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Recent research has indicated that there are long-term consequences of early media exposure.  

Early exposure to television is related to vocabulary expansion and prosocial development; early 

exposure is also related to sleep disruption and behavioral problems at school age. Due to these 

important consequences, the purpose of the present study was to examine the factors that are 

associated with the amount, content, and context of infant exposure to television.  In this study, 

308 parents of infants aged 6 to 18 months filled out questionnaires detailing what kind of rules 

and attitudes the parents had towards television.  Parents also filled out 24-hour television diaries 

to provide an accurate representation of viewing behavior. Regression analyses indicated that 

parental rules did not predict amount of television exposure, but rules did predict the content of 

the programming infants are exposed to, as well as the amount of time that caregivers spend co-

viewing with their infant.  These findings indicate that rules concerning content and co-viewing 

are highly related to infant viewing behavior, and that these rules could potentially impact the 

future media behavior of these infants. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In an era where technology is advancing every day, the availability of media to all members of 

society is at an all-time high, including young children and infants.  Parents provide a variety of 

reasons for allowing their young children to watch television—television has value as a 

“babysitter”, it enables parents to get chores done; it quiets their children down; and it has 

educational value (Rideout & Hamel, 2006). Despite the varied reasons for television exposure, 

amount of exposure to television for children ages 0- to 6-years has remained constant over the 

past twenty years; multiple researchers have found that young children and infants are exposed to 

approximately two hours of television daily (e.g., Anderson, Field, Collins, Lorch & Nathan, 

1985; Certain & Kahn, 2002; Christakis, Zimmerman, DiGiuseppe & McCarty, 2004; Rideout, 

Wartella, & Vandewater, 2003; Stanger, 1997; Zimmerman, Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007).  For 

example, a study using data collected in the early 1990s found that parents reported that 48% of 

1- to 2-year-olds and 17% of 0- to 1-year-olds are exposed to TV (Certain & Kahn, 2002).  More 

recently, Zimmerman, and colleagues (2007), reported that by 24 months, 90% of children are 

regularly exposed to television, DVDs and videos.  In a 2003 phone survey of a representative 

sample of 1000 parents with children aged 6-months to 6-years old, the Kaiser Foundation 

reported that 6- to 24-month olds spend more than an hour watching television each day and an 

equal amount of time watching videos or DVDs, totaling an average of two or more hours of 

screen media in a typical day (Rideout et al., 2003).  

The high amount of exposure for children under the age of two endures despite a 

recommendation from the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP, 1999) that children under two 

years old should not watch any television.  It is important to note, however, that a large 

percentage of parents believe that television has the potential to help children’s learning 
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(Rideout, et al, 2003).  Four out of every five parents surveyed in one study are “comfortable or 

very comfortable” with their infant watching television and are satisfied with the educational 

videos their infant watches (Weber & Singer, 2004). One survey study found that parents view 

children’s programming as having more potential benefit to their children than other program 

genres (Stanger, 1997). The media climate is responding to the views of these parents—a 

considerable amount of products designed specifically for children under 2 years of age has 

emerged in the last few years, and parents consistently report positive feelings towards some 

children’s television programming (Christakis & Garrison, 2005).  Zimmerman and colleagues 

(2007) found that 29% of parents cited that the “most-important reason” for their child watching 

television was the belief that television is educational or good for the child’s brain.   

Specifically, parents list vocabulary expansion (particularly in a foreign language), 

exposure to a variety of different experiences, and exposure to diversity as positive benefits of 

television exposure (Rideout & Hamel, 2006).  In terms of language development, Linebarger 

and Walker (2005) conducted a longitudinal study of infants from ages 6 months to 30 months 

whereby they gathered data from viewing logs in three month increments and analyzed growth 

curves examining the relationships between exposure to television and the infants’ vocabulary 

knowledge and expressive language.  Linebarger and Walker found that certain television shows 

were associated with a young child’s vocabulary—Blues Clues and Dora the Explorer resulted in 

greater language production, while viewing Barney and the Teletubbies was negatively related to 

vocabulary acquisition.  

