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Protect young children from
frightening TV
Joanne Cantor, Ph.D.,
Professor Emerita and Outreach Director
Center for Communication Research
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Now more than ever, with children’s access
to screens at an all-time high, we need to
be mindful of children’s vulnerabilities to
the scary images and events that television
spews forth on a daily basis. A recent metaanalysis combining many studies (Pearce
& Field, 2015) confirms that scary media’s
impact on children is consistently negative,
and that children under the age of ten
are especially vulnerable to experiencing
troublesome fears. Research since the
dawn of movies has shown that a majority
of children are affected at some time in
their lives, and the effects often include
symptoms like free-floating anxiety,
obsessive thoughts, severe nightmares,
sleep problems, and the avoidance of
normal, safe activities that remind the child
of the frightening episode. Some of these
effects are relative short-lived, but others
can last for years (see, e.g., Harrison &
Cantor, 1999).
In a survey conducted in 2006 (Cantor
et al., 2010), 76% of the 5- to 12-yearolds interviewed reported having been
frightened by a television show or movie.
The movies they described ran the full
gamut of MPAA [USA] ratings, including
The Wizard of Oz and Finding Nemo (rated
G), Jaws and Poltergeist (rated PG), multiple
Harry Potter movies (rated PG or PG-13),
Lord of the Rings movies (rated PG-13),
and Scary Movie and Scream (rated R).
Importantly, 60% of the children said
they hadn’t chosen to view the movie that
scared them; 20% said they just happened
to stumble upon it on TV.
Trailers and promos for movies and
television shows can be especially
problematic for young children. Not
only are promos unpredictable – (you
can choose what program to watch, but
not which promo will pop up) – they
often include intensely disturbing images
in order to attract an older audience. A
particular problem is that young children
can be traumatized by a very brief scene or
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image out of context, especially grotesque
images and intense violence. A child
doesn’t need to understand the context
of a story to be terrified. Very young
children are also limited in their ability
to distinguish fantasy from reality, and
because of their limited cognitive abilities,
it is extremely hard to explain away fears
that have been produced by intense visual
images. Watching or hearing about a
“happy ending” is unlikely to help. In this
context, an ounce of prevention is probably
worth a ton of cure.
Children differ in terms of their levels of
sensitivity, and what will be scary depends
strongly on the age of the child. Therefore,
it is unrealistic to think that television can
or should avoid ever presenting scary
content. But because of children’s special
vulnerabilities and the intense and longlasting negative effects that frequently
occur, it is essential that predictably scary
content be restricted during times that are
highly frequented by children. Moreover,
parents need and deserve accurate and
useful information about the content that
is shown.
The bottom line is: It is wise to protect
children from inadvertently being exposed
to scary media. And policies that help
parents protect their children are not only

worthwhile; they’re essential to children’s
healthy development.
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Joanne Cantor’s front page article in this issue
of small screen provides evidence that sections
of the proposed revised Free TV Australia Code
of Practice Commercial TV stations have the
potential to expose many children to serious
mental health hazards.
The changes include:
•
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•
•

removing the G time zones from day time
TV, and replacing them with PG
allowing M programs to be screened from
7.30pm (now 8.30pm)
merging the AV classification (presently
screened only after 9.30pm) with the MA15+
classification
allowing [merged] MA15+ programs to
screen from 8.30pm (instead of 9 pm)
“simplifying” the program promotion rules
so that promotions can be shown in any
program so long as they fit the classification
of the time zone of screening.

ACCM acknowledges
support from the
Romeo Family

It’s important that both Free TV and the Australian
Communications and Media Authority take note
of these concerns when they are finalizing and
scrutinising the proposed new Commercial
Television Code of Practice.
Since our last issue, ACCM has lodged around
30 complaints across the three networks about
promotions for both M and MA15+ programs that
did not, in ACCM’s view, meet the classification
requirements of the time zones and programs
being watched. The programs were either G or
PG and screened in the early evening hours. We
await the outcome with interest.
In the meantime, we encourage readers to
support our campaign. It’s much needed.

As will be the likelihood of being ambushed
by scary trailers in programs chosen for family
viewing.

http://childrenandmedia.org.au/taking-action/
current-campaigns/stop-ambushing-parentswith-unsuitable-trailers

Steve Biddulph AM

“The Great Australian Spelling Bee is edge-ofyour seat entertainment that will leave viewers
shaking their heads in amazement at the
intellect and ingenuity of children.

ACCM congratulates our patron Steve Biddulph AM on his well-deserved recognition in
the Queen’s Birthday Honours List. Steve was
recognized for his service to community health,
particularly in the fields of child and adolescent
psychology.

“The Great Australian Spelling Bee will shine
a light on the importance of literacy and
inspire all Australians to develop a love of the
English language. …This show is going to have
Australian families spellbound”
http://tenplay.com.au/channel-ten/the-greataustralian-spelling-bee

Children’s eSafety Commissioner

ACCM’s movie and app
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So the likelihood that children will be exposed
to scarier or more violent programs in the early
evening hours will be increased.

Contributions are welcome.

