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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to determine the 

extent to which early adolescent television viewing was 

related to their attitudes toward death. One hundred 

thirty-seven 7th, 8th, and 9th grade students completed 

questionnaires which measured their attitudes toward 

death as well as the amount of violence and death they 

watched on television. Results indicated that watching 

television violence and death was not related to early 

adolescents' attitudes toward death. Discussion focused 

on the view that adolescents do not personalize television 

violence and death. 

vii 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The American culture, is considered "the most death-

denying culture of all time," according to Guntzelman (1978). 

Today in our culture there is a great taboo surrounding the 

topic of death, and society avoids as much as possible any 

evidence of aging and dying (Crase & Crase, 1974; Fulton, 

1967; Gibson, 1982; Gordon & Klass, 1979; Greenberg, 1975; 

Wass & Scott, 1978). As a result, death is portrayed as 

negative and this has created a feeling of anxiety and fear 

toward death (Wass & Scott, 1978). According to Alexander, 

Colley, and Adlerstein (1957) anxiety and fear of death 

reaches its peak in early adolescence. It is during this 

period of development that death has great emotional impact 

on the adolescent (Alexander & Adlerstein, 1958). Adoles

cents, when faced with a death, have been found to react 

emotionally with guilt, anger, fear and anxiety (Garner & 

Acklen, 1978). Mitchell (1967) contends that during adoles

cence there is a particular fear of sudden death. 

In an attempt to understand this heightened level 

of fear and anxiety toward death during adolescence, two 

explanations have been explored in past research. One 

explanation given for this anxiety is that parents 

1 
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do not discuss death with their adolescent children (Crase 

& Crase, 1974; Wass & Scott, 1978). Many parents are 

unable to openly discuss death and are unprepared to help 

their adolescents deal with their feelings toward death 

(Crase & Crase, 1984; Wass & Scott, 1978). Parents often 

ignore their adolescent's questions regarding death in 

order to save them from undue pain and to try to protect 

them from experiencing this traumatic part of life 

(Roberts, 1981). 

Another explanation for adolescent anxiety toward 

death is that adolescents have few real life experiences 

with death (Berg & Daugherty, 1973; Crase & Crase, 1974). 

Research has shown that adolescents' view of death is 

formed by their experiences or lack of experiences with 

death (Kane, 1979; Mills et al., 1976). Anxiety is 

increased when adolescents are denied opportunities to 

participate in the dying process (Demperwolff, 1973). 

Historically, children of all ages participated in this 

process but today, death has been institutionalized, and 

children are excluded from it (Aries, 1974; Berg & 

Daugherty, 1973; Garner & Acklen, 1978; Gordon & Klass, 

1979; Kubler-Ross, 1969). Few adolescents are provided an 

opportunity to attend a funeral or to visit a terminally 

ill person. Unlenberg (1980) adds that our society is 

facing a decreasing mortality rate which decreases 
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the possibilities of an adolescent experiencing the death 

of a family member. 

In summary, research has shown that there are two 

primary explanations for increased anxiety toward death in 

adolescence: (1) parent's avoidance of the topic of death; 

and (2) lack of real life experiences (Alexander & 

Adlerstein, 1958; Demperwolff, 1973; Iammarino, 1975; 

Lonetto, Mercer & Fleming, 1979; Maurer, 1964). Today 

there is not only a continuation of these two conditions, 

but also the addition of a new dimension of increased 

indirect exposure to violence and death. 

Our society is more violent than a decade ago as 

shown by the increased rates of violent acts. In 1981, one 

murder was committed every 23 minutes in the United States, 

an 18% increase from 1977. Forcible rapes increased 29% 

and aggravated assaults were up 23% in this four year period 

alone. In all, one violent crime occurs every 24 seconds 

(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1981). 

Not only are there more murders and violent crimes 

for the news media to report, Zeligs (1974) claims that 

the news media "plays up" violent death and murder. Com-

stock et al., (1978), found that the news media is much more 

graphic in its coverage of violence and death than it was a 

decade ago. They concluded that newscasts are just as 

violent as television dramas. In their research, television 

newscasts and newspaper front pages were found to be very 
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similar in their reporting of violent deaths; the major 

difference between the two was that the amount of visual 

portrayal of violence was much more frequent on television 

than on newspaper front pages. 

Another example of the increased exposure to 

violence and death in our society is the amount of violence 

shown on television dramas. Not only are violent acts shown 

with more frequency, television is now much more unrealistic 

in its coverage of violence and death (Comstock et al., 1978). 

Today television dramas contain one or more violent episodes 

which is 80% more than a decade ago (Gerbner et al., 1977). 

These television programs occur during the peak of 

adolescent viewing, 8 to 10 pm (Comstock et al., 1978). 

Tobin (1970), has estimated that television averages five 

violent acts per hour in its programming. By age fourteen 

an adolescent has viewed 18,000 violent deaths on television, 

and by the age of eighteen the adolescent has viewed 

100,000 televised acts of violence (Sebald, 1977). 

As a result of exposure to television violence and 

death, the adolescent may respond in two possible ways. 

Increased exposure to violence may have the effect of 

emotional upset or, in contrast, it may be accepted by 

adolescents without any mental agitation (Moller, 1967). 

Violent deaths in the mass media may be desensitizing our 

youth and they may be accepting this violence as normal 
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(Comstock et al., 1978; Sebald, 1977). Jackson (1972) 

supports this view with his suggestion that watching 

impersonal violence may make adolescents believe that life 

and death are meaningless and trivial. Fear and anxiety 

may in fact be lessened as a result of television exposure 

to death. On the other hand, Kubler-Ross (1969) points out 

that the increase in exposure to violence in our society; 

i.e., wars, riots, increasing rate of murders and violent 

television programs, may be an indicator of our decreased 

ability to accept death. This perspective would suggest 

an increase in fear and anxiety. 