Studies on preschoolers (over 2 years of age) have also shown that television shows 

produced with children’s development in mind can have a positive influence on the development 

of cognitive and prosocial skills (Anderson, Bryant, Wilder, Santomero, Williams & Crawley, 
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2000). For example, exposure to high-quality children's educational programs such as Sesame 

Street and Mister Rogers Neighborhood during the preschool years has been shown to enhance 

cognitive development, language development, and prosocial skills, and has a long-lasting 

positive impact on school readiness and academic performance (Anderson, Huston, Schmitt, 

Linebarger, & Wright, 2001).   

Taken together, findings supporting the educational potential of media and parents’ 

positive views on television may increase infant and children’s exposure to television.  While it 

seems as though the amount of television young children are exposed to remains fairly constant, 

the content of the media shown to young children is changing.  Now that programming, such as 

the Baby Einstein series, has been developed specifically for children under the age of two, it is 

important to look at not just the amount of television that young children are watching, but also 

the content of what they watch.   

This group of 0- to 2-year-olds is particularly vulnerable in terms of harmful effects of 

television exposure.  Researchers have discovered that infants learn less from television than 

from real-life experience (a phenomenon referred to as the video deficit) (Anderson & Pempek, 

2005).  Barr & Hayne (1999), for example, found that infants’ ability to imitate actions following 

a live demonstration was far superior to their ability to imitate events as seen on a television 

screen.  Background television (television to which infants are not overtly paying attention) is 

incomprehensible to infants and toddlers but may have harmful effects on children’s play.    

Anderson and Pempek (2005) examined the impact of background television on children’s play 

behavior. In this study, children only attended to the background television 5% of the time, but 

play episodes were shorter, less complex, and included less focused attention than when the 
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television was not on. These findings are significant because play is critical for subsequent social 

and cognitive development (see Singer & Singer 2001).  .   

Following the release of the “no television under age 2” AAP recommendation, reports 

emerged that heavy exposure to television during early childhood is subsequently associated with 

poor school performance, increased bullying, attention problems, and sleep problems (Christakis 

et al., 2004; Thakkar, Garrison & Christakis, 2006; Thompson & Christakis, 2005; Zimmerman, 

Glew, Christakis, & Katon, 2005). Specifically, Thompson and Christakis (2005) found that 

television viewing among infants and toddlers was associated with an increased risk of having an 

irregular sleep schedule.  In addition, Christakis et al (2004) found that a one standard deviation 

increase in the number of hours of television watched at age one is associated with a 28% 

increase in the probability of having attentional problems at age seven (as indicated by the 

Behavioral Problems Index). It is important to note, however, that these data were derived from a 

longitudinal study that was conducted during the late 1980s and early 1990s, before infant-

directed programming was available, and largely measured the influence of background 

television on subsequent behavior.  The long-term effects of exposure to infant-directed 

programming remain unknown.   

Despite findings of positive parental attitudes towards television, and perhaps because of 

potential harmful effects of television use, parents tend to enforce rules regarding television use 

(Rideout, et al 2003; Stanger 1997; Vandewater, Park, Huang & Wartella, 2005).  Stanger (1997) 

discovered that two-thirds of parents with children aged 2-17 implemented rules regarding 

television use that limited both the content viewed and the amount of television viewing that 

took place.  The Kaiser Foundation found that parents who reported that they strongly enforced 
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rules regarding television use, also reported lower levels of television viewing for children aged 

0-6 (Rideout, et al, 2003).   

Vandewater and colleagues (2005) reported that 67% of parents of children aged 0-6 

years reported having a rule regarding time spend in front of media, whereas 88% of parents 

reported a rule concerned with the type of programming the child was exposed to. Notably for 

the families in this study, only rules regarding time (i.e., not rules regarding content or 

programming) were associated with overall decreased minutes of viewing.  These findings 

further highlight the importance of differentiating between rules regarding amount of media 

exposure and rules regarding the programmatic content.  Parental beliefs concerning television 

also differed depending on the type of rules the parent had.  Parents with program rules reported 

more positive attitudes towards television and more parental presence during viewing, indicating 

that beliefs about the potential positive or harmful effects of television may be associated with 

viewing behavior (Vandewater et al., 2005).  However, this study was conducted on children in a 

wide age range (from 0 to 6 years).  Parental rules and beliefs specifically regarding infant (ages 

0-2) television use has yet to be examined systematically in survey studies. 

