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Effects of Televised Safety Models on Chi ldren 's Physi cal 

Risk-taking and Safety Knowl edge 

The primary cau se of death i n c hildr en is uninten tional 

injury (National Safety Council, 198 8) . Resea rch suggests 

that many in j uries ma y primar i ly be due to lea r ned behaviors 

(Matheny, 1988; Peterson & Roberts, 1992 ) . I t has been 

suggested that risk- t a king behavio r ma y be one o f ma ny 

behaviors that ultimately faci li tates i njur ies (e. g ., 

Baltimore & Meyer, 1969; Husband & Hinton, 1972 ) . Thus, in 

order to understand wa ys in which injur ies may be prevented , 

it is important to examine ways in which ris k-ta k ing may be 

influenced. One source of inf l uence on children ' s r i sk 

taking is the presence of risk- t a king models. Televi sed 

characters engaging i n ris ky ac t s have b een shown to 

increase children's se l f-reported ris k- t a king (Pot s , 

Dopp l er, & He rnande z , 1995 ) . However , it is not kn own if 

safe behaviors of t elevision c harac t ers can decreas e 

children's risk-taki n g behav i o r. This study is an 

e x amination of the effect s o f safet y behav i o r s of te l e vis e d 

characters on children's self-reported ri sk- taking and 

knowledge of safety rules. 

Childhood Injury 

The mortality rate from c h ildhood i njury i s high e r th an 

the next nine leading causes of death comb ined . Nonlethal 

unintentional injuries in 1986 caused 1 9 mi ll i o n children , 

age 17 and below, to seek medica l s erv i ces (N a tional Sa f ety 

Council, 1988). In additi on to the ph ysical harm c aused by 
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unintent ional in j u ri e s , t he mone tary c osts are a l s o h igh . 

The annual cos t s f or medi ca l services a n d los s of 

produc t ivity due to in j u ries have b e en es timated t o b e 

between $75 bil l ion t o $100 bi ll ion (U. S . Depa r t ment of 

Health and Human Services, 1986 ) . 

Despite the commonly used term "acc i dent ," 

unintentiona l i n j uries i n chi ldhood are r a r e ly cha n c e events 

and are avoidab l e i n mo s t cases (Haddon & Ba ke r, 19 8 

Roberts & Brooks, 1987 ) . His t orically , resea r c h on 

c h i l dhood in j uries f ocused o n c haracter is t i c s or t r ai s of 

t he c h ild, s u ch as a cc i dent prone n ess (e. g ., Kl o n o f f , 1 9 71 ; 

Matheny, 1 988). However, a conc lusive re l a t i o ns h ip betwe e n 

such dispositional charac terist i cs and in j uri es h as n o t been 

found (e.g., Kl onoff, 19 71; Ma t heny , 1 988 ) . I n fac t , 

evidence suggests that l earned behav i o rs ma y be a p r i ma r y 

cause of i nj u ry, wh i ch i mp l i es t h a t s u c h b e havi ors c an b e 

i den t ified and modif i ed t o preven t in ju r y occurre nce 

(Matheny, 1988 ). 

Contemporary injur y r e s e arch ha s r ecent l y b egu n 

e x amination of behavioral a ppro a c hes t o i njury pr event i on . 

For example, in a review of childhood inj u r y p revent ion , 

Peterson and Rober t s (199 2 ) c onc lude d tha t many b e havi o r a l 

interventions aimed at educat i ng c hildr en i n s af e behav io r s 

have proved successfu l . Research on i njur y p r eve n t i o n h a s 

also focused on si t ua tions i n wh i ch t h e i nd i v i du a l r e mai n s 

passive in preventi ng t h e i n jur y , s uc h as t h e int r oduc tio n 

of chi l d-proof aspirin c ontainer s wh i c h decr ea s ed t he n umb e r 
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of aspirin poisonings (Matheny , 1988) . The se types of 

injury preventions ha ve p r oven to be very effective 

(McFarl and & Moore, 1962 ; McInti r e , 1977 ; Consumer Product 

Safe ty Commission, 1979; Bergner, 19 82 ) . However t here i s 

no way to protect every c hild in th i s manner . Thu s , it is 

important to study the re l ationship betwe en children ' s 

voluntary behavior and un i nt entional i n jur i es a nd to 

determine wh at methods are best for reduci ng t he behavi o rs 

that are likely to result in inj uries (Pete r s on & Robert s , 

1992; Spielberger & Frank, 1992 ) . 

Risk -taking 

A behavior t hat is ass umed to be associated wit h 

unintentional i njuries is ris k-tak i ng. Historical y , risk

taking has b een c onceptualized in ma ny d i ffere nt ways . It 

has been equated with "da ringness" (Slovi c , 196 6) , and has 

a lso been descr ibed as a gene r a l tendency towards "b o ldness I I 

(Eysenck & Eysenc k, 1977 , 197 8 ; Dah l ba ck , 1990a , b ) 

Knowles, Cutter, Walsh, and Casey (197 3 , p. 131) 

conceptualized risk-taking simply as " a tende nc y to appro a c h 

rather th an avoi d ris k situat i ons ." Ther e i s no one 

definition of ris k-ta kin g which is us ed b y all researcher s . 

This is most likely due to the fac t that ri sk- t a ki ng has 

been examined differently in var i ous t ypes of populations . 