There has been no empirical research conducted that 

has assessed the impact that television violence has on 

adolescents' attitudes toward death. Research has indicated, 

however, that television in general plays a major role in 

the lives of early adolescents (Comstock et al., 1978; 

Mclntyre & Teevan, 1972; McLeod, Atkin & Chaffee, 1972; 

Sebald, 1977). The purpose of this study, therefore, is 

to determine the extent to which television viewing is 

related to early adolescents' attitudes toward death. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Since Anthony's study in 1940 and Nagy's in 1948, 

many researchers have examined childrens' views and attitudes 

toward death. In the late 1950's research began to focus on 

adolescents' attitudes toward death. These studies were 

designed to measure death anxiety or concern. Death anxiety 

is characterized by high distress or discomfort toward the 

topic of death (Gordon & Klass, 1979). The period of early 

adolescence and its developmental accomplishment of logical, 

abstract thinking as it relates to death anxiety, will be 

discussed in the first section. The second section of this 

literature review will explore the research conducted in the 

area of anxiety and fear toward death. Section three will 

focus on the impact of television violence on today's early 

adolescents. 

Early Adolescence 

The early adolescent period, ages 10 to 14, has 

been characterized as a time when the individual is unsure 

about his/her identity and self image (Zeligs, 1974). 

Erikson (1956), in his theory of identity formation in 

early adolescence, described this period of development as 

6 
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one of normative crisis rather than Hall's (1904), time of 

"storm and stress." EX.ikson described adolescent turmoil 

as including wide mood swings, acting-out behaviors, and 

social alienation. These behaviors were a result of the 

adolescent progressing through a period of normal identity 

crisis and role diffusion. Bios (1962, 1967), reinforced 

Erikson's theory of adolescent turmoil by stating that this 

period of development was one of "well-recognized states 

of chaos." 

Oldham (1978), also disputed the traditional storm 

and stress theory of adolescence. In his review of 

empirical research conducted in the area of adolescent 

turmoil, he concluded that the storm and stress view of 

adolescence was not the norm. He stated, "adolescent 

turmoil is normatively manifested in mild forms of 

depression and anxiety, and in minor disagreements with 

authority figures" (1978, p. 274). 

In another study, Douvan and Adelson (1966) , 

researched 3,050 junior high students. Their methodology 

consisted of both questionnaires and interviews which 

focused on specific inquiries on objective aspects of the 

respondent's life. These inquiries were designed to gain 

some insight into the adolescent's way of defining reality. 

They found their subjects in a period of vulnerability 

characterized by restlessness, conflict and passion. 
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Early adolescence is also when the acquisition of 

logical, abstract thinking is developed (Blotcky & Looney, 

1980; Hankoff, 1975). This new ability allows adolescents 

to evaluate their existence in the world and in their 

future. During this time, early adolescents begin to 

assess, evaluate, and formulate their ethics and values 

(Blotcky & Looney, 1980). In exploring their value system, 

the adolescents will naturally begin to ponder on the 

limits of life and the meaning of death (Hankoff, 1975; 

Freud, 1971). Hankoff (1975), sees this ability to 

abstractly think of death and the future as making the 

adolescent more anxiety-laden toward the topic of death. 

Kastenbaum and Aisenberg (1976) stated that death becomes 

a threat to the adolescent in that it may keep the 

adolescent from achieving a full lifetime. These 

researchers felt that this threat gives adolescents an 

unstable view of their present existence and may make them 

more susceptible to adolescent suicide. 

In summary, early adolescence is characterized as 

a period of time in which adolescents are seeking to 

develop their identities and to find their place in the 

world. Early adolescence is also a time for the development 

of logical, abstract thinking. Abstract thinking allows 

the adolescent to consider the meaning of life and death, 

which, in turn, makes the adolescent more anxious toward 
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the topic of death. 

Anxiety and Fear Toward Death 

Anthony (1940), set out to discover what thoughts 

children have toward death. Anthony's methodology consisted 

of self-reports by parents of their childrens' behavior. 

In addition, the children were tested on their responses to 

the insertion of the word "dead" into the vocabulary scale 

of the Terman-Merrill general intelligence test and a 

story-completion test. These scales were administered to 

128 subjects ages 5 to 14. Results suggested that anxiety 

toward death arises after the child has an elementary 

concept of death, which occurs approximately around age 4. 

Nagy (1948) , identified three stages of development 

of a death concept in children from the ages of 3 to 10. 

The subjects, 378 children, were asked to write down what

ever came to mind when they thought of death. Their 

written essays, drawings, and discussions of death were 

then analyzed. Nagy found that there were three distinct 

stages. Children between the ages of 3 to 5 viewed death 

as a temporary event that would reverse itself. In the 

second stage, ages 5 to 9, death was characterized by the 

children as a person. Death became a "boogie-man" or 

"death-man." The third and final stage which occurred 

around age nine, was one in which death was viewed as 

final, realistic, and irreversable. 
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Alexander, Colley and Adlerstein1s (1957) study 

was also designed to assess concern with the concept of 

death. Alexander et al., administered a word association 

task to 31 Princeton undergraduates. When responding to 

words related to death, the subjects displayed greater 

emotional intensity than when responding to words of 

equivalence from the general language. 