Outside of the Vandewater and colleagues (2005) study, there has been little focus on 

how parental attitudes about television relate to actual media exposure and parental practices, 

and the directionality of these relationships very early in development.  Rideout and Hamel 

(2006) state that it is not possible to tell from their survey whether parents who have a negative 

view of television (those who indicated television “mostly hurts”) are more likely to restrict their 

children’s viewing, nor whether parents whose children spend a significant amount of time in 

front of the television develop a more positive belief about the benefits of this medium.  Certain 

and Kahn (2002) found that greater television viewing in early childhood is associated with 
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greater viewing at school age.  Infants and toddlers are particularly vulnerable because they have 

little input regarding their own media exposure. They choose neither the amount nor the content 

of exposure on a daily basis. Considering the potentially long-lasting effects of early television 

use, it is crucial to investigate how parental rules concerning television contribute to the amount 

and content of young children’s media exposure. 

The change in viewing patterns and parental support of early media products highlights 

that it is not just overall exposure to television, but rather the deliberate viewing of programs by 

children under the age of two that requires additional research.  The present study investigated 

three key factors in television viewing behavior of infants—amount of television exposure, 

content of television programs, and parental rules concerning co-viewing television with the 

infant.  Previous studies (Vandewater, et al, 2005; Christakis, et al, 2004; Zimmerman et al., 

2007) have only ever examined either content or amount of television viewed by children via 

survey report, whereas this study combines both elements of viewing behaviors.  Both parent 

questionnaires and 24-hour viewing diaries were examined, allowing an accurate indication of 

attitudes and viewing behaviors provided by both self-report and behavioral indices.  The 

specificity of viewing diaries leads to more accurate reports of the amount of time children spent 

with television (Anderson et al., 1985). A stratified sample was obtained whereby infants were 

divided by age into 6-, 9-, 12-, 15-, and 18-month-olds, to assess the rapid developmental 

changes in viewing behavior for children under 2 years of age. 

METHODS 
 

Participants 

Participants were recruited using a commercial mailing list or word-of-mouth. There 

were 308 parents with infants 6-, 9-, 12-, 15- and 18- months-old who completed a 24-hour 
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television diary and answered a questionnaire on television viewing.  The stratified sample 

consisted of 57 6-month-olds with an average age of 198.9 days (SD = 13.8), 51 9-month-olds 

with an average age of 292.0 days (SD = 60.2),  83 12-month-olds with an average age of 382.4 

days (SD = 15.5), 48 15-month-olds with an average age of 459.4 days (SD = 56.4), and 69 18-

month-olds with an average age of 566.9 days (SD = 9.77) were included in the sample.  The 

sample consisted of 167 male and 141 female infants.   

Parental educational attainment ranged from 12 to 18 years (M =17.24, SD = 1.19) and, 

as reported by 94.16% of the sample, their ranks of socioeconomic status (Nakao & Treas, 1992) 

ranged from 26.39 to 97.16 (M = 79.46, SD =12.85). Missing values for socioeconomic status 

were computed using sample mean replacement. 

Participants were Caucasian (n = 220, 71.4%), Asian (n = 13, 4.2%), African-American 

(n = 15, 4.9%), Latino (n = 16, 5.1%), Native American (n = 2, .65%), of mixed ethnicity (n = 

26, 8.4%); 16 families did not report their ethnic background.  Of those included in the study, 

123 of the infants had one or more siblings and 185 were only children.  The presence of siblings 

in the household was relatively consistent across ages; the numbers of children ages 6 months to 

18 months with siblings are as follows: 24 (6 months), 28 (9 months), 29 (12 months), 15 (15 

months), and 27 (18 months).   

 Additional data was collected but not analyzed, as only paired data (questionnaire and 

diary) was evaluated; those parents who did not complete both sets of data sufficiently were not 

included in the final analysis.  The attrition rate for this study was 18.5%. 

Materials 

To maximize the reliability and validity of the diary data, parents were asked to record 

specific information over the 24-hour period during which television use was being logged (see 
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also, Anderson et al., 1985; Dale, Bates, Reznick, & Morriset, 1989; Mervis, Mervis, Johnson, & 

Bertrand, 1989).  Participants completed a 24-hour television diary reporting all of the programs 

and videos that were viewed in their households.  Parents recorded information in a series of 

columns, labeled on the diary.  This information included the time viewing took place, the 

program and channel that was viewed, the duration of each program, the individuals present in 

the viewing room, and other comments on the infant’s behavior during viewing (e.g., ‘he really 

liked the music’ or ‘she spent most of the time playing with toys’).   

