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Harmful media material and what should be done about it is an ongoing 
source of concern for parents, educators and governments. Contradictory 
findings generated by academic, industry and policy research into harmful 
media material often achieve little more than an increase in community 
concern about the media and its impact on children. New ABA research 
explores how children define and understand harmful media materials and 
their awareness of media regulation. 

The ABA has re leased a 

resea rch study that ex­

p lo res how chi ldren 

de fine and understand harm­

ful media materi als and the ir 

awareness o f media regula­

ti o n . 

'There is already a large body 

of resea rch w hich explo res 

m edia influence fro m an ad u lt 

and parental perspective, hut 

this study in effect g ives chil ­

dren a vo ice in the po l icy 

debate ,' sa id Professor David 

Flint , ABA Chairman . 'This 

stud y gives young peop le the 

oppo rtunity to discuss their 

parents ' concerns in re lat io n 

to media harm, and their own 

engagement with the media. ' 

The report, Children 's Views 
ahout M edia Hann , is a case 

stud y o f children and young 

teenagers aged fro m ten to 

fifteen yea rs from the w este rn 

ence and regulat io n of te lev i­

sion and Internet acti v ities. 

Many o f the chi ldren cla imed 

that it was younger children 

and/ o r children o f th e o ppo­

site sex who w ere vu lnerable 

to media harm . The o kl er chil ­

c.lren considered them se lves 

capab le of contro lling their 

own v iew ing , especiall y w hen 

th ey had exclusive access to a 

te lev ision. In managing th eir 

own m edia use, th e children 

were ve ry aware o f film class i­

fi ca ti ons and te lev isio n pro­

gram advice, the stud y found . 

It was repo rted as w ide­

sp read practice fo r p a rents to 

es tabl ish h o use hold ru les 

about screen media use in an 

effo rt to protect children fro m 

po tential harm. T he rul es va r­

ied great ly , dep ending upo n 

w ho was present and in charge 

at th e time. 

Sydney area. It was des igned The children acknowledged 

and conducted joint ly by the that their parents w ere con­

A BA and the U ni ve rsity o f cernec.I about po rtra ya ls o f sex. 

W estern Sydney Nepea n . v io lence and coa rse language 

in th e media. W hile they un ­

Elements of the study derstood such concerns were 

for their vve lfare, they also 

T he fifty children who parti c i- ge n era ll y im ag in ed th em ­

patec.I in th e study w ere asked se lves to he 'emancipated ' us­

to discuss their ex r eri ences ers of media and considered 

and op inions about th e influ - parental fea rs to he vast ly ex-
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aggeratec.I in re lati o n to th e 

potential threat of media harm. 

The children be li eved that 

th e high impact o f dram a was 

offset hy the know ledge that 

it was 'not real' , w hereas the 

impact o r c.locurnent<.1 ry , news 

and current affairs rrograms 

was intensifi ed by th e fact that 

th e events ' reall y happened '. 

Feeling sca red after watch­

ing horro r o r supern at:ural 

them es was the m ost concrete 

evidence c ited b y the chil ­

dren to suggest the ex istence 

of harm ca used b y th e m ed ia. 

However they ,.vere re luctant 

to describe thi s as ·harm ' be­

ca use o ften it vvas also 'fun ·. 

Ma ny d ec id ed that ho rro r 

m ovies we r<.~ thrilling for rnost 

children but diffi cult fo r some 

to h<indle, p art icul<1rly younger 

children . 

The children presented ri sks 

and dangers in th e rea l wor ld 

as the forms o f ha rm m ost 

rel evant to then1. These in -

Chdd1 t>fl ·., '.'!\·~W'> 
uUout media hann 

clue.lee.I th e haza rds o f using 

alcohol , drugs, of unwanted 

pregnancy, sexual h a r~1 ssment , 

and schoo l bull y ing. Screen 

depi ction s of these th emes 

had a particular potency for 

th e children. 

The children did not assume, 

as many adults do , th at tech­

nologica l change mea ns mo re 

ri sks fo r children . Nore.lid they 

assume that increased regula­

ti o n o f th eir media activiti es 

wou le.I provide the pro tect ion 

man y adu lts look for- th e 

wa ys ancl m eans o f circum­

vent ing adult contro l are many 

and va ri ed. 

Ove rall th e childre n ap­

pea reel to he p rotected from 

continual exposure to harm­

ful media materi als. Such pro­

tection came about rhrough 

the com binati on of their own 

inclinatio ns, th e n ~1ture and 

range o r p rograms b roa dcast 

by th e m ~1in s tream m c:dia , <1nd 

th <.: competing c.l c rnands on 

their tim e fr o m o th e r 

sources-schoo l, fri ends and 

domesti c respons ihili tic:s . 

[~ 

Children's Views about Media Harm is 
available from ABA, price $20. Tel: 
(02) 9334 7700 or go to the shopping cart on 
the ABA web site: www.aba.gov.au.about/ 
publications/index.htm 
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