforms (e.g., Facebook, MySpace). Children and youth 
text on their mobile phones, network on various platforms, and play social games 
online. Some of the hardware, such as mobile smartphones, gives them access to the 
entire range of social functions.6

In general, engaging in these social functions contributes to children’s social 
and emotional development in multiple ways as they can express themselves, 
explore different identities, build relationships, and develop their self-concept. 
Similar to any social relationship offline, social media opportunities can also be 
misused or abused, and can damage self-esteem and social relationships.7 All these 
qualities and concerns have implications for aspects of digital literacy, discussed in 
Chapter 3.

Online and mobile communication requires complicated social skills, including: 
interpreting abbreviated language and iconic messages often used in texting (e.g., 
LOL – laughing out loud; XOXO – hugs and kisses); using symbols and emoticons 
to express emotions such as ☹, ☺, and then interpreting nuances without voice 
intonations and facial expressions; internalizing a special etiquette appropriate for 
different means of communication while shifting back and forth between them 
(e.g., how quickly one expects a response from phone texting versus email versus 
a Facebook posting). As with many social cues learned in the real world, these 
skills and expectations evolve collaboratively within communities of users, and are 
learned by doing.

One particular sphere that requires specific social as well as technical skills is that 
of gaming sub-cultures. In contrast to earlier computer and video games, internet 
games offer unique social opportunities.8 For example, MMORPG (Massively 
Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games) create social youth communities that 
have clear formal and informal social expectations and use specific social rules of 
behavior, embedded in other social practices among players on- and offline.9
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Similarly, MUVE (Multi-User Virtual Environment) is an immersive social space 
in which collaborative projects are created as each participant builds upon the 
creative work of other participants while sharing DIY (Do-It-Yourself) tools.10

Being active on social media affords a similar experience, as most participants 
leverage content created by others, for example when they post it, re-contextualize and 
reinterpret it, add and delete, or mold it in innovative ways. In all of these examples, 
and many others not presented, the meaning-making process is social by definition.

Comparing offline and online relationships

Initially, questions were raised about the possibility of a displacement effect occur-
ring with the introduction of the internet into children’s lives. Similar to the process 
analyzed in Chapter 1 with regard to the introduction of television, here, too, we will 
discuss whether online social relationships are displacing those in children’s everyday 
lives, so vital for healthy development of social skills as well as self-identity.11 The 
initial body of research suggests that most of the online social relationships reinforce 
those already existing offline12 (e.g., such was the case for 87% of the children in the 
2011 multi-country European study mentioned above13).

If so, a corollary line of investigation seeks to identify the types of online and 
everyday life relationships, as well as the similarities and differences between 
them. Interestingly, researchers found that different communication modes are 
better suited to different types of relationships, as children are adapting to the 
unique characteristics and advantages of different forms of communication. For 
example, a study in Belgium found that while all platforms support ties between 
very close friends (e.g., texting, phoning, IM), IM was also frequently used for 
contacts with less close friends. Another study in the USA found that while IM 
practices did indeed have a positive correlation with close friendships and romantic 
relationships, chat rooms and gaming were related to a decline of the relationship. 
With all these preliminary studies, there is clear evidence that close friends use all 
available means of communication: face to face, texting, phone calls, email, chats, 
or social media.14 The sense of constant contact and co-presence would seem to be 
attractive for children whose mobility and ability to explore public spaces is 
restricted, and whose time is controlled by adults. If so, online social networks 
may be an outstanding example of McLuhan’s conceptualization of media as “an 
extension of man.”15

A related domain of inquiry investigates the nature of these relationships – what 
does online contact do that is different from or even better than face-to face relation-
ships? What makes online relationships so attractive to children and youth that they 
would prefer to stay online to walking over to a friend’s house to hang out in her 
house or yard?

Interesting answers to these questions are provided by ethnographic studies and 
direct investigations of young people’s social relationships. We learn from these 
studies that social networks are characterized by three key opportunities: the chance 
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to learn about participants from their personal profiles; to have a network of “friends” 
to follow and with whom to be in contact, that is, “connected”; and the means to 
respond to what others are doing on the network quickly and efficiently. Furthermore, 
social networking embodies two seemingly opposing features: On the one hand, 
online allows for more boldness, self-disclosure, and intimacy in relationships that 
is easier for some people than in face-to-face situations. On the other, online one can 
easily ignore, as well as hide, aspects of a relationship that may hinder the development 
of a thriving friendship, such as a lack of self-confidence (e.g., due to disability, 
physical appearance, marginalized ethnicity). Researchers who interviewed children 
about their interactions online heard variations on the following statement: “On the 
internet I can be my real self.” In this way, children seemed to be referring to a sense 
of a core self that exists independent of external “packaging” of physical appearance 
and social demographics.16 Indeed, a study conducted in Canada suggested that 
socially anxious adolescents seemed to rely more heavily on online communication 
in their social relationships.17 Referring to this phenomenon as the “internet attri-
bute hypothesis,” researchers argued that developing intimacy in relationships can 
be advanced more readily via the internet for some people who are reticent about 
self-exposure and have a need to overcome inhibitions. For example, feedback that 
friends give each other on social networking sites can contribute in meaningful 
ways to participants’ self-esteem and sense of wellbeing. Studies of teenagers in the 
Netherlands support this line of argument.18 Thus, evidence suggests that, irrespec-
tive of the means of communication, deepening relational closeness is dependent on 
the positive nature of the communication as well as the level of the individual’s self-
disclosure in an ongoing relationship.19

A study of North American youth on the social network MySpace found that 
the nature of the public space in the social network differs from non-mediated 
reality in four ways.20 The first difference is the possibility of persistence of 
communication between participants over time, given the fact that all interaction 
is permanently documented. Second, searchability of others online is a-temporal, 
as their identity and traces of character remain active when the person in question 
is physically offline. Third, there is replicability of verbal as well as audio-visual 
utterances via continuous citing and distributing. Finally, invisibility of audiences 
attending to one’s activities and messages online is a given and may be less threat-
ening to participants. Together, these characteristics contribute to a continuous 
blurring of the private and the public in participants’ lives, as the private is exposed 
to a large and heterogeneous audience we now call “friends” (on social sites), while 
the public is incorporated into individual and private posts, timelines, and 
personal pages.

Creating and maintaining a lively self-profile, including posting visuals and texts, 
sorting friends, creating collages of messages that represent the self, etc., all consti-
tute activities of identity shaping and display that we know to be a central part of 
social processes during adolescence.21 Indeed, this discussion enables us to understand 
that mediated social networks may provide many opportunities for self-expression 
that differ, and may even divert, from everyday life offline.



181Media, Sociality, and Participation

Marginalized identities

The unique characteristics of online relationships has also been found to play an 
important role for marginalized minority and immigrant groups. As discussed in 
Chapter 5, members of these groups face complicated challenges and need special 
efforts in the transition to living in their host society (e.g., learning the language, 
culture, holidays) as well as maintaining their home country and ethnic identity 
(e.g., cultural transmission, maintaining the mother tongue or dialect, keeping 
strong family ties).22 For example, studies of youth who emigrated from the former 
USSR to Israel and Germany documented how internet use enabled them to main-
tain contact with friends in their home country as well as to connect with immi-
grants in other places experiencing similar challenges. At the same time, they 
perceived the internet as a relatively safe and positive arena for experimenting with 
host country youth. Interestingly, they claimed a number of positive aspects of com-
municating via the internet, including the fact that they could have time to compose 
their thoughts and use a dictionary when expressing themselves, that their foreign-
ness was not visible on the net, and that they had no accent when writing online.23

Similarly, minority groups, such as Arab youth in Israel, are able to connect seam-
lessly with other youth in the Arab world, as the internet enables them to cross 
geographical, cultural, and political borders.24 And, a study of Korean youth in the 
USA documented the central role of diasporic media practices in their lives, such as 
downloading and consuming ethnic applications on their smartphones. Thus, in 
addition to consuming media in ways similar to US-born peers, they knew media 
were instrumental in exploring and formulating their Korean ethnic identity.25

Another illustration of this process comes from researchers studying youth in 
Accra, Ghana’s capital. Here, marginalized, low-resource youth visiting internet cafes 
discussed how the web provided them with endless opportunities in the global world, 
in contrast to the frustrating condition of involuntary immobility that characterized 
their daily lives. This is but one example of a common practice in many countries in 
which it seems that internet cafes serve as the only public places where patrons are free 
from the control, norms, and tight disciplining of their lives by traditionalist adults, 
and where they have some degree of control over their own space. They meet other 
youth within and beyond their borders, share online activities – including trickery – 
such as joining “frequent flyer” programs (which allow users to accumulate travel 
points to be applied to receive discounts on future travel – both of which are entirely 
imaginary for these youth, as none have ever been on a plane or have the prospect of 
going abroad in the near future), and connect through email to other worlds of possi-
bilities. The fact that these behaviors are perceived by adults to be frivolous and even 
harmful provides them with an even stronger sense of empowerment and liberation.26

For some youth who may be “on the fringe” and feeling marginalized (e.g., those 
identifying themselves with sub-cultures such as LGBTQ (i.e., sexual identity 
groups), pro-mia/ana (i.e., groups promoting binging and/or anorexia), or punks), 
online social networking may provide them with solace and support (see also 
discussion in Chapter 5). For at-risk youth, on the other hand, peer interaction 
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online can also become a platform through which to be drawn into crime and, for 
those in post-rehabilitation, a road back into recidivism, as a study of juvenile 
delinquents in Singapore demonstrates.27

In summarizing the research available to us to date, it seems that online relation-
ships neither compete with nor damage offline relations, as was feared. On the con-
trary, online communication seems to open up a host of new opportunities for 
enriching the social life of children and youth. It allows them to overcome physical, 
psychological, and social barriers as well as to strengthen existing ties and expand 
circles of potential new ones. Furthermore, evidence demonstrates that a significant 
overlap exists between the online and offline contacts, and young people use 
integrated, multiple forms of interaction to maintain their social lives.28 That being 
so, we can say that the dichotomous division between online and offline social 
worlds has lost its relevance today as for the most part young people’s relationships 
exist in both worlds and feed into each other.

Yet, let us also be minded of matters of social equity: Who benefits socially most 
from online potentiality? Is the “rich get richer” hypothesis also in operation here? 
One might argue that those who already have good social skills and strong net-
working can make much better use of the opportunities afforded to them by social 
networks online. However, a competing hypothesis suggests that there might also be 
a social compensation process in place, according to which the online world is 
particularly beneficial for marginalized and isolated children who are enabled to 
experiment with social relationships, remain anonymous, overcome inhibitions, 
and be selective as to which parts of themselves they wish to expose through 
communication conducted through new media.

Risk and Harm

The various online activities available provide children with a myriad of opportu-
nities for growth, development, and empowerment. At the same time, as in the real 
world, each poses many risks to children’s wellbeing which can lead to actual harm.29 
Accordingly, risks embody the potential for both opportunity as well as harm. In 
general, leaving home to enter the public world – be it concrete or virtual – can 
provide opportunities for personal growth, widening horizons, development of 
resilience and independence. Yet, one can also encounter danger, temptation, loss of 
way and purpose. Thus, children can engage in social encounters on the net with 
others who are different and removed from them, culturally and/or geographically. 
Doing so enables them to explore humanity in new ways, to learn to bridge differ-
ences, overcome stereotypes, and contribute to developing capacities for tolerance 
and collaboration. It can also put them in touch with others who share their interests 
and hobbies, sexual orientation, cultural background, physical and/or mental dis
ability – and allow them to feel a sense of community and belonging. However, at 
the same time, social encounters on the net can also expose children to people with ill 
intentions, impostors, and even criminals. This can create a situation in which risks 
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can become actually harmful to children ‒ harmful physically, psychologically, 
socially, financially, or a combination of these.

Given that risk does not necessarily imply harm, one basic question studied is: 
How often do children actually encounter threats to their wellbeing via internet 
use? One set of evidence was produced by the large European project cited above, as 
well as by other countries that have used the same survey instrument, such as 
Australia, Russia, and Brazil. Researchers found that about a third of the partici-
pants claimed they were exposed to undesired content (e.g., pornography, violence, 
hate speech), a fifth were harassed or bullied, and about one tenth had personal 
encounters with strangers met via the net.30 A study in Israel found that around a 
third of pre-adolescents and adolescents provided personal information to strangers 
on the internet, including personal photos.31

Since the range of activities and degree of risk vary, as do definitions of threat, 
findings that shed light on when and how children encounter actual threats are 
dependent on the research method used to collect information from children, 
cultural context, period during which data was collected, and children’s age. There 
are also a host of ethical issues involved in inquiring into behaviors. For example, the 
definition of privacy and the need to protect it are quite fluid and contested. Thus, it 
could well be that what adults take as an invasion of their privacy is quite acceptable 
to the younger generation that has been raised with digital media. It also seems that 
definitions change as children grow up and explore risk-taking as their way to check 
boundaries and develop their independent identity and perception of “self.” Risk 
behaviors are strongly age related, and as children mature their web of social rela-
tionships expands, as does the centrality of peer groups in their lives. In parallel, as 
children become more skilled with use of online media, they expand their repertoire 
of activities and the amount of time they spend there. As we have said, many young 
people are attracted to online life as a means to explore boundaries and experiment 
with freedoms that are restricted in their concrete society, which are often fraught 
with risk in of themselves.32 All these processes and experiences contribute to inter-
net use moving into the center of their social life, and their identity formation.

Cyberbullying

Cyber (or online) bullying has attracted much public attention, following some 
highly publicized and troubling suicidal cases of bullied youth. Bullying by means of 
communication technologies, like other forms of bullying, is meant to hurt others, 
usually those perceived as weak and vulnerable, via persistent and premeditated 
hostile and aggressive behavior. Bullying can have devastating consequences for 
victims’ physical and mental health. The aggressors, on the other hand, are often 
associated with other forms of anti-social behavior in their everyday life.33

Cyberbullying is facilitated by the unique characteristics of media technology. 
Online anonymity frees the aggressor of inhibitions, as well as possible social sanctions 
and retaliation. At the same time, abuse is spread well beyond other, more familiar, sites 
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of bullying in the playground or school gym. Online, the victim has no place to escape 
as bullying reaches the child in the privacy of his bedroom, or via her mobile phone 
screen. Thus, the web creates a situation in which the victim is never safe or protected, 
and the bullying reaches the child everywhere, at all times, without the awareness and 
support of parents and close friends, and without the supervision and intervention 
of school authorities. Some young people who have been bullied for their “otherness” 
(e.g., sexual orientation, appearance) or their behavior (e.g., sending naked photos of 
themselves to a romantic partner, a phenomenon coined “sexting”34), have been driven 
through one or a combination of these elements to desperation and even suicide.