In a later study, Alexander and Adlerstein (1958), 

focused on children and early adolescents. In this study, 

108 males between the ages of 5 and 16.were administered 

word association tasks. Their galvanic skin responses (GSR), 

response times, and response words were recorded and 

measured. The results showed that death was associated 

with an increase in affect. They attributed this increase 

to cultural factors. It was noted that the American 

culture does not accept death as a conversational topic, 

thus when words associated with death were introduced, the 

subject's response times increased. The increase in GSR 

measures was attributed to the inner feeling states of the 

individual. This increase was significant for those subjects 

who had less stable ego self-pictures than for those with an 

adequate concept of the self. Alexander and Adlerstein 

concluded that the period of adolescence is a time during 

which the individual has a less stable self-picture 



and in turn, death has a greater emotional impact on them. 

Maurer (1964) examined the relationship between 

attitudes toward death and academic success. She hypothesized 

that significant differences in death anxiety would 

correlate with academic success. Female senior high school 

students were asked to write on two essay questions: "What 

comes to your mind when you think of death?" and "What 

comes to your mind when you think of love?" The second 

question was asked to reduce any possible traumatic effects 

from the first question. In their essays, there were many 

admissions of fear and denial. The words fear and afraid 

occurred more often than any other category. As academic 

success increased, the awareness of fear decreased, 

although not dramatically. Statements of violence and 

sudden deaths were common in the essays and were most 

prevalent in those subjects with the lowest academic level. 

In Iammarino's (1975) study, he examined the 

relationship between sex, religion, size of the family, 

living with one or two parents and death anxiety. He 

administered Templer's Death Anxiety Scale (Templer, 1969) 

to 249 ninth grade students. The Death Anxiety Scale 

consists of 15 statements in which the respondents answer 

either true or false. These statements are directed 

toward the respondent's feelings of their own personal 

immortality, such as "I am very much afraid to die," and 
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"I am not at all afraid to die." This scale was initially 

developed by Templer to measure death anxiety among college 

undergraduates. Iammarino's results indicated that female 

adolescents had a higher death anxiety score than did males. 

There was little difference recorded among the various 

religions. Those subjects who were the oldest children in 

their families had the highest score and the youngest 

children the lowest score. Adolescents from single parent 

families had a much higher death anxiety level than those 

adolescents living with both parents. Iammarino did not 

discuss why these relationships occurred. 

Hardt (1975) , in his study of attitudes toward 

death, found that age, sex, social position, church 

attendance, and recency of death experiences had little 

effect on attitudes toward death. Six hundred and ninety-

two people between the ages of 13 and 26 were administered 

a Thurston Equal-Appearing Interval Attitude scale 

developed by Hardt. Results indicated that the attitudes 

of the 13 to 17 year olds were more unfavorable toward 

death than those in the older age groups. 

Perkes and Schildt (1979) , examined the relation

ship between adolescents' attitudes toward death and sex. 

Their subjects, one hundred sixty junior high school 

students, were administered a Likert type scale 

questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of questions 
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used in a survey conducted by Psychology Today in 1971 and 

questions designed by the authors. This questionnaire was 

not tested for validity or reliability and was not 

standardized. Results of the study revealed no significant 

differences between male and female attitudes toward death. 

They did find, however, thatTTemales were more in favor of 

abortion, valued funerals, and were more concerned with 

what happened to their bodies after death than were males. 

Although information is limited in this area it 

appears that early adolescence is a time in which there is 

a high amount of negativity towards death. Past research 

has not provided a full explanation of why adolescents have 

a negative attitude toward death. In particular, there has 

been no research that has assessed the relationship between 

their attitudes toward death and viewing of television 

violence. 

Impact of Television on Early Adolescence 

Today, television and the mass media in general 

have become major socializing agents for adolescents 

(Sebald, 1977). Approximately 96% of all American homes 

have one or more television sets, and by the age of 18 the 

adolescent has viewed approximately 22,000 hours of 

television (Sebald, 1977). In comparision with the 11,000 

hours spent in school, this statistic demonstrates what a 

major part television plays in the lives of American 



adolescents. It has also been shown in research that today' 

early adolescents have increased their amount of television 

viewing from that of the past two decades (Lyle & Hoffman, 

1972). 

Television viewing reaches its peak during the 

years of early adolescence (Comstock et al., 1978; Sebald, 

1977). The main reason given for this increase is that 

these adolescents are able to stay up later at night, thus 

giving them more viewing time (Sebald, 1977). Also, this 

age group is gaining more independence from their parents 

to choose how they spend their free time, but they are not 

yet old enough to spend this time away from home (Sebald, 

1977). 

Dominick and Greenberg (1972) contend that the 

television world that these adolescents are viewing is a 

violent one. They have estimated that between 7:30 and 

9:00 p.m., one violent act occurs on television every 16 

minutes, and a murder or killing every half-hour. Gerbner 

(1969) found violence in eight out of every ten programs 

being aired on television. Research has also indicated 

that violence is typically presented on television as 

a successful means of achieving a goal (Larsen, Gray, & 

Fortis, 1968). 

The amount of violence aired on television has led 

to numerous studies that were designed to assess what 



impact television viewing has on children and adolescents. 

Much of this research has been conducted in the area of 

television violence and aggressive behavior (Comstock et 

al., 1978; Dominick & Greenberg, 1972). Research results 

have indicated that exposure to televised violence, by both 

children and adolescents, has the effect of increasing 

aggressive behavior (Bandura, Ross & Ross, 1963; Comstock 

et al., 1978; Dominick & Greenberg, 1972; Mclntyre & Teeva.n, 

1972; McLeod, Atkin, & Chaffee, 1972). 

Bandura, Ross, and Ross (1963) examined the relation

ship between the viewing of television violence and 

aggressive behavior of preschool children. The subjects 

were divided into three experimental groups which viewed 

aggressive behavior performed either by a live model, a 

film of the live model, or a film of a costumed model that 

simulated a cartoon. A control group of children who did 

not view a model was also utilized. After viewing either 

the live model or a film the children were placed in a 

playroom containing a Bobo doll, toys the children had 

viewed being used by the model, and additional toys. 

