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The purpose of this paper is to:describe the family

characteristics, parent-child interaction patterns; and aspects

of the home environmeht that are associated with young children’s

television wiewing. * The ‘&3& period from about 2 1/2 to 5 or 6 ' |

appears ta be a ‘time when children form their initial patterns of

3 ~ >

television use. Anderson and Levin (1976) ﬁgported that .Y

3

) 5Wpurpb5jveh viéwing appears to begin at about age 2 1{2 to 3.

That is the-.age at which childreQ seem to become interested in

partzcufar television content and in which they become -
> .

. '

increasingly attentive to the television screen.’

. X
(€ . Although laboratery-.data abound for preschool childrén, most

-

”

: 1nNigations of home viewing’ have been t£onducted with older <

children. ¥B&‘televiéion use is socialized pfimarily at home.

-y = C. . - -
It seems reasonable that the important, environmental variables

. - .
* contributing to this socialization c¢an be found by, examining

viewing in the natGral context of the.home. '

M
‘ The data to be.reported here are from the first phaseé of a

two-year  longitudinal invéstigation_oﬁltelevisiqp‘viewing

patterns of pressﬁeel children. The sémple.consists ef 320
A - ]

children who were within three months of their third or fifth

birthdays at the onset of the study in 1981. All families live ‘.

in Topeka, Kansas, a medium—-sized midwestern city. Topeka is an v

,(4( A . . N ,
ideal place for a longitudinal study because it is

demographically representative of a large pprtion of the American

population and becausé_it is a very stable community. ‘Péople do

» v - v

not ‘move in and out of Topéké very often. Families werme initially

-

identified by newsp;beﬁ'birth’announcements, local prescheool
‘ , . N

rosiers, and advertigeMents on bulletin boards im public places.
’ . . . 3




-one of two ¥emale investigators conducted an extepnsive per

s
v

M though it is a volunteer sample, it represents a wide range &f

-
[ ¢

parent educational levels and occupationaﬁ statuses (e.g. Duncan

occupational statug rating for father averages S&6 on a scale of

-

-
1-99).

Egch family keeps a diary of all television viewing by .,

family members for one week every six months. The first diaries

were collected in April 1981 for half of the sample and October

1981 ‘for the other half. The mean number of hours viewed per week |

Auring the first diary period was 18.8 for the three-year-olds

{

e

and 20.2 for the five-year-olds. These figures are, if anything,

overestimates of the child’s actual exposure to television

programming. Parents were instructed to ‘record the children_as-
» .. . - ..

viewers whenever/they were in the same room with an operating
o \ . . ¥ ‘ .

television set. This definition of viewing was used so that the *

~

~ —

paréqt would nbt need to make unreliable judgments about when the

child was attending toc the TV, but it undoubtedly resulted'in)rﬁe

inclugion of times when children were in the room, but not paying

»

.attention to,the television. ’ )

[

One to three months before the initial diary was coilgctea
- 5, 2 ! ‘\)-\‘
sonal

-

ihterview with/éach mother. She also aamiﬁistered the Peabody

Picture Vocabulary Scale to the child. * ) -
E Y ’ .
. " J . ..
The ahalysis reported.\here was designed to examine how the
<4 - .

3

family and child :haracteriétics measured in the mother dinterview

L3 +

\ v - -
were related to the'child’s total amount of television viewing,

as indexed by the first viewing\dfary{ The sets of variables ,
which wer'e’ examined are presented in Table 1. All 23 predictor
- ~ .

-

-

‘. . A . 4
bl L]
’ '
.
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. variab}es were entered in a multiple regression predicting the

,total amount of television viewed by the child during the week,"

¥ °

according to the viewing diary. Regressions were calculated for
the entire sample and for each age group separately. The family

variables were entered ?irst, then the child characteristics,

e
then the other sefé of variables. During the entry phase of the

regression, all variables reaching an F ratioc of 1.0 or more were

allowed to enter. Then, variables were dropped until only those

-
-

reaching the .05 level of significance remained. This précedgre

.

permitted possible suppressor effects to be identified.

. 1§
'«:The.results of these analyses are shown in Table 1. For

. . {
pach variable, the means for the ‘two age groups and for boys and

girls are shown. In the column iabeled, Predict Viewing, thosgeée
variables that entered the regression’équation.as independent
pré&ictoré at th%‘,OS-level of significance are‘labélﬁa;

Family Characteristics. - . - .