Risk-taking literature c onducted on children has looked at 

risk-taking as physi cal l y daring beha v i or (e . g ., Baltimore & 

Meyer, 1969; Ginsbu rg & Miller , 1982) a nd as gambling with 

low chances o f suc cess in o rder to win a prize (Kearney & 

3 



Drabman, 1992). Adolescen t risk-taking literat u r e ha s 

largely focus ed on participation in unsafe b e h a viors : 

unprotected sexual intercourse (e .g., Al exander et al ., 

1990; Johnson & Green, 1993 ) , illic i t s ubstance use (e . g ., 

Irwin & Mi llstein, 1991; Sokol-Katz & Ulbrich , 1992 ) , and 

driving recklessly (e .g., Lavery, Siege l , Cousins , & 

Rubovits, 1993). The adul t literature has o ften fo cused on 

decision-making risks and measured t hese r isks through 

gambling games (e.g., Knowles et al., 1973 ) a nd other 

economic risks (e.g., Horvath & Zuckerman , 1993) . 

If one considers all of the ways risk-ta king has been 

examined and conceptualized, it seems that one c ommon 

definition of risk-taki ng emerges. This definiti on ma y be 

e xpressed as: Risk-taking is a behavio r that increase s the 

c hances of a negative or harmf ul outcome (Kein a n , Meir , & 

Gome-Nemirovsky, 19 8 4 ) . Thi s behavior can be physical , 

socia l , financial, or hypothetical. Th is behavi or must also 

inc l ude some reward or goa l -seeking component and there must 

be a chance of obtaining some type of reward for engag in g in 

these behaviors. 

Studies have found ris k-taking t o be r el a ted to many 

undesirable outcomes. For e x ample, one study related risk

taking to smoking cigarettes and driving dangerously 

(Knowles et al., 1973). A sign ificant po s i tive correlation 

was found between peer ratings of s ubjects ' r isk - taking and 

subjects' driv i ng as measure d by a driving questionna i re . 

In the same study, smo king behavior was also s ignificantly 
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positively correlated with measures of ri s k-ta king. Other 

studies have loo ked at the relat i onship between r i s k- t a king 

and injuries. In a revi ew o f child r en ' s a cciden s Matheny 

and Fisher (1984) reported t hat risk-taking behavio r was 

among the behaviors that seem to be consistently re l ated 0 

injuries (Fuller, 1948; Marcus et al., 1960 ; Manheimer & 

Mellinger, 1967; Baltimore & Meyer, 1969; Husba nd & Hinton , 

19721. 

Although re l ationships between r i sk- taking a nd inj ur y 

have been reported in the above studies, there a re certain 

problems with this body of literature. The se include 

unvalidated measures of physical ris k- t a king a nd the lac k o f 

a common definition of risk-taking across s tudies . An 

e x ample of a measure of questionable validity might be t he 

one used in Baltimore and Meyer 's (1969 ) stud y . In this 

study, physical risk-taking was me asured only by mothers ' 

reports of children's behavioral characteristics , suc h a s 

"daringness" and "physical activity." In this instance , 

children were not directly as ked t o indicate their own 

physical risk-taking, which taken t ogether with their 

mothers and others' reports, might yield a more acc urate 

picture of the children's physical risk-taking. Using only 

the mothers' reports of risk-taking may not be a v alid 

measure because their reports are not confirmed by others' 

reports and/or the children's reports. Al s o , the mothers 

may give socially-des i rable responses t ha t are inaccura te . 

The differences i n the defini t ions of r isk- taking c an 
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be seen in the way risk- taking was conceptualized b y 

Baltimore and Meyer (1969) and how it was di ffer ently 

conceptualized by Marcus et al. (196 0 ) . Bal t imore and Me ye r 

(196 9) defined risk-taking as daring behavio rs which 

increases the chances of being subjected to dangers in the 

environment. On the other hand, Marcus et a l. (196 0, p . 44 ) 

described risk-taking in children, as children who , "a re 

more l ikely to take chances," because their abilit y to thin k 

of possible consequences to their actions is impa ired . A 

s imi lar problem with definition and meas u rement o f risk 

taking may seen in Dahlback's (1991 ) study. In this study, 

a weak, positive correlat ion between ris k- t a king and 

injuries in children was found. However, ris k-ta king was 

conceptualized as a personalit y trait and was measured usi ng 

gambling games. A possible reason for the weak correlati on 

found may be that this type o f me asurement may not 

adequately assess the risk-taking behavi ors t hat led to 

injury. Also, risk-taking may be s ituat ional ly determined 

rather than manifestations of a genera l trait (Matheny , 

1988). A more spec i f ic me asure o f phys ica l risk - taking was 

used in a study reported by Pot ts, Mart i nez , and Dedmon 

(1995). Physical r i sk-taking was meas ured wit h a 

questionnaire that examined the subjects' self-report ed 

behaviors in common scenari os where the potential for i nj ur y 

actually exists. Se l f-reports of physical ri sk- t aking in 

children were found to be positively, although only weakly , 

correlated with parents' reports of children's phys ica l 
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in j ury. Self-reports of physical risk-ta king we r e 

positively correlated wi th repo rts of infor man ts concerning 

subjec t s' r i sk-taking . 

In sum, it appears that becau se risk-taki ng has been 

stud i ed differently with many t ypes of popula tions , no 

sing l e definition of risk-ta king e x ists. However , it does 

seem that there are common e l ements of ris k- taking used by 

most researchers. By combining these common e lements , a 

definition of ris k-taking can be formed. This defi nition 

may be stated as: Risk-tak i ng i s a goa l seeking behavior 

t hat increases the prob a b ilit y o f a negative outcome and 

which occurs when there is t h e poss ibility of obtaining s ome 

type of reward. Another diff i culty that ar i ses when 

e x amining the concept of ris k-ta king is tha t i t i s measured 

i nconsistently across studi es. This inconsistency in 

measurement has made it dif fi cult t o assess the outcomes 

that a r e tru l y correl a t e d wit h risk - taking . It does appear 

that physical risk-taking i s weak ly cor r el a ted wIt h injury . 