After 20 minutes of play in which all behaviors were 

recorded, the experimental groups, relative to the control 

group, displayed sharply higher levels of aggressive 

behavior. 

Dominick and Greenberg (1972) examined the relation



ship between exposure to television violence and 

adolescents' attitudes toward violence- They surveyed 434 

students in the 4th through 6th grades. When given state

ments of potential situations which may lead to physical 

violence, subjects indicated a high degree of acceptance 

to the statements. An example of one of the situations 

presented to the subjects was, "Anybody who says bad 

things about me is looking for a punch in the nose." 

Results indicated that exposure to television violence 

increased the subject's willingness to use violence. They 

found no social class or sex differences in the subjects 

decision to use aggressive behavior. 

Mclntyre and Teevan's (1972) research indicated 

a relationship between preferences for violent television 

programs and deviant behavior. Subjects consisted of 2,800 

junior high school students. The subjects were divided 

into groups of low, moderate, and high violence viewers 

based on their favorite television programs. Deviant 

behavior was measured by subjects' reports of their own 

aggressive or violent acts and their involvement with law 

enforcement officials. Those subjects who were involved 

with law enforcement officials watched more violent 

television programs than those subjects without a juvenile 

record. 

McLeod, Atkin and Chaffee (1972) studied adolescents 
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in 7th through 10th grades. Mothers of the subjects were 

administered a questionnaire to obtain information on their 

children's delinquency and aggressive behavior. The 

subjects were also administered a questionnaire to measure 

their television viewing habits and aggressive behavior. 

Results indicated that aggressive behavior was higher in 

those subjects who regularly viewed televised violence. 

In conclusion, television and the mass media play 

a major role in the socialization of early adolescents. 

Although there is no research on the impact of television 

violence on adolescent attitudes toward death, research 

on television violence as it relates to aggression has 

indicated that television viewing does influence 

adolescent behavior. 



CHAPTER III 

METHOD SECTION 

Subjects 

Subjects consisted of students enroll in the '7th, 

8th, and 9th grades at the Hillman Community Schools. Of the 

152 students enrolled in these grades, 137 participated in 

the study. Those students who did not participate were 

absent from school the day data was collected. There were 64 

males and 73 females. The males participating in the study 

ranged in age from 12 to 16 with a mean age of 13.5. Female 

subjects ranged in age from 12 to 16 with a mean age of 13. 

The subjects were all from lower to middle income white fami

lies. These families lived in a rural community in Michigan 

with an estimated population of 4,200. Additional demographic 

information is presented in Appendix A, Tables 4 to 9. 

Procedure 

All teachers who administered the questionnaire 

were sent a letter one week prior to data collection to 

inform them of the study (Appendix B). After they had 

received the letter, the principal investigator talked with 

each teacher by telephone. A brief explanation of what was 

going to occur on the day the data was to be collected was 

18 
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given and questions or concerns about the questionnaire or 

students participating in the study were discussed. 

On the day of data collection the school super

intendent distributed to each teacher a letter of instruction 

(Appendix C) and the appropriate number of questionnaires 

and empty manila envelopes. The teachers were to pass out 

a questionnaire and an empty envelope to each student. They 

were further directed to read the instructions verbatim to 

all participants. The teachers verbally instructed the 

students through the first two questions to make sure all 

subjects understood the instructions. The subjects were 

allowed 45 minutes to fill out the questionnaire. The 

completed questionnaires were then sealed in an envelope by 

each student and placed in a box in the front of the room. 

Teachers were also given a list of discussion questions and 

activities that could be used to facilitate classroom 

discussion concerning the questionnaire (Appendix D). The 

optional questions and activities were to be used after all 

questionnaires had been completed. The completed question

naires were collected by the school superintendent and 

mailed to the principal investigator. 

The questionnaire utilized in this study consisted 

of 44 questions (Appendix E). The first section consisted 

of a close-ended multiple choice questions regarding 

demographic information. The second section included the 
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Thurston Equal-Appearing Interval attitude scale (Hardt, 

1975) and questions concerning exposure to death and 

recency of subjects' experiences with death. Section three 

was composed of questions regarding television viewing 

patterns. The questionnaire format was designed so the 

answers were precoded by the respondents. 

Measurement of the Independent Variable 

The independent variable, television viewing of 

violence and death, was measured in three different ways: 

(1) amount of time spent viewing television; (2) time of day 

television was watched (viewing time); and (3) amount of 

television violence and deaths in favorite television 

programs (violent viewing score). 

The amount of time spent viewing television and the 

time of day that viewing occurs are both widely used 

indicators of television violence (Comstock et al, 1978). 

As an individual increases their viewing time, they are more 

likely to view violent programs (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). 

Past research has also indicated that the majority of 

violent programming occurs during Saturday morning cartoons 

and programs aired after 8 pm (Comstock et al., 1978; 

Gerbner & Gross, 1976). 

Gerbner and Gross" (1976, p. 186) definition of 

violence and violent action was used to determine the number 

of violent actions and deaths occuring in the subjects' 
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favorite television programs. Violence was defined as, 

"overt expression of physical force against self or other, 

compelling action against one's will on pain of being hurt 

or killed, or actually hurting or killing." Violent action 

was defined as, "a scene of some violence confined to the 

same parties. If a scene is interrupted (by flashback or 

shift to another scene) but continues in 'real time' it is 

still the same act. However, if a. new agent of violence 

enters the scene, that begins another act" (Gerbner & Gross, 

1976, p. 186). Based on these definitions a violent viewing 

score was determined for the television programs watched by 

the subjects. 

