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Remote Control Health
The licentious influences in our culture that allegedly fray the very fabric of our moral fiber are, as we all know, “sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll.”  But this list of suspects is not quite right.  The latest evidence suggests the line-up should be “sex, drugs, violence…and the remote control.”  The evidence against rock n’ roll is circumstantial at best, and inadequate for an indictment.
But a verdict against the interaction of sex, drugs, and for that matter violence, and mass media is all but assured.  The evidence shows rather clearly: what we see is what we get.
For starters, a recent study in Pediatrics is the first to show that not only is watching sexual content on television associated with sexual activity in teens, but is actually associated with a higher rate of teen pregnancy.  Of course, for those of us who know where babies come from, the fact that teens having sex and teen pregnancy are linked is not exactly a shocker, but the data showing that sexual images on screen promote both are novel, and thus noteworthy.
There has also been recent media attention to a putative association between media violence, and violent behavior, again courtesy of a study in Pediatrics.  Researchers at Internet Solutions for Kids found a clear correlation between the number of websites with violent content visited by children age 10-15, and acts of violence.
As for the drugs, tobacco tops the list.  There has long been concern that tobacco companies pay premiums to place their product in movies, and thereby encourage young people to smoke.  As with violence and sex, there is research to show an association between kids' media exposure to tobacco, and their tendency to join the club.
Put together, this seems pretty damning evidence for the potentially degrading influence of what we see on what we do.  But in fact, the case for causal connections is not quite so obvious as all that.
Because these studies- and others like them- demonstrate association, not causality.  This means that while we have evidence that visiting violent websites and acts of violence correlate, we don't know which is cause, and which is effect.  There are no long-term studies that randomize people to visit different web sites.  We simply ask people what sites they visit, and survey their behaviors patterns.

Maybe people visiting violent sites are induced or encouraged to carry out acts of aggression.  But maybe people inclined toward such acts in the first place are the ones who most visit those websites?  Very likely, it's some of both.
The same, of course, is true of sexual images.  Those most likely to wind up viewing them may be those most inclined to do so- and they may also be most inclined to try out what they see.
It certainly makes sense that 'normalizing' violence or smoking or sex would tend to lower the bar of inhibitions, and encourage the behavior.  Our media exposures influence us, and life may at times be tempted to imitate art.  To the extent that’s true, we should be judicious about the manner of art we put on display, especially when kids are around.
But art imitates life, too.  We would not have violence in media if there weren't many of us interested in watching.  Ditto sex.  Tobacco may be a case apart.  I’m not sure anyone watches a movie hoping to see someone smoke.
So here's our conundrum.  Yes, youth may be tempted to do what they see- and that may tempt us to blame the media for what they show.  But we all get to see what we are already tempted to do, and eager to watch.  I was once an adolescent myself, and I seem to recall an at least nominal interest in sex, without any particular need for encouragement by my TV set.  
We can blame the media for the corrupting influence of their offerings, but they would not be airing shows or generating web content that did not produce an audience.  Nobody sells what no one will buy.
The question for us all as we confront the accumulating evidence of association between what our kids watch and what our kids do is this: should our focus be on censoring to some degree what the media may show, or on intervening with our kids to better regulate what they watch, and how they react to it?  Since what we want is what we see, and what we see is what we get- the case seems fairly compelling for a bit of both.  
As a society, we could, and should, be more responsible about where the remote control may lead our kids.  This might mean some content regulation- a bit less sex, and violence, and a lot less tobacco.  

But we needn’t go too far in the potentially objectionable direction of censorship.  As parents, we need not allow the places to which that remote control might direct our kids to be misconstrued for True North on a moral compass.  We can put that actual compass on display and by following it ourselves, teach our kids to do likewise.
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