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From Lessons From Television 
A poem on media and popular culture 
 
By Susan Stewart 
 
You must laugh at yourself, laugh and laugh.  
Music swells the emotions;  
music exists to punctuate seeing.  
Emotion, therefore, is punctuation.  
 
Formless, freedom resembles abasement.  
Abasement is as infinite as desire.  
You must laugh at yourself, laugh and laugh.  
 
Those who are not demons are saints.  
You are not a demon or a saint.  
 
Women are small and want something,  
so laugh at yourself, laugh and laugh.  
 
Bed are sites of abasement.  
The news is about the news.  
 
Faces in close-up are always in anguish.  
Hair and teeth are clues to class.  
 
Clothes are changing,  
hanging up or down  
And change itself is a laugh.  
 
Cause can’t be figured  
and consequence is yet to come.  
 
You’re either awake or asleep  
and that, too, is a clue to class.  
 
Children are never with groups of children  
unless they are singing in chorus.  
 
Their mothers cannot do enough,  
though there’s always room for improvement.  
 
And improvement lies in progress,  
though collapsing is good for a laugh.  
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Saints will turn to the worse.  
Demons die if they can be found.  
 
Nature is combat, weather is sublime.  
Even weather can make you laugh.  
 
People you don’t know are louder than you are,  
but what is far away cannot harm you—  
 
Books are objects, families are inspiring.  
Animals protect their young;  
the young come with the territory.  
 
English is the only language.  
Reading is an occasion for interruption,  
and interruption is a kind of laugh.  
 
Something is bound to get better.  
And there is a pill with your name on it.  
 
When indoors, stick with your own race—  
that way you’ll feel free to laugh.  
 
Strangers are paying attention to your smell.  
A camera will light like a moth on disaster.  
Pity will turn to irony.  
 
The street is a dark and frightful place.  
Fires are daily.  
 
Your car is your face.  
 
You must laugh at yourself, laugh and laugh. 
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Abstract 

 

 This paper will begin by taking an in-depth look at the relationship between 
explicit televised media images and consequent behavior.  A discussion on the history of 
television censorship will precede a current look at research that has pointed to a direct 
relationship between exposing children and teens to a steady amount of violent images 
and resultant behavior that is prone to violence.  Then this paper will explore rap music 
as a form of influential entertainment, open for interpretation and imitation.  After citing 
three major studies, it will be shown that there is a clear correlation between listening to 
sexually explicit music and early sexual behavior among adolescents.  Next we will take 
a closer look into the developmental, social, and cultural factors which may influence 
reasoning and judgment in adolescent decision making.  Finally, we will discuss options 
for future policy reform by first taking a look at the evolution of the juvenile court system 
and then progressing to current transformations that are occurring in the system today.     
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Popular Culture and the Link between Juvenile Misbehavior, Sexual 

Irresponsibility, and Antisocial Tendencies 
 
 
 “Conventional wisdom in the US holds that a casual relationship exists between 

popular culture and juvenile misbehavior” (Martin 2005).  While this concept has 

certainly been around for a while, there is still a great deal of debate surrounding the 

degree to which popular culture influences juvenile misbehavior.  While many people 

blame television, music, and movies for a decline in values among young people, “the 

argument is that popular entertainment offers a glamorous interpretation of harmful 

lifestyles that include drug use, sexual irresponsibility, and irreverence toward parental 

authority” (Martin 2005).  When these images are played out in popular songs, television, 

and movies by actors and artists that many teens idolize, these lifestyles become 

attractive to adolescents.    

 There are, however, many other theories surrounding the issue of juvenile 

misbehavior and a decline in values and norms among youth today.  One such theory that 

is gaining in popularity states that violence is introduced at birth for children who are 

born in a modern hospital setting (Chamberlain N.d.). The theory behind this explains 

that violence and pain have become routine for babies, as painful instruments and 

powerful drugs and anesthetics have been introduced as regular processes during and 

after birth.  As David Chamberlain (N.d.) states in Birth and the Origins of Violence, 

“The results of this new way of birth may finally be calculated in the angry behavior of 

generations of men and women born in violence” (p. 1).  As Chamberlain points out, 
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perhaps a current fascination with drugs and altered states is a result of these substances 

being introduced to children at birth. 

 Other efforts to discover the causes of juvenile misbehavior include research 

conducted by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP).  The 

OJJDP has sponsored a research project dedicated to finding the causes and correlations 

of delinquency.  The research findings have thus far supported the conclusion that no 

single cause can be held accountable for juvenile misbehavior and delinquency, but rather 

there exist causal pathways which may lead to delinquency.  Some of the factors which 

may increase the risk of delinquent behavior include, “birth trauma, child abuse and 

neglect, ineffective parental discipline, family disruptions, conduct disorder and 

hyperactivity in children, school failure, learning disabilities, negative peer influences, 

limited employment opportunities, inadequate housing, and residence in high-crime 

neighborhoods (Bilchik, 1998).  

 But do some factors influence juvenile misbehavior more than others?  And what 

exactly have these studies proven; that there is a correlation between these factors and 

juvenile delinquency, or that these factors actually have a causal relationship to 

adolescent misbehavior?  This paper will take look at three important areas; televised 

violence, rap music, and psychosocial factors affecting adolescent decision making in 

order to explore the relationship between popular culture and juvenile misbehavior.   

Finally, if an association exists between popular culture and increasing trends in juvenile 

delinquency, we will look at the future implications for policy and reform in the United 

State, and consider who should be held responsible for monitoring popular culture images 

directed towards juveniles.   
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Televised Violence 
 

“It is a fact that films marketed to juveniles are often violent...” 
        - Gus Martin (2005) 
 

Over the past few decades a wealth of studies have been conducted, focusing on 

television violence and its link to antisocial aggression, anger, and acting out in everyday 

life.  Those calling for increased restrictions and changes in the programming practices of 

major networks have cited such studies and used them as a driving force to support their 

claims for change.  These efforts, combined with the threat of legislative intervention if 

networks fail to address such criticisms, have been circulating through national groups of 

concerned citizens such as the National Parent Teachers Association (PTA), the 

American Medical Association (AMA), and our legislatures.  Congress has been debating 

the issues of censorship and appropriateness in the context of televised violence since the 

1950’s, when senators first “questioned the relationship of depictions of violence in the 

mass media to the rising tide of crime, especially juvenile delinquency, in the country” 

(Krattenmaker and Powe 1978:5).  Since this time, Congress has repeatedly responded to 

this curiosity by creating special commission committees which investigate the 

relationship between violent images and subsequent violent behavior.  Yet these special 

commissions have struggled to make their reports and new information a topic of wide 

scale national discussion.  Often, a commission is created in response to an increased 

level of complaints and negative publicity surrounding the issue of obscenity and 

indecency, yet once the commission has accomplished any amount of research, the heat 

of the debate has died down (Krattenmaker and Powe 1978).   