Television Coding Procedure 

In order to obtain violent viewing scores, the 

subjects' favorite television programs were videotaped. Two 

different episodes of each program were recorded. The 

number of violent actions were counted for every episode and 

a violent viewing score was obtained for each television 

program. Violent actions were broken down into three 

categories of physical aggression: (1) violence elicited 

through the use of a weapon (e.g., guns, knives, clubs, etc.); 

(2) violence elicited through the use of the body (e.g., 

fist fights, strangling with the hands, etc.); and (3) 

violence as projected through a threat to kill someone 

(e.g., assassination plots, holding a person at gunpoint, 
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etc.). Deaths occuring in television programs were divided 

into two categories: (2) natural deaths - those occuring 

from a natural cause or illness such as cancer, old age, 

etc.; and (2) violent deaths - those occuring due to violent 

actions such as murder, car accidents, etc. The total number 

of violent actions in each subject's three favorite televi

sion shows were then summed to provide a violent viewing 

score. This score was used to determine the amount of 

violence viewed by the subjects. The subject's three 

favorite television shows (instead of four) were used for 

analysis to reduce the number of television programs to be 

coded. 

Four female graduate students in the social sciences 

were put through an extensive six hour training program which 

consisted of two three hour sessions. During the first 

meeting, the coders were instructed by the principal 

investigator on how to count the number of violent actions and 

deaths that occured in each reviewed television program. 

All coders were provided with a coding sheet (Appendix F) 

and a list of definitions to be used for coding the 

television programs (Appendix G). The second session 

involved actual practice in coding various television 

programs. 

In order to establish interrater reliability, each 

coder independently coded 8 videotaped television programs. 
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A Pearson product moment correlation was used to determine 

interrater reliability. Reliability ranged from r=.88 to 

r=l.00, with an average of r=.98. 

After interrater reliability had been established 

the coders were divided into two pairs. The list of 

favorite programs was divided in two and each pair of coders 

were given a seperate list to code. Each television program 

was viewed by two coders. The number of violent acts counted 

by each coder were then summed and averaged to determine the 

violent viewing score for each television program. A total 

of 37 television programs were coded and scored. 

Measurement of the Dependent Variable 

The scale used to measure attitudes toward death was 

the Thurston Equal-Appearing Interval attitude scale (Hardt, 

1975). This scale was used primarily because the readability 

level was determined to be at the 5th grade level and up 

(Hardt, 1975). The scale consists of 20 attitude statements. 

Examples of these statements are: "I find it fairly easy to 

think of death," and "The thought of death is an awful 

thought." Respondents are asked whether they agree or dis

agree with each statement. The statements range from un

favorable attitudes toward death to favorable attitudes 

toward death. Each statement has been given a designated 

numerical value. Favorable attitude statements have a high 

numerical value while the unfavorable statements are given 
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a lower numerical value. These values change in increments 

of .2 and range from 4.9 to 1.1, with a 2.7 or greater 

indicating a positive attitude and a score of 2.5 or less 

representing a negative attitude toward death. The state

ments that the subject agrees with are totaled and averaged. 

Those responses that the subject disagrees with are dis

regarded for scoring purposes. The average score will fall 

either on an attitude statement or between two statements. 

The subject's attitude toward death is then determined to 

be positive or negative, depending on which attitude state

ment his/her average falls. If a score falls between two 

attitude statements, the statement with the highest 

numerical value is chosen. Internal consistency of this 

scale was found to be a=.87 (Hardt, 1975). 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to determine the extent 

to which television viewing was related to early adolescents' 

attitudes toward death. Comparisons were made between sub

jects' attitudes toward death and: (1) amount of time spent 

viewing television; (2) prime time and Saturday morning car

toon viewing versus nonprime time viewing; and (3) violent 

viewing score of subjects' three favorite television programs. 

Attitude Toward Death 

Sixty-four percent of all subjects were found to 

have negative attitudes toward death. These negative 

attitudes ranged from a low negative attitude of, "I find 

it difficult to think of death," to a highly negative 

attitude, "The thought of death is an awful thought." The 

most frequently reported attitude was, "I regret the 

thought of death." 

Amount of Time Spent Viewing Television 

A Pearson product moment correlation was performed 

to determine if subjects' death attitudes were related to 

the amount of television viewed. Results indicated that 
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there was no significant relationship between these 

variables, r=.19, £^.05. In other words, as television 

viewing increased there was not a concomitant increase in 

negative attitudes toward death among the adolescents. 

Viewing Time 

Subjects who viewed Saturday morning cartoons and 

television programs aired after 8 pm were compared with 

those subjects who viewed nonprime time television. A 2 

(viewing time) by 2 (sex) analysis of variance was 

performed and results indicated no significant main effect 

for viewing time, F(2,51) = .18, £,>.05 or sex, F(2,73) = 

.22 £^.05. There was also no significant interaction 

between viewing time and sex, F(2,68) = .21 £^.05. Thus, 

whether or not the subjects watched prime time television 

did not affect their attitudes toward death. Furthermore, 

males and females did not differ in their attitudes toward 

death, as can be seen in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Attitudes Toward 
Death by Sex and Viewing Time 

Prime Time* . Nonprime Time 

Females 

Mean 

S.D. 

Males 

Mean 

S.D. 

3.33 

,9761 

3.33 

.9761 

3.20 

. 9168 

3.48 

1 . 0 2  

*Prime time refers to Saturday morning cartoons and 
television shows aired after 8 pm. 