Despite extensive media coverage of these phenomena and tragic events, there is 
very little systematic evidence gathered to date about the scope of cyberbullying due, 
among other reasons, to the methodological difficulties of collecting evidence 
and measuring such behaviors. Different studies report a range from 6 percent to 
72 percent of the children studied who claim to have been bullied at least once 
online or via text messaging. More commonly, reports range from 20‒40 percent of 
children studied. According to some studies, frequency of being bullied seems to 
grow with age and development of digital skills, and reaches a peak around the ages 
of 12 to 14.35 Interestingly, there are significant gaps between what children report 
about their involvement in bullying – both as victims as well as perpetuators – and 
their parents’ lower estimates of these activities.36

Another interesting group of research projects studied the relationship between 
offline and online activities of children in order to explore whether young people 
engaged in bullying do so in both worlds. That is, to discover whether bullying 
online is just another setting and opportunity for bullies and whether it encourages 
and/or intensifies other forms of bullying. There are no clear results yet about this 
question. What we do now is that online settings allow bullying without any physical 
contact between the aggressor and the victim, do not require much planning, and 
minimize the risk of being caught while engaged in the activity. Indeed, several 
studies present evidence suggesting that cyberbullies spend twice as much time on 
the internet in general as other users and four times more on internet-related risk 
behaviors. Other initial evidence found that victims might, too, be heavier internet 
users and risk-takers.37 Yet further studies found that children who are victims of 
bullying offline are also more likely to be the target of bullying online.38

The gender of bullies is also an important consideration. Given that physical 
aggression has been traditionally associated with males and social aggression with 
females, it is no surprise that cyberbullying, which relies on interpersonal commu-
nication strategies, caters to girls’ strengths and preferences. Indeed, there is well-
substantiated evidence that gender differences associated with bullying offline seem 
to be somewhat canceled out when it comes to online bullying, since girls are more 
active in that sphere than they are in face-to-face bullying.39

As a tentative summary we can say that at this point in time cyberbullying, like 
other risk activities online, requires a much better understanding of the personal, 
social, and contextual circumstances of both the aggressors as well as the victims, 
something that future research will no doubt need to contend with.40
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Organized Production and Participation

Youth, around the world, are engaged in producing their own media. Juxtaposed 
with commercial or institutional productions, youth media production can be 
divided into individual and group activities. Individual production is advanced via 
a teen’s social network, conducted, for example, by posting, web-designing, blog-
ging, or gaming. In contrast, a more structured and organized approach is often 
initiated, mediated, and/or guided by adults in schools, organizations, social and 
political movements, or communities, with the goal of engaging youth in what is 
often referred to as “participatory culture.”

Grouped under the title “youth-produced media,” these diverse activities have been 
sorted into the following nine major categories, many of which are often inter-related:41

1.  Social justice: Projects addressing issues of social justice and economic, political, 
and social inequalities.

2.  Political action: Projects involved in formal political action and promoting 
specific agendas.

3.  Arts: Projects promoting involvement in the arts and artistic expression on all 
levels, personal and social.

4.  Communication: Projects encouraging interactions with peers and adults that 
focus on the communication process itself.

5.  Workforce: Projects preparing participants for employment in the workforce of 
the media and information industries.

6.  Academic support: Projects providing academic support, particularly to strug-
gling students.

7.  Overall development: Projects invested in overall development including health, 
wellbeing, and safety.

8.  Recreation: Projects providing joyful and entertaining engagement.
9.  Community development: Projects that facilitate social change in communities 

and encourage positive development.

Youth production projects involve all forms of media: a video on warzone graffiti; 
photos of a family history of immigration; digital graphic art; or sound recordings of 
birds. Examples of youth-produced media come from all over the world. Youth in 
Palestine and in Israel express the complexity of their life experiences; Christian 
youth groups in Brazil explore their interests and identities in integrating religious 
beliefs within the context of contemporary popular culture; projects by Singaporean 
youth promote high-tech skills in young people; in South Africa, a community radio 
station offering professional training for youth explores alternatives to mainstream 
post-apartheid content. At my own university, our summer video-camps facilitate 
girls’ empowerment.42 Many more examples abound.43

While the numerous benefits for the individual as well as for society of youth 
media engagement, as opposed to mere consumption, have been celebrated, 
notes of caution have also been raised. First and foremost is an awareness of the 
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tendency – noted throughout the book ‒ to assume technological determinism; 
that is, technology will set the creative spirit of youth free and empower them to 
become engaged and productive participants in their communities. The reality is 
that the technology – whether this means oral storytelling or a production that 
employs the most advanced digital software – is not inherently positive or negative; 
rather it is a tool in our hands to use creatively. Thus, it does not in and of itself 
liberate young people from passivity, disengagement, or a non-productive life.

There is still a great lack of research that systematically evaluates the short- and 
long-term benefits of global initiatives to engage youth in media production. Many 
involved in such research often warn of the danger that youth devoid of proper 
guidance and education will imitate existing commercial formulas, re-create racial 
and gender stereotypes, and reinforce violence, materialism, and intolerance. Simply 
providing children and youth with a camera or computer software is not going to 
change such tendencies. It requires in-depth educational processes to promote 
awareness, capabilities to problematize reality, apply moral judgment, and turn 
knowledge into action.44 Additionally, criticism of some youth-produced media pro-
jects also points to the fact that adults have often taken over these projects, so that 
they are framed from an adult perspective, with adults’ interests in mind; and that 
the activities and products are advanced by adults to serve their needs, rather than 
facilitating independent expression of young voices. Child-focused research sug-
gests the importance of participatory work that is determined by the youth partici-
pants themselves as presented by an example coming out of South Africa, employing 
photovoice, video and digital storytelling, blogging, and children’s radio.45

The increasing accessibility of production tools via digital technologies as well as, 
interestingly, debates over the disengagement of young people from the public 
sphere, have contributed to a growing interest in this area. Nevertheless, the creation 
of organized youth-produced media is still marginal to most educational endeavors, 
suffering as it does from a lack of resources and recognition.

Civic engagement and activism

When it comes to production of media and participation through media, one 
specific area of interest has been receiving more attention than others: the potential 
of the especially rich new media environment and technological innovations to lead 
to different outcomes in terms of engagement. This interest, or perhaps hope, seems 
to be driven partly by the anticipation of youth resistance to adultism46 (i.e., adults’ 
systematic discrimination of young people) and their sense of exclusion from the 
public sphere (as discussed in Chapter 2). However, the research evidence gathered 
to date suggests that, among all the activities of children and youth online, civic 
engagement and activism accounts for very little. What does seem to be taking place 
includes: seeking out relevant civic information; producing content that deals with 
issues pertaining to politics and the public sphere; participating in dialogues on such 
topics; and initiating and organizing online activities that will take place offline.
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One multicultural project aimed at studying the potential contribution of the 
internet to promoting young people’s civic engagement and participation examined 
a host of online sites, as well as the way they are put into use, by youth in seven 
diverse European countries (Hungary, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 
Turkey, and the UK).47 The results reinforced the claim that most young people are 
disconnected, bored, and even feel alienated from the public sphere. It also found 
that online resources are not necessarily the most effective means of engaging 
young people or disseminating information to them. Such resources tend to be 
underused as they are often dated (for lack of resources), and often do not take 
advantage of the various technologies available today (e.g., they do not allow for 
interactivity). Furthermore, this study found that despite the popular claim that 
new media platforms offer a “safe haven” for the expression of opinions, this is not 
always the case, as youth reported being harassed for their sexual orientation, 
immigrant status, or racial identity. Many sites fail to contextualize themselves 
within a contemporary issue of concern, and to interlink with offline activities, 
which, as we have seen, is a dominant requirement of youth culture today. Indeed, 
the absence of opportunities for peer-to-peer conversations, as well as interaction 
with adults in authoritative positions, are all central to the lack of interest and 
involvement with these resources.

However, this project did demonstrate that the internet is particularly useful for 
those young people who are already interested in public issues and wish to be more 
engaged. Thus, based on this study, new technologies are seen as an additional ave-
nue through which youth can engage in social change; that is, they are not in and of 
themselves sufficient to bring about a major change in youth‒society relations.

This conclusion seems to cut across many of the issues that we have discussed 
throughout the book: Children and youth actively seek, in all forms of media, the 
content and activities that contribute to their interests, as well as their personal tastes 
and life circumstances. Therefore, we cannot analyze youth civic engagement and 
use of media independently of each other. The evidence documented in the research 
literature suggests that those young people who are already interested in civics and 
politics offline will seek out those interests online as well, but also that online use 
may lead to more offline activities.48

With regard to online activities such as visiting as well as creating one’s own website, 
it is possible to point to three general clusters of youth:49 Some youth are interactors: 
they are active on the web in a variety of ways, but do not necessarily demonstrate an 
interest in the civic sphere; civic-minded youth are more goal oriented in their use of the 
internet to pursue civic interests; disengaged youth are the least active online in terms of 
visiting or creating sites. Clearly, children and youth of the three types require different 
approaches to facilitate or to produce active engagement. Again, we should remember 
that online lives are tightly related to offline lives and cannot be studied in isolation.

Many cite the great potential of digital media literacy education in advancing civic 
and political engagement, as discussed in Chapter 7. Such an approach challenges 
our conceptions of literacy itself as it perceives it to be political in nature. A study  
in California,50 for example, demonstrated that digital media literacy educational 
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activities were related to greater levels of political participation online, as well as 
greater exposure for youth to diverse viewpoints on a variety of topics.

It is of particular interest to explore the role of digital media in the civic engage-
ment of youth in the light of disparate reports from scholars in countries experi-
encing significant social and political transformations. A case study in Egypt, for 
example, demonstrated a high level of integration of online–offline relationships. 
The researchers argued that being active on Facebook meant that the Egyptian 
children felt they were part of a regional community and this contributed to increasing 
their exposure to the public sphere and civic engagement.51 In Belarus, a digital 
underground magazine served as a forum for youth to debate, critique, and become 
involved in various forms of activism, thus challenging notions of freedom of expres-
sion in a non-democratic political environment.52 In the borderland of Argentina, a 
group of young disadvantaged people took part in a guided online workshop that led 
to their creating video productions about their lives, identities, and the active role 
they were playing in their communities.53

Despite the advent of digital media, reports state that traditional media have the 
potential to play a central role in activism and social change, particularly through 
the use of community media, in the form of radio, newspapers, and video. For 
example, as pointed out in Chapter 5, many initiatives involving youth and media in 
Africa deal specifically with the hiv-aids epidemic and related health matters,54 
such as when involvement in anti-aids campaigns served as a stimuli for social 
change for a youth club in Malawi.55 In a small town in Turkey, bordering on Iran, 
young people’s use of radio and mobile phones contributed to a process of social 
change by facilitating self-expression and networking, and also challenged the tradi-
tional generational and gendered power structure.56 Many other examples of media 
activism of children and youth from countries around the world exist, often 
integrated within a framework of empowerment via media education.57

Several scholars have claimed, recently, that understanding the role of young 
people in civic engagement requires expanding the definition of the political world 
beyond traditional acts of voting, membership of a political party, or signing a peti-
tion to a much broader notion of engagement in the public sphere.58 They argue that 
the incorporation of digital technologies is changing the forms and practices of 
citizenship in the context of globalization, as well as the nature and character 
of  the public sphere. For example, Web 2.0 technologies should stimulate us to 
re-conceptualize the very notion of civic engagement in ways that reflect how partic-
ipation is actually incorporated in the everyday life of young people, in which there 
is a blurring of former boundaries separating civic life and leisure. Participating in 
various online communities, out of interest or as a form of leisure, can foster respon-
sibility, commitment to a collective, voluntarism, and other qualities that are central 
to any social and political form of life.

Some would go as far as to argue, more radically, that children’s participation in 
social networking is of itself a form of democratic participation by a group usually 
excluded from the public sphere.59 Young people’s casual writing online expresses 
their anxieties, their alienation from civic life and democratic processes, and their 
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hopes for the future. These activities can be interpreted as an appeal to the adult 
world for attention, empathy, and understanding, as well as for guidance and men-
toring. Efforts to increase participation from this perspective require, among others, 
consideration of the mismatch between adult and youth expectations and an under-
standing of their place in society.60

More generally, and viewed through concrete reality, we need to keep in mind 
that while youth may be encouraged to have a voice, it is unclear whether adults are 
actually listening when they speak. Furthermore, it seems that many producers of 
online opportunities for youth tend to approach them through a “top-down” model 
of delivering information, rather than seeking to open up avenues that allow for 
dialogue; and are not transparent about their own involvement in the process.

Therefore we need to ask: Assuming there is a new public sphere, what kind of 
presence do young people today have in it and are they producing new forms of 
citizenship? A review of the research literature reporting on projects in Latin 
America, India, Europe, and the US identified four perspectives through which 
these processes are studied: First, how youth use media to communicate about and 
to argue for their identity and rights; second, how youth express their own views 
about the social world, report coping mechanisms, criticize it, and search for social 
change; third, how youth, as subjects, are represented in various media contents as 
well as in discussions of policy and regulations of these contents; and fourth, how 
youth are involved in processes of change through communication for development.61

Concluding Remarks

We close this chapter with two notes of caution. First, while the research and schol-
arship in this area is relatively young, most of it is based on the later teen years and 
even young adults in their 20s. Therefore, we should be wary of applying the find-
ings about questions of sociality and civic engagement to children and the younger 
teen age group. Second, we tend to forget that not all participation and collective 
engagement is constructive and positive. There are, unfortunately, many online 
communities that support and foster racism, violence, and exclusivity. This reminds 
us, once again, that technologies are only tools in our hands without a life of their 
own. It is up to us to use them responsibility for the better good. It remains true that 
the dynamic relationships between risks, opportunities, and harm in the virtual 
world are yet to be fully explored.
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Media Literacy Education

The term media education has been alternatively referred to as media literacy, 
critical viewing skills, and media competencies. These terms have been used inter-
changeably and, generally, with little conceptual distinction when referring to the 
capacities needed to engage in analyses of media texts, audiences, and viewing 
contexts and cultures. The terms have also been used in discussion of issues of 
public policy, in domains of cultural criticism, as a set of pedagogical tools for 
teachers, in production skills, as educational guidelines for parents, as hypotheses 
in the spirit of technological determinism, or as topics for research on cognitive 
processing of information. More recently, we find scholars using the term media 
literacy education; that is, education for media literacy.

Thus, media literacy, in general terms, is commonly understood to refer to the ability 
to access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate messages in a variety of ways. It is per-
ceived to be a form of literacy necessary for participation in civic and cultural life that 
requires an informed, critical, and creative citizenry. The goals of educational programs 
around the world that advance media literacy education, as stated in the extensive 
extant literature, are diverse and not necessarily complementary. For some advocates 
and program developers, media literacy is a way to develop creativity in children by 
providing them with another domain within which they can be creative and have 
opportunities for self-expression. Creativity, in this sense, is defined not in comparison 
to some external formal criteria defined by experts, but in terms of the ability to create 
something that is novel for the child, as is often the case on social networking sites.1

Other analysts stress media literacy education’s potential to empower children by 
allowing them to present their own voices, pursue social and political goals, 
and advance particularly those who are socially disadvantaged and marginalized. 

7
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Yet others believe that the central feature of media literacy education is that it enables 
media consumers to have a critical perspective, to challenge mainstream media and 
the existing social order, to advance democratization and civic participation, and to 
return some power to popular citizenry. Media literacy education has also been 
employed as vocational training for future employment in the growing media-satu-
rated workplace. Sometimes media literacy education has been employed to tackle 
specific social ills – such as bullying, obesity, or racism. Finally, for some educators, 
media literacy is an opportunity to challenge traditional educational institutions by 
experimenting with alternative pedagogies.