-

.The family characteriistics examined included family size,

~ N

mbther’é education, mother’s employment (none, part time, or full

time), mother”’s socioeconomic status (Duncan Scale), and father

presence.: Most of the liﬁerature on television viewing shows

‘that both education and occupational status are negatively

assoe;ated with the ayb&nt of'te%evision viewed by adults.

Because pargpts’ viewing habits are likely to pe an importént
igfluence-on children’s viewing, we éxpected cﬁildren of more
educaté& paéents and parengs with high occupational status to be
relag%vel; infrequent viewers. Father’s education and ‘
occupational -status was not includéﬁ in this anélysis, Secause it

would have required dropping the cases without a father in the

. -

"

3




baby sitters and day care settings was included in the diary

home and because fathers? demographié characteristics overlap
with those of mothers.

For the combined sample and for both age groups separately,
maternal education was the single best predictor of viewing. The
more‘well educated the mother, the less television the child .
watcﬁed. Other demographic characte;istics of the family
(including father education and o;cupational status in anocther
analysis) fell in the same pattern,, but maternal education was

LY

the best predictor.

~

-

. Dur sample also provides an opportunity to examine the
relation of maternal employﬁént to children’s viewing, because it
was abodt.engfl divided between mothérs who were employed full-
time, bartftimeJxor‘wePe full-time homemakers. There is a great
deal of. emoctional speculation about children of employed mothers

watching tellevision constantly, but virtually noc good data exist,

particularly for the preschool age group.

Maternal employment was not significantly related to

-

viewing. The direction of the relationship was, in f&t%f ‘ &,

s

slightly negative; children whose mothers were employed viewed

slightly less than those of full-time homemakers. viewing at

total, so this finding is not an artifact of children being out

t
of the home part of the time. At least for preschool childrén,

mateérnal employment does not lead to increased television

-

viewing.
Still another stereotype is contradicted by the finding

that, for three-year-olds, children without fathers at home

-

-
-
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-watched television less frequently than those with two parents.

Although father presence is a significant predictor, this result
should be interpreted with caution because the number of single-
parent families was very small (less than 10). Nevertheless, the

. direction of the finding is opposite to that which is often
»

assumed in the popular literature where all social evils seem to

be bl amed on, working mothers, single-parent -families, and

. excessive television. o .

~ " Child Characteristics.

-

N .
Gender, age group, and the child’s Score on the Peabady

* Picture Vocabulary Test ‘were the child variables investigatea.
- - ’

Investigations of oclder children have sometimes shown that

intelligence is negatively felated to television viewing. The

Id

Peabody score reflects the most central component of most

’ ihtelligence tests: vocabularly level.‘ qu results showed no '

A . ,

* independent contribdtion of Peabody score to viewing frequency atl_

ei ther ége level. One reason may be that, for yédng ;hildren,
televis;on can be a sourcé of stimulation, partiFui:rly for
language development. It is not necessa}ily a detractor. also ~
expecteq older childréﬁ toc watch more than younger, cnes. -4
‘ There were no overall age differences in total viewing.’
Instead, a sex difference emerged for the five—year—oldq...Fivé— v

»

year—-old boys watchea‘more television than giris (and more than
three—-year-old boys. There were no sex differences at ége thrée:jf
Earlier literature haggindicated éhét boys like cartoons better
than girls do. In sevpgal laboratory studies coﬂﬁucted';é CRITC,
we have found tha£ bbys are more attentivg to animate& and high
action children’s programs than girls are.

O -

ERIC .
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Some possible explanations for these sex differences are

suggested by the other variables on which sex differences appear.
Boys showed more involvement with television generally. They had

higher scores on TV Focus (talking about television and playing

- ‘games with television.tbemes) and they had more TV-related toys

and objects. They also liked print media less than girls.. 'Th\e' .
.final version of the‘regreééioﬁ equatian for five-year—Plds did
z\‘ A not include sex, but d;d include TV focus and liking pqipt,

'suggest;ng xhét'tgese variables accounted for the sex differenées

-

-

in viewing.
’ -

Television Availability

The number ‘of te%evision sets in the home, other video

.

equippeht (video recordefs and games), and the number of cable
. oqtions subscribed to all provide indexes of the family interest

in televzszon as well as the child’s opportunities to view.
L4

Among these, cable, optzons were szgn1+1cant1y\related to
children’s viewing frequency. ¥he paper .on cable options later in
1 ~
¢ ¢ - |
this symposium presents a detailed di@cuésion of this variable.
) ~

lx TV Regulat1ons .

