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The “nature-nurture” debate has intrigued psychologists since the time of
Plato. As modern experimental and behavior genetics techniques have im-
proved, it has become clear that environmental influences are critical for the
development of most personality traits and behaviors [1]. In the past 60 years, the
environment in which children and adolescents develop has changed in ways that
never have been seen before in human history—it has become media-saturated.
There are far more types of media and children have far greater access to those
different types of media than ever before. Therefore, it is possible for youth to
observe attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors modeled daily that are different from
those that are observed in the child’s natural environment. It has not gone un-
noticed by parents, politicians, and (more importantly, perhaps) researchers that
this new “environment” may have profound effects on child development.

Although attention to media influences on children and adolescents often is
intensified by tragedies, such as the spate of school shootings in the United States
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in the late 1990s, researchers have been examining the effects for almost 50 years.
It is now known that media can be a risk factor or protective factor for healthy
development, depending on the amount and content of media consumed [2]. For
example, watching a great deal of entertainment television has negative effects on
school performance (3], whereas watching educational television programs, such
as Sesame Street, has positive effects that can still be observed in adolescents’
school performance [4]. Hundreds, if not thousands, of studies have been
conducted on the multiple effects that the various media can have.

As the first medium to receive attention, television (and film, in general)
has the largest body of research to draw upon. Bandura’s famous “Bobo doll”
studies provided evidence that humans can leam aggressive behaviors from film
[5], especially if the behavior shown was not punished, and even if it was [6].
Numerous experimental, correlational, and longitudinal studies on violent media
have confirmed that media violence leads to increased aggressive thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors (see [7] for a review). This relation is extremely robust,
and crosses several media, including television, movies, video games, and to a
lesser extent, music. Although there is less research on the effects of sexual media
on children, it is still remarkably consistent in that it does seem to affect
children’s attitudes about sex [8].

Overall, the accumulated research on the effects of media on children is com-
prehensive and clear; parents are correct to be concerned about the media
environment that surrounds their children. Thus, the need for a competent rat-
ing system for the media that is available to the public is a valid one. Indi-
viduals, especially parents, should be provided with appropriate, reliable, and
valid information that can allow them to make informed decisions regarding the
media consumption of their household. This is the goal for media ratings systems.
Most major media (TV, movies, music, video games) now have ratings systems.
Although each industry has its own system (sometimes more than one!), several
themes are common. They all were instituted under political pressure, and they
all suffer from serious flaws. The history of the major ratings systems are
reviewed, and is followed by a discussion of how they could be improved from
a scientific standpoint.

History and current configurations of the ratings systems

The authors have taken the liberty to describe the research on the effects of
ratings on all ages of children for two reasons: the consequences of what
children view often are played out during adolescence, and most improvements
to the ratings would be made best at a holistic system level.

Movies

The movie industry was the first to adopt a rating system. In 1968,
The Classification and Ratings Administration (CARA) was created by the
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Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA; the trade association that
is funded by the major movie studios) to provide the public with content
information of films. This system is voluntary, although CARA was created in
response to the threat that the government might take political action and impose
viewing restrictions on minors. The goal of the movie rating system is to provide
parents advance knowledge about movies that will permit them to make a good
informed decision as to whether their child should see the movie.

Originally, movies were assigned a rating of G for “General Audiences,”
M for “Mature Audiences,” R for “Restricted under 16, need parent or guardian
present,” or X for “No admission under 17.” These ratings have undergone many
changes over the years. Currently, there are five different ratings that a movie can
be given (Fig. 1).

All of the ratings attempt to gauge, at least approximately, the “proper” age a
viewer should be to watch that particular movie. Because research has shown that
content-based ratings systems are preferred to age-based ratings (see later
discussion), the movie ratings now often include limited information about why a
movie was given its rating (eg, language, sexual content, violence) along with the
age-based rating, although it is provided in substantially smaller print than the
age-based rating.

Movie Ratings
Rating Explanation
GA Gencral Audiences
- All ages admitted
PG Parental guidance suggested.
Some material may not be suitable for children
PG-13 Parents strongly cautioned. Some material may be
inappropriate lor children under 13
R Restricted. Under 17 requires agcompanying parent
or adult guardian
NC-17 No one under 17 admitted
Music Rating
PARENTAL The recording may contain strong language or
A n v | s 0 n Y depictions of violence, sex or substance abuse.
Parental discretion is advised.
EXPLICIT CORTENT

Fig. 1. The major ratings systems and their meanings. (Courtesy of the Motion Picture Association of
America; with permission.)
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Video Game Ratings According to the Entertainment Software Rating Board

Titles rated EC - Early Childhood have content that may be suitable for ages 3
and older. Contains no material that parents would find inappropriate.