This variety of educational goals has led to the development of a host of curricula 
that employ different pedagogies, different assessment practices of children’s 
achievements, and different approaches to the institutionalization of media literacy 
programs in formal and non-formal settings. Though there are many differences, 
writers agree that media literacy skills incorporate at least an understanding of the 
following five elements:

●● Media messages are constructed and not merely a reflection of reality.
●● Messages are created in specific contexts that represent interests that are 

economic, social, political, historical, cultural, and esthetic in nature.
●● The process of interpreting media messages is a product of an interaction between 

the interpreter, the text, and the cultural context.
●● Different media use various languages that are expressed in a variety of symbol 

systems, forms, and genres.
●● Different representations in the media play a part in the way we understand our 

social reality.

Notice that all five characteristics refer to central issues in the study of media, as 
discussed in the previous chapters. Developing the ability to explain and apply these 
understandings in the process of interpretation, analysis, critique, and creation of 
media messages is a lifelong process.

Let us consider, by way of illustration, one of the most popular models of media 
literacy that has served as a basis for many curricula around the world to date. 
Developed by the British Film Institute (BFI) in London in the 1980s, this curric-
ulum advances central concepts, rather than educational goals or skills. The BFI 
model defined the following of areas of knowledge and understanding in media 
education:2

Media Agencies: Who is communicating, and why?
Who produces a text; roles in the production process; media institutions; 
economics and ideology; intentions and results.

Media Categories: What type of text is this?
Different media (e.g., television, radio, cinema, internet); forms (e.g., docu-
mentary, advertising); genres (e.g., science fiction, soap opera); other ways 
for categorizing texts; how categorization relates to understanding.
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Media Technologies: How is it produced?
What kinds of technologies are available to whom; how to use them; the dif-
ferences they make to the production processes as well as the final product.

Media Languages: How do we know what it means?
How do the media produce meanings; codes and conventions; narrative 
structures.

Media Audiences: Who receives it, and what sense do they make of it?
How audiences are identified, constructed, addressed, and reached; how 
audiences find, choose, consume, and respond to texts.

Media Representations: How does it present its subject?
The relation between media texts and the actual places, people, events, 
ideas featured; stereotyping and its consequences.

The components of the model are not a “grocery list” required of each media literacy 
program, nor are they hierarchical or mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they are 
understood to be interdependent – each presents an alternative means of entry into 
the study of media, and at the same time requires that the other issues be addressed. 
Note that while these areas were formalized during the period that preceded the 
advent of digital media, they are nevertheless just as relevant today, with one very 
major exception – the absence of reference to the realm of participation and produc-
tion, which is so central to the current screen culture. Nevertheless, each of these 
topics also has an additional value for applied production work.

Many consider the advantage of this model to be that it does not present facts to 
be memorized or point to a list of canonical texts to be studied. On the contrary, it 
allows media literacy to be adapted to different cultures and to changes in the expe-
riences and interests of children. The model offers a theoretical framework that can 
be applied to a variety of media, old and new, in order to understand the inter-rela-
tionships between them, and to transfer knowledge and understanding between 
them. For example, it is expected that children will apply the knowledge acquired in 
their studies of the construction of stereotypes in a television situation comedy to 
the analysis of a literary work; or they might apply their skills for critical analysis of 
persuasive messages in television advertising to their engagement with pop-up 
commercials that appear on favorite internet sites, or to advergames that embed 
advertisements in a gaming environment.

Since the BFI developed this model, media literacy education has expanded to 
incorporate the many challenges created by digital media and participatory culture, 
and addressed the urgency to incorporate them into basic literacy requirements at 
the turn of the third millennium. Following the discussion in Chapter 3, it is clear 
that the goals of such education are comprehensive and complicated. One frame-
work proposes the following life skills:3

●● Make responsible choices and access information by locating and sharing 
materials and

●● comprehending information and ideas;
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●● Analyze messages in a variety of forms by identifying the author, purpose, and 
point of view, and evaluating the quality and credibility of the content;

●● Create content in a variety of forms, making use of language, images, sound, and 
new digital tools and technologies;

●● Reflect on one’s own conduct and communication behavior by applying social 
responsibility and ethical principles;

●● Take social action by working individually and collaboratively to share knowledge 
and solve problems in the family, workplace, and community, and by partici-
pating as a member of a community.

Note that incorporating digital media into discussions of literacy shifted the 
emphasis from cognitive skills to more action-oriented participation, as well as the 
collaborative and social dimensions not addressed in the BFI model.

The Central Debates in Media Literacy Education

A historical review of the early days of media literacy education allows us to under-
stand the changes in this field and the principles underlying present efforts. In the 
UK, the cradle of media literacy in the school system, media literacy was strongly 
influenced by the development of cultural studies in the 1950s and 1960s. Cultural 
studies redefined the approach to culture so that it was perceived not only as a canon 
of preferred works of art, but as a way of life that includes a host of forms of expres-
sions, including those that are part of everyday life, such as television. Applied to 
media literacy education, the cultural studies approach perceived media to be part 
of a more general trend of democratization in which children’s leisure was treated to 
be a relevant contributing factor to their education and a legitimate topic for study 
in school. At the same time, the early work of media literacy education in the UK did 
develop the still dominant (in other places in the world) protective approaches 
whereby teachers are expected to develop in pupils skills that immunize them against 
the negative effects of television, such as: protecting the elitist culture with its valued 
qualities (since television was seen as populist, low culture); protecting moral values 
regarding such phenomena as violence, sex, consumerism; and developing political 
protection from false beliefs and discriminatory ideologies of enslavement expressed 
in the media with regard to ethnicity, class, and gender issues.

In all of these realms, media literacy was expected to struggle with vast and compli-
cated social issues. The media were perceived to be the cause of both society’s and chil-
dren’s troubles, with education for media literacy as the solution. Teachers were expected 
to be able to place themselves outside of these processes of media influence and so be 
able to provide pupils with skills for critical viewing that empowered them, too.4

Since media literacy education first emerged in the 1980s, the demand for its 
incorporation in school systems in many countries has been fed by studies on 
children and media, television in particular, as discussed throughout this book. An 
alternative to the immunization approach, advanced particularly with the advent of 
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new media, suggests that media literacy programs build on an understanding of 
children’s preferences, knowledge, and experiences with media as a pre-requisite to 
discussing them critically. Children’s needs, interpretations, pleasures, self-expression, 
empowerment, and social contexts are at the center of this educational process.

Clearly, these two approaches – the protectionist versus the empowerment – are 
based upon different assumptions about pupils, pursue different goals, employ dif-
ferent pedagogies, and are grounded in different scholarly literatures. Recently, some 
scholars have argued against such a dichotomy and encouraged a view that encom-
passes the multiplicity of approaches to media literacy education5 and focuses on the 
development of critical thinking in approaching media.6

Media literacy education today is, for the most part, no longer defined in the 
narrow sense of opposition to children’s media consumption pleasures, neither is it a 
process of education that distinguishes between good and bad uses, involves a de-
mystification of the medium, or seeks to immunize against its negative effects. The 
studies presented in previous chapters assumed that children are active, conscious 
media consumers, rather than passive and naive. This is also the case for media 
literacy education today. Similarly, children are no longer viewed as a homogenous 
group but, like any other social category, are distinguished by their personality char-
acteristics, gender, age group, race, life experience, and social and cultural background. 
Nor are teachers perceived to be the omniscient holders of the magic key to the one 
and only “true” interpretation of media messages. Rather, teachers and pupils are 
assumed to be involved in a complicated process of negotiation that takes place, con-
tinuously, between audiences and texts, a process characterized by the possibility that 
multiple readings and interpretations exist for each and every text and that actively 
producing media messages can serve a variety of purposes.

Media Literacy Education Around the World

The differentiated development of media literacy throughout the world is due to the 
specific academic environment of media studies in each country, as well as to national 
goals, educational systems, and media environments. A 2001 survey of 38 countries 
worldwide conducted on behalf of unesco revealed uneven diffusion of media edu-
cation.7 Countries appear to be going through different phases of development, from 
initiation of activities, some quite innovative, to well-established implementation of 
curricula. In addition, while a few countries are developing a budding interest in 
media literacy education, some countries who led initial efforts are showing signs of 
weariness.

When examining the development in the USA, for example, we find that while it 
is the largest producer and exporter of entertainment, it lags far behind many other 
countries in developing media literacy programs in its school systems. This is sur-
prising given the vibrant civil society in the USA, including the many informal edu-
cation and non-profit organizations engaged in media activism. How can we explain 
these limited educational efforts and what can we learn from them about the 
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consequences of political, economic, and cultural variables on trends in the 
development of media literacy? Several of the complementary explanations offered8 
include: the large size of the country; its decentralized educational system; the 
absence of concern for Americanization, which has driven many other initiatives 
worldwide; and capitalist forces that discourage educational initiatives in order to 
maintain economic interests. Thus, the US case illustrates how multiple variables, 
including economic interests and political ideologies, geography, demography, and 
culture, are interlinked in influencing educational policy.

The development of media literacy education in South Africa presents a very dif-
ferent history. Media literacy education was assigned a central role in the advance-
ment of a political agenda that sought to promote significant social changes in South 
Africa in the late 1980s and during the 1990s with regard to issues related to the 
abolishment of the apartheid regime, the process of reconciliation between the races, 
and human rights. The experience of South Africa is of value not only in its own 
right, but also as an instructive role model for other societies undergoing political 
revolutions and national reformation.9 Media literacy education was conceived to be 
a means to incorporate children’s real-life experiences within the formal knowledge 
acquired in schools, allowing them to develop as citizens critical of their environ-
ment. In South Africa media activists encouraged teachers to adopt the various 
educational activities proposed, to attend teacher training workshops, and to use 
learning materials as subversive strategies. Often, these activists themselves became 
teachers of media literacy, thus blurring the boundaries between critical action and 
critical teaching. The development of civic courage – the courage to express an 
opinion, to resist, to offer alternatives, to act – was defined as a central goal for 
media literacy. Through this process, the curricula involved media literacy, and 
encouraged discussion of social and moral issues, while promoting freedom of 
speech and critical thinking skills. Empowering children became a key concept in 
the goals of media literacy within this perspective. The South African case is an 
example of how media literacy has the potential to develop a citizenry critical of a 
political regime and which encourages and, indeed, guides children to become 
active citizens in their changing world.

A third example comes from Israel, where media literacy education gained the 
status of a “much debated consensus” in the 1990s.10 On the one hand, there 
seemed to be agreement about the importance of media literacy in children’s edu-
cation, yet, on the other, there was deep disagreement about almost every aspect 
of it. Understanding this peculiar situation requires familiarity with the nature of 
Israeli society as one deeply divided over many issues, including such difficult 
matters as the nature of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state as well as the future 
of the occupation of the Palestinian people and their land. Four particular issues 
influenced the development of media literacy in Israel and these can be illumi-
nating to other societies as well:

Media literacy as an issue of ethnic identity: The concern over the potential 
Americanization of Israeli society, with its capitalist values of commercialization, 
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privatization, and individualization, has been central to the history of the 
introduction and development of television in Israel. The demand for media 
literacy was an ancillary argument that emerged in the process of introducing 
television as a means of resisting Americanization and the primal threat it repre-
sents to the development of an authentic Israeli society and culture.

Media literacy as a political issue: The media in Israel have to function in a society 
deeply divided over central issues, and they are attacked by opponents on all sides 
of the political map. Each side blames the media for leaning toward the other side, 
and each side calls for media literacy to demystify the news media for young peo-
ple and to educate them in developing a critical understanding of the sociology of 
news production as well the content, structural, and political constraints of the 
major sources of information.

Media literacy as an ethical issue: On occasion, various coalitions of interests have 
formed around ethical issues concerning media content; such as, representa-
tions of minorities and women, pornography and sexual promiscuity, violence, 
glorification of drug and alcohol abuse, and other locally defined social ills. 
Educators, non-governmental activists concerned with human rights, child 
welfare, social justice, and religious leaders – while differing in ideological 
motivation – share the belief that the media function as socializing agents and 
that a literate audience can and should resist the value systems and behaviors 
that undermine proponents’ ideological dispositions.

Media literacy as a current affairs issue: Educators feel that there is a desperate need 
for curricula, learning materials, and pedagogical tools that will enable classroom 
teachers to deal in an academic, non-political way with the often highly charged 
events that are affecting their pupils’ everyday life. Many teachers believe that 
focusing attention and analysis on media functioning and roles may be a mecha-
nism to avoid the need to take sides and an easy solution to the difficulty of 
dealing with highly volatile topics in the classroom.

In summary, media literacy policies in Israel developed out of pressure from the 
public, the educational establishment, academia, and politicians. Within this broad 
consensus, alliances developed among people whose political and ideological views 
differed on almost every other issue.

Similar to the Israeli case, many other countries are concerned with the tension 
between the more global issues of media literacy advocates and their own unique 
local needs. Thus, from a global perspective, it seems that media literacy education 
is being advanced through a vision that aims to develop civic engagement. This 
vision is driven, in part, by a desire to resist Americanization of local culture. For 
example, while media literacy in India and Australia seeks to engage pupils in exam-
ination of local issues related to class, gender, and ethnic differences, in South Korea 
it is perceived to be a facilitator of technological education and social mobility. In 
Japan, it is related to the discourse of the rights of children as individuals, while in 
Spain, development of democratic citizenship is emphasized. In Sweden, the con-
cern is for children’s opportunities for self-expression, while in South Africa, in 
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addition to media literacy being advanced to develop critical citizenship, it has been 
recruited in the struggle for hiv-aids education. Countries such as Italy, Denmark, 
India, Scotland, and South Africa emphasize media literacy’s potential contribution 
to civic education, originally formulated in the British Film Institute-inspired tradi-
tion in the field. There they relate media literacy efforts to the burning ideological‒
political issues of their respective societies. Thus, in general, we can say that media 
literacy education is involved in developing in young people an awareness of issues 
such as: Whose voice is being heard and whose is not, and why? More specifically, 
which classes and ethnic groups in society are excluded from the public sphere? 
And, how can young people have a voice in the media themselves? We can say in 
summary that recent discussions of media education around the world focus heavily 
on the concept of empowerment, as media-literate young people are perceived as key 
to the democratization and development of society.11 In this sense, media literacy 
can be perceived as a social movement, in addition to being an interdisciplinary 
academic field.12

Practical Aspects of Media Literacy Education

How do these theoretical and ideological issues translate into the practicality of 
work in formal educational institutions, in terms of curriculum, teaching, and 
assessment?

The curriculum

This area deals with such basic educational issues and questions as: What are the 
goals of the media literacy curriculum? How do we incorporate media literacy into 
the school program? What knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values should be 
taught? Responses differ depending on the approach taken to media literacy, as 
well as the stance adopted with regard to more general educational tensions 
between the desire to educate children to be literate citizens in today’s complex 
societies and the desire to equip them with practical production skills. Rather than 
see these two approaches as extremes, many societies develop educational policies 
in a complementary fashion, particularly in the light of the recent proliferation of 
digital media and the participatory culture referred to previously. For example, 
children and youth’s rich experience of producing media messages can be used to 
assist them in understanding communication processes and to sharpen their criti-
cal skills in examining the relationships between media and reality. Here, it is 
important to note that involvement in production does not automatically elicit an 
analytical or critical perspective, as children may be tempted to uncritically imitate 
the genres and contents familiar to them or to post personal messages and selfies 
on social networks (see also Chapter 6) rather than to challenge them or use them 
critically for civic engagement.
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A second issue relates to the placement of media literacy education within the 
general school curriculum. Here, educational systems have adopted one of four 
approaches: (1) media literacy education as an independent discipline; (2) media 
literacy education as a component of another discipline (e.g., civic education, art); 
(3) media literacy education integrated across the entire spectrum of the school cur-
riculum (i.e., each discipline integrates aspects of media literacy education deemed 
relevant); and (4) media literacy education as part of an integrative inter-disciplinary 
curriculum (e.g., contemporary society, liberal arts education).