This weak corre l ation may b e e xp l a i n ed by the fa c t h at 

physical ris k-taking is not the on ly behavior which leads t o 

injury, as wel l as the fact that much risk - taking may not 

result in injury. 

Sensation Seeking 

Several stud i es have been condu c ted wh ich have failed 

to find support f or the notion that ris k- taki ng is a t rait 

(e.g., Slovic, 1962 ; Knowles e t al. , 1973 ) . However , a 

trait that may be predicti ve of r isk - taking is sensation 
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seeking. The sensa tion seeking t ra it is c h aracterized b y a 

tendency to seek nove l and complex s itua t ions a nd 

sensa tions. The sensat i o n see ker will often ta ke vari ous 

physical, social, and financia l risks i n o rder t o expe r i e nce 

h igh leve l s of stimu lation ( Zuc kerman, 1979a ) . The 

sensation see king trait has been corre l a ted with man y 

behaviors that c an be c ons idered physically ris ky , including 

driving dangerousl y (Zuckerman & Ne e b , 1980 ; Arnett , 1990 ) , 

participating in risky sports or activiti es such as mount a i n 

climbing or skydiving (Zuckerman, 1983a ; Horvath & 

Zuckerman, 1993 ) , and using illicit drugs (Sa tinder & Bl a ck , 

1984). Thus, it appears that a l though general ris k- taking 

varies depending on the situation and behaviors measured 

(Knowles, et al., 1973 ) , physica l ris k-ta king ma y b e related 

to a sensation seeking t rai t , wh ich apparently is a stable 

dispos ition. 

There have been many studies conducted wh ich ha ve f o und 

support for a biolog ical basis of t he sensa t i o n s eek ing 

trait. Ex amples of these s tud ies include monoami n e oxida s e 

(MAO) and heritabil ity studies. Studies on MAO lev e ls i n 

high and low sensation seekers have found that plat e l e t MAO 

is negatively correlated with sensation seek i ng (Murphy e t 

al., 1977; Schooler, Zahn, Murph y , & Buc hsbaum , 1 9 78 ) . MAO 

is an enzyme that is located i n t he neuron s of th e brain . 

MAO works with other bi ochemicals t o d etermine neur a l 

systems' sensi tivity (Z uckerma n , 1983b ) . Heritabi l ity 

studies have also provided support for t he b iologica l b a s i s 
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of sens a tion s eeking . For e xampl e, studi es conducted on 

t wins have found t ha t pl a tel e t MAO is large ly heri t a b le 

(Mu rphy , 1 973 ; Ni e s , Robinson , Lambo r n , & Lampert , 1973 ) 

This indicates tha t becau se t he sensa tion seek ing trait is 

related to platele t MAO levels, which a re largely her "tabl e , 

that it is poss i ble tha t the sensation seeking t ra it is 

h e ri table. If there i s a bi o logical basi s for the sensati on 

seeking trait then it is l i kely that ind i vidua l d if f erences 

on sensation seeking e x ist at birth. If sensation seeking 

does e x ist a t b i r t h, then eviden ce for t h e s ensation seek i n g 

trait should be observable in chi l dren. 

There hav e been a few studies conduc ted on sensation 

seeking in children. In a stud y c onduct ed with children 

ages 7 to 12, it was f ound t ha t the sensa t i on seeking trai t 

c ou l d be measured in chi l d ren (Russo e t al., 19 91) . Russo 

et a l . were ab l e t o measure the sen sation seeking tra it in 

normal and clinic referred childr e n u sing the Sensa tion 

Seeking Scale for children (SSSC) , wh ich is a modified 

version o f Form V of the adult Sensation Seeking Scale 

(SSS ) . A test of validity of the SSSC revealed that the sex 

differences in the SSS C s cores o f the normal children we re 

comparable to the sex differences found in the SSS scores of 

adult populations. In anothe r tes t o f valid ity, 

heritability of the SS trai t was s uppo r t ed due to the 

significant and posi t iv e co rrela t i on f o u nd between the SSSC 

scores of clinic-referred b oy s and th e SSS sco res of t heir 

mothers. Construc t validity was suppor ted by the 
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relationship found between sensation seeking a nd conduct 

disorder (CD) and the relationship f ound between sensa tion 

seeking and attention deficit -hyperactivity di so r d e r (ADHD ) . 

It was found that children with CD tended t o have higher 

scores on the Boredom Susceptibility (BS ) subscal e of t he 

SSS, while children with ADHD tended to hav e significantly 

lower BS scores. 

In another study of sensation seeking i n c hildren 

(Kafry, 1982), children between the ages o f 5 and 9 were 

given a modi f ied form of t he SSS. Scores on t he SS we r e 

significantly and positively correlated wi t h se lf -rep o rted 

preferences for risky physical activities (e .g., diving into 

a swimming pool and jumping a lo t of s tairs ) a nd complex 

pictures and puzzl es, as opposed to less risk y ac tivities 

and pic tures of less comp l ex ity. Both o f these studies 

suggest that the s ensation seeking trai t ex is ts i n children . 

A study conducted b y Pot ts, et al. (1995 ) fo un d a 

significant and posit i ve correlation (. 57) between 

children's sco r es on a modified versi on of the SSS and self

and other-reports of ph ysical risk-taking . It is thus 

possible that the sensa tio n seeking tr a it in children may , 

in part, account for individual differences in children ' s 

physical risk-taking, which ma y predict i njury . 