One great example of this cycle is seen in one of the US government’s first efforts 

to begin censorship on the television industry.  Beginning in 1974, do to the coercing of 
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legislative representatives and a specific commission designated to protect children from 

excessive programming of violence, the National Association Broadcasters Television 

Code Review Board adopted what was known as the family viewing policy 

(Krattenmaker and Powe 1978).  Under this policy, programs broadcast in the first hour 

of prime time television would be suitable for viewing by the entire family, unless 

otherwise stated by an advisory warning to parents that the following content may not be 

suitable for young children.  Initially the amount of violence depicted during prime time 

television dropped considerably with the adoption of this policy, yet the commission 

came forward with a firm statement that networks should use self-regulation in their 

programming as opposed to governmental restrictions.  Furthermore, the commission 

stated that judgments of appropriate materials were highly subjective, so the possible 

institution of rules or regulations against the amount of violence on television may raise 

serious constitutional questions.  Television networks faced a confusing cycle in which 

they were threatened with potential private censorship and then given freedom to regulate 

themselves once the legality of such actions were called into question.  Resultantly, the 

family viewing policy faded shortly after one year in which it was put into practice 

(Krattenmaker and Powe 1978).   

When taking into account this perplexing cycle of possible censorship and the 

many hearings on televised violence since the 1950s which have produced seemingly 

little headway, we can see a current problem our government faces when it comes to the 

issue of censorship; media violence reduction is fraught with legal complications (Effect 

of Television, 2004).  Yet in recent years there have been landmark reviews and research 

findings showing that several major concerns emerge when violent material is 
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aggressively marketed to children.  These findings have put even more pressure on 

government to find that delicate balance in the realm of censorship.  In a statement from 

Jeff McIntyre, Senior Legislative of the Public Policy Office, significant findings were 

revealed when he stated that,  

“conclusions were drawn on the basis of over 30 years of research contributed by 
American Psychological Association members - including the Surgeon General's report 
in 1972, the National Institute of Mental Health's report in 1982, and the industry funded, 
three-year National Television Violence Study in the 1990's - show that the repeated 
exposure to violence in the mass media places children at risk for: increases in 
aggression; desensitization to acts of violence; and unrealistic increases in fear of 
becoming a victim of violence, which results in the development of other negative 
characteristics, such as mistrust of others.” 

 

The link between violence exposure and violent behavior has been likened to the 

relationship of cigarette smoking and cancer; just as each cigarette increases an 

individual’s chances of getting cancer, so does exposure to violence increase a child’s 

chances of one day acting out in a manner more violent than they might otherwise act 

(Effect of Television, 2004).      

Yet even with such research developments analyzing the behavioral effects of 

children exposed to harmful media images, parents and concerned citizens have claimed 

that these issues have not received the attention they deserve.  Once a conversation has 

begun, a new problem arises which deters focus from the larger issue at hand, which to 

these concerned citizens is the harmful effects on the children who are exposed to explicit 

forms of media. We can see this frustration take place when looking at the continued 

efforts on behalf of major organizations, such as the PTA or the National Citizens 

Committee for Broadcasting (NCCB).  The PTA sponsored weekly meetings in large 

cities across the US to raise awareness of violence in the media and to put pressure on the 

major networks to cut violent programming down, while the NCCB complied and 
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released a ranked list of the most violent programs and their sponsors (Krattenmaker and 

Powe 1978).   

These organizations claimed that issues of obscenity and indecency across 

television programming continue to permeate our networks and popular shows, so they 

attempted to take a stand against it.  As it turned out, sponsors of violent programming 

were largely targeted in the news media, which created a push towards shows that were 

considered good, clean programming.  Yet the reduction in violence that resulted from 

this backlash was replaced by sexual promiscuity and exploitative sex in the media.  As 

Krattenmaker and Powe (1978) stated, “Rating pressures motivate networks' 

programming far more than pressures from self-styled public representatives.  In the 

future, a slumping network may revive violent programming to boost its sagging 

fortunes” (p. 11).   The important factor to take into consideration here is that televised 

violence is an issue that is still being debated today, and, as we can see, it is influenced 

by viewer opinion in the form of national movements or pressure on government 

representatives.  To ignore this fact is to ignore the staying power of televised violence as 

a political issue.     

Current research analyzing the effects of popular culture images such as movies, 

television, and magazines on the behaviors of adolescents and children have proven that 

many negative health problems are linked to a greater intake of popular media.  In 2008 

the Washington Post reported on the latest comprehensive study of this topic which was 

conducted by the National Institute of Health and Yale University.  The study analyzed a 

total of 173 research efforts dating as far back as 1980, of which 80 percent showed a link 

between a negative health outcome and media hours (George, 2008).  The study reported 
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that the average modern child spends nearly 45 hours per week consuming media images 

such as television, movies, video games, the internet, music, cell phones, and magazines.  

To put this in perspective, the study reported that children spend on average 17 hours per 

week with their parents and 30 hours per week in school.  Coauthor of the study and 

professor at Yale School of Medicine stated, “Our kids are sponges, and we really need to 

remember they learn from their environment” (George, 2008).   He also stated that 

researchers found it “notable how much content mattered, it was not only the sheer 

number of hours of screen time.  Children pick up character traits and behaviors from 

those they watch and hear” (George, 2008).   

This issue of the possible impact popular media can have over a young audience 

has been a source of debate for much time now.  Determining the relationship between 

negative media images (such as sexual promiscuity and televised violence) and 

adolescent behavior is a difficult terrain to navigate.  One of the earliest examples of the 

possible influence that television can create occurred in the late 60’s when the show, 

“Doomsday Flight” appeared on air and created an immediate reaction.  The show 

detailed the story of a man who placed a bomb aboard a commercial flight, demanded a 

ransom be paid, and threatened the possibility of the bomb exploding once the plane 

reached a specific altitude during its descent.  The pilot saved the passengers by choosing 

a landing site with an elevation above the altitude which was critical to the bomb 

detonating.  Shockingly, before the hour-long program was over, one airline received an 

identical bomb threat, in the following 24 hour period four additional threats were made, 

and in the following week an additional eight threats came through. Krattenmaker and 

Powe (1978) stated that “Exported to other countries, the show made one Australian 
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criminal $500,000 richer thanks to Quantas Airlines' de-sire to protect 116 passengers en 

route to Hong Kong, while BOAC officials faced with a similar threat demonstrated 

familiarity with the script by arranging a landing at Denver instead of London” (p. 13).  