Teaching

Teaching media literacy involves questions that relate to the traditional roles played by 
teachers in the educational process. In general, media literacy poses considerable 
challenges and opportunities for teachers: integration of many subjects; open-ended 
teaching that encourages tolerance, interpretation, and creativity over the transmis-
sion of knowledge; and a need to relate media literacy studies to children’s life 
experiences. Indeed, some developers of media literacy education claim that it requires 
an innovative teaching style, one that is more democratic and egalitarian, since the 
teacher does not own knowledge and is a partner in the dialogic process. According to 
this view, the mere engagement with media can assist in democratization of relation-
ships between pupils and teachers, one characterized by reflection and critique.

The re-examination of the nature of pupil–teacher relationships required by 
media literacy education brings to the forefront not only the variety of teaching 
styles, but also the variety of learning styles that children bring to the study of media, 
as well as a host of personal interests, needs, goals, experiences, prior knowledge, 
skills, and motivations. For example, sometimes children expect to be entertained in 
class, while at other times they may feel that their personal tastes and self-worth are 
being threatened, or that they are expected to become television producers or blog-
gers against their will.

Assessment

How can the educational effectiveness of the various media literacy curricula be 
evaluated? What do children need to do or express in order for us to define them as 
media literate? Should we test their knowledge? Production skills? Media consump-
tion behaviors? Attitudes? Emotions? Values? Creative abilities? Critical evaluation of 
texts? Protection of their privacy and identity? Indeed, those involved in media literacy 
education wrestle with the problem of whether to require knowledge tests, critical 
analyses of texts, production of a text, or a combination of all of the above. Some 
models of evaluation base their concepts on literary and artistic forms of critique, 
others on the capability for self-reflection. Clearly, there are thorny issues involved in 
assessing the success of media literacy curricula as well as of pupils’ achievements.
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Evaluating Media Literacy Education

With such high expectations for media literacy education around the world, it is 
appropriate that we summarize some of the key findings from evaluation studies of 
media literacy education. These studies focus on the following five domains and 
deal with the central questions embedded within them.13

Suitability of educational goals. This area seeks to identify the nature and effective-
ness of learning processes for specific child-audiences of different ages. Here, 
conventional pre-post studies have proven to be effective; that is, studies that 
compare the achievements of children before the introduction of the curriculum 
with their achievements after it has been implemented over a period of time. By 
using control groups of pupils who do not study media literacy we can sharpen 
our understanding of how children spontaneously apply skills in analyzing and 
creating media messages in comparison to those groups of pupils who have 
acquired these skills through formal learning.

Studies of teachers’ experiences and attitudes. Through such studies we can ask 
such questions as: Are teachers resistant or raise objections to teaching media 
literacy? What motivates those teachers that are enthusiastic about teaching 
media literacy? How do they apply the curricula? What is the nature of such 
applications?

Studies of children’s experiences and attitudes. This allows us to ask questions such as: 
What do children think they gain from media literacy education? Do they feel it 
“spoils” their media-related pleasures or adds to it? What are their attitudes 
toward such studies – do they feel enthusiasm, resentment, or boredom? What 
would they like to study in their media literacy classes?

Evaluation of the inter-relationships between media literacy studies and other disci-
plines. This area focuses on the question: Does media literacy advance skills in 
other areas, such as civic studies, art, science, literature, technology?

Evaluation of curriculum goals addressing specific issues. Here we can ask: Does the 
curriculum reduce racist stereotypes? Does it promote healthy nutrition or safe 
sex practices? Can it reduce online bullying?

Overall, evaluation studies have found that well-designed and implemented media 
literacy interventions do have the potential to help even young children gain 
knowledge about and develop better understandings of the media and society.14 
However, whether these achievements are carried over to everyday experiences to be 
implemented and applied in children’s media engagements and in their own produc-
tion of media texts as prosumers has yet to be determined. Several studies conducted 
in this area suggest that while educational interventions may be effective in trans-
mitting knowledge, the ability to develop critical skills in relation to the world of 
media and apply these to real-world situations outside of the classroom or particular 
experiment requires a much more complex educational process. For example, 
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positive results were found in a variety of educational interventions in the USA 
designed to develop media literacy skills to enhance children’s ability to be critical 
about media messages related to violence, smoking, and unhealthy food,15 gender 
and bullying,16 the implications of media violence,17 sexual behavior,18 and body 
image.19 In contrast, an experiment in the Netherlands demonstrated that children 
exposed to an educational intervention improved their understanding of the process 
of news production, but not their ability to critique the reliability of news reports.20 
In the younger age group, following an intervention in Israel, preschool children 
were better able to identify fiction elements in television programs, to understand 
time and logic gaps in the narrative, as well as to identify specific camera shots as 
they related to specific meanings.21

Evaluation studies of the achievements of media education are very complex 
endeavors given the variance in defining the goals of media literacy as well as the 
lack of consensus over what constitutes the “media-literate child.” As a result, 
media education seems to be caught up in a vicious circle: only the development 
of a systematic and cumulative body of research regarding the teaching and 
learning of media literacy can help clarify goals, define clear policies, identify 
effective teaching practices and teacher education, and explain the educational 
process that pupils undergo when they study media, yet to create such a body of 
research requires a sophisticated media education program. All forms of research 
methodologies can contribute to such an effort. Furthermore, there is an acute 
need for longitudinal studies that document, perhaps through ethnographic 
methods, educational processes taking place in classrooms from the points of 
view of both pupils and teachers. There is also a need for large-scale surveys, 
measuring changes in achievements, attitudes, perspectives, media consumption, 
and production habits, in schools that go through media education interventions 
in comparison to those that do not. Finally, tightly planned small-scale experi-
ments are needed to study the effectiveness of specific teaching methods or 
teaching aids.

In summary, we have seen that media literacy education is a dynamic, developing, 
and complicated field. It is highly embedded in cultural contexts and educational 
structures and often involves politicized agendas. Recent reviews of the state of 
media literacy in the world suggest that the field is maturing, with its own journals, 
conferences, and networks of scholars who share similar understandings of the the-
oretical framework and goals.22 There is also a growing sense of the urgency to 
develop media literacy skills in young people in order to support an engaged citi-
zenry. Those who promote such a process expect that it to have far-reaching influ-
ences on the definition of schooling, democracy, and even on our understanding of 
knowledge all together. Whether it will live up to these ambitious promises has yet 
to be seen. Finally, we need to remember that media literacy is a lifelong process that 
is not confined to the school system: parents, caregivers, siblings, peers – all have the 
potential to contribute to the development of media literacy, as indicated in our 
discussion in Chapter 1.
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Notes

  1.  Peppler, 2013.
  2.  Based on Bazalgette, 1998, p. 8; and Bowker, 1991, p. 17.
  3.  Hobbs, 2010.
  4.  Based on Buckingham, 1998.
  5.  Hobbs, 2011.
  6.  Scharrer, 2007.
  7.  Buckingham & Domaille, 2003.
  8.  Based on Kubey, 1998.
  9.  Criticos, 1997; Prinsloo & Criticos, 1991.
10.  Lemish & Lemish, 1997.
11.  See, for example, the collection of articles in Carlsson, Tayie, Jacquinot-Delaunay, & 

Tornero, 2008.
12.  Hobbs, 2013.
13.  Adopted and updated from Bazalgette, 1989.
14.  See, for example, a meta-analysis conducted by Jeong, Cho, & Huang, 2012.
15.  Bickham & Slaby, 2012.
16.  Walsh, Sekarasih, & Scharrer, 2014.
17.  Webb & Martin, 2012.
18.  Pinkleton et al., 2008.
19.  Wilksch & Wade, 2009.
20.  Vooijs, van der Voort, & Hoogeweij, 1995.
21.  Tidhar, 1996.
22.  Cappello, Felini, & Hobbs, 2011.
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Policy and Advocacy

I hope that the discussion throughout this book has made it clear why there is a 
growing demand for broadcasters, internet suppliers, game designers, and other 
producers of media to control the content they provide for children. We find this 
demand throughout the world, and thus advocating for such an expectation consti-
tutes an important route of intervention on behalf of children and their wellbeing.

For a host of reasons, advocacy groups, politicians, legislators, and scholars have 
called for both external (enforced by legislation) as well as internal (voluntary) 
regulation over programming for children. As we discussed with regard to the 
development of media literacy education in Chapter 7, there is a strong protectionist 
tradition driving such pressure which often competes with traditions of freedom of 
speech and free market capitalism, as is the case in the USA.1 As a result, many coun-
tries eventually develop media-related policies, including regulations and agreements 
that benefit children but which also compromise the needs and constraints imposed 
on the industry. Interestingly, several European countries as well as Australia are 
experimenting with a model of co-regulation that involves voluntary collaboration 
between regulatory authorities and the broadcast industry.2

By way of overview, we can organize considerations that influence the development 
of media policies for children into four groups. First, structural considerations relate 
to the nature of the country’s broadcast systems (e.g., private or public) and the 
responsibility each has for a variety of national populations. Second, ideological 
considerations manifest themselves in relation to the centrality of national or 
religious identity, cultural self-definitions, traditions of freedom of speech, and the 
economic system, as tested by society’s willingness to impose restrictions on its media 
industry. Third, the degree of economic influence that corporations and industries 
have through their inter-relationships with government play an important role in 
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terms of determining the degree of each sides’ independence or dependence (e.g., 
taxes paid by corporations, licensing fees, and/or consumer / “listener” fees) as well 
as the extent of corporate influence on policy decisions; for example, in imposing 
or  freeing up advertising regulations. Finally, we can point to the Gordian knot 
of political considerations, with political stakeholders dependent on the media to 
advance themselves and their political programs, while at the same time having 
to submit to the demands of the media in order to maintain their power.

These four groups of considerations are, naturally, interdependent, and require 
deeper investigation. However, investigating them is crucial if we want to gain a 
comparative understanding of how various countries develop media policies, what 
they share in common, and how they differ.3

Criteria for Quality Media

Perhaps the primary difficulty in developing media-related regulations is the vague-
ness of the concept of quality media as a production aim best able to serve children. 
As we have noted, “quality” is often a matter of what is important in the eye of the 
beholder. According to children, for example, a quality television program, internet 
site, or mobile application is one that attracts and interests them. For parents and 
public organizations, quality may be determined by educational value; for industry 
production professionals, it may be measured by production values (such as use of 
famous actors, advanced camerawork and audio-visual effects, music, humor, and 
the like); for corporate or public executives a program’s sales or audience ratings 
are probably the most important in determining quality. Broadcasters in the USA 
often include popular cartoons and popular prime time series in their definition of 
“quality” television. In appealing for license renewal, they justify such programs in a 
variety of creative, yet some might say cynical, ways. An action-adventure cartoon is 
perceived as having positive value, because the protagonists defend their universe 
from others who want to destroy it thereby demonstrating concern for others and a 
distinction between good and bad; and a stereotypical situation comedy is presented 
as educational since it deals with everyday conflict within families.4

The debate over the definition of “quality” in children’s media is dependent, to a 
large degree, on the conflict of interests of the various stakeholders. For example, for 
public or private educational broadcasters the question of broadcasting policy for 
children is very different since their view of educationally oriented television is usu-
ally influenced by the realities of functioning under severe financial constraints in 
an aggressively competitive market.

Overall, there does seem to be some agreement among these various perspectives 
that quality media for children should be expected to abide by the following principles:5

●● Provide children with media content prepared especially for them without taking 
advantage of them; content that entertains but at the same time tries to advance 
children physically, mentally, and socially.
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●● Allow children to hear, see and express themselves, their culture, their language 
and their life experiences through their media in ways that affirm their personal 
identity, community, and place.

●● Encourage awareness and appreciation of other cultures as well as the child’s own.
●● Offer a variety of genres and content and not just reproduce texts according to a 

successful formula.
●● Deliver media content to children at times and through technologies that are 

accessible to them.
●● Recognize differences between children that are a result of their cognitive and 

emotional development, talents, interests, personality characteristics, interper-
sonal relationships, and social environment.

●● Take steps to protect and encourage content that reflects local and marginalized 
cultures and those with minority languages and needs.

●● Avoid unnecessary presentation of violence, sex, and racism.

A unicef initiative to define quality media for children, with a specific emphasis on 
children being raised in low-resource societies and marginalized communities, 
established four overarching principles for quality media:6 (1) Communication for 
children should be age-appropriate and child friendly; (2) it should address the child 
holistically; (3) it should be positive and strengths based; and (4) it should address 
the needs of all, including those who are most disadvantaged.

More specifically, various criteria are often applied in assessing specific educational 
content, as in the following examples:

●● Does the content invite children to see things they have not seen in the past, hear 
things they have not heard, and, most importantly, think or imagine things that 
they would not have thought or imagined before?

●● Does the content tell a good story? Does it rely on the familiar in order to bridge 
the new and unfamiliar for young children? Are the verbal and visual components 
compatible?

●● Does the content offer characters that children really care about? Is there a 
struggle between good and bad that is not too extreme? Are the children in the 
text capable of overcoming difficulties in a reasonable manner? Is the end of the 
story dependent on the generosity, fairness, honesty, caring, and responsibility of 
the main characters?

●● Does the content avoid preaching to children or talking to them in a condescending 
manner?

●● Does it avoid presenting adults as behaving in an unfair, irrational or foolish 
manner that undermines children’s trust in the adult world?

●● Does the content expand the children’s world of experiences in an esthetically 
attractive way?

●● Does the content include a degree of wit and humor that is not exploitive of 
others?



211Policy and Advocacy

When a specific lesson is being promoted in the media text, there may be additional 
criteria used to examine its educational value:7

●● Is the educational lesson clear enough for the audience to understand?
●● Is the educational lesson prominent, presented systematically, or as an integral 

part of the program?
●● Is the educational lesson engaging and challenging for the audience?
●● Is the educational lesson presented in a way that is deemed applicable by the 

audience?

Additional attempts to determine quality can be based on external criteria, such as 
awards given to various media products, or rating systems that determine the 
suitability of content (e.g., of television programs, movies, and video games) for 
different age groups.