Television and Behavior 

As stated previously , injur y researcher s have r ecently 

focused their attention on behav io ra l mechanisms of injury 

(e.g., Peterson & Roberts, 1992 ) . A t he oreti cal contex t 
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useful for the study of behavioral acquisition and change is 

social learning theory. According to social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1977), humans learn much of their behavior through 

a process of modeling or observational learning. Modeling 

is a process, often unintentional, by which one wat ches 

another perform a new behavior, stores this information to 

memory, and then later uses this knowledge as a guide for 

behavior in future situations. 

Many sources serve as models for humans such as, 

parents, peers, teachers, and, roost relevant to the present 

proposal, television characters. The behavior of characters 

on TV have been shown to influence a wide range of viewers' 

behaviors, such as aggression (e.g., Parke, Berkowitz, 

Leyens, West, & Sebastian, 1977) and sharing (Bryan & 

Walbek, 1970). TV models have also been found to affect 

children's self-reports of physical risk-taking. In a study 

conducted by Potts, Doppler, & Hernandez (1995), childre n 

who viewed TV models engaging in risky behavior increased 

their risk-taking, as indicated by self-reports, 

significantly more so than children who did not watch risky 

models. TV models have also been shown to influence 

behaviors indirectly related to safety and risk-taking. For 

example, in a study of children's self-control conducted by 

Wolf (1973), it was found that when children viewed a 

televised rule-abiding model they increased their rule 

following as well. In Wolf's study, a group of children 

viewed a model that abided by the rules of not playing with 
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a ce r tain toy. When left a lone b y t h e e xpe rime nt er, the 

c hildren who had vi e wed thi s mode l p laye d wi t h the 

pro h ibited to y l ess tha n t he childre n who d i d not see a rule 

ab i d ing mode l . Mode li n g o f se lf contro l b e h a v i o r has 

obvious re l e v ance t o chi ldren 's l earni ng o f sa f e ty beha viors 

from TV. Howeve r, n o study of childre n 's l e a rning of safety 

f rom TV has been repo r t ed. 

I mportant factors in observat i o n a l learning a r e whet e r 

or n ot the model i s p un ish e d or r e ward e d f or the ir behavio r 

(Bandura, 1 97 7 ) . Pe r s ons a re mo re l i ke ly t o imita te modeled 

behav iors that are r ewarded and are les s l i ke ly t o i mi ta t e 

behaviors t hat are p un i s h e d . A study of s elf c o n t ro 

c onduct e d b y Walters an d Parke (1964 ) demon s t r a tes t hi s 

pr i nciple. Boys who wa tched a f ilmed mod e l pl a y with 

proh ibited t oys and t h en ge t rewa r d ed, p l a ye d wit h the 

proh ibi t ed toys mo r e t han the b o ys who viewed a model that 

wa s punished f o r p l a yi n g wi th p r ohibit ed t oys . Thus , i t 

appears that man y behav i or s c a n be i n f lue nced b y o b se r vi n g 

models, espec i al l y if the function a l v al u e of t h o s e 

behav iors is demonst r ate d (i .e., rewa rde d o r p un ish e d ) . 

Safety Behaviors on Te l e vi s i on 

Part of the s i gni f ican c e of obs ervation a l learn i ng from 

TV is t hat TV does not always s how optima l b e havi o r s . 

Because of this, it i s i mp o r t ant t o l oo k a t wh a t k i n d o f 

messages about safet y TV is send i ng t o young viewe rs . A 

content anal ysis of programs popul a r with c hildren wa s 

c onducted by Po t t s , Runyan , Zerger, a nd Mar c h e tt i (19 93) in 
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order to learn a bout the types of sa f et y messages and 

behaviors that occur on TV. Thi s s tudy revea l ed t hat abo u t 

12 safety messages or beha v iors occurred each hou r . 

However, only 44 % of these safety events perta ined t o 

children. Another interesting finding is tha t 83 % of the 

safety events that occurred were no t f ollowed by 

consequences and onl y 11 % were f ollowed by po s i ti ve 

consequences. These findings suggest t h at young v i ewers ma y 

be less likely to imitate the safety beh aviors they see on 

TV because most of the safety behaviors tha t they see ar e 

not rewarded. According to social l earning theory , these 

results may suggest that more safet y e v ent s tha t a re 

relevant t o children and are followed by pos itive 

consequences shou l d be aired on TV i n order for chi l d r en t o 

learn more abou t and to imitate safety beh a v i ors. 

Hypotheses 

Many childhood injuries appear t o be the r e s ult of some 

type of voluntary behavior. Thus, i t i s i mp o r t an t to 

e xamine what behaviors are rela ted t o in jury and to study 

how these behaviors can be modified. One b ehav ior that ha s 

been shown to be related to injuries is r i sk-t a king (e . g ., 

Baltimore & Meyer, 1969 ; Husba nd & Hinton , 197 2) . It als o 

seems reasonable to assume that knowledge of safe t y rules 

would be associated wit h a lower number of in j uri e s . On e 

possible way to inf luence risk-taking an d safe ty awa r eness 

is to expose children to TV characters who demonstrate 

safety behaviors. It has already been demon s tra ted tha t 
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s e lf-reported wil lingness to t ake phys i ca l ris ks c an be 

influenced by TV models who engage i n risky behaviors 

(Potts, Doppl er, & Hern andez , 1994 ) . However , it i s not 

known whether TV which portrays safe ty behaviors will a l s o 

influence risk-taking. Through observational l ea r ning , it 

is likely that ris k-taking wil l b e influenced. Thus , the 

primary purpose of this s t udy i s to test the hypothe si s tha t 

e xposure to safety behaviors on TV wi ll resu lt in a decrease 

in self-reported willingness to take ph ysica l r i s ks in 

children. 