Since this incident in the 60s, there have been many more examples of criminals 

who have borrowed ideas and created schemes that were based on popular television 

shows and movies.  Yet the argument here is that such behavior is inconceivable and 

could not have occurred outside of these television broadcasts.  Indeed, mimicking 

behavior such as this in not a new idea, as many are familiar with stories of young 

children who attempt stunts or scenes that they have viewed on videogames or popular 

shows such as “Jackass,” in which the characters perform dangerous stunts for 

entertainment value alone.  Many teens have died while attempting to mimic these stunts.  

On an even larger scale, the tragic school shootings which have plagued campuses across 

the nation have also been largely attributed to popular images on television, movies, and 

video games. 

There has been widespread research conducted to validate these claims of an 

association between television/popular media broadcasting and viewer imitation.  From 

this research three major theories have been developed to explain this phenomenon.  The 

first theory is simple and straightforward, viewers learn by observation (Krattenmaker 

and Powe 1978).  In the same way that children can learn to count and sing their ABC’s 

from popular shows such as “Sesame Street” or “Dora the Explorer,” adults can learn 

both positive and harmful behaviors from images displayed over a television broadcast.  

This raises a few interesting questions.  Is the perceived effect of television on viewers 

something that is undesirable?  When considering the presentation of potentially harmful 
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or criminal behavior to large audiences, to what extent will these images contribute to 

social harm and negative outcomes?  Krattenmaker and Powe (1978) addressed these 

questions when stating the following. 

“Clearly, blackmailers modeled their schemes on the program, and undoubtedly other 
criminals have borrowed their techniques from televised depictions of crime.  Any 
portrayal of crime is capable of generating imitation. Were this the only issue raised by 
research of social scientists, one easily could conclude that the question whether to censor 
televised violence is no different from the issue of banning "The French Connection," 
Sherlock Holmes, or Crime and Punishment. All "teach" criminal techniques to some 
persons already disposed to violent behavior; they vary only in the medium employed to 
transmit information” (p. 14). 

 
This point brings us yet another consideration in television programming and media.  

When looking at the medium employed to transmit information, a realistic image that 

utilizes color, sound, and special effects may be considered more powerful than 

something that is less dynamic.  It has been argued that due to advancements in film 

recording and visual effects, programs are now more realistic than ever, thereby 

increasing the dramatic effect of the images being displayed on your home TV and 

increasing the possibility that such images can occur in real life.  This is especially true 

for the movie industry, in which multi-million dollar films combined with 40 foot screens 

create an environment that is meant to suck the viewer in and put them entirely in the 

mode of the film that is occurring in front of them. 

Another theory concerning the link between televised violence and viewer 

audiences is called the violence hypothesis.  This hypothesis suggests that viewing 

televised violence causes subsequent aggression against individuals or property 

(Krattenmaker and Powe 1978).  Researchers face an immediate dilemma when 

attempting to conduct studies exploring the extent to which viewing violence produces 

antisocial aggression.  Ethical norms prevent researchers from purposely provoking their 



 14 

participants into acting violent or using aggression on one another. Researchers must 

therefore come up with less attractive, although ethically acceptable, means of 

conducting such studies.  There have been countless studies conducted which show a 

positive correlation between viewing violence and committing violent acts, meaning that 

simply possessing the knowledge that some people will show violent tendencies after 

viewing violent programming proves that there is a correlation between the two.  Yet a 

correlation does not prove causality.  How can we decide if violent television images 

actually cause violence and aggression?  Furthermore, many of the studies centered 

around the violence hypothesis are layered with criticisms.  One of the largest criticisms 

is against laboratory testing.  The argument is that despite the efforts of laboratories to 

create realistic environments, it is an artificial setting nonetheless.  So will this 

environment be capable of influencing a participant in a negative way, either by drawing 

focus to the artificial setting or through an inability to simulate real life situations? 

 A second criticism of the studies analyzing the relationship between viewing 

violence in the media and committing violent acts is that many of the studies only tested a 

narrow range and size of the population, and few to none of the subjects had their 

behavioral patterns analyzed over time (Krattenmaker and Powe 1978).  These criticisms 

go beyond a mere preoccupation with matching actual conditions, but rather point to the 

very meaning of these empirical studies.  Krattenmaker and Powe (1978) explain that 

what these behavior-observers have studied “are acts of violence only under mutually 

inconsistent and fiercely debatable definitions of the term” (p. 32).  Furthermore the 

authors state; 

“Whether viewing such behavior simulated on television tends to cause its occurrence in 
real life seems to be the question about which researchers, regulators, and the public care. 
Such violence, however, is precisely the sort of behavior that no researcher in a 
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laboratory may seek to cause and that no "real world observer" can hope to witness 
systematically. The social science research to date simply has not left this question 
unanswered: it has left it unasked... Careful inquiry simply does not support such 
extravagant conclusions.” (p. 35) 
 

Despite these critical statements that social science has not addressed the question of 

whether viewing behavior simulated on television tends to cause its occurrence in real 

life, the latest research and analysis which has spanned decades of data and looked at 

hundreds of studies has proved that “exposing our children to a steady diet of violence in 

the media makes our children more violence prone. The psychological processes here are 

not mysterious. Children learn by observing others” (McIntyre, 2004).  Furthermore, 

mass media and marketing techniques of the advertising world have provided an 

attractive window for these observations.  McIntyre also calls on the reference used 

earlier to Sesame Street, noting that if children are able to learn positive behaviors using 

the medium of television and mass media, then it does not take a leap of the imagination 

to understand that they can learn negative behaviors as well. 

 

Rap Music 
 

“It is also a fact that many rock and rap songs contain violent lyrics.” 
- Gus Martin (2005) 

 
In the realm of television, movies, media, and marketing, music is easily placed in 

a similar category of influential forms of entertainment, open for interpretation and 

imitation.  It is undeniable that music has the ability to evoke certain emotions.  The 

motion picture industry uses music to create a swell of feeling, or to signal a dark, 

impending scene that is about to occur.  Many people use music to help them unwind and 

relax at the end of a long day, or to get pumped up in preparation of a big game or event.  