After completing the diary, a structured interview constructed around a 10- item 

questionnaire was administered.  The interview was conducted following diary completion to 

avoid changes in reported viewing behavior in accord with the questionnaire.  Regarding amount 

of television exposure, questionnaire/interview items included the age at which the infant was 

first exposed to television, the amount of time the television was on in the household in a typical 

day, and the number of infant prerecorded children’s programs (DVDs or videos) owned.  

Regarding content, parents were asked which television shows they viewed as high-quality 

programs for the infant’s age group, which programs they felt were high-quality but not age 

appropriate, and which programs the infant actually liked to watch.  Parents were also asked 

whether the infant was exposed more frequently to television or prerecorded programming and 

about repeated exposure to prerecorded programs. Regarding television exposure-related rules, 

the questionnaire asked the parent to state whether or not he or she had rules regarding the 

infants exposure to television, and if so, to describe the rules concerning the infant’s use of 

television and videos.  Regarding co-viewing behavior, parents were asked: how often they were 

in the room while the infant was viewing television, how often they talked with the infant during 
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viewing and how often the infant sat and watched programs with siblings; these questions were 

based on 4-point Likert scale ranging from never to almost always.   

Procedure 

During the initial visit for 6-, 12-, 15- and 18-month-olds, the study was described to the 

primary caregiver and informed consent was obtained.  Demographic information including 

occupation, ethnicity, educational achievement and languages spoken in the home was also 

obtained.  The rationale for the study was explained and detailed instructions on reporting 

television viewing were provided on the diary.  Parents were told that the purpose of the study 

was to assess infants’ exposure to television.  Parents were familiarized with the procedures they 

were to use and were informed that an experimenter would be available to answer questions 

during the 24-hour period.  Parents completed the television diary.  One day later, the 

experimenter returned to collect the television diary and to conduct the interview.  The procedure 

varied slightly for the participants in the 9-month group, however, due to the fact that they were 

not participating in any other studies concurrently and did not require a home visit.  For these 

participants, families were contacted over the phone or via e-mail and the purpose and rationale 

of the study was explained.  The primary caregiver was then mailed, faxed or e-mailed the 

television diary and a set of instructions for completing the diary.  Once they had finished the 

diary, the participants returned the diary to the Early Learning Project and were interviewed over 

the phone. 

Coding 

Category Rules.  Based on parents’ answers to questions concerning rules about 

television use, experimenters coded responses to reflect whether parents held rules specifically 

about time and/or content (particularly regarding violence and child-oriented content), as well as 



Amount, content, and context of infant media exposure 12 

whether parents specified that there was a “no television” rule in their household.  Content 

categories were based on the most commonly parent reported content-directed rules. In the data 

set, a 0 indicated that the parents’ rules did not include that particular category (e.g., violence, 

child-oriented television), a 1 indicated that parents did not have any rules yet for their infants, a 

2 indicated that parents’ rules did include that particular category, and 3 indicated that the answer 

was not codeable.   

Experimenters analyzed parents’ responses to a question concerning beliefs about 

television and coded these responses to reflect whether parents held a negative, positive, or 

neutral view of television.  For certain analyses to follow below, N will not be consistent because 

parents’ answers in some of the aforementioned categories were not codeable. Percent reliability 

for these coding rules was 92%.   

Dummy coding of ethnicity.  Ethnic groups each had their own category (African-

American, Asian, Latino, and “Other”, encompassing Native American, mixed races, and those 

who indicated “other” specifically on the questionnaire, as well as those who were not codeable 

for this category).  Caucasian infants were identified as having 0 entered in all other ethnic 

categories. 

Calculation of ratios.  For two measures, content and co-viewing we wanted to assess 

behavior relative to each individual infants’ overall exposure to television.  For this reason, we 

decided to calculate ratios.  These ratios exclude parent reports of no television during the 24-

hour diary period.  When parents reported in the television diaries that there was no television 

viewed it is not clear if this is because of what happened on that particular day or if it was due to 

rules. The child content ratio was calculated as the ratio of child directed programming viewed 

by the child divided by infant’s total exposure to television.  The co-viewing ratio is the total 
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number of hours that parents, siblings, and “others” spend co-viewing with the child divided by 

the infant’s total exposure to television.    