Clearly, then, there are many ways to define quality media content, and these include 
the use of many overlapping and inter-related criteria. Furthermore, these lists are nei-
ther exhaustive nor are they agreed by all stakeholders. Complicating such discussions 
is the fact that children access various content through multiple media options which 
provide them with a variety of opportunities and benefits that raise additional chal-
lenges. Seemingly, each medium requires that caregivers and educators develop differ-
ent mastery skills in monitoring children’s use, whether in a private or social context, 
to sort through the available content and make informed decisions about choices.8 We 
can conclude that the required framework for discussing quality in children’s media 
considers “the nature of children’s development, including the interplay of social, emo-
tional, and intellectual development, children’s social and cultural contexts, and the 
importance of human relationships for supporting learning and development.”9

Broadcasting Policy for Children

Since television programs are distributed around the globe and viewed through 
broadcast television, cable, satellites, videotapes, CDs, computers, and mobile devices, 
their broadcasting policies are of local, national, and global concern and must relate 
to multi-media platforms. A case in point is the action-adventure animation tele-
vision series (and later movie series) The Power Rangers, which was very popular 
worldwide in the 1990s. Due to the program’s violent nature, attempts were under-
taken to limit its broadcast in many countries, including Australia, Canada, Denmark, 
and New Zealand. In turn, this forced the producers in the USA to re-examine its 
content as forced broadcasters to consider their broadcasting policies. Advocacy 
groups concerned about the excessive presence of violence in children’s program-
ming argue that the fact that children around the world often view the same pro-
grams creates an urgent need to develop international broadcasting policies that 
employ internationally supported criteria to be applied in different national contexts.
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A comparative analysis of broadcast policies for children’s media usage worldwide 
can be divided into three domains: content-related issues, including more specifi-
cally discussion of locally produced programs and sponsorship; violence and sex; 
and advertising for children and during children’s viewing hours.

Content-related policy issues

Many countries and international organizations (e.g., unesco and the European 
Union) have attempted to monitor television content that targets children. Most 
of these efforts are aimed at limiting children’s exposure to content deemed inappro-
priate for their age, emotional and cognitive abilities, as well as content that presents 
a social world based on a-social values and behaviors that might have negative 
impacts on children. Policies in this realm are directed at limiting broadcast hours 
of such content to parts of the day when children are presumably not around televi-
sion (e.g., late-night hours). For example, many European countries that regulate 
their children’s programs adopted the “watershed” guideline that specifies broadcast 
hours before and during which broadcasters need to adapt their content to an audi-
ence that includes children. Some countries refer specifically to the need to protect 
young viewers from exposure to inappropriate content such as pornography, racism, 
and violence.10 Complementary content-related policies are directed toward the 
encouragement of broadcasting quality programs for children that have an added 
educational and social value.

The struggle over the regulation of children’s television in the USA is a particu-
larly interesting case, due to the fact that, first, many programs for children are 
produced there and exported globally; and, second, the USA is a point of reference 
for other regulatory systems, as well as being a model of a broadcast system that is 
mostly commercial and privately owned. Without going into detail about the evo-
lution of the regulatory system in the USA, we can pinpoint many of the central 
issues by examining the Children’s Television Act (CTA) legislated by the American 
Congress in 1990. Following years of public debate and many attempts at legislation, 
this act restricted the amount of advertising time allowed during children’s pro-
grams, required broadcasters to televise programs of educational and informative 
value for children, and allocated a budget for production of children’s programs. 
Fulfilling these requirements became a prerequisite for the renewal of the broadcast 
license (at the time, every five years, and since 1996 every eight years). The Federal 
Communication Commission (FCC), the supervising body of the broadcast system 
in the USA, was charged with enforcing these requirements. However, review of the 
impact of the Children’s Television Act over the years suggests that it has not been 
able to dramatically change the landscape of television for children in the USA,11 
and therefore, for the rest of the world.

Interviews with broadcasters for children in the USA revealed that the clear-cut 
opinions they have about their target audience dictates their policies.12 The opinions 
and policies share the following assumptions: children lose interest in quality 
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educational programs when they enter the school system around age six; the only 
way to bypass children’s resentment of instructional content is to focus on social 
aspects of the programs; it is more expensive to produce educational programs. In 
addition, broadcasters argue that it is better to target programs to boys rather than 
to girls or to a mixed audience, for several reasons: boys are in charge of the remote 
control at home and dictate the viewing habits of the family; girls watch boys’ programs 
but not vice versa; boys are more easily persuaded to purchase program-related 
merchandise. The result of these findings is that broadcasters do not believe in pro-
ducing educational programs for children over preschool age and prioritize action 
and adventure genres with male protagonists that appeal traditionally to boys.

When we move away from the USA to other countries, we find that an additional 
policy concern is prominent – the requirement that broadcasters offer children locally 
produced, “home-grown” programs that take into consideration the cultural context 
in which they are raised.13 Countries apply a number of mechanisms to support this 
policy, including the application of programming quotas, a ban on imported programs, 
support for locally produced content, and funding for local and regional channels. In 
Australia, for example, broadcasters are required to offer a minimum of 25 hours of 
locally produced programs out of the 390 hours of children’s programs per year, and 
are only allowed to broadcast Australian programs for preschoolers.

Concerns over the infiltration of programs originating in the USA into other soci-
eties and cultures, as well as a desire to protect local production, are strongly evident 
in many other countries as well. In Canada, for example, the requirement was set at 
60 percent local programming on public channels and 50 percent on commercial 
ones. The Canadian Association of Broadcasters developed a self-regulatory mech-
anism that included a request that programs for children should reflect the social 
and ethical standards of Canadian society. In addition, Canadian broadcasters are 
required to deal specifically with issues of morals, violence, and stereotypes, including 
reference to gender portrayals.14

In the 1980s, Australia was among the first countries to recognize the importance 
of governmental support for educational broadcasting, and several countries since 
then have followed suit. The frameworks offered for such sponsorship vary: establish-
ment of independent funds for production of quality programs for children; requiring 
advertisers and commercial broadcasters to allocate a certain percentage of their 
income to quality productions; government sponsorship; and private philanthropic 
funds. Additional examples of funding of local programing include government 
subsidies in Denmark for children’s programming and the Qatari funding of local 
production of children’s programs in partnership with the Al Jazeera Network which, 
at the time of this writing, has reached 22 Arab countries via satellite.15

The most extreme regulatory strategy of actually banning non-local programs 
has been mainly practiced in non-democratic countries – with various levels of 
effectiveness. China, which has employed some level of banning, probably for both 
ideological as well as economic reasons, has set a maximum of 30 percent of trans-
mission time for imported programs. It also bans foreign programming for children 
during prime time, in order to encourage the local animation industry.16
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Violence and sexually explicit content policy

Not surprisingly, the issue of television’s harmful content, and particularly scenes of 
violence and sex, is central to debates over broadcasting policy worldwide, though 
emphases differ from country to country. For example, on the whole Western and 
Northern European countries are less preoccupied with children’s exposure to sex 
and nudity in the media than they are with violence. Yet the opposite is true in the 
USA, where there seems to be much less of a consensus on the need to limit violent 
content, and much more of a preoccupation with issues related to sex and nudity.

Cultural differences are clearly present in public discourse and on the pressures 
exerted on regulatory bodies, resulting in the often differing policies around the 
world. The fierce debate over this issue in the USA is particularly illuminating given 
the deeply engrained tradition of freedom of speech, as stated in the First Amendment 
to the American constitution: “Congress shall make no law … abridging the free-
dom of speech, or the press … .” The American Congress can only regulate forms 
of expression, including television broadcasts, when there is a “compelling interest” 
to do so. With regard to television violence, therefore, judicial authorities have set 
the criterion that clear evidence of a causal relationship between viewing television 
violence and violent behavior must be presented in order to determine the existence 
of a compelling interest that justifies formal intervention. As we have seen in 
Chapter 4, presenting such evidence is quite problematic. More specifically, judicial 
precedent regarding this issue distinguishes between “immediate and clear danger,” 
when there is a certainty that watching violence has harmful effects, and research 
evidence that suggests such possible relationships, but cannot prove “immediate and 
clear danger.”17

Decades of transferring the responsibility for this issue back and forth between the 
broadcasting industry and the American Congress has resulted in the development 
of several strategies for the supervision of violence on television. Many countries 
around the world have adopted and adapted some of these strategies to meet their 
own needs. While none of these have been proven to offer a fully satisfactory solution, 
they nevertheless deserve our attention:18

●● Banning and zoning: Limiting the broadcast of violent and sexual content to 
particular hours of broadcasting.

●● Balancing: A requirement to balance each violent program with the broadcast of 
a non-violent one. This proposal assumes that it is possible to “counteract” harm-
ful content by broadcasting “corrective” programs.

●● Labeling: Broadcasting a warning announcement before each program deemed 
problematic (“parental and viewer discretion is advised”) or rating programs, 
movies, and games according to a scale (for example: G – suitable for a general 
audience; PG – Parental guidance is advised; PG13 – Parental guidance for chil-
dren under 13; R – a rated program that is unsuitable for children).

●● User block: Using various technological means to block reception of programs at 
the individual home. This can be achieved through blocking a particular channel 
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(Lockbox), blocking particular hours, or using a violence chip (the V-chip) that 
is inserted into the television set and allows for selective blocking of programs.

Each of these strategies presents different challenges to freedom of speech, and at 
the same time fails to offer a comprehensive solution to the complexity of the issues 
involved. These complexities include the following: children view television at all 
hours of the day and on many devices; labeling programs as age inappropriate has 
been inconsistent and may have the opposite effect of even attracting more children; 
rating and blocking programs is dependent on predetermined criteria enforced by 
others and not by viewers themselves; ratings that appear on printed television-
program guides are not always comprehensible or inclusive of content important to 
parents. Despite the availability of technological blocking devices, the evidence to 
date suggests that parents are not particularly receptive to their adoption.

Television advertising policy

Advertising is a third central concern of policymaking for broadcasting to children. 
Most policies regarding advertising for children focus on the amount of advertising, 
the clear distinction between advertising and other content, and on the nature of 
the product being advertised. Here, too, the US example stands out, as it relates to a 
highly commercialized television environment and a strong tradition of free speech 
rights that serve as an example to other countries.

The Children’s Television Act of 1990 in the USA limits the amount of time 
dedicated to commercials during children’s hours: no more than 10.5 minutes per 
hour during the weekend and not more than 12 minutes per hour during week-
days. Programs that constitute a commercial in and of themselves are prohibited 
(such as when program hosts promoting products during the show). Other 
requirements include banning of advertising by celebrities presented during their 
own programs (host selling); clear separation of commercials from programs 
(bumpers); and a requirement that advertisements must include disclaimers (such 
as: “assembly required”; “parts sold separately”; “batteries required”).

Some countries, such as Brazil and Israel, have general policy statements prohib-
iting offensive or manipulative advertising. Others, such as Nigeria, Thailand, and 
the UK, restrict food advertising. Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Austria 
prohibit any advertising during children’s programming and Sweden and Norway 
also prohibit any advertising directed at children under 12 altogether. Australia 
does not allow advertising during programs directed at preschoolers, and Greece 
does not allow toy advertisements on prime time television.19

All these regulations are directed at restricting the exploitive nature of advertising 
for young children who may find it difficult to understand the persuasive intent 
of advertising and thereby assign it high credibility, as we discussed in Chapters 2 
and 4. In addition, regulations are also designed to address specific concerns over 
the advertising of unhealthy and dangerous products to children, such as unhealthy 
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food, tobacco, and alcohol; medication, including for age-inappropriate content such 
as erectile dysfunction and depression (prevalent in the USA, for example); as well as 
trailers promoting programs, movies, and games with violent and sexual content.

In an attempt to prevent legislative intervention, the Association of National 
Advertisers, Inc. (ANA) in the USA offered a substantive list of guidelines for adver-
tisers for children as long ago as 1972, in an attempt to advance self-regulation. 
These guidelines are of interest to us because they acquaint us with what advertisers 
themselves define as problematic issues in advertising for children. The guidelines 
can be divided into several areas.20 The first area is concerned with values contained 
in advertising. The ANA recommended, for example, that commercials should not 
present unacceptable behaviors from the point of view of social, legal, religious, 
institutional, or family values; should not show disrespect for parents and/or other 
authorities responsible for children; should not present bad habits; and should avoid 
suggesting that ownership of a product will improve the child’s social position, or 
that without it the child will be a target of ridicule or contempt.

The second area of guidelines is concerned with protecting children from 
exploitation and includes such demands as the following: avoid all attempts to take 
advantage of the fact that children experience difficulties in distinguishing between 
reality and fantasy; strive to direct children’s imagination toward healthy and pro-
ductive growth; guarantee that each component of the commercial – verbal, audio, 
and visual – as well as the commercial in its entirety do not deceive the children with 
regard to the functioning of the product (e.g., speed, size, color, durability, nutrition 
value, noise) or with regard to the perceived benefits (e.g., gaining power, popularity, 
growth, expertise, intelligence); guarantee that the commercial clearly explains what 
is included in the original purchase price, including statements regarding items sold 
separately and products that require assembly of parts; present products clearly; and 
ensure that demonstrations of how to use the product or the prize are done in a way 
that the average target child could model it.

The third area covers guidelines concerning the difficulties young children 
may have in distinguishing between commercials and programs. These guidelines 
demand that no actors or characters from children’s programs (real or animated) be 
employed in commercials in order to encourage the selling of products, prizes, or 
services during, right before, or after a program in which that character appears; that 
actors and characters – such as those cited above – identified with a product will be 
employed only under the condition that they are not committing any misleading 
acts intended for imitation by children with regard to the product or service’s 
characteristics; and that national celebrities will only be employed when they are 
identified as having the authority to talk about the topic involved in the commercial, 
and provided they are considered credible.

The fourth area covers guidelines concerning pressures that may be exerted on 
parents through advertising. The guidelines prescribe that commercials should: 
encourage children to consult their parents about purchasing the product rather 
than exerting pressure on them; refrain from approaching children with regard to 
products that are not intended for them, and refrain from encouraging children 
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to purchase them; present the products’ prices clearly and without any pressure, and 
avoid using terminology that suggests a discounted price (e.g., the price is only x 
dollars, etc.).

Finally, guidelines concerning the safety of children state that with the exception of 
public announcement broadcasts, it is forbidden to present adults or children in com-
mercials involved in unsafe activities, situations, or conditions of any kind; and that 
commercials should avoid demonstration or presentation of any product in a way 
that encourages inappropriate use or use that exceeds accepted safety regulations.

Studies of these and many other guidelines not cited here found that there is a 
wide range of concerns regarding advertising for children. In practice, however, 
these guidelines have no legal force, are hardly ever applied, and cannot be enforced. 
Indeed, there is a huge gap between the official discourse stating the good intentions 
of advertisers and their everyday practices ‒ which regularly divert from these guide-
lines, particularly with the common practice of embedding (i.e., employing, and so 
displaying, a specific manufacturer’s product in a media production).

A related concern is for the rapidly growing practice of allowing advertising within 
school environments by way of installing snacks and soft drink machines, as well as 
via sponsorship of events and activities, often in exchange for donations made to the 
school for purchase of athletic equipment and technologies. Here, too, policy recom-
mendations have been heavily contested.

Convention on television broadcasting for children and youth

By way of summary of broadcast-related issues, we present an example of a convention 
on television broadcasting for children and youth that is a result of a combined effort 
by academics and broadcasters in Israel – both public and private – concerned with 
the wellbeing of children. Framed as the “Ten Commandments of Broadcasting” the 
convention specifies five principles of “thou shalt do” and five principles of “thou shalt 
not do.”21 There are several other examples of similar initiatives, such as the Brazilian 
best practices22 and policy on content classification by age.23

Internet-related Policy Issues

The proliferation of internet and mobile media use among children and adolescents, 
along with related concerns for the risks and potential harms involved, presents 
policymakers with new and complicated challenges. Various attempts in the USA to 
impose legislation that restricts access by minors have not proven to be particularly 
successful. The European approach to facilitate collaborative agreements between 
stakeholders resulted in forms of self- and co-regulation that serve as evidence that 
no one solution can be accepted by all concerned in attempts to ensure a safe envi-
ronment for children on the internet. Clearly though, there is interest around the 
world in restricting children’s access to inappropriate, not to mention illegal, content 
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Convention on television broadcasting for children and youth

We are committed to the happiness and welfare of all the children from all 
social classes and sectors without distinction in regard to gender, ethnicity, or 
religion, as delineated in the UN Convention Regarding the Rights of Children 
and Youth ratified by the state of Israel.