The way youth responds to popular music of their generation has consistently been an 
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issue that causes debate, and sometimes conflict, in every era.  This paper will now take a 

specific look at the influence of rap music, as this is the genre whose influence on 

adolescent behavior has largely been called into question.  Aside from the controversial 

nature of rap music’s lyrics, image, and influence, styles of rap have been some of the 

most popular types of music among recent and current generations.  For these reasons rap 

is deserving of a more in depth analysis. 

Emerging from the inner city streets and neighborhoods, rap is thought to have 

been born from the “hopes, concerns, and aspirations of urban black youth” (Kurbin 

2005:361).  Kurbin (2005) borrows a definition from Cheryl Keyes, author of “Rap 

Music and Street Consciousness,” when stating that rap is "a musical form that makes use 

of rhyme, rhythmic speech, and street vernacular, which is recited or loosely chanted over 

a musical soundtrack" (Kurbin 2002: 361).  Yet even more profound than interesting 

beats and creative word choice is often the message behind the lyrics, which give “voice 

to a disenfranchised segment of urban America” (McNair 2003:3). 

Over the last two decades, rap has experienced significant transitions.  In the 90s, 

the development of “gangsta rap” forever changed the genre by becoming the most 

controversial type of rap.  Originating from the popular depiction of the hustler lifestyle 

which characterized African American’s as pimps, prostitutes, and gangsters, this type of 

rap received global attention for "its vivid sexist, misogynistic, and homophobic lyrics, as 

well as its violent depiction of urban ghetto life in America" (Abrams 2000;1).  Abrams 

stated that the notoriety of gangsta rap helped in bringing attention to other styles of rap. 

Since the pioneers of early gangsta rap were gangsters themselves, their lyrics portrayed 

their lifestyle from a criminal’s perspective.  As will be discussed later, many of the 
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lyrics can be characterized as vulgar, explicit, violent, and demonstrate a need to uphold a 

specific image or reputation.  Each of these characteristics can be found in the street code 

to which these individuals live by. Kurbin (2005) analyzed the street code of inner-city 

neighborhoods to show that the code was present in the lyrics of gangsta rap songs (p. 

362).  Yet this fact is not surprising, for gangsters who live each day according to a 

specific street code and then create songs according to their personal perspectives, it is 

natural to assume that these ideals may automatically be encrypted into their music, even 

if done unintentionally.  Kurbin (2005) made some interesting points regarding the 

current scholarship on street codes when stating the following; 

“Sociological scholarship on identity, culture, and violence in inner-city communities has 
largely overlooked rap music. Much of the existing literature assumes that the street code 
is a product of neighborhood processes and neglects additional sources such as popular 
culture which may reflect, reinforce, or even advocate street-code norms” (p. 362). 

 

Indeed, other factors which may contribute to street-code norms include the concentrated 

effect of poverty, unemployment, family disruption, and isolation from mainstream 

America.  Each of these can contribute to the social disorganization and violence that is 

found in many inner-city neighborhoods.  Furthermore, “the concentrated disadvantage 

found in many urban African American communities is unparalleled in predominantly 

white neighborhoods” (Kurbin 2005:4).  One way we can measure this disadvantage of 

one community versus another is by looking at the living arrangements which 

characterize the majority of a specific race.  The Office of Juvenile Justice and 

Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) conducted a study to discover how the living 

arrangements of children vary by race.  As noted in the graphs below, the study covered 

the period between 1970-2007, and discovered that more than half (57%) of black 
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children lived with one parent in 2007, as compared with less than one quarter (23%) of 

white children (OJJDP Statistical Briefing Book). 

 

 

 
 

Graphs provided by the OJJDP Statistical Briefing Book 
 
Additionally, the OJJDP stated that between 1970-2007, “the proportion of 

children living with their mothers in single-parent households increased from 8% to 19% 

for whites and from 30% to 52% for blacks. For children of Hispanic ethnicity, this 

proportion increased from 20% in 1980 to 27% in 2007” (OJJDP Statistical Briefing 

Book, 2008).  Present in these statistics are clear divisions of class, status, and wealth 

according to racial lines, as a single parent household is usually associated with increased 

financial strain and a higher ratio of families who live below the poverty line. 
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As presented in a different study conducted by the OJJDP, the graph below 

illustrates that children living in single-parent families are more likely to live in poverty.  

The OJJDP also stated that in 2007, “less than 1 in 10 (9%) of children living with both 

parents lived below the poverty level compared to more than 3 in 10 (37%) of children 

living with only one parent. 

Poverty status of children by family structure, 2007 
 

Percent of all children receiving 

Children living with 
Children 
under 18* 

Percent below 
the poverty level Food stamps Public assistance 

All Types 73,746 18% 13% 4% 

Two parents 52,153 9 6 1 

Single Parent 19,047 37 30 10 

  Mother only 16,658 40 33 11 

  Father only 2,389 16 12 4 

Neither parent* 2,545 42 19 8 

 

* data are in thousands. 
** Includes children living with other relatives and those living with non-relatives.  

 

In inner-city communities, street-oriented peer groups are the dominating force as 

opportunities to participate in community life, such as after school, supervised activities, 

are limited.  Illegitimate opportunities are countless, however, as the chance to earn 

money dealing drugs can be found on many street corners.  The community resources to 

stay away from such negative influences and to provide legitimate employment are 

greatly lacking.  This situation is unparalleled in predominately white, middle class 

neighborhoods which are usually characterized by a greater income bracket and a two 

parent household (Kurbin 2005).  Seeing that rap music was born from the figures who 

are familiar with this type of inner city, survival of the toughest life style, we can begin to 
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note how political elements such as a lack of resources and social divisions are wrapped 

up in the culture and debate surrounding rap music. 

To look at the controversy surrounding rap music, there is no better place to start 

then with the lyrics of rap songs.  Lyrics of rap music have situational meaning, and are 

often constructed purposely around sarcasm, hyperbole, and irony.  As a result, the lyrics 

are often designed to have multiple meanings, of which an individual is free to interpret.  

According to Kurbin (2005), the content in rap music has the possibility of multiple 

meanings, and audiences can construct different meanings from the lyrics implies no 

direct relationship between music and identity or behavior.  He states, “Rap music does 

not cause violence; violent conduct is far more complex than that. Because listeners 

interpret music in multiple ways, rap and its lyrics are appropriated and embedded into 

specific individual, familial, and community fields of reference” (Kurbin 2005:367).  