Violent Viewing Score 

Subjects' total violent viewing scores were compared 

with their death attitudes. Results of a Pearson product 

moment correlation indicated that viewing violent television 

programs did not appear to relate to death attitudes, £=.02, 

£^>.05. Adolescents whose favorita television programs 

contained a high amount of violence did not appear different 

in their attitudes toward death then those adolescents who 

viewed low amounts of violence and death. 
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Additional Analysis 

As already noted, the majority of subjects indicated 

a negative attitude toward death. This lack of variation 

among subjects may make it difficult to detect an actual 

relationship between viewing television violence and 

negative attitudes toward death- It is possible for example, 

that the adolescents with the most positive attitudes toward 

death were exposed to the least amount of television violence 

and death. Similarly, those adolescents with the most 

negative attitudes toward death may in fact have watched the 

most violence and death on television. In order to test this 

possibility, the 25% (n=32) of the sample with the most 

positive attitudes toward death were compared with the 25% 

(n=32) of the sample reporting the most negative attitudes 

toward death. 

Results of a t-test, which compared the extreme 

positive and negative death attitude groups on amount of 

television watched, was not significant, t=.24, £^.05. 

There was also no significant difference between these two 

groups relative to the amount of violence and death 

contained in their favorite television programs, t= .31, £> 

.05. Finally, a Chi Square analysis was performed to 

determine if those individuals who watched Saturday morning 

cartoons or television after 8 pm were more likely to have 

a negative, as opposed to positive, attitudes toward death. 

The Chi square was not significant, X^(D = -12, £^.05. 
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As can be seen in Tables 2 and 3, the adolescents with the 

most negative attitudes toward death were not exposed to 

more television violence and death then were those 

individuals with the most positive attitudes toward death. 

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for Extreme Positive 
Attitude Group and Extreme Negative Attitude Group 
by Amount of Time Spent Viewing Television and by 
Violent Viewing Score 

Positive 
Group 

Negative 
Group 

Amount of Time 

Mean 

S.D. 

Violent Viewing Score 

Mean 

S.D. 

2 . 6 6  

.9874 

17.01 

1. 23 

2. 57 

.9213 

17.88 

1.42 
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Table 3 

Number of Subjects in the Extreme Positive 
Attitude Group and Extreme Negative Attitude 
Group by Viewing Time 

Positive Negative 
Group Group 

Prime time Viewing* 15 17 

Nonprime time Viewing li 16 

n=32 n=32 

*Prime time refers to those television programs aired after 
8 pm and Saturday morning cartoons. 



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Two possible linkages between the viewing of tele

vision violence and death and early adolescents' attitudes 

toward death have been proposed. These are: (1) television 

exposure to violence and death could have the effect of 

emotional upset which may result in more negative attitudes 

toward death; or (2) television exposure could desensitize 

adolescents reactions to violence and death and thus not be 

related to their attitudes toward death. 

Results indicated no significant relationship between 

the viewing of television violence and death and attitudes 

toward death. The adolescents who were most likely to be 

exposed to television violence and death did not appear to 

have a more negative attitude than those adolescents who 

were least likely to be exposed to television violence and 

death. These results appear to support the second premise 

of desensitization. Tobin (1970) states that violent 

actions on television are quickly neutralized by viewers 

due to the heavy repetition of such acts. Many researchers 

see the portrayal of death of television as being removed, 

impersonal, irrelevant, dehumanized and unrealistic 

(Berg & Daugherty, 1973; Hart, 1976; Jackson, 1972; 

Maurer, 1964). Roberts (1981) supports this view 
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with her description of television as the "pornography of 

death". She feels that television violence and death is 

viewed by children and adolescents as being highly stylized 

and ritualized and thus not personally relevant to them. 

Therefore, violence and death on television is not likely 

to impact early adolescents' attitudes toward death. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

The present study utilized self-report questionnaires 

for data collection. While this method assured anonymity, 

it revealed only the viewing practices of the subjects, 

rather than how they perceived violence and death on 

television. By allowing the adolescent more freedom in her/ 

his answers, an interview could provide additional information 

on how the adolescent perceives television violence and 

death. For instance, the subjects could explain what they 

consider to be a violent act on television and how that 

violence affects them personally. 

One limitation of the present study is the lack of 

information on subjects' home life. For example, informa

tion was not obtained on whether subjects viewed television 

with their parents. Parental presence may affect how the 

adolescent perceives television violence and death. The 

early adolescents who do not have a parent present while 

viewing television, may be more affected by television 

violence and death then those individuals who view 



television with a parent. Future research will need to 

look at parental involvement to determine what impact it may-

have on adolescents' attitudes toward death. 

The possible impact of religious backgrounds and 

beliefs would also be an important variable to examine in 

future studies. The impact of viewing television violence 

and death may be affected by subjects' religious beliefs. 

For example, those subjects who have a strong belief in the 

afterlife may not be affected by television violence and 

death in the same manner as subjects without such a belief. 

Also since the present study consisted of all Caucasian 

subjects, it would be interesting in the future to look at 

the variable of race. Subjects from various racial and 

ethnic backgrounds may perceive both death and violence 

differently. 