Observational learning theory also propo ses t hat 

modeled behaviors can serve as cues for an observer' s 

awareness of social behavio r norms (Bandu ra, 197 7 ) . 

Exposure to safety behaviors on TV ma y serve as a reminder 

or cue for safety norms. It is thus hypothesized t hat 

children's viewing o f sa f ety behaviors on TV will r esult in 

an increased ability t o r eport safet y ru les f or va r ious 

situations. 

Social learning theorists acknowledge t ha t behavio r 

results from an interaction betwe en in te r nal d ispositions 

and environmental characteristics (Bandura, 1 977) . Effects 

of TV on children's self-reported physical r isk - ta king may 

be influenced by their level of sensation s ee ki ng . It is 

hypothesized that chi l dren who are high sensat ion seeke rs 

may be less influenced than low sensa t i on seekers by safet y 

models on TV because such messages ar e c oun t er to a r i sk 

taking orientation, and wo ul d be less accepted o r congruent 
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with a sensation s eek i ng , risk- t ak ing d i sposi t i on . Th us, 

hi gh s ensation see kers s houl d show less r e duc tion , i f an y, 

i n their willin gness t o t a ke p hys i c a l risks compa r ed wit . 

low sensation seeke r s. 

Method 

Subjec ts 

Sixty children , 32 bo ys and 28 girls, a ge s 5 t o 8 

years, served as sub j ec t s. Eight y-seven perc ent o f the 

subjects were caucasion. The remaining th i rteen percent 

were either African Ame rican, Hispanic , Na tive Amer ican , or 

Asian . Subjects were rec ruited from 7 local daycare 

centers. Approximate l y 29 % o f t he consent f orms s e n t to 

parents were r e turned. Participat ion o f sub j ect s was on a 

voluntary basis. Age was the on l y selection c r i t e ria . This 

age range for subjects was selected f o r t wo r easons . Fi rs t , 

c h i l dren in t h is age range ha ve been f ound to b e 

particu l arly s uscept i ble t o t he model i ng effects of TV 

characters' behavi ors (e . g ., Condry , 1989 ) . Secondly , the 

measures in this study have been previousl y u s ed to t est 

children wi t hin t he same age range (Po t t s e t a l , 19 94 ; Pot s 

et al., 1995 ) . 

Parents of the s ub ject s si gned i nfor me d consen t 

statements in compliance with the ethi c a l gu ide l i nes 

established by the Amer ican Psycholog ica l As soci a ti on 

(1992). Children ' s verbal assent was obta i ned prio r t o 

their participation . 
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Measures 

A self-report measure of risk- t a king for children has 

been developed by Potts e t a l ., (19 95 ) . The r i s k scores 

obtained from this measure have been found to be positivel y 

correlated wi t h other se l f-report and info rmant measu res of 

risk-taking (Potts et a l ., 1995 ) . This measure consists of 

ten pictures of everyday situations, such a s swimming in a 

pool, riding a bike down a hill, climbing a tree to get a 

ki te, etc. (see Appendi x A for ex amp l es of items ) . I n each 

picture, the chi l dren used a 1 to 5 s cale to verbally 

indicate how much risk they would take. Fo r examp le , one 

item depicts a poo l ma r ked b y five increasin g l e vel s of 

depth and the chi ldren are asked how deep t hey wou _d s wi 

Answers for each items were scored fr om 1 t o 5 and a tota 

score was derived from summing the indi v i du a l item scores . 

A safe t y rule awareness meas u re was developed for this 

study. This measure assessed children ' s ability t o identify 

safety rules in a variety o f si t ua t i ons . This measure 

consists of twelve pictures s howi ng chi l dren in common 

situations. In half o f the pictures, i mpo r tant safety 

content was missing (s ee Append ix B for examples of items) 

Fo~ example, one pic tu re showed a bicycle rider in which the 

rider is not wearing a helmet or pads. In another picture , 

a child not wearing a life jacket is r i ding in a bo a t . 

Neutral pictures were a l so i ncluded s o that ch i ld r en di d not 

develop a response pattern in which they r ecognized that the 

only missing items we re ones tha t c once rn safety . Neu t ra l 
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items i nclude d p ictures, s uch as a doll with only one a rm 

and a child coloring without paper. For eve ry p ' cture , 

children were asked to identify "what was mi ss ing " from each 

scene. Scores were the sum of the correctl y identified 

mi ssing safety items. The possib l e range of s co re s per 

subject on t h e pretest and pos t -test meas ure was from 0 a 

12. Coppens (1985) described a simil ar measure in which 

photographs were used to assess chi l dren ' s ident ifica~ion of 

safety hazards. 

The sensation seeking measure which was used is a 

modified version of Zuckerman's (1979b ) adult scal e which 

was developed by Potts et a l ., (1995 ) . Chi l dre n were 

presented with ten pairs of pictures depicting v a ri ous 

act ivities. Each child was as ked t o choose between a 

sensation seeking activit y or a sensa tion avoiding act ivity 

(see Appe nd i x C for e x amp l e of item ) . For e,~ample I in one 

pa i r of p ictures, children c hose bet ween riding their bike 

in the ne i ghborhood "to look a t things " or doing tric ks on 

their bike, like "poppi n g wheelies ." The total score wa s 

the sum of the sensat ion s ee king a c tivit i es c hosen . 