This is a significant point, which is stating that it is not possible for violent conduct to be 

the result of violent music alone.  Yet it is generally accepted that there is a clearly drawn 

correlation between violent rap music and violent behaviors, but does that mean that such 

music actually causes violence?  This pivotal point brings us back to the same question 

that was presented when discussing televised violence; if a correlation is proven between 

explicit music and violent tendencies, does that prove rap music actually causes violence?  

Does a correlation equal causation? 

Kurbin (2005) deepens the debate when he continues on to state that while rap 

lyrics may not necessarily compel one to act, “they do provide an accountability structure 

or interpretive resource that people can draw upon to understand violent identity and 

conduct” (p. 367).  Rap lyrics can be viewed as a form of instruction for listeners in terms 
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of how to understand and make sense of urban street violence and the identities of those 

who both participate in and avoid such violence. 

In Kurbin’s study, he conducted an analysis of 403 rap songs from the periods of 

1992-2000.  Each song came from an album that had gone platinum, or sold over 

1,000,000 copies.  He looked at all types of rap songs, and not just those qualifying as 

gangsta rap.  Kurbin (2005) found that rap artists project images of toughness in their 

lyrics, which is often derived from the fact that in extremely disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, having a name or reputation for yourself is highly valued.  The tougher 

and the more capable of violence you are, the better your reputation. By projecting these 

tough images in rap music, the artists are alluding to violent reputations. Often times, 

rappers will instruct listeners how to develop a reputation through the use of violence. By 

doing so, rappers are authorizing the use of violence in order to establish an identity 

(Kurbin 2005:12). He also points out that while verbal assertions of one’s violent 

tendencies are important in constructing identity, physical assertions are necessary as 

well. Kurbin (2005) explains that some rappers do this by describing violent acts they 

have committed against others, and explains that many songs describe in rich detail 

incidents that precipitate violence, this includes the violent acts, weapons, and the bloody 

aftermath; 

“Collectively, rap lyrics show how toughness and a willingness to use violence are 
articulated as central features of masculine identity and reputation... The lyrics provide an 
implicit recipe for how to create a violent, but viable, street identity. The lyrics suggest 
that one learns the value of having a reputation for being tough in order to survive. The 
lyrics also enlist guns as signs of toughness; their possession is a significant identity 
marker. The lyrics tout "rep" as a means of gaining and sustaining respect among peers 
and preventing future challenges. In sum, the lyrics provide both a formula and a 
justification for violent street identities” (p. 373). 
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Current research on the possible effects of music on adolescent behavior has 

linked degrading music with teen sex.  An NPR report which interviewed Steven 

Martino, a researcher, and Danielle Smith, editor-in-chief of Vibe Magazine, stated that 

American teens listen to one and a half to two hours of music on average per day.  The 

study analyzed the relationship between sexually explicit lyrics and public health 

concerns by analyzing 1,400 teens, researching the type of music they listened to, and 

then following the sample for two years (NPR, 2006).  The researchers compared explicit 

and degrading content of song lyrics by first choosing to analyze 16 of the most popular 

artists at the time.  The artists spanned the genres of hard rock, alternative rock, rap-rock, 

straight rap, and rap-metal.  Researchers took into account both how much adolescents 

were listening to which artists as well as the amount of sexual content in each of the 

songs.  The study defined degrading lyrical content as “lyrics that portray women as 

sexual objects, men as having voracious sexual appetites, and sex itself as 

inconsequential” (NPR, 2006).  Martino stated that the most notable finding from the 

study was that the more teens were exposed to or actively listened to music with sexually 

degrading content, the more likely they were to begin sexual activity by the time they 

conducted their follow up study two years later.  Again, we are presented with a clear 

correlation between sexually explicit music and early sexual behavior, but does this mean 

that we can prove causation? 

The study also reported that one of four sexually active teens receives a sexually 

transmitted disease each year, while one in five sexually active females get pregnant each 

year.  Yet exactly how do explicit or degrading lyrics contribute to such health risks?  

Martino explained, “We feel that when kids listen to a lot of music with degrading sexual 
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content, they’re getting a clear message about what it means to be sexual. So if a 13 or 

14-year-old kid is trying to figure out what it means to be a sexual person and how to 

negotiate sexual situations...then that teen has a source of information in popular music” 

(NPR, 2006). 

Yet even with mounting evidence on the side that there is clearly a connection 

between explicit media lyrics and harmful behaviors in adolescents, many feel that 

censorship for teens is not the way go.  Smith, for example, stated that for a long period 

of time there was no representation of the black female body, and black men did not have 

the opportunity to speak their mind about their sexual feelings or have a platform in 

which to express their sexual appetites.  Smith stated that “however degrading and ugly 

some of them sound on the radio...this is a pendulum swinging, and I can only hope that 

it swings back.  But I do look at this as a spurt in the overall history, sort of, of black 

music and pop music” (NPR, 2006).  Smith also expressed a hope that parents would be 

able to steer their children away from such things until a time when they were old enough 

to understand them. 

While Martino did agree that censorship is not an effective solution to the 

problem, he explained that if the main message popular music projects to teens is one that 

portrays women and men in a provocative or promiscuous way, then teens are likely to 

take those messages as a plausible way to be when they are put in a sexual situation.  

Instead of censorship, Martino is an advocate of teaching adolescents how to be critical 

consumers of music.  This is a more plausible solution then simply trying to get teens to 

look the other way and stop listening whenever rap music or any type of music begins to 

portray women as sexual objects and men as pimps.  Martino also states that much of this 
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burden to educate children should be placed on the shoulders of parents, who should be 

paying attention to the types of music and media their children are consuming and should 

be actively thinking about the potential effects of this music on their children (NPR, 

2006). 

Yet is placing the burden of talking with their children about music consumption 

on parents alone a plausible solution to this problem?  There are many ads encouraging 

parents to talk to their children about drug use, or about sexual maturity and the use of 

protection, but are there ads advocating for conversation regarding music and media 

consumption?  After all, many teens are influenced by the types of media they consume.  

And what about the parents who are themselves uneducated about the potential effects of 

music and media targeted towards adolescents?  What solutions are there for children 

who may not have parents or consistent supervision by the same people, such as orphans, 

teens in foster care, or those living in group homes?  We must consider if the burden to 

educate should be placed solely on parents alone, or if there is more the American 

government could be doing to alleviate this pressure, whether this be in the form of new 

regulations, resources, or policy reform. 