In view of our understanding of the important role that the medium of 
television plays in shaping the spiritual, emotional, and behavioral lives of 
children and youth; and

In accordance with the basic laws, legislation, regulations, as well as ethical 
codes that apply to the different broadcasting authorities; and

In view of our strong sense of responsibility for our roles as creators, producers, 
and broadcasters of television programs;

We have committed ourselves, collectively, as the representatives of those 
involved in the production and broadcast of programs for children and 
youth, in consultation with relevant members of the academic and educational 
communities, and in recognition of our right to preserve the distinctive 
uniqueness of each constituent organization, to this convention regarding 
television broadcasting.

In the spirit of this joint agreement, we proclaim that we shall act:

1.  To promote the presentation of a social world based upon humanitarian 
principles of human rights, tolerance toward difference, social justice, free-
dom of religion, conscience, and belief, the dignity and freedom of mankind, 
the authority of the law and the status of the court of justice, in the spirit of 
the basic values and laws of the State of Israel.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and the acqui-
sition of foreign programs that profess this worldview and present it as 
desirable, conceivable, and a positive embodiment of ideas.

We shall act to promote, actively, programs that seek to develop social 
awareness in the fields of social justice, as well as those that encourage 
social involvement and responsibility. Programs that deviate from the 
spirit of this commitment will be presented in a context that conveys a 
clearly critical message regarding negative projections broadcast to young 
viewers and society, in general.

2.  To promote presentation of a multicultural world in which the distinctive 
characteristics of local culture are valued along with trends in the creation of 
a global culture, while observing openness toward diversity and the expres-
sion of different opinions.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and the 
acquisition of foreign programs that represent a variety of cultural 
worlds that characterize the different ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and 
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religious backgrounds that are present in Israeli society and beyond. 
We shall act to promote the production of original programs reflective 
of the society and contemporary affairs of Israel, as well as to advance 
understanding of the heritage of the Jewish people over the generations 
and in all countries of the Diaspora.

We shall provide for appropriate expressions of all facets of the Israeli 
society and the diverse groups that compose it as well as their culture, lan-
guage, and heritage. We shall enable children and youth with the opportunity 
to become acquainted with the diversity of human life in regard to physical 
properties (such as color of the skin, pronunciation) and cultural attributes 
(such as clothing, cultural and religious ceremonies, philosophy and art, etc.).

3.  To advance addressing the specific needs of children and youth of different 
ages living under different circumstances.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and the purchase 
of foreign programs that appropriately address the needs, abilities, and life 
experiences of children of different age groups and genders living under 
different cultural and social circumstances. We will relate to the mental and 
emotional needs that arise due to contemporary events. We shall devote 
special attention to populations whose alternatives for leisure activities are 
the most limited. We shall endeavor to help children and youth who suffer 
from psychological, cognitive, and physical handicaps.

4.  To assist children and youth to offer their own views and to enable them to 
present their views of the world on television.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs that provide 
children and youth from all sectors of the population with opportunities 
to express themselves, their worldviews, and relate to issues of concern 
to them, in the production process as well as during the broadcast. We 
shall listen to their voices respectfully and shall take note of their 
wishes, keeping in mind that at every stage of their development they 
are persons in their own right with their own views.

5.  To promote quality productions for children and youth characterized by 
investment, audio-visual richness, and by a high level of content that will 
enrich their aesthetic and creative world.

We shall act to promote the production of television programs and 
acquisition of foreign programs that are rich in quality in every domain 
of production and genre: in their linguistic richness; presentation of 
appropriate and well-developed humor; high standards of acting or mod-
eration; quality of musical performances, photography, and editing; as 
well as the profundity of ideas. We will take into account that, in spite of 
their young age, all audiences acquire their own cultural tastes and should 
be honored with programs of high production quality.

And, based upon such agreements, we shall act in order to:
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6.  Refrain from presenting the world as a place of violence, cruelty, and inhu-
manity, as well as one where violence is presented positively and as the only 
way to solve problems.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and acquisition 
of foreign programs that lack violence, of any kind – physical, emotional 
and verbal, that is directed against people, other living creatures, nature, 
and property. In the event that acts of violence are present, as an integral 
part of the description of reality or an essential component in a plot that is 
deemed to be of value, we shall refrain from glorifying and presenting it 
humorously, as enjoyable, and inconsequential. We shall avoid the presen-
tation of content that encourages destructive behavior and unnecessary 
physical risks.

7.  Refrain from overemphasizing or presenting sex and sexuality as a means 
of titillation or as an expression of a power relationship that involves the 
domination of others.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and acquisition 
of foreign programs that contribute to the equality of the genders and 
presentation of human sexuality as a natural and worthy aspect of human 
relations, and not as a means for achieving objectives, domination, exploi-
tation, and oppression. We shall avoid using sexuality as a means of titil-
lating children and youth and attracting their attention. We shall refrain 
from presenting content that combines violence and sexuality as well as 
common stereotypes of femininity and masculinity.

8.  Refrain from a stereotypical presentation of groups according to their religious 
background, ethnicity, gender, as well as physical attributes of age, disability, 
or appearance.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and acquisition 
of foreign programs that present humanity with all its diversity, without 
use of stereotypes regarding difference and otherness of any kind whatso-
ever. We shall be particularly aware of stereotypes that portray central 
divisions within Israeli society. We shall refrain from presenting contents 
that may encourage physical and mental self-affliction.

9.  Refrain from presenting consumption and materialism as an ultimate value, 
as a means of self-satisfaction, or solving human problems.

We shall act to promote the production of TV programs and acquisition 
of foreign programs that abstain from presenting materialism and persis-
tent consumerism as a way to cope with individual and social hardships, 
as a means of competition applied to advance personal aims, and as a 
manifestation for self-esteem. We shall abstain from making a connection 
between the possession of property and individual self-worth. We shall 
present the diversity of other resources that exist for use by the individual, 
such as education, family, friends, positive activity, and so forth.
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on the internet, as well as to minimize their vulnerability as either victims or perpet-
uators of negative behaviors. However, while there is general agreement that children 
lack the maturity to be critical consumers of harmful content such as pornography, 
and content dealing with racism, terrorism, and suicide, it is also clear that we cannot 
generalize about all children, and especially all age groups. In addition, public 
discussion and policymaking are grounded in different value systems, and different 
religious and cultural systems. This was demonstrated, for example, in a study that 
reviewed different regulatory initiatives in China, Japan, and Korea. The protective 
parenting style, emphasis on academic performance, authoritarian approach, and 
discipline characteristic of these nations have led to the development of codes of 
proper conduct online and rules of obedience.24

As noted, different countries are experimenting with adaptations of various 
forms of regulation, and/or they have laid responsibility more in the laps of par-
ents, offering them various technological tools for monitoring and restricting 
accessibility to harmful content. In addition to what researchers argue is the limited 
effectiveness of such solutions, some also point to the economical motivation of 
large corporations to cultivate web-anxiety among consumers, in order to be able 
to sell them technological promises for an unattainable safe internet environment.25 
In recent years, however, we have witnessed a move in European academic discourse 
from a safer to a better internet for children. This discourse stresses positive contents, 
and makes the connections between safety concerns and opportunities, development 
of skills, and empowerment.

Classification of internet content and labeling in Europe has followed precedents 
created in previous attempts to restrict use by children of earlier media platforms 
(such as self-labeling of video games) but has had very limited success, due to the 
complexities involved in such self-regulation. Web developers who were expected 
to  self-label content-related issues such as the presence of nudity, sexual content, 
violence, inappropriate language, and other harmful content (e.g., gambling, 
drugs, alcohol), as well as to report the presence of user-generated content, were 
not particularly supportive of the system.26

10.  �Refrain from exploitation of children and youth in the process of produc-
tion and in TV programs proper.

We shall relate to children and youth who participate in the production 
of programs or who appear in them in a variety of roles as we relate to 
mature adults – as persons with rights, their own will, and value. We shall 
ensure appropriate working conditions, rest, food, and beverage. We shall 
honor the aspirations of employees and not exploit them. We shall not 
present them in programs in a way that might impair them or their repu-
tation, even if their consent has been obtained. It is our duty to encourage 
them to consult with persons who fulfill a meaningful role in their lives 
and not to take advantage of their feelings in situations of weakness.
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Access to illegal content and behavior, including grooming and sexual abuse 
of children, as well as offenses by children toward themselves, and against others 
(such as cyberbullying and sexting), has also been a concern for legislators, given 
the ability of digital media to facilitate such contact risks. Many countries have 
extended existing legislative measures to include cyber-offenses. For example, 
sexting has been used in recent cases in North America to convict adolescents of 
distributing child pornography. Of specific interest is the issue of illegal down-
loading of copyright content and file sharing by children, particularly of music and 
games. Furthermore, various attempts at legislation and implementation have been 
deeply contested to date, and much of the issue discussed here remains unresolved.

A related contact-risk posed to children by the digital world is the opportunity 
to take advantage of their trust and naiveté and to collect valuable personal infor
mation from them. In this regard, the Federal Trade Commission in the USA issued 
the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) in 1998, which forbids 
the collection of personal information from children under the age of 13 without 
parental consent. This provision also forbids children under the age of 13 from 
registering on social network sites, such as Facebook, and is intended to protect 
children from giving away information that might be used against them in a variety 
of ways.27 This requirement is, however, easily bypassed by millions of children 
worldwide, often with parental blessing. Furthermore, legislators did not establish 
how to monitor or determine whether an internet company is abusing or abiding 
by the law. Many parents believe that issuing a sweeping ban on young children’s 
participation in social network sites deprives them of opportunities to take advantage 
of the internet and does not prepare them properly for literate and responsible con-
duct in the virtual world.28 They argue that instead of trying to enforce unreasonable 
(and unworkable) regulations, children and parents should have access to an age-
appropriate social network site that facilitates inter-generational communication and 
develops internet literacy. The updated ANA Guidelines on Advertising addressed 
this issue specifically and urged advertisers not to link their websites to sites that 
do not abide by this requirement.

As we have seen, here, too, advertising to children on the web is a particularly 
complicated matter, given the new digital marketing paradigm and proliferation 
of attractive sponsored websites that blur the traditional distinction between adver-
tising and content. Games designed around products (i.e., advergames), immersive 
virtual and interactive environments that are heavily branded and networked, 
and pop-up ads are just few of these innovative tactics employed by advertisers 
to keep children engaged with brands and products. These marketing strategies 
for children are characterized by the following features, among others.29 First, they 
build upon the sense of ubiquitous connectivity, according to which children are 
always “on” and connected to their social networks and virtual world. Second, they 
take advantage of the mobility of these experiences via all the media devices avail-
able to children today. Such technologies allow marketers to collect data in order 
to target specific consumer groups and individuals via very personalized marketing 
that caters to their unique profiles. Third, they integrate advertising and content to 
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create an environment of branded entertainment which is strongly amplified and 
distributed via social media marketing. Employing short videos that go “viral” via 
social network sites, as well as children’s generated advertising through creating 
and distributing supportive material, magnifies the potential of such marketing 
to become widespread. Finally, via the common practice of in-game advertising 
integrated into interactive games, marketing strategies offer powerful engagement 
vehicles for children.

To date, observers claim that no effective governmental restrictions on such 
internet practices nor any fair marketing policies have been enacted in the USA, and 
few other efforts have been documented in other places in the world. Given the 
complexities involved in any attempt to regulate the internet and its ever-changing 
dynamic nature, much of the responsibility has been placed in the hand of caregivers 
and educators, with the hope that they will implement expectations and standards 
deemed appropriate in their particular environment. Here, too, a variety of technical 
solutions to assist parents in restricting their children’s activities online have been 
developed, with varying degrees of effectiveness.

In summary, we can say that, to date, countries around the world have not been 
able to keep up with technological innovations, nor develop clear, binding policies 
to regulate media for children. While the vast majority of past interventions have 
dealt with broadcasting regulation, it is clear that current and future challenges must 
contend with the technological developments of the internet and its accessibility 
via multi-platforms. It is also becoming clear that since there is hardly any possibility 
to control and/or regulate the multiplicity of platforms via which children access 
media, policy efforts would perhaps do better to concentrate on content and children’s 
interaction with it, across all media.30 It seems that only a combination of strategies 
that includes regulation, as well as co-regulation and self-regulation, media literacy 
education, and parental mediation, can best serve, collectively, the needs of children for 
a safe and quality media ecology that will contribute to their wellbeing and healthy 
development. Finally, in many policy discussions, as well as in the documents produced 
from them, we also find a call to involve children themselves, as social actors whose 
voices matter and should be taken into account.

Interventions on Behalf of Children

Interventions on behalf of children’s media experiences have been an important 
part of the debates about media use around the world. There is a wide array of 
organizations advocating their particular goals with regard to media in the lives 
of  children, each with their own motivations: research and teaching bodies in 
academic institutions; protectionist groups with religious or moral agendas; political 
and social groups with a specific ideology; parental and educational groups seeking 
more control on the media environment of the children under their care; or profes-
sionals with particular interests in children’s wellbeing, such as pediatricians and 
psychologists. Many of these groups have well-developed websites that provide users 
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with access to valuable resources. Some are primarily research and evidence based, 
others are more ideological in nature and present a clear point of view. Some advocate 
for a  particular solution or specific regulation, others are educational, while yet 
others engage in various forms of awareness raising. There are way too many groups 
involved to name individually, so we can only selectively highlight, in this final 
section of the chapter, a few aggregate organizations that gather professionals who 
share concern for quality media for children.

The World Summit on Media for Children. Every three years, this organization 
brings together representatives of the media industry, public organizations, educa-
tors, activists, and scholars to discuss, among other issues, policy recommendations 
that encourage quality programming and cultural diversity. It also puts forward 
initiatives and policies that advance opportunities for children’s voices to be heard.31

unicef (The United Nations Children’s Fund), discussed above, is another key 
international organization that promotes communication for development of mar-
ginalized and vulnerable children. Applying an integrated approach, Communicating 
with Children is a recent example of unicef’s efforts. This resource package is intended 
for use by those interested in promoting communication for and with children, 
including producers, educators, caregivers, health professionals, and policymakers.32 
This initiative is but the most recent in a long tradition of field involvement in training 
interventions in many low-resource countries with a view to communicating effec-
tively and positively with children via many forms of media – from traditional to 
digital ‒ in the name of advancing children’s wellbeing. unicef also led an initiative to 
create a resource guide for journalists on the protection of children’s rights to be used 
when, for example, they are given an opportunity to speak in news coverage in the 
media.33 A final example is the unicef-led attempt to advance a global agenda for 
children’s rights in the digital age.34

The International Clearinghouse on Children, Youth, and Media. This was 
established by unesco in 1997 to advance the UN convention on the rights of chil-
dren. The Clearinghouse, housed at the University of Gothenburg in Sweden,35 serves 
as a network for collecting and sharing knowledge about issues related to media and 
children, via regular newsletters and thematic yearbooks that are distributed world-
wide. Several regional networking initiatives with similar missions are also in place.