Television Stimuli 

Subjects were e xp osed to one o f three conditions , an 

educational safety TV condi tion, an incidental safety TV 

condition, or a neutra l TV c ondition. Ten b o ys a nd ten 

gir l s served as s u b j ects in the educational safe t y TV 

condition. In this condition, ch ildre n s aw 7 minu tes a nd 37 

seconds of an edited video tape de signed to instruc t 
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children about safety in recreational activities . Thi s clip 

contained various situations i n wh ich children engaged in 

unsafe behaviors as the program announcer discussed t he 

possible consequences of being unsafe. The announcer then 

discussed the safe way to behave and the children were shown 

behaving safel y . For example, one scene depicted a child 

throwing his baseball bat into the air; the a nnouncer said 

the bat could hurt another player when it lands. Then , as 

another child is seen handing a bat to the next batte r , th e 

announcer stated that "you s hould be safe a nd hand you r bat 

to the next batter." The amount of safety content , de fi ned 

as any safety related verbal message or behavioral a c tion , 

was 2 minutes and 56 seconds, or 39 % of t he total TV clip . 

This condition also contained neutral TV commercials in 

which sa f ety and risk- t aking messages and behav iors were not 

displayed. Due to the l arge frequency of the s afety con ten 

in this edited video, neutral TV commerc ial s were i nclud e d 

to create a realistic depict ion of TV programs tha t the 

child may encounter everyday. 

Eleven boys and 9 girls s e rved as subjects in the 

incidental safety TV condi t ion. Subjects in th is condition 

saw 7 minutes and 51 seconds of an edited Dennis t h e Mena ce 

cartoon. This program was about a family vacati on in which 

several mishaps occurred. The amount of safety content was 

1 minute and 52 seconds, or 24 % of the tot a l TV clip . Th e 

safety content in this program included car t oon c haracter s 

engaging in safe behavio~s, such as wearing fl otati on 
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devices in a lake. Th e safety con tent did not show 

consequences for unsa fe behavior; a ll safety beh a vior was 

depi c ted in an incidental manner . TV c ommercials which als o 

contained incidental safe ty cont ent were included in this 

condition in order to maximize the amount of incidenta l 

safety behaviors seen by t he sub jects. 

In a contro l condi tion , subjects, 11 bo y s and 9 girls 

viewed a TV cartoon which contained fe w r i sk- taking and 

safety behaviors. Subjects in this condition viewed 7 

minutes and 38 seconds of the same episode of De nn is the 

Menace as the incidental safet y TV conditi on. However , the 

episode was edited in a way that removed virtually all 

safety and risk-taking content, so that the to tal amount of 

safety content was only 2 . 7 seconds, o r 0 .5% of the entire 

TV clip. This edi t e d program also contained the same 

n e utral TV commercials a s the educational sa fety TV 

condition, in order to minimi ze t he amount o f safety cont n t 

seen by these subjec t s. 

Procedures 

Each child participated in an indi v idual session at 

their daycare center which lasted abou t 30 minutes . The 

subjects first completed the sensa tion s eeking measur e . 

Subjects were then adm ini s t ered a buffer t ask in which they 

were verbally asked how much they liked to e ng age in a 

particular activi t y. This ta s k conta ined twenty different 

activities, such as going to the library a nd e a ting spinach . 

This task was admin istered s o that s ubjects ' r esponses to 
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the sensation seeking measure wo uld not affect their futur e 

risk-taking responses. Sub j ec t s then comp leted pretest 

measures; this consis ted o f answer ing 5 of the 10 items on 

the physical risk-taking measure, and 6 of the 12 items on 

the safety rule awareness measure. The indi v idual it ems on 

both measures were systematically rotated across pretest and 

post-test position s for different s ubjects. Also, the order 

of the risk-taking and safety ru l e judgement measures wer e 

counterbalanced. After the pretest items were admin istered , 

the subjects were exposed to one of the three condi tions 

described previously. 

After the TV treatment segment, each child was 

administered the remaining items from the risk- t aking and 

safety rule judgement measures, whic h served as the post

test. The experimenter then debriefed the child which 

entailed a discuss ion about safet y rule adherence . 

Results 

Risk-taking 

The effect s of the TV t reatment conditions on subjects ' 

risk-taking were ana l yzed in a 2 (gender) X 3(TV condi tion) X 

2 (pretest/post-test ) repea te d measures analysis of variance . 

Dependent variables were the subjects' pretest and p ost - test 

risk-taking scores. Gender and TV conditi on served as 

between-group factors. A significant condi tion X 

pretest/post-test interaction was found, f (2 , 54) = 5 .27, E < 

.01, indicating that the pretest to post- t est change 

differed according to TV c onditi on . 
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Fo llow up post-hoc compar i sons i nd i c ated tha t c hange i n 

risk-ta king scores from pre t es t t o po s t - tes t was s i gni fi c a n t 

only for t he educational safety TV treatme n t c o ndi ti on , 

!.{l,54) = 3.19,2 < .05. (Dunn's method was u s e d in a ll 

pos t -hoc compar i sons repo rted here t o con t r ol for ove ra l 

Type I error rate. ) As s hown i n Tab l e 1 , s ubjec t s in t h e 

educational safety TV treatment condit ion s i gni f i c antl y 

reduced their mean risk-taking score s from p r e te s t t o po s t 

test. Changes in risk-taking scores from pretest to pos t 

test were not significant for the i n c ident a l safe ty TV 

t reatment condition or the neutra l TV c o ndition. 

Post-hoc analyses furt her revea l e d t h a t t h e p re tes t to 

post- t est chan ge in risk-takin g sco res f o r t he e duc a t ion a l 

safety TV treatment condit ion was s ign i fi can t ly d if f e r en t 

from the pretest t o pos t -test change in t he neutra l TV 

condit i on, t (3 ,1 0 B) = 2 . 94 , 2 < . 05 . Pr e t e st to post - test 

c h ange comparisons f or t h e remaini n g gro ups were not 

significan t. 