Adolescent Decision Making 
 
“Many different factors influence how adolescents and adults make decisions (Fischhoff 
et al., 1999). These may include cognitive, psychological, social, cultural, and societal 

factors (Gordon, 1996).” 
- Building Partnerships for 
Youth 

 
Before discussing the possibility of policy reform and the best place to which the 

burden of music and media education should be laid, let us first take a closer look into the 

developmental, social, and cultural factors which may influence reasoning and judgment 
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in adolescent decision making.  We can look to explanations in developmental 

psychology in order to further our analysis of the role that popular culture images have in 

influencing adolescent behaviors. 

Many developmental psychologists agree that antisocial behavior is a part of 

adolescence, and they point to the trend that most adolescents become involved in 

criminal activity in their teenage years and desist by the time they reach adulthood to 

support this conclusion (Grisso and Schwartz 2000).  This analysis is supported through 

self-report studies from teenagers, which state that the majority of teenage males will 

engage in some type of criminal activity during adolescence.  This activity is most likely 

to occur in mid-adolescence, increasing through the age of 16 and declining sharply from 

age 17 and older (Moffitt 1993).  From this data, criminologists have concluded that 

participation in delinquency is a relatively normal part of life, seeing that both the 

beginning stages of delinquency and later the cessation from antisocial behavior are both 

predictable phases of the maturation process.  There are a small group of young offenders 

who are considered “life-course persistent,” and will continue to participate in a life of 

crime throughout adulthood. For the majority, however, antisocial conduct is considered 

“adolescent limited” as these individuals will follow a natural onset and recovery process 

in terms of their criminal behavior and antisocial behavior (Grisso and Schwartz 

2000:300). 

Moffitt (1993) offers an intriguing etiological theory to help explain the forces 

which contribute to both the onset and desistance of delinquent adolescent behavior.  She 

explains that adolescents living in a context where most privileges of adulthood are 

withheld will strive for elusive autonomy from parental and adult authority.  In doing so, 
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they will experience this phase of antisocial behavior leading towards delinquency.  

Grisso and Schwartz (2000) also discuss Moffitt’s theory when stating, “Many 

adolescents may be inclined to mimic their antisocial peers, who appear to have attained 

adult status in many ways: they are sexually active at an earlier age, less subject to 

parental and adult authority, and are able to attain possessions through theft and other 

illegal activity” (p. 301).  Using this technique, adolescents will be able to feel more 

independent, or feel that they are asserting their independence through the use of 

antisocial conduct.  What is significant here is the link between popular culture and what 

Moffitt has identified as the adolescent’s desire to participate in deviant behaviors by 

mimicking their peers.  A large portion of the images and representations that American 

youth consume come from the television, film, and music industries.  Each of these areas 

have clear correlations, as identified earlier, when it comes to consuming violent, explicit, 

or sexual content and the resultant increase in delinquent or antisocial behavior among 

adolescents. 

Grisso and Schwartz (2000) comment that under Moffitt’s theory, “Youthful 

antisocial risk-taking acts are personal statements of independence by individuals who 

are not yet permitted to assume legitimate adult roles.  Desistance in young adulthood is 

explained as the adaptive response to changed contingencies as more legitimate adult 

roles become available” (p. 301).  In other words, as adolescents get older they begin to 

realize they have conventional opportunities to gain privileges, and that their deviant 

behavior may actually be considered more costly than rewarding.  Once adolescents 

realize they stand something to loose, yet can gain adult privileges through other means, 

desistence can begin (Moffitt 1993). 
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Grisso and Schwartz (2000) also take a look at factors which may influence 

reasoning and judgment in adolescent decision making.  They state that three 

psychosocial influences are likely to have an influence and play a role in an adolescent’s 

decision to engage in deviant behavior.  These factors which distinguish adult from 

juvenile decision making capability include peer influence, time perspective (or a 

tendency to focus more on short-term versus long-term consequences), and risk 

perception and preference.  All of these factors have strong implications for the judgment 

making ability of juveniles compared to adults.  Judgment is affected by experience, 

knowledge, values, preferences, and maturity level.  Most importantly for juveniles, 

judgment is driven by psychosocial influences, and all three of which were identified 

above are highly susceptible to popular cultural influences (Grisso and Schwartz 2000). 

Peer influence operates and is understood in two contexts; social comparison and 

conformity.  “Social comparison refers to adolescents’ tendency to measure their own 

behavior by comparing it to others (Grisso and Schwartz 2000:304).”  Social comparison 

can increase adolescent desire for peer approval and can be a motivating factor in the 

decision to give in to or simply go along with peer influences.  If a teen is worried about 

their image as compared to a fellow peer, then it follows that social comparison can be a 

catalyst to adolescents who are looking to fit in.  “Social conformity...influences 

adolescents to adapt their behavior and attitudes to that of their peers” (Grisso and 

Schwartz 2000:304).  Peer influence can exert a strong force over adolescents by pushing 

them to make decisions as a result of direct peer pressure or coercion. 

Yet realizing that adolescents are so susceptible to influence from one another 

should be a clear reminder that they are susceptible to influence from other people they 
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may look up to or be exposed to often, such as popular idols.  What is viewed on the 

mainstream media, heard in popular music, or seen on the big screen can also provide 

models of behavior or possible means to a desirable end.  What is being argued by 

popular theorists in developmental psychology is that adolescents are lacking in their 

ability to make judgments that are free from psychosocial influences such as peer 

influence and risk perception.  We must remember that as these peers influence one 

another, they themselves are being influenced by popular media and images that often 

glamorize and glorify dangerous lifestyles.  Drug abuse, sexual promiscuity, and 

irreverence toward parental authority are all shown in movies, on television, and are 

endorsed by popular icons in the music and film industry.  So it is clear that as 

adolescents are themselves inundated and influenced by such images, they can turn 

around and influence one another as well. 

A second area of psychosocial influence is risk perception and preference.  Grisso 

and Schwartz (2000) state that research evidence points to the fact that juveniles and 

adults differ in their perception and attitude toward risk.  By engaging more frequently in 

behavior such as unprotected sex, underage drinking, drinking and driving, and criminal 

activity, adolescents tend to take more risks in regard to their health and safety.  One 

reason for this difference in risk taking may be because adolescents have a different risk 

perception than adults do.  Grisso and Schwartz (2000) state, “Adolescents, perhaps 

because they have less knowledge and experience, are less aware of risks than are adults.  

They may also calculate the probability of risks differently or value them differently” (p. 