The present study supports past research which 

contends that early adolescents have a negative attitude 

toward death. This finding supports the need for 

implementing death education programs in junior high 

schools and for future research in this area. Future 

research efforts must begin to focus on understanding more 

specifically why early adolescents have negative attitudes 

toward death. 
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Table 4 

Sample Characteristics: Residence 

Absolute Frequency 
Live With Frequency Percentage 

Both parents 91 66.4 

Parent and a Stepparent 25 18.2 

Mother only 17 12.4 

Father only 3 2.2 

Other 1 .7 

137 100% 



36 

Table 5 

Sample Characteristic: Father's Education 

Education 
Absolute 
Frequency 

Frequency 
Percentage 

Elementary 1 .7 

Junior High 17 12.4 

High School 70 51.1 

Some College or 
Training 29 21.2 

College Degree 16 11.7 

Other 4 2.9 

137 100% 
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Table 6 

Sample Characteristic: Mother's Education 

Education 
Absolute 
Frequency 

Frequency 
Percentage 

Elementary 0 0 

Junior High 4 2.9 

High School 83 60.6 

Some College or 
Training 23 16.8 

College Degree 25 18.2 

Other 2 1.5 

137 100% 
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Table 7 

Sample Characteristic: Age of First 
With Death 

Experience 

Age in Years 
Absolute 
Frequency 

Frequency 
Percentage 

0-5 37 26.9 

6-10 77 56.3 

11-15 23 16.8 

137 100% 
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Table 8 

Sample Characteristic: Age of Most Recent Experience 
With Death 

Absolute Frequency 
Age in Years Frequency Percentage 

0 - 5 9 6.5 

6 - 10 28 20.5 

11 -• 15 100 73.0 

137 100% 
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Table 9 

Sample Characteristic: Funeral Attendance 

Absolute Frequency 
Frequency Percentage 

Yes 110 82.1 

N° 24 17.1 

134* 100% 

*Three missing cases 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

TUCSON , ARIZONA 85721 

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE 

SCHOOL OF HOME ECONOMICS 
DIVISION OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND FAMILY RELATIONS 
December 27, 1983 

Dear Mrs. Cordes: 

As a graduate student at the University of Arizona, I am 
currently collecting data for my thesis. This research will 
be measuring the relationship between viewing of television 
violence and adolescent's attitudes toward death. Hillman 
Community Schools 7, 8, and 9th grades have been selected to 
participate in this study. Tom Mateer is supporting this 
research and has given full approval to collect the data 
in Hillman. 

In order to assure accurate data collection your cooperation 
is needed. On January 9, 1984, Tom Mateer will give you 
questionnaires to distribute to your class. Along with 
these questionnaires you will be given instructions on how 
to administer the survey. Mr. Mateer and Rhonda Brown will 
be available to assist you and answer questions. 

Your cooperation and help is appreciated. When the data has 
been collected and analyzed, the results will be made 
available to you through Mr. Mateer. 

Thank you for your help. 

Sincerely; 

Beth L. Morrison 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

TUCSON, ARIZONA 85721 

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE 

SCHOOL OF HOME ECONOMICS 
DIVISION OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND FAMILY RELATIONS 
January 9, 1984 

Dear Teacher: 

Thank you for participating in this study. Your time and 
help is deeply appreciated. 

In administering the questionnaire, pass them out face 
down to your students. Then read the following directions 
out loud to your class. Please read the directions verbatim. 
If a student has a question regarding the content of an item 
on the questionnaire answer him/her with, "Answer it the best 
that you can." 

Instructions to be read; 

The purpose of this questionnaire is to gather 
information about your attitudes and feelings 
toward death and television. Your answers to the 
questions are anonymous. NONE of your teachers, 
friends or parents will know your answers so 
please answer the questions honestly. Do not 
write your name on the questionnaire. Your 
participation in this study is strictly voluntary. 

Now turn over your questionnaire to the first 
page and we will do the first two questions together. 

(6) 1. What is your sex? 
1. Female 
2. Male 

If you are a female put a number 1 on the space 
provided to the left. If you are a male put a 
number 2 on the blank. Pay no attention to the 
number in parenthesis next to the space. It is 
for computer purposes only. 
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Page 2 
January 9, 1984 

2. How old are you? 
1. 11 4. 14 
2. 12 5. 15 
3. 13 6. other (please specify) 

If you are 11 years old put a number 1 on the blank, 
if you are 13 put a number 3 on the blank and so on. 
If your age is not listed, print your age on the 
blank line next to where it says please specify 
and put a number 6 on the line. 

Please write all answers clearly and carefully. 
Do not skip any questions. When you are finished 
put your questionnaire in the envelope, seal it 
and place it in the box on my desk. 

BEGIN. 

When all students have completed the questionnaires Rhonda 
Brown or Tom Mateer will pick them up from you. Once again 
your time and help is appreciated. 

Sincerely; 

Beth L. Morrison 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

TUCSON, ARIZONA 85721 

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE 

SCHOOL OF HOME ECONOMICS 
DIVISION OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND FAMILY RELATIONS 
January 9, 1984 

Dear Teacher: 

Listed are a few questions and activities that you may want 
to use to facilitate a class discussion after your 
students have taken the survey. I have also given you a 
list of a few excellent books that deal with the subject 
of death. You might find these useful for both personal 
or class use. If you would like some further information 
on this topic please feel free to contact me. 

Sincerely; 

Beth L. Morrison 

Discussion questions: 

Do you have any questions about the questionnaire that you 
just filled out? 

What do you think about the statements on death? Did you 
agree or disagree with them? 

Would anyone like to share any experiences that you may 
have had with a death? 

Do you think that television is too violent today? Do you 
think television shows death the way it occurs in real life? 

Do you think you watch too much television? 

Class activities: 

Have students describe death as it is presented on television, 
including news, medical, police and drama shows. Discuss 
whether this matches the student's own experiences. 
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Page 2 
January 9, 1984 

Have class members make a list of characteristics of 
television death scenes then compare with more factual data. 

Suggested reading; 

Gordon, A. K., & Klass, D. (1979). They need to know; How 
to teach children about death. Englewood Cliffs, NJ; 
Prentice-Hall. 

Grollman, E. A (Ed.). (1974). Concerning death; A 
practical guide for the living. Boston: Beacon. 

Grollman, E. A. (Ed.). (1967). Explaining death to 
children. Boston: Beacon. 

Jackson, E. N. (1965). Telling a child about death. New 
York: Hawthorn. 
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Leave these Please print your answers 
spaces blank in the space provided to the 

left of each question except 
(1) where special directions are 

given. 
(4) 0 1 PLEASE DO NOT SKIP ANY 

QUESTIONS 
(6) 1. What is your sex? 