. Three aspects of *egulatioq dere examined: the amount of

# R
contrél exerted over the total viewing time or the programs

- *

viewed (TV Control) regulations imposed on viewing specific v

' types of adult content, pr1mar11y vioclence or sex (Adult Content

e —————— s

Regulation)s and EnCQUragement to watch partzcularly programs or

at particular times (TV Encouragement).

Most investigations have shown that parents do remarkably
© “little to regulate their children’s uses of television. Many

parents place no limits on the,amouné of time or the types of

Q . 7 ) . ‘ Lt
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programs their children may view. In this sample,  the.majority

of parents had some limits on Ehe types of programs their . -

~

R T

. . 4 -
children could watgh. The most fregquent reason given fdr. ’

3 3 .
£ o

-

forbidding a program was excessive vﬁulence.

-

Parent regufation of television was negatively reldted to ’ » .

~

’.viewing. It appears that parents who are coﬁscious of what their.

children watch on television and who restrict viewing. to some’

4 -
M .
. .

degree succeed in limiting their children’s total vie&ing. g Kol

Parenthetically, parént emcouragement of viewing was not the
- . ’ [ ]

.

reverse of control; they were positively correlated. Parents who
encourage certain kinds of viewing appear to bﬁ more aware and

concerned about thgir children’s viewing than those who do not.
; T,
Child’s Media Orientation. . )

=

The @ariable, TV Focus consists of the mother’s responses
on f;yg-point rating scales about the freguency of play
. . .

activities using TV themes, conversations about TV, enjoyment of

T TV, asking for explanatiéks of TV events, askind about scary

things on TV, "'asking for TV-advertised products, talking about .

commercials, asking if events on TV are real, and disagreement

LI

//about TV viewing rules). , . "

v TV Focus was associated with frequent viewing for both age
¢« A 4 Y >
groups. 1t appears that for heavy viewers television characters
(X
and content pervade many aspects of the child’s play activities

and interactions with parents. Television is not an isoclated
experience, but can become a central focus of children’s lives.
TV Objects described the number of TV-related playthings,

wos . , [ \
games, qlothes, and other objects the child owns. Although this

~3 < " v

- . 9. .
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¢ age five. Chzldren who were reported to 11ke booPs'and to spend

‘interested in bodks. The negative relation of interest in print_

“ N ‘ . 8 N
. - 2

3
v s

variable may also reflect the per¥vasiveness of television themes

and content in the home, it did not btsdict view?ng. ‘
.,J ° -

Two variables indexed the child’s interest in non-television

- - » ’, - L’

media. . Liking print ‘media was the sum of rated enjoyment of

bgoks, having books as a favorite attivity, frequency of library
visigs, ana piayzng alone with books. Liking'other media was the
_rated enioyment of records, tapes.f;r any media other than
te1ev151on or prznt. o '

. Many, ;nvestzgatzons have suggested that- te1ev151en may
conflict with attr;ction,td print media. Télevision‘yiewing and

reading arelnegatively ccrrelateﬂ‘#or elementary school-age

children. Our results 5ugge5t that this pattern may emerge by

time with bOdks were light viewers. Few of our sample could '
read, .but this finningvmay'indicate»a forerunner of what has been _ r

cbserved with-older children —-— heavy television viewers are less

/ . i . .
media’' to viewing is particularly interesting because there was no
T , \ ; 4 . ." .
relation of Peabody vocabulary score to television viewing. | .
\ | .. .
Interest in other media,.such as records and tapes, was also
§ .

negatively related to television. These are for the most part- .
auditory media (as is listening to books at this age). Could it . >

be that light teleéteion viewers enjoy auditory processing more

.

. ’ - - ’
than heavy viewers? . : >

-~

A = S e o e v e s s e

whether the child attended preschool, and the reported

-

enjoyment of indoor’ play, outdoor play, and play with other

children (social play) were included to detérmine whether -

™

\ . " . ) 10 3
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.involvement in alternetive activities is related to the amount of

I .
time spent with television. , S,
e . ' . -
Children who attended preschool watched less television than

v

thoée who did not. «When children spend some of their time in an

educational setting, they spend less of it watching television.