304).  Adolescents are also characterized as focusing more on opportunities for gain 

when making choices, and less on protection against losses.  This means that adolescents 
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are prone to a focus on the possibility of what may be exciting, adventurous, and may 

produce some type of net gain as opposed to focusing more on the danger or potential 

consequences of their actions.  Again, the perception of risk in adolescent decision 

making can also be greatly influenced by images in the American popular culture.  Often 

in movies and television, those who are depicted participating in risky behaviors such as 

violence, drug use, and unprotected sex will have an end result which leaves the 

characters in a better situation.  Usually the predicament is better as a result of the 

characters participation in the risky behavior.  Even dramas that are supposedly centered 

around or based off of risky behaviors will find a way to portray them in a positive light. 

For example, in the movie Knocked Up, in which two people meet at a club, get 

drunk, and have unprotected sex, the woman ends up pregnant.  Despite the fact that this 

plot involved the use of alcohol and an undertone of promiscuity in that the two people 

were complete strangers and hooked up for a one night stand, the couple survives against 

all odds as they have the baby, stay together and fall in love, and the female is able to not 

only keep her new job but be promoted as a result of her pregnancy.  Such stories in our 

popular culture, which are being displayed repeatedly on many levels to our country’s 

youth, are not only unrealistic but they have a fantastic way of taking a bad situation and 

making everything come out warm and fuzzy in the end.  It is no wonder that the youth of 

today have a different perception of risk taking and the potential impacts of dangerous 

behaviors.  With major networks, production companies, and teen idols engaging in risky 

behaviors that always seems to turn out just fine, it is understandable that adolescents are 

not only more susceptible to engaging in risky behaviors, but that they calculate the 

probability of risks and value them differently than many adults. 
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The last psychosocial influence discussed by Grisso and Schwartz is the time 

perspective.  They state that an individual’s “attitude toward risk is related to differences 

in temporal perspective. Adolescents seem to discount the future more than adults do, and 

to weigh more heavily the short-term consequences of decisions (both risks and 

benefits)” (p. 305).  This type of attitude can, in some circumstances, lead to risky 

behaviors such as smoking or drug use.  This tendency may highlight the difference in 

experience between adolescents and adults, in that adolescents may be less likely to 

“contemplate the meaning of a consequence that will have an impact ten or fifteen years 

into the future.  Alternatively, adolescents may simply attach more weight to short-term 

consequences because they seem more salient to their lives” (Grisso and Schwartz 

2000:305).   Looking at this relation between the time perspective and popular culture 

influences, major idols in music and television tend to be older than most adolescents, 

even if they are only in their twenties.  As a result, images of older icons behaving in or 

endorsing violent, risky, or deviant behavior can also send the message to these youth 

that even as they get older, they will be able to get away with such risky behaviors.  Or at 

the very least they will not be affected by the behaviors they are currently participating 

in.  These images in popular culture can therefore work towards enforcing the adolescent 

mindset when it comes to peer influence, risk perception, and time perspective. 

Policy Implications 
 
“As an advocate of ‘get tough’ policies put it, juvenile offenders are criminals who 

happen to be young, not children who happen to be criminal” 
- Grisso and Schwartz 
(2000:297) 
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In order to make suggestions for future implications for policy reform in the area 

of juvenile delinquency, we must first take a quick look at the evolution of the juvenile 

court system, which has brought us to the current state of affairs that we are in today. 

The end of the nineteenth century brought the first implementation of a separate 

juvenile court, which was grounded in the firm belief that adolescent offenders had 

marked differences from their adult counterparts.  At the time, the new science of 

psychology contributed largely to the heightened awareness of psychological differences 

in children versus adults, and advocates of the new court system were outraged that a 

child could be tried and punished to the same degree as an adult could.  With the 

establishment of the new juvenile court came the commitment to rehabilitation of young 

offenders.  This was driven by the idea that the offender was experiencing an underlying 

condition which warranted treatment, rather than simply participating in bad conduct that 

was deserving of punishment.  It was thought that “youthful offenders should not be 

subject to criminal punishment...because they were neither morally or criminally 

responsible for the harm they caused.  Their criminal conduct reflected youthful 

immaturity and poor parental guidance” (Grisso and Schwartz 2000:294). 

As a result of this tendency to look at deviance in regard to immaturity and poor 

parental guidance, state officials involved in delinquency intervention became the parent 

surrogates who provided caring discipline and treatment to these children who had begun 

down the wrong path.  The role of the court was to diagnose the problems and prescribe 

treatment on an individual basis for the youth offenders.  Grisso and Schwartz (2000) 

stated, “In part, this characterization may have reflected a tendency to exaggerate the 

differences between adult and youthful offenders by advocates who sought to underscore 
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the appropriateness of a very different legal response” (p. 295).  Under this rehabilitative 

model for juvenile justice, adolescents were thought to have different capacities than 

adults, yet the qualities which make juveniles less culpable were not articulated with any 

precision.  The greatest victory for reformers of this era was that children between ages 7-

14 were no longer tried as adults (Grisso and Schwartz 2000). 

A second period of juvenile justice reform came in 1967 with a landmark decision 

handed down by the Supreme Court.  The case was In re Gault, and it changed the face of 

the juvenile court forever.  In this case, the Supreme Court extended many procedural 

rights to juveniles that were previously only afforded to adults.  The Supreme Court 

decision had a two fold effect of not only reforming the juvenile court system, but it also 

changed the primary objective in all juvenile cases from promoting their welfare to 

protecting the public and holding youth offenders accountable.  Justice Fortas commented 

that these youths got the worst of both worlds when stating, “They were not accorded the 

procedural protections to which adult criminal defendants were entitled; at the same time 

they received little in the way of treatment as promised under the rehabilitative model” 

(pg 295). 

The In re Gault decision reflected a mounting skepticism about the rehabilitative 

model of the traditional juvenile justice system.  Many were beginning to doubt that 

rehabilitation was effective with youthful offenders, and instead many became concerned 

with accountability of adolescent offenders as well as the protection of society from such 

offenders.  This decision also marked a shift away from the traditional thinking which 

characterized youth offenders as child-like, and instead placed adolescents’ on the same 

platform as adults in terms of their decision making ability and their culpability (Zimring 
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1978).  This period faced difficulty in balancing the goals of recognizing the immaturity 

of youth while simultaneously protecting public safety and assigning criminal 

responsibility to juveniles.  Post-Gault reforms such as Zimring were careful to point out 

that developmental traits in youth do make them less culpable when compared to adults, 

and these developmental traits contribute to the tendency to engage in criminal conduct.  

Such traits as rebellion against parental authority, the desire to participate in risk taking 

behaviors, and the importance of peer approval all point to the impulsivity of youth 

offenders as opposed to adults (Zimring 1978). 