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

Amount of Exposure. Table 1 shows mean amount of television exposure by infants as a 

function of age in a 24-hour period (as determined from the diary), and compares these amounts 

with parent estimates of the amount of household television in any given day.  Viewing behavior 

is relatively constant across age groups.  Consistent with Anderson and colleagues (1985) parents 

tend to overestimate the amount of daily household television usage.  For this reason we report 

data from diary records.  

 Content. Nearly one-third (30.84%) of parents reported watching television more 

frequently over videos, 16.56% of parents reported watching the same amount of both types of 

media, and almost half of parents surveyed, 46.43% of parents, reported watching videos more 

frequently than television.  

Parents were asked to list high-quality age-appropriate programming for their infants.  

The top ranked programs and the frequency with which they were watched on a daily basis were 

calculated. Table 2 lists the percentage of parents who ranked the following top ranked programs 

(more than 5%) as high quality: Baby Einstein, Sesame Street, Clifford, Teletubbies, Barney, 

Wiggles, or Blues’ Clues.  Baby Einstein was the highest rank program among parents; 35.06% 

rated the series as high quality and age-appropriate.  Similarly, Sesame Street is also popular 

among the 0- to 2-year age group; 31.49 % rated the show as high quality and age-appropriate.  

Table 2 also lists the diary data of the percentage of children who viewed one of the seven 

programs during the 24-hour diary data collection period.  Again, Baby Einstein was the most 
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popular program, with 16.56% of children viewing a Baby Einstein video or DVD at least once 

during the day.  There is a high correspondence between reported high quality programs and 

programs that infants are being exposed to on a daily basis. Several programs mentioned in an 

“other” category by between 5 and 10 parents (Between the Lions, Bear in the Big Blue House, 

Calliou, Dragontales, Arthur, Rolie Polie Olie, Mr Rogers, Dora the Explorer), and the seven 

highest ranked programs are hereafter referred to as “child-directed programming”. 

Table 3 shows the frequency of time and content rules as reported by the 231 parents who 

reported codeable rules.  Parental rules concerning content were divided into categories of child-

directed programming and violent programming.  The number of parents who are following the 

AAP recommendation for their children (i.e., they have a rule about not letting their child watch 

any television) are also included in this table.  Relatively few parents (8.66%) reported strictly 

following the AAP recommendation by having a rule about no television exposure.  According 

to diary reports, 62 infants (20.10%) were not exposed to any television on the day of diary 

collection.  More than half of the parents in our sample (56.28%) reported having time rules 

regarding the amount of exposure as compared to the rules regarding either content-related 

category (i.e., child-directed or violent programming, 20.35 and 20.78%, respectively). 

Table 4 shows the mean time (in hours) and the standard deviation of parents, siblings, 

and “others” (family members, nannies, etc.) who spent time co-viewing television programs 

with their infants.  In this sample, children under the age of 2 spent relatively more time co-

viewing with their parents than either siblings or “others”.   

Regression analyses 

 The study was designed to examine whether different types of time and content rules or 

co-viewing patterns were correlated with the amount and content of TV that infants in this 
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sample were exposed to. In particular, this study examined infant behavior using diaries to record 

viewing behavior in the home and questionnaires to assess parental attitudes concerning rules 

and beliefs regarding television.  A number of other factors have previously been associated with 

amount and content that older children are exposed to. In particular, SEI, ethnicity, sibling status, 

gender, and age have previously been associated with television exposure and these variables are 

also included in our analyses (Certain & Kahn, 2002; Christakis et al, 2004; Linebarger & 

Walker, 2005; Rideout et al, 2003; Rideout & Hamel 2006; Thompson & Christakis, 2005; 

Vandewater et al, 2005; Weber & Singer, 2005; Zimmerman et al, 2007).  Table 5 displays the 

zero order correlations between all variables for the following regressions on content rules, time 

rules, and co-viewing behavior. Collinearity diagnostics indicated that all VIFs were < 2.  Three 

regression analyses were conducted to answer questions specifically about amount, content, and 

co-viewing outcomes.  

Do parental rules predict infant viewing behavior? 