A significant main effec t of ge nder was a l so o b serv e d , 

I(I,54) = 9.02, 2 < . 0 05. Ma le s r epo rt e d h i ghe r leve ls o f 

r i sk-taking across pretes t and p o s t - t e s t , wi t h an o v era l l 

mean of 15.36 (SD= 4. 92 , r ange 1 0 to 50 ) , than females , wi th 

an overal l mean of 11 .91 (SD= 4. B4, r ange 10 to 50) . 

Safety Rule Awareness 

The effects o f t h e TV tre atment c ond i t ions on sub j ects ' 

awareness of safety rules were a n al y zed in a 2 (gender ) X 

3(TV condi t ion) X 2 (pretes t /po s t - te s t ) repea ted a na lysis o f 
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variance. The dependent va r i ab l es were t he sub jects ' 

pretes t and post-test s cores on t he s afe ty r u le awareness 

me as ure. Gender and TV condition s erved as the b e tween 

group factors. Signif i cant main effects of conditi o n , 

I (2,54) = 4.11, E < . 05, and pretest/po s t - te s t , I ( I , 54 ) = 

51 .53, E < .0 01 , were found. Bot h of these main e ff e ct s 

entered into a significant interaction o f condition X 

pretest/post-test, I (2,54 ) = 7 .3 2 , E < . 00 5. 

Post-hoc comparisons indicated change in safe t y rule 

awareness scores from pretest to post-tes t was sign i fica nt 

for the incidental safe t y TV condition, ! (1 , 54 ) = 3 . 64 , E < 

.05, and for the educational safety TV c onditi on , t ( l , 54 ) 

7.08, E < .05. As shown in Tab l e 2 , the s ubj e c ts i n t h e two 

TV experimental conditions s ignificantly increa se d t heir 

scores on the safe ty r ul e a waren ess measure . Chang e fr om 

pretest to post-test in the neutral TV cond it i o n was no 

signif icant. 

Post-hoc comparisons als o indicated that p retest to 

post-test change on the safet y rul e awareness measure for 

the educationa l safety TV condit ion was sign i fica ntl y 

different from the pretest to p ost - test c hange ' n the 

neutra l TV condition, !(3 ,108 ) = 5 . 19 , E < . 05 , a nd t h e 

incidental safety TV condit ion, !(3 ,1 08) 3 . 2 7 , E . 05 . 

The incidental safe ty TV condition was not sign i f l cantl y 

different f~om the neut ra l TV condition with respect t o 

pretest to post-test change on the s a fety rule awaren e ss 

measure. 
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Sensa t ion See king 

Sensation see king was found t o b e s i gn i fi c a n t y 

co rrelated with pre tes t ris k-ta k i ng s c o r es , r = . 35 3 , E < 

.005. Sensation seeking wa s no t correla t e d with prete s t 

safety rule awareness scores. 

An ANOVA was perfo rmed t o determi ne wh e t h er c o n d i t ion s 

were d i fferent with respect to leve l of se nsati on s e e ki ng . 

No significant main effect of condition was fo und . A 

significant main effec t of gender was obse rved , I ( 1 , 3 ) = 

18.45, 2 < .0 01. Males reported h i gher lev e l s of s e nsa tion 

seeking, with a mean of 5.51 (SO= 1 .98 ) t h a n f ema le s , wi th a 

mean of 3.46 (SO= 1.64 ) . 

It was hypothesized t h at s ubject s who s co r ed h i gh on 

the sensation seeking measure wou ld be l ess i n f l u e n ced b y 

the safety messages i~ the two safety TV t rea t me nt 

c onditions than low s e nsati o n seeker s . Th is h ypothesis was 

tes t ed b y e x amining t h e correla tion s b etween sen sa t ion 

seeking and the pretest-to -post-tes t cha n ge s c o r es f or t h e 

risk-taking and safety rule awareness measures . 

Correlations between sensation see k i ng a nd the t wo s a fe ty TV 

treatment conditions were not significan t . 

Discu ssion 

The hypothesis t h at e xposure to s afety b e h av i o r s on 

television will resul t i n a decreas e i n sel f - r epo r t e d 

willingness to take ph ysical ri sk s wa s c onf i r med for the 

educational safety TV conditi on . Vi ewi n g the e du c a t i o n a l 

safety clip produced sign i f icant decreas e s fr om pr e t e s t t o 
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post-test on the r i sk-taking measure. I n addit i on , t he 

change seen in t he educational safe t y TV condi t i on was 

larger than the changes observed in th e inci dent a l safety 

and neutral TV conditions. These results sugge s t that e ven 

brief exposure, less than 8 minu t es, ma y reduc e children ' s 

willingness to take physical risks. These f i ndi n gs are 

consistent wi t h observati ona l learning me c hani sms o f the 

social learning theory (Bandura, 1977 ) . Th i s theory 

proposes that modeled behaviors can serve as guides for 

beh aviors in observers. Thus, the mode l e d safet y b ehav i ors 

may have served as a guide for the children t o rep or t l ess 

wi l lingness to take physical ris ks, or to b e h a ve " safely . " 

A gender main effect was found, with males reporting 

higher levels of willin gness to take risks a c r o s s pretes t 

and post-test than females. However, both boys and gi r ls ' 

chan ges in wi llingness t o t a ke phys i cal risks were affected 

in the same way by t he thr e e condi tion s . The type of TV 

conte nt viewed, rather than ge nde r , is wha t appea r s to 

determine changes in risk- t aking sco r es . 