The Prix Jeunesse is an international festival and gathering, sponsored by 
Germany’s Bavarian Broadcasting Corporation, that holds competitive screenings 
of   the work by professionals from a wide variety of countries. Aside from these 
biennial meetings convened in Munich, Germany since 1964, the Prix Jeunesse36 also 
conducts many training sessions around the world for producers of quality media 
for children, develops guidelines for the treatment of special topics (e.g., conflict and 
war; gender and diversity equality; use of humor and emotions) and distributes a 
professional magazine in English on a variety of relevant topics. All these initiatives 
are part of their efforts to provide ongoing training for producers around the world 
to ensure quality in children’s media.

The Japan Prize37 for educational television in Tokyo is sponsored by the Japan 
Broadcasting Corporation NHK and has been a showcase for quality television 
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programs since its establishment in 1965. Its aim is to improve the quality of pro-
grams around the world and to contribute to the development and fostering of 
international understanding and cooperation. Participants meet annually in Tokyo 
to compete for awards and to learn from each other.

The Center on Media and Child Health38 (CMCH) is affiliated with Boston 
Children’s Hospital and Harvard University Medical School and focuses on media’s 
effects on children’s health and wellbeing. It provides accessible information on 
current and past research in the field, distributes newsletters, responds to parental 
queries and concerns, and promotes awareness of these issues in a variety of public 
forums. It also supports original research on media and health.

Other organizations include a variety of health associations in the USA, such 
as  the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) and the American Psychological 
Association (APA). They have passed resolutions, written reports, and issued state-
ments that recommend practices regarding children’s media use, parental prac-
tices, as well as declarations about the media’s potential negative implications for 
children’s health. Examples include the proposal by the American Academy of 
Pediatrics to restrict early age exposure to screens and the warning issued by the 
American Psychological Association (APA) about the sexualization of girls in the 
media. These and similar statements regarding violence, pornography, advertising, 
and social networking have fueled a great deal of controversy and public discourse. 
Overall, their recommendations (1) endorse media education programs for children, 
parents, and health providers of children; (2) call for a limit on the time children 
spend with media and the type of content they consume; (3) propose that caregivers 
play a more active role in mediating children’s media experiences; (4) recommend 
use of technology to monitor and intervene in media use; (5) suggest keeping chil-
dren’s bedrooms free of electronic media so they cannot be used unsupervised; and 
(6) strongly recommend avoidance of screen media for children under the age of two 
years.39 The most common critique of these recommendations, offered generally by 
researchers, is that they are often not evidence based and are too quick to offer sweep-
ing judgments without adequate research support. Such, for example, is the critique 
of their introduction of the term Facebook depression that triggered significant public 
interest but which was not accompanied by research evidence.40

Again, these are just a few examples of the wide range of organizations active 
throughout the world and dedicated to promoting their point of view with regard 
to the relationship between children and media. Overall, these efforts can be sum-
marized as follows: First, while some base their claims and/or recommendations 
on solid research, others are more ideological in nature. Second, they operate on a 
variety of financial models, each with its own strength and emphases. Indeed, main-
taining their momentum is not an easy task, as they are often driven by the  energy 
and dedication of a main leader, and suffer from shortage of funding and lack of 
stability and continuity. Third, their activities include lobbying efforts to effect policy 
change, mobilization of public opinion, awareness raising and informational sessions 
with industry professionals, educating children, parents and educational systems, 
organizing campaigns and boycotts, as well as providing consulting services.41
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Examples of the increasing number and range of initiatives advanced by activist 
organizations and policymakers include, on the one hand, campaigns to restrict 
media use by individuals and families and, on the other, a broad array of online 
resources to manage media in everyday life as well as to provide tools for accom-
plishing this goal. In this light, a very different type of campaign was launched in 
March 2013: The National Day of Unplugging sought to raise awareness, globally, of 
individual and social choices for media avoidance practices. Such forms of resis-
tance to new technologies indicate the ambivalence with which many families deal 
with the role media have in their lives.42 While the resistance phenomenon is limited 
in scope, it nevertheless sheds an important light on concerns shared by numerous 
families around the world regarding media and their quest to have better control 
over children’s media use.

Finally, growing numbers of academic researchers around the world dedicate their 
professional work to the field of children and media relations. One major development 
has been the creation of sub-groups of research in the field. For example, the Children, 
Adolescents and Media (CAM) Division of The International Communication 
Association (ICA) meets annually, to share new research, as well as to discuss issues 
related to pedagogy and policy.43 A similar interest group has been established within 
the European Communication Research and Education Association (ECREA). New 
research as well as reviews and commentary on related topics are published quarterly 
in the Journal of Children and Media.44 The USA-based National Association for 
Media Literacy Education (NAMLE) convenes conferences and publishes an academic 
journal.45 More broadly, several institutions around the world have established research 
centers, support scholarly study, and offer taught courses at both the undergraduate 
and graduate level on various topics related to children and media. Furthermore, 
scholars are often called to provide expert testimony before legislators and govern-
mental committees worldwide, and often receive requests to be interviewed in media 
outlets in order to provide advice to parents and educators. Public, academic, and 
home libraries are accumulating more and more publications in this area. Indeed, 
increasingly, scholars, myself included, see ourselves as engaged academics, meaning 
that we believe that translating academic knowledge into tools for social change is 
one of our chief roles as scholars. We contribute to the development of media literacy 
initiatives, train professionals, educate new generations of students and researchers, 
and advocate for evidence-based policy change.

Some scholars make it a point to have their voice heard in the media, often to 
counter the tendency of journalistic coverage to look for causal relationships bet-
ween media and effects, to over-emphasize negative effects, to sensationalize isolated 
extreme cases, and to feed one-sided moral panic claims, referred to in Chapter 4. 
Indeed, the need to train academics to talk to the media in accessible ways, and to 
educate journalists in responsible and evidence-based reporting, has been echoed in 
many academic circles in recent years. This need goes hand in hand with a call for a 
dialogic approach to public engagement with science, which recognizes the role 
public opinion has on setting agendas for policy and research.46 Clearly, the dissem-
ination of research created by the scientific communities needs to be a high priority.
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There are many challenges facing academics eager to build bridges in order to 
achieve such goals. Different stakeholders – be they state related (e.g., governments, 
policymakers, regulatory bodies); market related (e.g., media industries and com-
panies); civil society (e.g., non-governmental and non-profit organizations); or the 
public-at-large (e.g., families, educators, caregivers) – occupy different professional 
habitats, each with different agendas, priorities, professional norms, work-styles and 
jargon. For example, relationships between academics and media industry profes-
sionals have been described as the work of “turtles and peacocks.”47 Academics (as well 
as non-profit organizations) are perceived by the media industry to be slow and heavy 
like turtles. First, they take too much time to make decisions, to plan and execute 
research, not to mention the time taken to write up, publish, and distribute their 
studies. They do not understand the financial constraints of the media industry, and 
all too often their opposition is seen as a threat to creative freedom. Media profes-
sionals, for their part, are often perceived by academics to be arrogant, highly compet-
itive and profit-driven peacocks, uncaring about the implications of their work. Such 
perceptions often contribute to an atmosphere of distrust and miscommunication 
which some of the organizations cited above try to dissipate by convening meetings 
with a wide range of people involved in the field of media and children.

At the same time, a number of collaborations of various forms do exist between 
interested parties. Collaborations between academics and various stakeholders 
develop in different ways. Sometimes research is initiated and sponsored by the 
stakeholder to address a specific question or need (e.g., a company studying the 
effectiveness of baby videos they produce on language acquisition). At other times 
research initiated in academic institutions is presented to the stakeholders (e.g., pre-
senting to advertisers research findings about the relationship between images of 
women and poor body image of girls). And, in some unique cases, stakeholders and 
academics create a true partnership and collaborate in all aspects of the research 
project, from inception to application of results.48 The unicef resource package 
described above is one such example.49

Thus, by all measures and criteria, the area of children and media is now a 
maturing field with work being undertaken in academia, advocacy, and interven-
tions. While much is yet to be discovered, and certainly we are far from being able to 
prevent some of the non-desired implications of media use by children, there is a 
significant and growing body of scholarship to allow us to pose the right questions 
and to offer some meaningful answers. This accumulating body of knowledge needs 
to continue to feed into, if not guide, intervention efforts on behalf of children and 
youth, assist in evidence-based policy and advocacy initiatives, and inform the media 
industry on ways to maintain their business while keeping children’s wellbeing in 
mind. Certainly, public discourse, too, fuels these efforts, often stimulated by con-
cerns for harmful media effects, and a culture of anxiety over the changing nature 
of childhood. These debates often neglect to consider children’s rights, including 
their communication rights as delineated in the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Children.50 The Convention specifically refers to the need to advance children’s 
rights, as well as to allow children and youth the opportunity to voice their concerns 
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and to be taken seriously; to protect free speech and distribution of information; to 
maintain privacy; to develop cultural identity; and to be proud of one’s heritage and 
beliefs. The convention, according to the unicef report mentioned above, offers a 
framework that can facilitate a discussion on the progress necessary for maximizing 
opportunities and minimizing harms associated with children’s media use.51

Concluding Remarks

Many individuals and organizations are involved in advocacy for better media for 
children, as well as in attempts to develop policy and regulatory environments 
that best serve children’s needs. However, as this chapter demonstrates, what is 
“best” for children is not an objective or agreed-upon set of rules and expecta-
tions. Such discussions are value driven, intellectually diverse, and culturally 
grounded. The many stakeholders in this field – media organizations, parents, 
educators, policymakers, NGOs, and the children themselves – are pulling and 
pushing the policy “blanket” in many different directions and often putting the 
responsibility for media use by children in the lap of each other. Corporate capital 
structures and interests around the globe are extremely hard to resist and over-
come. Technology, itself, is a constantly moving target posing new challenges at 
an ever-increasing rate. Only strong collaborations among civically responsible 
stakeholders as well as major investment in the education of the consumers them-
selves – children and young people – can bring us closer to securing a better 
media environment for them.
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Conclusions
Growing Up with Media

Throughout this book we have seen how media are integrated into children’s 
everyday lives and the many roles they play in their family, social, and leisure activities. 
We reviewed media’s interaction with children’s growth and wellbeing, and the 
implications of that interaction for cognitive development, learning, behavior, 
health, perceptions of self and social reality, and social relationships. We noted 
that children seem to be navigating their “on” and “off ” lives smoothly, and that 
almost all aspects of virtual experiences are just as concrete and real for them 
as the non-mediated ones. We noted the exponential growth in the consumption 
of mobile media and the formidable challenges that this shift poses to the nature of 
childhood, scholarship, media content, and parental mediation. With the prolifera-
tion of personal portable devices, owned and used by children and young people, 
and the flourishing market that provides their contents – apps, games, social media 
platforms – children and media are constantly on the move. All this led us to ask 
complicated questions regarding the consequences of this accumulated knowledge 
for education for media literacy, as well as for media policy and advocacy for 
children. We pointed out, consistently, that many questions still remain open for 
further intellectual engagement, academic research, and civic activism. This is an 
intriguing field that challenges what we know about children and stimulates our 
imagination as to what childhoods might look like in the not too distant future.

Furthermore, we have demonstrated how in many countries around the world 
media activists and educators have sought to confront the consequences of children’s 
media use in two central ways: first, attempts to educate children, teachers, parents, 
and others to be literate, selective, and critical media users; and, second, attempts to 
supervise, regulate, and control the media. Media education curricula, as well as 



234 Conclusions

specific media policies and regulations, are the result of the variety of unique 
characteristics particular to each society. However, all efforts and social struggles are 
anchored in the recognition that young people have complex relationships with 
media, just as adults do, and it is our duty to pay attention to media just as we should 
pay attention to all of the other central socializing agents in children’s lives. At the 
same time, many inherent conflicts are involved in intervention attempts, including: 
the conflict with such basic rights as freedom of speech and protecting children’s 
rights; the tension between paternalistic and liberal approaches to child rearing; 
the tension between high and popular culture in the education of the young; and 
the lack of agreement on the appropriate balance between “knowledge” and “pleasure” 
involved in media experiences and between “opportunities” and “harm.” There is 
also a tendency by different stakeholders to divert responsibility for children’s media 
education and behavior: the school system places it on parents and the media 
industry; parents claim that schools and the media industry are responsible; and the 
media industry argues that they are only responsible for providing opportunities, 
and that schools and parents need to assist children to make the most of them.

In the yet to be foreseen future, academic, educational, policy, and advocacy 
efforts may become engaged with new concerns given emerging trends, such as: 
open skies (an international policy concept that calls for the liberalization of the rules 
and regulations of the international broadcast and satellite industry); growth of 
global commercial corporations and the expansion of the number and variety of 
media alternatives available to children; convergence of communication technologies; 
growth of interactive media; and improvement of reception and production qual-
ities. Furthermore, as the ability to control content available to children becomes 
more limited, so may there be increased demands that stakeholders develop ways to 
empower young people themselves as critical media prosumers. There may also be 
a more urgent and significant rise in public demand for self-regulation by producers 
of media content and delivery systems.

The Changing Nature of Childhood

One of the central aspects of the discussion of the processes of globalization with 
regard to the construction of reality and youth culture focuses on the claim encapsu-
lated in the concept of the disappearance of childhood, inspired by technological 
determinists.1 The disappearance of childhood, or as more critical writers would 
say, the changing of its nature, was understood originally as a process stimulated by 
television’s central role in children’s lives. According to this perspective, childhood, as 
a social construction, is a by-product of the print era and the gradual need to separate 
children from the world of adults in order to prepare them to function in a print-
culture world in which reading and writing skills are central. Prior to the invention of 
print in the fifteenth century, followed by the gradual development of modern Western 
enlightenment, children were not perceived as a unique group of people deserving 
special attention. They were regarded as physically small people who had no specific 
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needs or rights of their own. The development of print culture brought with it, among 
other things, the institution of the school as well as growing interest in children, the 
need to legally protect them (e.g., by setting laws in many – but not all – countries that 
protect them from labor and sexual exploitation, as well as establishing mandatory 
education for certain age groups), and the formation of professional fields of exper-
tise related to the education of children, their health, their mental and cognitive 
development, culture, fashion, and leisure. According to this view, the twentieth 
century represents the golden age of the recognition and protection of childhood.

However, also according to this approach (which is highly Anglo-Euro-centric, 
as it focuses on North American, European, and colonialist history), media, and 
television in particular, gradually eroded this protection. Through television, as we 
have already discussed, children are exposed to the world of adults; a world that was 
largely concealed from them in earlier modern times for the purpose of protecting 
them from sensitive domains of life, for which they were perceived to be too imma-
ture to handle, such as: death and disasters, physical and mental sicknesses, sexual 
intimacy, and the evil nature of some of human life. The argument goes that all these 
realities have been revealed to them via the television screen: sexual acts, exploding 
bodies, atrocities, and hunger – all at the push of a button. Thus, rather than their 
discovering the realities of the world in a gradual manner as they grow up, such 
developments mean that children share a world without protective walls. In other 
words, this approach claims that the medium of television and its content deprive 
children of a naive childhood and of the gradual process necessary for healthy 
mental development. Furthermore, the television world that exposes adults at their 
weaknesses – meanness, intrigues, crime, injustices, dangers, insecurities – undermines 
parental authority and the basic trust in adults as knowledgeable and responsible 
people who can guard children from harm. As a result, so goes the argument, chil-
dren grow up with distrust, hopelessness, and an absence of boundaries. The social 
knowledge that children acquire from hours of watching television, as well as the 
values and perspectives they internalize, are frequently in contradiction with the 
ideals and myths that traditional socializing systems seek to cultivate. The disap-
pearance of childhood is, therefore, a threat not only to children and the construction 
of childhood as a period of life, but also to human society as a whole.