 We first looked at how time rules were associated with infant viewing behavior by 

conducting a linear regression simultaneously entering the variables of age, gender, number of 

siblings, rules concerning time that the child is allowed to watch television, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic index, and amount of time that the parent/sibling/other spent co-viewing with the 

child.  Table 5 presents the results of the regression analysis on total infant exposure. The overall 

model for the time ratio was not significant, F(11, 219) = 2.28, p< .01, R = .32, R2 = .10.  The 

regression indicates that for our sample, African-Americans watched more overall television (M 

= 2 hrs 46 min, SD = 48 min) than Caucasians (M = 1 hr 6 min, SD = 4.2 min) and that girls (M = 

1 hr 15.6 min, SD = 6.6 min) tended to watch more television than boys (M = 1 hr 8 min, SD = 7 

min).  
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Do content rules predict the content that infants are exposed to?  

 Secondly, to assess how content rules were associated with viewing behavior, we 

conducted a linear regression simultaneously entering the variables of age, gender, number of 

siblings, rules concerning child-directed programming, rules concerning violence, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic index on the ratio of the total amount of child-directed programming viewed by 

the participant to the overall amount of television viewed in the home (child content ratio).  

Table 6 presents the results of the regression analysis on ratio content. The overall model for the 

content ratio was significant, F(10, 235) = 9.51, p < .01, R = .54, R2 = .29 indicating that having 

rules concerning child content was significantly associated with the viewing a higher proportion 

of child-directed programming.  Also, having siblings was associated with greater likelihood of 

exposure to child-directed programming (M = 41.4 min, SD = 4.2) than not having siblings (M = 

30.6 min, SD = 3.6).  Higher socioeconomic status is also related to more exposure to child-

directed programming. Results indicate that Latino infants tend to view higher proportions of 

child-directed programming as well (see also Zimmerman et al., 2007).  

Do co-viewing rules predict how much time infants spend co-viewing? 

 A third regression analysis was conducted to determine what factors are associated with 

how often parents, siblings, and “others” co-view with the child.  To assess the factors associated 

with co-viewing amounts, we conducted a linear regression entering the variables of age, gender, 

number of siblings, ethnicity, socioeconomic index, rules concerning time, child-directed 

programming, and violence on the ratio of total amount of time spent co-viewing to infant total 

exposure to television (co-viewing ratio).  Table 7 presents the results of the regression analysis.  

The overall model for the co-viewing ratio was significant, F(12, 189) = 10.02, p < .01, R = .62, 

R2 = .39 indicating that infants with siblings and boys have the highest levels of co-viewing.  
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Children with time rules and rules concerning violence have less co-viewing than those without.  

There was also a trend for African-American parents to co-view less with their infants than 

parents in other ethnic groups.   

DISCUSSION 
 

The present study was an initial investigation into the relationship between parental 

attitudes about television exposure, rules regarding amount and content of exposure, and viewing 

behavior among infants aged 6 to 18 months and their parents.  Results indicate that parental 

rules about programmatic content and co-viewing behaviors were significantly associated with 

the viewing behavior of infants.  Younger children, children with siblings, children whose 

parents have rules about watching child-directed programming, and children from families with a 

high socioeconomic index, tended to watch higher proportions of child-directed programming 

relative to overall television exposure.  In addition, boys and infants with siblings tended to have 

parents who co-viewed more with them, and children with time rules and rules concerning 

violence on television tended to have less co-viewing than children without those rules. 

In the present study, the amount of time that infants in the sample were exposed to 

television is consistent with data collected over the past 20 years (Anderson, et al., 1985; 

Christakis, et al., 2004; Rideout et al., 2003; Stanger, 1997).  Consistent with prior research, we 

found African-American children were exposed to higher amounts of television than Caucasians 

(Rideout & Hamel, 2006; Zimmerman et al., 2007).  In addition, girls were exposed to higher 

levels of television than boys but the difference was marginal (5 minutes).  Although the amount 

of time was consistent with past studies, the content of exposure is changing with nearly one-

third of parents preferring videos/DVD over regular commercial programming. This points to 

something inherent in videos which make that medium more appealing to parents than 
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television—whether it is the absence of commercials, the ability to control more carefully the 

content of what children are watching, is unknown.  

These findings indicate that rules are associated with what kind of television young 

children are watching. Diaries recorded prior to structured interviews indicated that children of 

parents who have rules about only letting their child watch child-directed programming were 

exposed to higher proportions of child-directed programming than adult-directed programming. 