ACCM’s Website
is designed and
supported by

Prof Cantor’s article shows that
exposure to scary trailers can pose
serious and lasting impacts for
significant numbers of children.
It highlights the importance of
ACCM’s current campaign to Stop
the ambush of parents by unexpected
and unwelcome promotions.

Australia’s first Children’s eSafety Commissioner
Alastair MacGibbon has commenced work.
Alastair heads the Office of the Children’s eSafety
Commissioner—responsible for leading online
safety education for Australian children and
young people, protecting them when they
experience serious cyberbullying and managing
complaints about offensive or illegal online
content.

The Great Australian Spelling Bee

Network Ten’s new family entertainment series
The Great Australian Spelling Bee will see more
than 50 of Australia’s brightest young spellers
aged between eight and 13 compete in a series of
word-related games and challenges. Contestants
must display a combination of speed, skill and
smartness to deconstruct words they may never
have seen.
Network Ten Chief Programming
Beverley McGarvey, said:

Officer,

An ABC radio interview with
Commissioner can be found at:

the

new

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/
programs/breakfast/australias-first-childrense-safety-commissioner/6585932
The website for the Office of the Children’s eSafety
Commissioner is at
https://www.esafety.gov.au/
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WORLD NEWS
Paper Planes goes international

they were quick to turn to other devices
and services when they did not find live
TV to their liking. However, watching
television was seen as a valued way for
children to spend time with their parents.
This could be either live, or via catch-up
services or DVD.

The film currently ranks twelfth on the
iTunes chart behind Fifty Shades of Grey, after peaking at No. 2.

Read the complete report at
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/
binaries/research/media-literacy/
childrens-media-lives-year-1/childrens_
media_lives_report_FINAL1.pdf

Australian film Paper Planes is soon to be
released in the UK and USA. The film will
be released in UK cinemas on 23 October,
while in the US a multi-platform release
combined with a limited number of inema
screenings is likely.

http://if.com.au/2015/06/23/article/Paper-Planes-takes-flight-in-US-and-UK/
THBUFWLWPM

Children’s Media Lives

UK regulator Ofcom has released the first
findings from Children’s Media Lives, a new
study that involves tracking the media
habits and choices of a group of 18 children,
aged eight to 15, over three years. These
children have been carefully chosen to
reflect a broad cross-section of UK children
in terms of age, location, ethnicity, social
circumstances and access to technology.
The study began in 2014 and was designed
to give a small-scale qualitative component
to Ofcom’s larger quantitative surveys of
media habits.
The study found that tablets and iPods were
the device of choice for most activities, for
their size, convenience and usability. For
some older children, smartphones also
played this role. Many of those surveyed,
particularly younger children, shared
devices with siblings or parents.
On-demand TV viewing and YouTube
video clips are the most popular means of
viewing content for the children surveyed.
Being able to watch their preferred content
repeatedly and when they wanted to was
reported to be important to children, and

World Summit on Media
for Children 2017

The World Summit on Media for Children
Foundation
(WSMCF)
has
chosen
Manchester and BBC Children’s as hosts
for the next World Summit in 2017. The
summit will welcome over 1,500 delegates
from around the globe to Manchester in
December 2017.

Across the studies, the prevalence of cyberbullying ranged from 4.8 per cent to as
much as 73.5 per cent, with 23 per cent the
median percentage of children and adolescents who had experienced cyberbullying. It was also found that girls were more
likely to be cyberbullied than boys, with
relationship issues the most common reason for such bullying. The review of studies also indicated that cyberbullying was
consistently associated with an increased
likelihood of depression in victims.
Hamm MP, et al, (2015)
Prevalence and effect of cyberbullying on
children and young people: A scoping review of social media studies. JAMA Pediatr.
http://archpedi.jamanetwork.com/article.
aspx?articleid=2337786&resultClick=3

ABC TV series for teens wins a
Banff festival prize

Read the full press release:
http://childrenandmedia.org.au/assets/
files/news/latest-news/wsmc-pressrelease.pdf

Matchbox Pictures’ Nowhere Boys was
among the winners of the 2015 Rockie
Awards handed out at the Banff World
Media Festival in Canada.

Cyberbullying experienced by 23%
of US children

The teenage drama Nowhere Boys took
the youth fiction prize. David Caesar is
directing Nowhere Boys: The Rise of Bear,
a telemovie spin-off of the series, which
follows the boys (Dougie Baldwin, Joel
Lok, Rahart Adams, Matt Testro) as they
confront a devastating magical being that
threatens to destroy the multiverse.

Researchers at the University of Alberta,
Canada have investigated the prevalence
of cyberbullying in North American children and adolescents through a review
of existing publications that examine the
health-related effects of cyberbullying via
social media among children and adolescents. They reviewed 36 studies, most of
which were conducted in the US, to look
at the effects of cyberbullying through
social media on the health of participants
who were mostly aged between 12 and 18.
Of the participants, 89 per cent reported
having a Facebook account.

A third series is now in development.
http://if.com.au/2015/06/14/article/
Banff-festival-prizes-for-Oz-series/
RQFVZHXTPJ