The blurring of traditional social constructions of childhood and adulthood has 
been attributed, to a large extent, to the technological changes and virtual worlds 
that have freed children from constraints of mobility, parental control, and lack of 
economic independence. Indeed, it appears that the advent of the internet and 
mobile media have breathed new life into the disappearance of childhood thesis. 
The glorification of youth culture that media advance, proponents of the thesis 
argue, also encourages children to rush into adolescence, and make adults strive 
to preserve their youth. Both groups try to belong to that seemingly “ideal” age of 
youth: an age of attractiveness and adventure; sexual blossoming and romance; 
when interesting life stories supposedly happen; and when the media open up for 
youth seemingly endless possibilities. This is not necessarily an age defined by 
specific years, but more an abstract concept. Attempts to blur different periods of life 
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can be observed through fashion, musical tastes, forms of leisure, speech styles, as 
well as preferences for television programs, personalized social network pages, and 
choice of mobile phone applications. The focus on this period in life ‒ at the expense 
of the period of adulthood characterized by maturity, life experience, accumulated 
knowledge, and wisdom ‒ is also typical of much of the culture around technological 
innovations, and the idolizing of brilliant young computer wizards who become 
famous multimillionaires, seemingly overnight.

The disappearance of childhood hypothesis and its various off-shoots have 
received a great amount of public and academic exposure, accompanied by lively 
debates. Many are attracted by what appears to be a commonsense approach, and 
find that it resonates with their own experiences. Others argue, in contrast, that 
external attempts to join adulthood through accessories and makeup, mining 
Wikipedia, or online flirtatious exchanges are not necessarily an indication of 
serious psychological changes and maturing mindsets. At the same time, the fact 
that adults wear T-shirts with favorite cartoon figures and post jokes on Facebook 
is no proof that they are childish or that they do not apply their many years of 
experience in handling their own life affairs. Furthermore, there is no evidence that 
heavy exposure to screen content fundamentally transforms processes such as 
childish egocentrism or the ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy. Nor is 
there evidence that children with heavy online presence are more emotionally 
mature than those who are lighter users due to their accumulated exposure to the 
adults’ world. If anything, some critics of this thesis argue, it seems that childhoods 
in the Anglo-European world seem to be dragging on longer than before, especially 
as increasing numbers of young people live with their parents during their college 
years and beyond, and remain financially and emotionally dependent on them well 
into their mid-twenties, if not beyond. Such trends have stimulated academic 
discussion of what constitutes “adolescence” and whether there is a need to construct 
a new life-stage of “later-adolescence” or “early-adulthood” that relates to this period 
of life as distinctively different from adolescence and adulthood.

Children in all societies and throughout history were always smaller, weaker, less 
developed, and less experienced than adults, regardless of whether they lived with 
or without television, the internet, or a tablet. Furthermore, children have always 
required care and supervision, with or without these devices. A different line of 
critique suggests that even before the new media era children found ways to “peek” into 
adults’ worlds of secrets, through eavesdropping on conversations, following older 
siblings, reading adult books, and just being physically present in tight living arrange-
ments. In addition, the assumption that children are better off staying ignorant about 
the physical, social, and emotional world of adults, too, is debatable. Perhaps it is 
better for children’s wellbeing and healthy development to challenge adults’ monopoly 
of knowledge, to have an opportunity to have a say about the world in which they 
exist, and to take an active part in making it a better place for themselves and others.

Despite the growing number of researchers who devise, employ, and advocate 
ways that allow young people to express their own voices ‒ that is, to listen closely to 
the views of the “subjects” they study ‒ we still do not know much about how 
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children and youth feel about this, or, for that matter, how they feel about many 
other media-related debates. This observation has theoretical and methodological 
implications, and, as some argue, moral dimensions. The fundamental claim is that 
children have their own experiences and perspectives, and we need to hear their 
point of view, stated in their own words, without necessarily assuming a judgmental 
stance. In doing so, we need not only examine children’s perceptions and analyze 
them in comparison with our adult values and assumptions, but also to refrain from 
employing criteria that judge their behaviors in terms of right or wrong.

Thus, the dynamic discussion of the meaning of “childhood” continues with the 
growing concern for children’s rights and the claim that each child should be 
perceived as a creative and autonomous person in their own right, one entitled to 
voice their own perspective – whatever their stage of development. Concomitantly, 
media are expected to bolster the process of children and youth’s empowerment in 
the third millennium by providing them with access, interactive technologies, and 
creative production skills. Accordingly, the expectation is that children throughout 
the world will become more active creators, as well as, consumers of culture.

Research Involvement in the Debate

Research, too, is embracing both the changing technologies and the public agenda 
that follows from such changes. Also, intrigued by the forces of globalization, 
some researchers at the turn of the millennium engaged in multinational projects 
examining children’s culture around the world. Studies of the unprecedented 
commercial success of the Pokémon phenomenon in various countries (with its 
television series, movies, computer games, cards, toys, and ancillary products) 
are  one such example.2 Studies of the global audiences of the Disney culture 
phenomenon that has dominated children’s culture for many decades (with its 
movies, theme parks, and thriving industry of related products) represent another 
impressive effort at examining the similarities and differences in the reception of 
media products worldwide.3 These groundbreaking projects have been followed 
by other multinational projects including the leading EU Kids Online network of 
researchers,4 and the unicef resource package of Communicating with Children.5

What these and other studies demonstrate, among other things, is that side by 
side with globalization forces, we are also witness to the opposite axis of fragmentation 
of media use, tailored by individual needs and tastes. This has stimulated a comple-
mentary line of research, investigating individual children’s everyday life experiences 
through small-case, ethnographic studies. Examples of such studies include that of 
a researcher who gathered together a handful of adolescents in the urban east 
coast of the USA to share their everyday learning experiences while growing up with 
television6; or the in-depth case study of youth in four global cities ‒ Johannesburg 
(South Africa), Bangalore (India), Munich (Germany), and New York (United 
States) ‒ who discussed how they negotiated their identities around experiences 
with both transnational as well as local media.7
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Between these two ends of a research continuum that spans large multinational 
studies to in-depth, ethnographic case studies sit the majority of research projects. 
These employ a variety of methodologies – experiments, surveys, focus groups, 
interviews, observations, employment of art work, life-histories, and occasionally a 
combination of several methods in deductive as well as inductive approaches. As a 
result, we can say that research in the field of media and children has expanded its 
reach from laboratories and classrooms to bedrooms, playgrounds, cybercafés, and 
shopping malls. All of these studies are conducted in the hope of enriching our 
understanding of what it means to grow up today in a technologically saturated 
environment, one which some researchers prefer to call the mediascape.8

But as media continue to evolve and change, so should our research questions 
and methods of studying them. For example, transmedia content organized across 
multi-platforms of media, toys, games, accessories, cloths, and bedroom furnishings 
challenges us to explore how each element is making a unique and valuable con-
tribution to the whole experience of the child,9 be it the Harry Potter, Star Wars, 
or Disney Princesses cultural phenomena. New interactive modes of consuming 
traditional and new media require that researchers expand and combine their use of 
a variety of methods of inquiry. These new research demands are pushing scholars 
to reflect on potential challenges to their assumptions and on the theoretical under-
pinnings of both empirical research and the discourses in which children and media 
relations are discussed.

Furthermore, as some of my colleagues working with the most vulnerable and 
marginalized children constantly remind me, we should not ignore the continuing, 
deep inequalities in children’s lives and opportunities worldwide. Millions of 
children have never owned a book of their own, not to mention a tablet or a games 
console. Even within the most resource-rich countries, we constantly have to ask our-
selves who is excluded from the vivid participatory culture and who is marginalized 
within it? In most neoliberal societies, as the rich of this world get richer and the 
poor get poorer, studying the role of Facebook on identity formation or the effects 
of gaming on problem-solving skills are questions of the very privileged. The use of 
media to promote education, hygiene, or comfort for traumatized children is a more 
burning and relevant question. Thus, we should remind ourselves that even our 
research questions or, perhaps better stated, especially our research questions, 
should be culturally situated and context sensitive.

Neither Good nor Bad

We have repeatedly emphasized throughout this book that in examining media 
experiences we have to consider the interactions among the three big “Cs:” the 
Child, the Content of the media, and the Context in which media are integrated.

●● Child: Age is a significant indicator of children’s possible relationships with 
media, as it points to many of the changes that may take place in children’s lives 
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as they mature. More specifically, development of cognitive, emotional, social, 
and behavioral skills, as well as the accumulated everyday experience with both 
mediated and unmediated reality, all interact as the child grows, develops, and 
matures. Gender, understood to be a socially constructed set of identities and 
expectations, is also a central predictor of the nature of many of the child’s 
relationships with media and is strongly entangled with the nature of those expe-
riences. However, it is a child’s unique personality, characteristics, and needs that 
matter most.

●● The Content of media experiences is, as we have seen, as diverse and rich with 
possibilities as part of life itself. It is not the amount of time spent with media 
alone that needs to be considered in attempting to evaluate the centrality of 
media in children’s lives, but rather the diverse forms, contents, and opportu-
nities offered by media worldwide and the nature of the interaction they elicit.

●● The Context within which childhood is constructed and the individual child 
is situated is crucial to our understanding of the diversity and complexity of 
the roles media play in children’s lives: family and peers, culture and social 
structures, religion and political systems – neither media nor children exist 
outside of their particular contexts.

Thus, we can never talk about the fourth C – the potential for Consequences of media 
experiences ‒ independently of the Child, the Content, or the Context.

So is it good or bad that children are constantly “on”? Is it fostering an inability to 
relax, to handle boredom, to look inward, to suspend gratification, or is it keeping 
them constantly stimulated, restless, eager, and unsatisfied with the moment? Is it 
empowering, encouraging creativity, widening horizons, expanding social partici-
pation? Probably both, in different proportions, for different children, in different 
circumstances, and at different times. This conclusion brings to mind a heavily 
quoted maxim from early communication research in 1948: “Some kinds of 
communication on some kinds of issues, brought to the attention of some kinds of 
people under some kinds of conditions, have some kinds of effects.”10 I was in 
graduate school when I was introduced to this article, and chose to quote it in my 
comprehensive general PhD examinations as one of the ten articles that most influ-
enced my thinking at that early stage of my scholarship. We have come a long way 
since then in understanding that our experiences with media are not linear but multi-
dimensional, and that “effects” do not flow from the media to the audiences but are 
interactive and negotiated. Some scholars, including myself, shy away from using the 
term “effects” and instead talk about “roles,” “consequences,” or “influences.” However, 
the basic truth remains: We cannot generalize about the place of media in children’s 
lives universally; rather, we need to consider “some kinds” of communication, “some 
kinds” of content, “some kinds” of children, “some kinds” of conditions, in order to say 
anything meaningful and reliable about the consequences of these experiences beyond 
the individual child. This is, indeed, a complicated story.

In the fall of 2013 the American Academy of Pediatrics published an updated 
policy statement entitled “Children, Adolescents, and the Media”11 that attracted 
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media attention worldwide and stirred public and scholarly debate, including among 
academics specializing in this disciplinary area. There was not much new in this 
statement – except perhaps the urgency with which it was framed, given evidence on 
the exponential growth of media use in the early years. The policy mainly reiterates 
the concern for causal negative effects, distinguishes between “good” and “bad” 
media content, treats media exposure as an indication of potential problems, and 
calls for pediatricians to take an active role in recommending a healthy use of media, 
just as they would for a healthy diet, immunization, or exercise. The health-oriented 
framing of the discussion is in and of itself an interesting illustration of the complex 
and multifaceted nature of the phenomena under discussion, and how different 
frames of reference can bring to light different aspects of children’s relationship with 
media. This medicalization frame, for example, does not ask children for their views 
or opinions as, clearly, they are presumed to lack the knowledge of what’s best for 
them and the maturity to act responsibly. Another favorite frame is that of the media 
diet, according to which there are good and bad mental “foods” and it is adults’ role 
to ingrain in their children the lifelong adoption of a healthy media diet that will 
promote their wellbeing. I use this frame often in my own encounters with the media 
and the public, as it seems to be an easy way to convey a very simple message: adults 
have a responsibility to offer children a healthy cultural environment, just as they do 
a nutritious one. Yet culture is a lot more complicated than food, argue many, and 
framing media interaction in this way is too limiting and simplistic in scope.

Regardless of the frame of discussion chosen, the question of whether media are 
“good or bad” for children seems to be an entirely irrelevant and even misdirected 
question. There is no doubt that media are a constantly evolving and wonderful part 
of children’s lives. Do media also have some potentially negative influences on chil-
dren? Of course they do, as all life experiences might. Are children today more creative 
and active, more social and engaged, more informed and entertained than they were 
ever before? Or are they over-stimulated, excitement driven, disconnected from those 
around them, unable to look inward and handle boredom and personal reflection? 
Blaming the media for society’s ills has proven to be a too narrow-minded and over-
simplistic understanding of the complexity of our relationships with technologies. 
At the same time, blindly celebrating their empowering and liberating character is just 
as misguided. Thus, many will argue that it is not an “either/or” question, but probably 
a mixture of both, depending on the Child, the Content, the Context…

Edward R. Murrow, a famous American broadcast journalist gave a speech in 
Chicago on October 15, 1958. He was referring to television at the time when he 
said: “This instrument can teach, it can illuminate; yes, and it can even inspire. But 
it can do so only to the extent that humans are determined to use it to those ends. 
Otherwise it is merely wires and lights in a box.”12 In recalling Murrow’s famous 
statement, we are reminded that we are responsible for the wise use of media in 
order to maximize their potential for children’s wellbeing and fulfillment and to 
minimize their potential for harmful consequences.

This book is being written at a time of dynamic transition in the scholarly world 
of children and media, as we move from a dominant television-focused body of 
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work to the much younger but booming field of media convergence, mobility, and 
virtuality. This is a time of significant transformations to an unknown future. Over 
half a decade of studying media and children has taught us that emerging and new 
media quickly become the mainstream media and new technologies become older 
technologies. They bring with them unpredictable and unintended consequences, 
unexpected forms of commercialization and exploitation, but also a wealth of oppor-
tunities and possibilities. We can conclude, therefore, that the many current changes 
taking place in screen culture, combined with the changing construction of 
childhood, present us with a series of challenges in a variety of areas, including 
academic, moral, educational, cultural, and political. We will continue to face them 
not only as students and researchers of media but also as parents and citizens 
concerned with the wellbeing of our children worldwide.

An age-old Bird in the Hand fable tells the story of a young adolescent who 
challenged a wise man in his village. Facing him with a bird held firmly in his closed 
hands, the youth asked the wise man: “Is it alive or dead?” To this the wise man, 
appreciating the challenge, responded: “The answer lies in your hands.”

Can media be good and/or bad for children? The answer lies in our hands.
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