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Television and Childhood Injuries:
Is There a Connection?

ourteen vears ago the American Academy of Pe-
cdhiatrics published an inital repon' an the po-
tenual of television to stimulare aggressive and
violent behavior. and since then considerable evidence
has been accumulated to support these preliminary find-
ings.*” In 1978, Daven et al” reporied on 3 cases of chil-
dren severcly injured while trying to imutate motoreyele
daredevil Fvel Kmevel. Alter numerous studies of telev-
sion inllugnce on real-life violence, inciuding 2 mujor gov-
ernment commissions, the industry is experimenting with
a7 09 PM. “Tamily llour” lrom which violence. along
with sex, has been largely banished. n 1973 18032 young
Americans, 15 10 24 vears ol age, died in motor vehicle
crashes, 3182 were murdered. and 4098 committed sui-
cide. The death rate, tor this age group, was 19% higher
in 1973-1974 than 1t had been in 1800-1961, owing en-
urely 1o deaths by vinlence.” Despite these various suud-
ies, however, we sull know very little about the eflect that
television exerts on the intellectual and emonenal de-
velopment of children. According to several repaorts,' an
average child and adolescent walches television be-
tween 21 and 23 hours per week and this lact may lead
us 10 suspect that, 4s this activity is the leisure activity
that takes up rhe greater part ol day, the child will noi
be involved m other potentially more mjury-generating
pursuits and thus television viewing will tend o result
in a reduction in injuries, Nevertheless, [vom another
standpomnr, the inlluence of television on the child's emo-
tional adaptation 10 his or her environment®” could well
be related to a greater incidence of accidents, a conclu-
sion that remains o be verilied
The aim of this study was to compare television view-
ing time in a cohort of children hospialized because of
injuries or for some other reasons.

Patients, Materials, and Methods. This 15 a study car-
red owr at the Santa Ana Hospital in Motril (a provinee
of Granada, Spain) between Octaber 1995 and June 1990
The adulr accompanying every child admiced to the pe-
diatric ward el the hospital during that period was asked
to [ill out a form m which they were usked o provide
each parents’ age in years, the number of hours per day
their son or daughter habitually watched 1elevision, the
nuniber of siblings, the number ol welevision seisin the
household, the television channel that is seen preler-
ably in the house, 1he Tavorte type ol program chosen
by the parents, and the altitude the parents had 1o the
type ol programs their offspring waiched We collected
221 questionnaires, Part of the information provided was
whether the child had been admitted lor reasons ol in-
cidents that caused physical imjuries, such as [ractures,
multiple contnusions, or burns; 47 ol the patents fell into
this category. To evaluate the relationship between the
tisk ol accidenis atong children and the length of time
they spend watching television, we used 2 logistical re-
gression model™ within which we also incorporated the
existence ol variables that might confuse or modify the
elect, such as the existence of tirst-order interactions.
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We have evaluated several regression madels 1o explain
adequately the risks of injuries 10 children, vsing the mini-
mum number of variables according to the criteria pul
forward by Kleinbaum et al ¥ Tna first analysis, we sepa-
rately used the lollowing variables: parents’ supervision
of television viewing. hours per day the child devoted 1o
watching television, and the number ol television sets in
the home.

Results. The mean { £ 5D} age of the children admutied
was 7.5 (= 3.7) years and that of the parents was 38
(=067 years [or the father and 33.3 (= 7.5) vears for
the mother. According 1o the different sevies.”'" the in-
cidence of events and their leading to injuries and physi-
cal injuries in general in children accennts for between
12% and 22% of hospital eimergencies In our study, the
[requency of events causing physical injury was 21%. The
48.9% ol children waich television lor more than 2 hours
aday. The parents of 20.29% of the children admited be-
cause of physical injury considered that screen violence
may be a determining factor in future aggressive or an-
tisocial conduct, whereas 28.6% of parents with chil-
dren achrutted for similar reasons had oo gualms about
the effect of television violence on the emeuonat devel-
opinent of their children. The parents of 21.3% of such
children helieved that violence on the television is ex-
cessive. We did not [ind differences among the televi-
sion channcls that were seen by both gronps of children
(x'=11.69; P=16). The favorite programs that were cho-
sen by parenis of both groups were educational docu-
mentaries (in 29 of 140 injured children) and animated
features (in 14 of 72 injured children); we did not find
differences between the television prelerences of both
stndied groups {x%. 8.63; P=.07). The logistic regres-
sion model showed an accident relanve risk of €21 or
1.34 for each hour per day of television viewing (95%
conlidence interval, 1.02-1.75); the age ol the child and
the number of televisions in the home were adjustable
variables in the equation. A child viewing 4 hours ol 1elevi-
ons per day (the US average) has a relative risk ol ¢ #1774,
or 4.3,

Comment. As has been established 1n other studies, the
association thal exists hetween the number ol hours a day
spent watching television and vialent conduet cannot be
explamed by a hypothetical affinity between children of
a more aggressive nature and vielent entertainment,’ >
Withour any doubt, the eflect of television on its view-
ers is directly related 10 the number of hours spent in
watching per day and the content of rhe programs
watched. " ' According 1o Strasburger,' an average chikl
today, on reaching age 70 will have devoled between 7
and 10 years of his or her life watching television. Vari-
ous studies' have reluted watching elevision with vio-
lent or aggressive conduct during adolescence.

The American Academy of Pediatrics' advises that par-
ents should participate in the choice of television pro-
gram content watched by their children. 1o be able 1o bel-
ter control the elfect of welevision over their child’s
emotional development. According 1o the results srem-
ming front our research, only control over the number of
hours that children spend watching television will have

any influence on the rate ol juvenile injurics, Paradoxi-
cally, & chuld who spends more ume wairching welevision
and devates fewer hours 10 potentially more daogerous
physical acuvities and games 1s ar wreater nisk ol vaperi-
encing events thar cause physical injurics. We believe Uil
the depicrion ol a distorted reality on the wlevision sereen,
which the child percesves as belng real, iy be ol some
help i explaining our lindings According te the social
theory ol learming, certain forms of condnct thar entail an
element ol risk ol mjivy may be stimulated by example,
as in this case by watching such ennduct on the televi-
sion screen ! According 1o this jdea then, clialdren who
spend mors hours watching television may reccive a greater
number of distorted messages aboul reality tiat become
converted into false real-hfe experiences und distort the
child's adaptanon w his or her surrounding coviron-
ment. In the same way that Hapkicwitz and Stone”
sider more redlistic television programs distort one’s per-
ception of reality more than those programs with a high
fiction content. without a doubt the child s judsment and
critical judgment facully concerning what he or she is
walching 15 bused on different metivations'"; and in anv
case, the mrents’ judgiment and guidance should be tun-
dumental and decisive. In (s respect, Klemn et al?! lind
an increase in 1i=k-raking behaviors in teenagers heavily
exposed 10 the mass media;, although more studies are
needed with regard 1o this, we can suggest similar patho-
logical mechanisms in children and adolescents, We also
feel that the varicus specialist and governiment organiza-
tiorts should continue to collect indormation from lanly
members and the children themselves ro study the poten-
nally harmful ellfect television might have on the emo-
tional and intellectual development of children.
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