Since studies have shown that television shows produced with children’s development in mind 

can have positive effects for the cognitive and prosocial development of preschoolers (Anderson, 

Bryant, Wilder, Santomero, Williams & Crawley, 2000), it is possible children’s educational 

television and infant-directed videos/DVDs might also have the potential for a positive influence 

on infants’ cognitive skills. In terms of co-viewing behavior, diary records indicated that infants 

whose parents have rules about time and violence viewed television less with their parents than 

infants who do not have such rules.  Lack of co-viewing may be detrimental because infants may 

not be able to process the content alone.  Infants are more responsive and look longer at an 

infant-directed video/DVD when parents are actively co-viewing (Barr, Zack, Garcia, & 

Muentener, 2007). Taken together, the findings imply that parental rules about the content and 

context of television viewing behavior have the potential to be important when investigating 

what children are actually viewing on television, and with whom they are viewing television. 

A major limitation for the study was its relatively homogenous sample population.  Most 

families were Caucasian, with a high socioeconomic index, which limits its generalizability, 

particularly to those populations that might be most at-risk.  Future studies should certainly focus 

on more vulnerable populations (i.e., low-income, minority families).  In this study, children 

from high SEI families tended to co-view more with their parents than other socioeconomic 
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groups.  There were also several trends related to television exposure and ethnicity—Latino 

infants tended to view higher proportions of child-directed programming, and African-American 

children tended to co-view less with their parents and view higher overall amounts of television. 

As mentioned, this sample had little variance in terms of socioeconomic status and race, so it 

would be valuable to investigate high-risk children in a larger sample size.   

This study also did not directly ask parents about their rules and/or beliefs regarding 

television. It would be useful for future studies to specifically categorize certain kinds of rules 

(time, content, including violence and child-directed programming), as well as directly ask 

parents about their attitudes towards television.  That is, do parents who have negative or 

positive views about television tend to let their children watch different amounts or types of 

programming? Consistent with the findings from Rideout and colleagues (2003), results from 

this study suggest that few parents are following the strict AAP guidelines by not letting their 

children under two watch any television (only 8.66% of this sample indicated that they had a “no 

television” rule for their infant).  

The climate of infant media behavior is changing. Videos (such as those in the Baby 

Einstein series) are being produced expressly for the 0- to 2-year age group. This may be a 

particularly vulnerable population with regards to media exposure, because they do not choose 

how much or what kind of programming they watch.  Parents tend to serve as the gatekeepers for 

these young children media exposure, and they have the power to decide what their infants are 

watching.  Therefore, it is crucial for future studies to further investigate what kinds of parental 

rules or beliefs were associated with parental attitudes towards television behavior.  In this study 

alone, 36.06% of parents listed Baby Einstein as a high-quality, age-appropriate program for 

their infant.  This number will likely increase in the coming years as more programming is 
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developed for the 0- to 2-year age group.  It is essential to look at the context of the family for 

these infants, that is, to look at the total environment of the home, not just television use 

(Rideout, et al., 2003).  

Infants and toddlers learn a great deal in the first two years of life and rapidly absorb 

information from the world around them.  Exposure to television at such an early age will very 

likely have long-term consequences, which remain unknown. Studies on the effects of television 

on young children are conflicted. Some investigators conclude that viewing television under the 

age of 2 is detrimental for infants (Christakis et al., 2004; Thakkar et al., 2006; Thompson & 

Christakis, 2005; Zimmerman et al., 2005).  Other researchers conclude that viewing television 

at a young age can be helpful for vocabulary production and prosocial behavior (Rideout, et al, 

2006; Linebarger & Walker, 2005; Stanger, 1997).  Again, little is known about the long-term 

consequences of television exposure for the 0- to 2-year age group, and it is important to not only 

investigate the effects of viewing television at such a young age, but also what factors are 

associated with the amount and content of what those young children watch. 
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Table 1. Mean (SD) for the amount of television watched by infants, as a function of age, N = 

308. 