Many of these preschoolé were day care centers. Perhaps one of
’ : -~

-

the unheralded'genefits of day care is tp reduce daytime
television viewing for many children. ' . . -
EnJoyment of octher play activities did not predzct
vzew1ng, with one esxception. For fzvedyear-olds, chzldren wha
enJoyed outdoor play watched less televzszon than those ;ho did
not. This finding occurred despite the fact that boys-more often
liked outdoor pl/é'y and watched more teldvision. . ° ! ‘
Now that -each set of variables has been cansidered
separately, I will tﬁ; to summarize the pattern of family
agfributes, child ch%}écteristicéx and other env?roémental
cérrelateé of television vi;wing in ‘this sample. y

Heavy viewer® of televiSion at Qoth ages had ;elatively
. . .

uneducated métﬁérs, had cable available in their homes. d}d not
go- to preschool,'had parents who did no; fegulate'View{pgy and
were heavily focused on television in Fheir conversation and
play. . - .

Age differences in overall viewing did not occur, but some
different patterns appeared. The amount of var%qnce accounted

for by ‘all the predictors was considerably higher for fzve—yéar—

( clds than for three-year-olds, suggesting that the .clder chzldren
'

had more well—forded and cénsistent habits of television vzew{ng.
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For the three-year-olds, two of the three éingl predictors were

-

family Vvariables--maternal education afd father present in the

home. Only ome child)cﬁéracteristic, TV focus, was related to -
. 4 . © .

v#éging. It.is likely thatrmdch of theiviewing done by children -
N v

.at this age is determined by what is vigwed by adults around

theg, (In fact, othe} analyses of these data show that three-
, ) . . % _ "

vyear-olds watch with parents more than five-year-olds). h

Five-year~olds have a few'more choices and better ability to

make intentional decisions about when to view or what else to do

with their timg. For five-year-olds, a .number of chiad \ N
characteristics were related to viewing. Héavy viewers were

boys, an& children‘fér whom TV was a qentﬁal part of play

activities and conversation. The[ were relatively uninterested

¢ ® . : '
in outdoor play, print media, or other media. Their parents did -~

,"\ -~

" not regulate their viewing.
: Clearly, the factors that determine children’s viewing

patterns at home are multiple and coéplex. Our findings support -

-

many others in showing that family characteriétics,’particularly
‘maternal education, are central.infiﬁénceggon chi;dren’é viewing 4

patterns.: There are if addition, a host of characteristics of

thé family enviro‘meﬁt and the child that contribute to, ;
children’s use of television. L
- ’ ¥
H Ng -
¢ ./ ’
* J
- P ’ s 7 -
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Family Characteristics

.Mother's occégational status (Duncan)

" TV Control ~

Numbsr of people in family

Mother's education®

Mother émployed (f200; 3=full time)

Father present (0=no; 1=yes)

' Child Characteristics =~

Age
Sex )
P

Peabody Picture Vocabulary (#ile) °

Television Availability
¥

quber of TV sets owned

Other video equipment (e.g. tape recbrderﬁ)

Cable options (1=none; 4=two movies)

Family TV Regulations

-

Regulation of Content (iiolence, sex)

A |

Table 1

)
‘ »

Age Croup
3 5
4.7 - 448+
* 3.23 3.42
52,1. b5
1.97 1.9
.95 .95
60.8° * 65.2
1.75 1.81
23 A7
1.0 ?5
1.77 1.7
.82 .95

S.

Boy
e

3.32
53.9

1.92

.93

1089
020
2.04

71,70
.88

Predictors of Preschool Children's Television Qiewing

Sex

-

Girls

L. 4o
3.34
5.5
S
1.95
.96

6105

1.68%
.40

1.83

Regression Coefficient

3 - 5  Both Ages

_.28ab _.Boab _.29ab

.zjab
I3
-.10a
1820 123P
-t .
w12® Z.192P




S~
Encourages TV 1:27 1.29
Child's Media Orientation
TV Focus (Play & conversation about TV) 37.7 43,3%

‘ “TV Objects (toys and games) A b7  4.82

- Likes print media 15.4 1‘6.0*
Likes other media (e.g. records,tapes) 5.9 6.3%

= A

-

a, Variable entered regression equation at p <.05

b. Variable was in final regression equation at p<.05

ks

1.2 1,32
M.6 9.4
l"093 4‘331*‘
15.4-  16.0*
6.1 6.1
Multiple R
o2

< e

2120 1520
-.16abv
-.222P

Jo—FE5

16 .27

training; 4=college degree (Bachelor's) 5=some post-graduate training; @gra.duate degree.

*

«;’
43
17

c. Maternal education scale: 1=less than high school; 2=gompleted high school; 3=some post-high sch061

~
L]




