[image: image1.jpg]



Dear Tanya
My nine-year-old son recently had a sleepover at a schoolfriend’s house and, on his return, I discovered that he had been allowed to watch a very violent 18-certificate film. My husband and I were shocked that he was knowingly exposed to this material. We have known this family for more than two years and we felt comfortable with our son being in their care. He has stayed at this house once before with no problems.
I have discussed this with our son in a gentle and low-key way. We have talked about it as a family, explained why this sort of material is unsuitable for children. My husband would like to draw a line under the matter, but, of course, not allow further visits to that home. However, I feel that our son has been affected by what he saw - he has volunteered that he found parts of the film distressing and stopped watching after a while as he sensed that it was wrong for him to be seeing it, although he remained in the room.
Will it be sufficient for him to talk it through with us or should we seek professional help? This would not be his choice, as he doesn’t readily talk about emotional issues.
Anna & Steve
It’s extraordinary that parents allow their own under-age children to watch adult content, let alone that they do this when other people’s children are in their house. Like you, I would be furious, not only because it has unsettled my child, but also because of the complete negligence shown towards him when in the care of others.

I think that you have dealt with this well, discussing it as a family, but you are in danger of overegging the situation and creating greater problems. I advise you to keep your anxiety levels in check as you may be pushing the issue in such a way that, if your child isn’t freaked out by the whole experience yet, he soon will be.

I agree with your husband’s instinct to draw a line under it. The fact that your son has told you about the experience is a good thing. If he is not someone to discuss emotional issues, then that needs to be respected and carefully managed - with gentle encouragement, following his lead - rather than a formal experience in front of a “professional”.

Your son clearly had some strategies for coping with the experience: he knew that he wanted to look away at times and did so. He also has volunteered to tell you about it and clearly does talk, when he feels ready and able, about fragments he recalls that upset him. This is all healthy.

To address your concerns that this could have “damaged” him it may be helpful to review some of the child development literature that relates to the issue of the influence of media (whether it be films, online or video games) on children.

The way a child’s brain develops is incremental and depends very much on what the child experiences. Brain structure (neuroanatomy) and function (operations of the brain) are interrelated. So while the structure of the brain can determine experience, experience can have an impact on structure (for example, brain scans have revealed that London taxi drivers have an enlarged hippocampus - the part of the brain associated with spatial mapping). 

So how much do children learn about violence from inappropriate content in “virtual” worlds? A key mechanism of social learning is imitation. Children copy what they see. They also make analogies - taking information from one situation and applying it to another. It is via this type of mechanism that children could have a virtual experience of something they hadn’t experienced in the world, and then apply it to a situation in life. However, it seems that this also depends on the context of the experience (for instance, watching violent films within a household where violence is the norm). 

To cope with the enormous amount of information input into the brain we have ways of shortcutting our processing of information. One way is to set up expectations that affect how we perceive information. The implication is that if a child has had frequent experiences of violent content, it is possible that the brain will set up an “expectancy” to act in the real world in the same way that he or she sees actions in the virtual world. 

However, it does appear that the child’s social context is key - the content viewed will reinforce and validate the real-world violent experiences of the child. Your conversations with your son will have helped him to develop the skills to evaluate violent and distressing content and differentiate between the fantasy and reality - this is a good thing.

Indeed it may be useful for you to reframe this whole experience for him (and yourselves) as a learning experience - one that enables him to evaluate critically and make decisions for himself when he may be faced with difficult, peer-led situations. 

We teach our children how to deal with nasty experiences in real life; here you have the opportunity to do the same and you seem to be handling it well.

SHOULD I WORRY IF MY CHILD SEES VIOLENT FILMS?





Professor Tanya Byron
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