 Questionnaire  Diary (hrs in a 24 hr period) 

Age (in 

months) 

Estimated 

Household TV 

usage (hrs) 

Recorded 

Household TV 

usage 

Infant 

exposure to 

Adult 

programs 

Infant 

exposure to 

Children's 

programs 

Infant Total 

Exposure 

6 3.75 (2.88) 1.67 (1.33) .76 (.86) .26 (.53) 1.01 (1.04) 

9 3.15 (2.48) 2.63 (2.31) .80 (1.51) .54 (.79) 1.34 (1.85) 

12 3.96 (2.61) 2.21 (2.16) .72 (1.3) .47 (.68) 1.19 (1.43) 

15 3.20 (2.05) 1.86 (1.44) .23 (.41) .68 (.68) .91 (.86) 

18 3.91 (2.35) 2.20 (2.06) .47 (1.16) .95 (.98) 1.44 (1.68) 

Total 3.66 (2.51) 2.12 (1.95) .61 (1.15) .58 (.79) 1.19 (1.44) 
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Table 2. Percentage of parents from the sample (N=308) who listed the following shows as high 

quality and age-appropriate for their infants and percentage of children who viewed the program 

in the diary records. 

 
 
  Parent rated high quality age-appropriate programs 

  Baby 
Einstein 

Sesame 
Street 

Teletubbies Wiggles Barney Clifford Blues’ 
Clues 

% Parents who 

rated program as 

high quality 

35.06 31.49 12.01 10.40 6.80 5.52 5.52 

Frequency 

viewed (%) 

16.56 5.52 6.17 8.40 4.90 5.84 1.60 
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Table 3. Number (N) and Percentage of parents with and without time, content, and “no 

television” rules for their children (total N = 231). 

 
 Time Rules Content Rules 

 

Time % 

(N) 

No TV rule % 

(N) 

Violence Rule 

% (N) 

Child-directed % 

(N) 

No 34.20 (79) 81.82 (189) 70.13 (162) 69.7 (161) 

No Rules Yet 9.52 (22) 9.52 (22) 9.52 (22) 9.52 (22) 

Yes 56.28 (130) 8.66 (20) 20.35 (47) 20.78 (48) 
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Table 4. Mean (Standard Deviation) of time parents, siblings, and “others” (family members, 

nannies, etc.) spent co-viewing with the infants. 

 Parents Siblings Other 

Time Co-viewing (hrs)  1.01 (1.39) 0.27 (0.61) 0.10 (0.31) 

 



Amount, content, and context of infant media exposure 26 

Table 5. Time Rule Regression Analysis  

  
 Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients 

 B Std. Error Beta  

Age (months) 0.03 0.02 0.10  

Gender 0.34 0.17 0.13 * 

Sibling Status -0.08 0.18 -0.03  

Time Rule -0.02 0.09 -0.01  

African-American 1.28 0.36 0.24 ** 

Asian 0.36 0.32 0.07  

Latino 0.06 0.38 0.01  

Other 0.03 0.29 0.01  

SEI -0.002 0.01 -0.03  

Coview -0.07 0.07 -0.07  

 * significant to the 0.05 level 
** significant to the 0.01 level 
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Table 6. Content Rule Regression analysis  
 

 Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

 B Std. Error Beta  

Age (months) 0.04 0.01 0.44 ** 

Gender -0.03 -0.05 -0.04  

Sibling Status 0.14 0.05 0.17 ** 

Child-Directed Rule 0.08 0.03 0.22 ** 

Violence Rule -0.06 0.03 -0.18 * 

African American -0.15 0.11 -0.08  

Asian 0.03 0.09 0.02  

Latino 0.19 0.09 0.11 * 

Other -0.05 0.08 -0.04  

SEI 0.01 0.002 0.15 ** 

* significant to the 0.05 level 
** significant to the 0.01 level 
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Table 7. Co-view Regression Analysis 

 Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients 

 B Std. Error Beta  

Age (months) -0.01 0.01 -0.06  

Gender -0.16 0.06 -0.17 ** 

Sibling Status 0.52 0.06 0.54 ** 

Time Rule -0.09 0.03 -0.17 ** 

Child-Directed Rule 0.00 0.03 0.01  

Violence Rule -0.08 0.04 -0.15 * 

SEI 0.00 0.00 0.00  

Coview 0.01 0.03 0.03  

African-American -0.24 0.12 -0.12 * 

Asian -0.17 0.10 -0.09  

Latino 0.05 0.11 0.03  

Other -0.10 0.10 -0.06  

 
* significant to the 0.05 level 
** significant to the 0.01 level 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