Titles rated E - Everyone have content that may be suitable for persons ages 6
E and older. Titles in this category may contain minimal violence, some comic
mischief and/or mild language

Titles rated E+ - (Everyone 10 and older) have content that may be suitable for
E* ages 10 and older. Titles in this category may contain more cartoon, fantasy or
mild violence, mild language, and/or minimal suggestive themes.

EC

Titles rated T - Teen have content that may be suitable for persons ages 13 and

T older. May contain violent content, mild or strong language, and/or suggestive
themes.
Titles rated M - Mature have content that may be suitable for persons ages 17 and
M older. Titles in this category may contain mature sexual themes, more intense

violence and/or strong language.

Titles rated AO - Adults Only have content suitable only for adults. Titles in this
AO category may include graphic depictions of sex and/or violence. Adult Only
products are not intended for persons under the age of 18.

Television Ratings According to the TV Parental Guidelines Monitoring Board

This program is designed to be appropriate for all children. Whether animated or live-
action, the themes and elements in this program are specifically designed for a very
young audience, including children from ages 2 - 6. This program is not expected to
frighten younger children.

This program is designed for children age 7 and above. It may be more appropriate for
children who have acquired the developmental skills needed to distinguish between
make-belicve and reality. Themes and elements in this program may include mild
fantasy violence or comedic violence, or may frighten children under the age of 7.
Therefore, parents may wish to consider the suitability of this program for their very
young children.

For those programs where fantasy violence may be more intense or more combative than
other programs in this category, such programs will be designated TV-Y7-FV.,

TV G | General Audiences

TV PG | Parental guidance suggested

VY

TV Y7

TVY7TFV

TV 14 | Parents strongly cautioned

TV MA | Mature audience only

Includes violence

Includes sexual situations

Includes coarse language

Includes sexually suggestive dialogue

T <

Fig. 1 (continued).

Producers or distributors submit their movies for review under their own
free will. However, in essence, they are required to do this because the Na-
tional Association of Theater Owners will not show unrated movies. The CARA
ratings board is composed of up to 12 individuals who are not supposed to be
connected to the movie industry, and should be parents. Board members also must
“be possessed of an intelligent maturity, and most of all, have the capacity to put
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themselves in the role of most American parents.” There are 9 junior raters,
whose hours range from full time to part time. These raters may serve for a
total of 5 years. There also are 3 senior raters, who have special responsibilities,
such as leading discussions about ratings with directors. Senior raters have no
restrictions on the number of years for which they can serve. One former rater
broke the MPAA’s secrecy restrictions to comment that there are no clear stan-
dards for how ratings are provided (ie, what distinguishes R from PG-13) [9].
Additionally, raters are required to give feedback on ways to reduce a rating if the
director desires (eg, an R rating on a film that initially received an NC-17). The
identities of all members are kept confidential. There is also a board chair, whose
identity is public knowledge. In case of a tie between the 12 raters, the board

Music

The music industry voluntarily began to place parental advisory labels on
albums with potentially objectionable lyrics in 1985. These waming labels
received the nickname “Tipper Sticker” because one of the founders of the
Parents Music Resource Center, Tipper Gore, implied at congressional hearings
that mandatory regulation would be required if the industry did not self-regulate.
The waming labels make no recommendation regarding age or specifically
what type of explicit content the album contains. All labels give the vague
statement: “Parental Advisory Explicit Content” (see Fig. 1). The choice to
label an album is determined solely by the record companies and artists, and
there are no standards for determining which recordings should be labeled.
Any restrictions on the sale of these marked albums are decided by individual
stores [10,12].

Video games

Similar to other media, a rating system for video games and software was
developed in response to government pressure in 1994. Two rating systems
emerged—one sponsored by the Interactive Digital Software Association (IDSA),
and one developed by the Software Publishers Association (SPA).

The SPA created the Recreational Software Advisory Council (RSAC), which
decided to classify their games by way of content-based statements. A ques-
tionnaire that uses standardized definitions to determine the amount of content on
a scale of 0 to 4 for the topics of sex, violence, and language in a game is com-
pleted by the game developers.