Currently, the juvenile court system in the United States is undergoing a third 

period of reform. This period is characterized by an emphasis on social control and the 

importance of protecting the public from youth crime and youth offenders.  There is also 

a clear trend toward punishing juveniles as opposed to focusing on rehabilitation, 

although rehabilitation is considered more acceptable than it was during the Gualt period.  

As Grisso and Schwartz (2000) pointed out, “These policies explicitly or implicitly 

present adolescent offenders as indistinguishable from adult counterparts, and reject the 

importance of youthful immaturity in assessments of criminal responsibility” (p.297.)  

Supporters of this approach argue that the juvenile justice system coddles young 

offenders who are cognitively as aware and capable of making decisions as adults.  For 

that reason, their culpability should be no less than that of an adult. 

Increasing support for this view has brought about legislative strategies at both the 

state and federal level which promote the treatment of juveniles as adults.  “Many state 

statues provide for increasingly broad authority to adjudicate juveniles charged with 

serious offenses in adult criminal court, either through judicial transfer, legislative 
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waiver, or prosecutorial discretion” (Grisso and Schwartz 2000:298).  In addition to these 

measures, juveniles are being transferred to adult court at an increasing rate as many 

jurisdictions have lowered their age limit, and offenders in broad categories based on 

offense and age are being defined as adults and being excluded entirely from juvenile 

court jurisdiction (Grisso and Schwartz 2000).  These modern reformers have presumed 

that there are no psychological differences between adolescent and adult offenders.  Yet 

the debate over the psychological distinction between youth and adults is overwhelmed 

by “accounts of the social costs of a system that fails to restrain young offenders whose 

age alone distinguishes them from adult criminals” (Grisso and Schwartz 2000:299). 

In order for our current system to make improvements in the area of juvenile 

delinquency, I think it will be important for the government to begin to acknowledge the 

relationship between popular culture and juvenile misbehavior.  In this third wave of 

reform, the government is focused on obtaining social control.  I feel that recognizing the 

power of popular culture symbols and its influence on young, impressionable minds is a 

crucial first step toward recovering any amount of social control. 

It is quite clear that violent, sexual, and explicit images on television, music, and 

all forms of media are correlated to antisocial tendencies and misbehavior, so it is 

therefore a logical extension to say that popular culture is associated with juvenile 

delinquency.  If these popular forms of entertainment promote harmful lifestyles and 

deviance, and there are adolescents who will mimic this type of glamorized lifestyle, then 

it is reasonable to assume that popular culture does indeed influence juvenile 

delinquency. 
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To date, research findings have supported the conclusion that there is no single 

cause that will lead to delinquency, and that there are many factors with may contribute 

to an individual’s decision to travel down a specific path.  As a result, there is no single 

pathway to a life of crime.  There is still needed research in these areas that would help to 

identify all of the factors and pathways which may lead to delinquency.  As reported by 

Bilchik (1998), “There is general agreement among social scientists and policymakers 

that longitudinal studies are the best way to gain information on the causes of 

delinquency. This type of investigation involves repeated contacts with the same 

individuals so that patterns of development can be studied” (p. 1).  The methodology 

behind this approach is that by identifying patterns of development, researchers will be 

able to focus on and eventually isolate specific factors which contribute to the cause of 

delinquency. Once they have done so, researchers are hoping they will be able to predict 

changes in offending and be able to accomplish this independently of other causal factors.  

Bilchik (1998) explains, “With the aid of repeated measures, it is possible to identify 

pathways to delinquency, each with unique causal factors that, like delinquency itself, 

may change with time. Successfully accomplishing this will provide the information 

needed to develop truly effective intervention programs” (p. 1). 

I, however, feel that part of developing truly effective intervention programs 

means that researchers and policy makers alike will need to embrace the fact that juvenile 

delinquency is a multidimensional problem, and therefore may have a variety of factors 

contributing to the cause of delinquency for each person.  Furthermore, isolating these 

causes may not necessarily mean that you can create an effective intervention, because 

perhaps it is exactly the interplay between several factors and specific situations which 
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may lead a person down a pathway to delinquency.  Just as popular culture can influence 

adolescents in multiple ways, adolescents who participate in early sexual activities, 

crimes, or who exhibit antisocial behavior and violent tendencies have most likely been 

influenced by multiple forms of popular culture. 

With this in mind, I feel that legislators and parents can work together in 

educating one another and the youth of America.  While I do support further research and 

realize that refining research techniques is very important to the results of a study, I feel 

that it is possible to begin creating effective intervention techniques now, as opposed to 

waiting until every factor and causal pathway to delinquency is discovered.  I also believe 

that both the government and parents are responsible for doing their part to become aware 

of and actively participate in the stand against juvenile misbehavior.  It is also true that by 

glorifying behavior that is both detrimental and influential to adolescents, the media 

industry and popular idols must share in the blame, yet it is government, parents, and the 

industry that should be held responsible for monitoring popular culture images directed 

towards juveniles. 

Such change would require a certain amount of resources that would need to be 

allocated to educational programs for parents and teens.  An effort that was placed on 

both education and the implementation of programs to help children stay away from 

negative influences and participate in positive, community building activities would be 

most effective, but nonetheless difficult to implement.  There are already many areas 

across the United States that are in need of resources and community and after school 

programs for local children.  In order for money to be allocated to the education of 

popular culture images, the general population and our legislatures must first realize the 
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significance of popular culture in the eyes of an adolescent.   By teaching these groups of 

people how to be critical consumers of popular culture now, we may be able to minimize 

some of the potentially harmful and risky behaviors that adolescents are prone to. 

Conclusion 
 

The question still remains as to the degree to which popular culture impacts 

misbehavior in teens.  Many studies have proven strong correlations between violent 

media images and children who are prone to violent behavior, or sexual content in music 

and teens who use that behavior as a model for themselves as they begin to personify the 

roles that are presented in such music. Yet researchers disagree as to the extent that 

current research can prove causality or a strong correlation between popular culture 

images and delinquency.  Although it seems apparent that a correlation does not equal 

causation, it is undeniable that popular culture influences juvenile misbehavior.  This 

analysis concludes that adolescents do imitate the lifestyles they have found to be 

glorified through popular media, fame, and fortune, and that by glorifying these lifestyles 

the media industry must share in the blame and take responsibility for the perceived 

decline in values among teenagers.  In terms of future policy changes, I believe that our 

legislatures will need to create programs and resources that are as diverse as the causal 

factors that lead to delinquency.  In order to combat a multidimensional problem, we will 

need educational and community programs that span just as many dimensions. 
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