These results are promising i n t he se nse that modeling 

of safety on TV appears t o have an impac t on risk - taki n g 

behavior. This study has t he limit a t i on t hat actual risk 

taking behavior was not direct l y measured . Howe ver , th e 

self-report measure of wi l lingness t o t a ke phys i c a l r i sks 

has been found to be corre l ated with a c tua l r isk - t a k ing 

behavior as reported b y children's pe e rs, p a ren t s , and 

teachers (Potts et a l ., 1995 ) . 
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The second hypothesis tested in t hi s study, that 

children's viewing of safety behavi ors on TV wil l increas e 

their ability to repor t safety rules, was a l s o supported . 

Both the educational and inc idental safe ty TV con d itions 

significantly increased subjects' awaren ess of safet y rules 

for a variety of situations. Again, the changes obs erve d 

were larger for the educational safety TV condition than the 

two other conditions. These results suggest that brief 

exposure to incidental or explicit safety behaviors on TV 

may increase children's awareness of sa fety rules . 

Viewing safety content on TV may have a priming effect 

for children. The observation of safet y models may prime or 

cue thoughts of safety, which may l ead ch ildren to not lce 

safety omissions on the safety ru l e awareness measure. This 

priming effect may be similar to Ber kowi tz's (1984 ) propo sa l 

that observing violenc e on television serves to prime an 

associative network in the observer. The priming of this 

network may lead to aggressive cognitions and / o r actions . 

Thus, observing safety models on TV may serve n ot only to 

affect children's behavioral tendencies, but ma y also pr i me 

thoughts of safety which may, in turn, affect children ' s 

judgements of safety. 

One limitation of the safety judgement find ings , is 

that the safety rule awareness measure has not been 

validated. However, TV treatment affected subjects ' 

responses to the safe ty rule awarene ss measure a nd the ris k

taking measure in a corresponding way. The simi lar i t y in 
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the patterns of the two measures may lend support for 

concurrent va l idi ty of the safety r ule awareness measu r e . 

In future studies, it wou l d be u seful to fur t her val i d a te 

this measure using injury histories of the children and 

educational tests designed to measure chi ld r en ' s knowledge 

of general safety . It ma y be useful to obtain rep o r ts fr om 

others about the child's actual safety behavi o rs b ecause t he 

safety measure is not a direct measure of behavior. By 

obtaining these reports, it may be determined wh e ther this 

measure is also related t o the child's a ctua l safe ty 

behavior. 

The hypothesis that level of sensation seek i n g would 

affect changes in willin gness to take physic al ris ks was not 

confirmed. Sensation seeking was foun d to be co r rela t ed 

with pretest risk-ta king scores, but did not i nteract with 

TV treatment effects . In o t her wo r d s , on e ' s level of 

sensation seeking did not limit the effectiveness of t he TV 

safety content viewed. 

This study e xamined short-te rm inf luences of viewing 

safety behaviors and messages on TV. Howeve r , this study 

has implications for affect i n g long-te r m ph ys i cal ri sk 

taking and safety behavior. Th i s e xperimen t d emonstrated 

that safety content on television can affect children ' s 

safety in two ways, by reducing thei r wi ll ingn ess t o take 

physical risks and b y i ncreas i ng t hei r awareness of safety 

rules. These influences were mos t clearly seen when the 

safety TV content conta i ned possib l e consequences to unsa f e 
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behaviors and sa f e behav i ora l alternat ives in v ari ous 

situations, as in the e ducational safe ty TV condition . 

However, the safe ty con t ent typ i cally a vailable for viewing 

on TV rarely demonstrates such consequenc es (Po tts e t a l ., 

in press). Thus, it appears that in order f or s afet y 

content on TV to have a l ong-term impact on children ' s 

safety behaviors, it must be entertaining i n order to 

captivate children's a ttention for longer p e r iods and shou d 

contain consequences for safe and unsafe behavior. 

In sum, children's wi llingness to ta ke p hysical risks 

and awareness of safety ru l es were inf lu enced b y vi ewing 

safety models on TV. These effects were l argest when the 

safety content was e xplicit, as in the edu cational safet y TV 

condition. Changes in risk-ta king and sa fety ru le a wa r eness 

due to exposure to safe models were a lso seen re gard l es s of 

gender and sensation seeking dispos ition . 

Fut ure research should examine whe ther inc ide n tal 

safety messages, such as those found in t he Den n is the 

Menace TV condition, have a larger effect on r is k- ta ki ng and 

safety awareness when the messages ar e more f requent than 

24 % of the total program viewed. It is als o i mportant to 

study whether the changes found after exposur e to safe 

models on TV trans l ate into behavioral changes in similar 

situations as the ones v iewed on TV . Fi nal ly , it ma y al so 

prove beneficia l to ex amine the durati on of t he ef fects 

observed in this study. 
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Table 1 

Mean Pretest and Pos t - t es t Risk-taking Scores as a Funct ion 

o f TV Condition 

TV Condition 

Neutral 

Incidenta l 

Educationa l 

Pre t est 

13.75 

14.45 

14. 40 

SD 

5. ~5 

5 . 92 

5.19 

42 

Post - e s t 

M 

15 . 15 

13 . 5 0 

11. 25 

SD 

5 . 0 4 

5 . 3 0 

3 . 89 



Table 2 

Mean Pretest and Post-test Safety Rule Awareness Scores as a 

Function of TV Condition 

TV Condit ion 

Neutral 

Incidental 

Educationa l 

M 

. 70 

. 95 

. 40 

Pre test 

43 

SD 

. 80 

. 83 

. 68 

Post - test 

M 

1.1 0 

1. 85 

2 . 15 

SD 

. 85 

. 75 

. 88 
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