The IDSA developed the Entertainment Software Ratings Board (ESRB),
which decided to classify their games into age-based categories that are similar
to movie ratings. There were originally four categories: K-A (Kid-Adult), Teen
(Ages 134), Mature (Ages 17+), and Adults Only (Ages 18+). Modifications



432 GENTILE ct al

were soon made to split the K-A category into Early Childhood (ages 3 and
older) and Everyone (Everyone, suitable for ages 6+). The E category was fur-
ther modified in 2005 with the addition of the E10+ rating (Everyone 10 and
older) (see Fig. 1). Content descriptors were added to provide a general idea to
the consumer about the levels of violence, sex, objectionable language, and drug
usage that are contained in the games. The ESRB beat the RSAC in the battle
of which rating system would be prominent, partly because the ESRB is funded
by the video game industry. The ESRB now provides virtually all of the ratings
for console games and computer games, whereas the RSAC provides ratings
for Internet sites [10,13]. To add to the confusion, the coin-operated video game
industry has an entirely different rating system [10].

The game manufacturer begins the rating process by submitting game foot-
age and any other information to the ESRB. Three trained raters review the
material in the absence of the others. These raters are not permitted to have any
ties to the video game and computer industry, and their names are kept con-
fidential. If two of the raters apply the same rating, that rating is used [12].
When there is dissonance between the ratings, additional raters are recruited
to reach a ‘“broader consensus” [14] after which the final rating is approved
and released.

Television

Until 1997, television had no rating system. Occasionally, a network would
provide the message that “viewer discretion is advised.” The Telecommunica-
tions Act of 1996 mandated that televisions include a “v-chip,” which would
allow programs with particular content to be blocked. The television industry
was given 1 year to develop a rating system “voluntarily,” after which point
the Federal Communications Commission would appoint a committee to create
one [15].

Jack Valenti, architect of the movie ratings system, helped to create a simi-
lar age-based rating system for TV in 1997. It was denounced immediately by
researchers, parents, and child advocacy organizations because it gave no in-
formation about the content of shows and could backfire by attracting younger
children to shows that were rated as being intended for older audiences (the
“forbidden fruit” effect) [16]. In response, the ratings were amended to include
content-specific categories as a complement to the age-based categories. The six
age-based and six content-based ratings are shown (see Fig. 1). For shows that
are rated TV-Y, TV-Y7, or TV-G, no content ratings are provided (with the
exception of FV, which is only used with TV-Y7). For programs that are rated
TV-PG or greater, content descriptors may be used to indicate what type of
objectionable material that program contains (although NBC refuses to provide
content information).

Each network is responsible for rating its own programming. The network
provides a “prerating” for each show before shipping it to a local affiliate [15].
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This “prerating” can be changed by the local broadcaster in the case of a
conflicting opinion, but most do not review the program again and simply accept
the “prerating” to save time and manpower. The possibility exists for two
networks to give different ratings for the same program (and many cable channels
have their own ratings, which can cause even more confusion). There also are no
industry standards by which programs are rated. Given these factors (eg, lack of
independence, unclear standards,), it is critical to test the reliability and validity of
the rating systems.

The goals of ratings systems, and research findings related to those goals

A useful rating system should provide as much relevant and correct
information to parents and caregivers as possible, in as simple and understandable
a format as possible [17]. In turn, this will allow parents to make informed
choices about what is appropriate for their children. The goals are not to censor or
dictate taste, but to provide valid objective descriptive information [17]. From a
public health perspective, the ultimate goals are to empower parents, and thus,
decrease the risk of harm to children and adolescents.

For these goals to be met, several conditions must exist. First, it must
have been demonstrated that a credible risk of harm exists, and that the con-
scientious use of ratings can lower that risk. As an example, playing violent video
games has been shown to cause increases in aggressive behaviors [7]; however, if
parents use the video game ratings to help decide what games their children may
rent or buy, children engage in fewer aggressive behaviors [18]. Therefore,
ratings systems do have the potential to meet the ultimate goal of decreasing the
harm of inappropriate media on children and adolescents; however, this potential
could be undermined completely if the ratings are not reliable, valid, easily under-
standable, or easily accessible. Furthermore, it also could be undermined if the
ratings make children more interested or likely to view/hear/play a media product
(the “forbidden fruit” hypothesis). Each of these issues is addressed below.

Reliability and validity

With respect to reliability and validity, it is critical to know that these
terms have definite scientific and statistical meanings (ie, they are measurable
and testable). There are several types of reliability and validity, and there is not
sufficient space to discuss them all here (see Hartmann and George [19] for an
overview). Among the several aspects of reliability, three are especially important
here: interrater reliability, consistency, and temporal stability. Interrater reliability
is demonstrated by having several raters all see the same thing—if one judge rates
a show as having a lot of violence, the other judges would rate it similarly. This
demonstrates that the judgments are not idiosyncratic to one rater. For high