1. Female 
2. Male 

2. How old are you? 
1.  11  
2. 12 
3. 13 
4. 14 
5. 15 
6. Other (please specify) 

3. What grade are you in? 
1. 7th 
2. 8 th 
3. 9 th 

4. How many children are in your family 
(including yourself)? 

1. I am an only child. 
2. 2-3 
3. 4-5 
4. 6-7 
5. 8 or more 

5. Are you the 
1. oldest child 
2. youngest child 
3. neither of the above 

6. Do you live with 
1. both parents 
2. parent and a step parent 
3. mother only 
4. father only 
5. other (please specify) 

7. What is the highest education level your 
father has completed? 

1. elementary 
2. junior high 
3. high school 
4. some college or training school 
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5. has a college degree 
6. other (please specify) 

(13) 8. What is the highest education level your 
mother has completed? 

1. elementary 
2. junior high 
3- high school 
4. some college or training school 
5. has a college degree 
6. other (please specify) 

For questions 9 & 10 please 
print your answer in the 
space below the question. 
Leave the blank to the left 
of the question empty. 

(14) 9. What kind of job does your father have? 
Please be very specific. (Examples: 
farmer with over 100 acres, a farmer with 
under 100 acres; unemployed; foreman at 
Wayne Wire; assembly line worker at Wayne 
Wire, etc.). 

(16) 10. What kind of job does your mother have? 
Be specific. (Examples: teacher; bank 
teller; owns a small business; babysitter 
for other families; housewife, etc.) 

In the following questions we 
want to find out what you 
think about death. Some 
people agree with these state
ments and other people dis
agree. We want to know what 
you think about these state
ments. For the following 
questions put an A if you 
agree and a D if your disagree 
in the blanks to the left of 
the question. 
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(18) 11. The thought of death is a glorious 
thought. 

12. When I think of death I am most satis
fied. 

13. Thoughts of death are wonderful thoughts. 

14. The thought of death is very pleasant. 

15. The thought of death is comforting. 

16. I find it fairly easy to think of death. 

17. The thought of death isn't so bad. 

18. I do not mind thinking of death. 

19. I can accept the thought of death. 

20. To think of death is common. 

21. I don't fear thoughts of death, but I 
don't like them either. 

22. Thinking about death is over-valued by 
many. 

23. Thinking of death is not fundamental 
to me. 

24. I find it difficult to think of death. 

25. I regret the thought of death. 

26. The thought of death is an awful thought. 

27. The thought of death is dreadful. 

28. The thought of death is traumatic. 

29. I hate the sound of the word death. 

(37) 30. The thought of death is outrageous. 

For questions 31 to 34 please 
print your answers in the 
blank provided to the left of 
the questions. 
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(38) 31. To the best of your memory, how old were 
you when you had to deal with a death 
for the first time? 

32. How old were you when you last had to 
deal with a death. 

33. Who would you be the most comfortable 
with when discussing the topic of 
death? 

1. parents 
2. other relatives 
3. minister or priest 
4. teacher 
5. friends your own age 
6. other (please be specific) 

34. Have you ever attended a funeral? 
1. Yes 
2. No 

For questions 35 to 37 please 
print your answers in the 
space provided below the 
questions. Leave the blanks 
to the left of the questions 
empty. Be very specific. 

(44) 35. Please list any persons that you were 
close to who have died. (Examples: 
grandparents, parent, brother, friend 
your own age, a special pet, aunt, 
etc.) 

36. Is there anything that you would like to 
share about your experiences with death. 



54 

In this section we want to know 
more about what kind of televi
sion shows you like to watch 
and the time of day that you 
watch television. 

37. What are your four favoriate programs on 
television, the ones you try to watch 
every time they are on the air? 

1. 

(50) 2. 

3. . 

4. 

38. How many hours of television do you 
watch on a normal day? 

1. none 
2. 1-2 
3. 3-4 
4. 5-6 
5. 7 or more 

For the reamining question 
please print a T for true 
and a F for false in the 
blank to the left of the 
questions. 

(52) 39. I watch television in the morning 
before school. 

40. I watch television right after school. 
(3:30 to 5:30) 

41. I watch television from 6:00 to 8:00 p.m. 

42. I watch television from 8:30 to 10:30 p.m. 

43. I watch television after 10:30 p.m. 

44. I don't watch television. 

(58) 45. I watch Saturday morning cartoons. 

Thank you for 
Your time and 

participating in this survey, 
help is appreciated. 
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CODING SHEET 

Coder 

TV Program 

Episode Title 

Date Reviewed 

Violent Action Death 

Weapon Body Threat Natural Violent 

Totals 

V.A. Total D. Total 

Violent Content Score 
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Definitions to be used for 

Television Coding 

VIOLENCE: 

VIOLENCE 
ACTION: 

The overt expression of physical force against 
self or other, compelling action against one's 
will on pain of being hurt or killed, or actually 
hurting or killing. 

A scene of some violence confined to the same 
parties. If a scene is interrupted (by flash
back or shift to another scene) but continues 
in "real time" it is still the same act. How
ever, if a new agent of violence enters the 
scene that begins another act. 

PHYSCIAL 
AGGRESSION: 

DEATHS: 

1. Violence elicited through a weapon (gun, 
knife, etc.). 

2. Violence elicited through use of the body 
(fist fight, strangling with the hands, etc.) 

3. Violence as projected through a threat to 
kill someone (assassination plot, holding a 
person at gunpoint, etc.). 

1. Natural-those occuring from a natural cause 
(cancer, old age, etc.) 

2. Violent-those due to violent action (murder, 
car accident, etc.) 
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