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This article gives an overview of in-
ternational studies on the topic of 
children, television, and emotions, 
and it summarises their findings re-
garding central research questions.

Television offers children a wide vari-
ety of opportunities and possibilities 
to observe and experience emotions. 
While watching television, youths ex-
perience excitement, enjoyment, fear, 
and thrills – or just boredom. They 
build up emotional connections with 
characters and tend to prefer the ones 
who touch them emotionally (cf. Götz, 
2011, p.  29). Programmes which chil-
dren find funny can support learning 
processes, while media content which 
is not age-appropriate may instil long-
term fears in them.
Although emotions play a large role in 
television, the existing studies in youth 
media research focus on the following 
questions: Which television content 
provokes emotions in youths? Which 
emotional reactions do they have when 
they are watching television? How do 
these provoked emotions affect them 
in the short- or long-term? When do 
children begin to understand emo-
tional media content? How do they 
interpret the emotional reactions pre-
sented? Does emotional media content 
have a learning effect on children? The 
widest study thus far on the issues re-
lated to the effects of violent television 
content on aggressive behaviour has 
been analysed in another text (cf. vom 
Orde in this issue).
Existing research not only covers a 
limited spectrum of questions, but also 
a limited number of emotions. The ma-
jority of international studies concen-

trate on so-called “negative” emotions, 
such as fear. Only a small amount of 
research has asked which media con-
tent emotionally touches children or 
youths (Buckingham & Allerton, 1996, 
p. 12, cf. Götz in this issue). In addition, 
existing research also centres mainly 
on fictional programmes. Analyses 
regarding non-fictional content pre-
dominantly cover the fearful reactions 
of children to news reports.1

“Negative” Emotions: 
Media-induced Fears

Although fear may be seen as a prim
ordial emotion or as an evolutionary 
survival mechanism, in youth media 
research it is often interpreted as a 
“negative” emotion. 
Valkenburg and Buijzen 
name 3 main pathways 
to children’s media-
induced fears: direct ex-
perience with mediated 
dangers, observational 
learning from media 
characters and negative 
information transfer 
(Valkenburg & Buijzen, 
2008, p. 339). Reception 
studies on fictional me-
dia content, such as hor-
ror and mystery movies, 
show that fear can also 

be experienced as (aesthetic) enjoy-
ment by (older) children (e.g. Hoffner & 
Levine, 2007).
Existing research shows that different 
media content may provoke fear in 
a child, depending on his or her age 
and phase of development (cf. Valken-
burg & Buijzen, 2008, pp. 342-344; cf. 
Ill. 1). Preschoolers react much more 
sensitively to visual content than to 
audio content; for this reason, they 
are especially frightened by scary and 
shocking content, such as depictions of 
monsters, aliens, or deformed villains. 
Fantasy media content is particularly 
disturbing for children, because only in 
the course of their cognitive develop-
ment and media socialisation do they 
learn how to differentiate between 
reality and the imagination and to cat-
egorise particular characters as typical 
of this genre. Children of elementary 
school age are not yet capable of this 
(cf. Messenger Davies, 2008, p. 128). 
Once they reach a cognitive develop-
ment level in which abstract thinking is 
possible, then they commonly experi-

Ill. 1: Students remember fearful TV experiences from their 
childhood: a scene from Jaws
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ence fears of other threats such as war 
or natural catastrophes.
The US-American researcher Joanne 
Cantor has done numerous studies on 
children’s fearful reactions to media 
(for an overview, cf. Cantor, 2003). 
However, until now only a few studies 
have investigated the long-term ef-
fects of emotionally disturbing media 
experiences from one’s childhood 
(e.g. Harrison & Cantor, 1999; Riddle, 
2012). The fear that children experi-
ence while watching audiovisual media 
content sometimes still haunts them 
as adults, and in dramatic cases it may 
lead to nightmares and sleeplessness. 
In a study by Riddle, 328 students of a 
US-American university were asked to 
name television news content which 
led to remembered reactions of fear 
between the ages of 2 and 10. Half of 
the interviewed adults were still able to 
remember this content (cf. Ill. 2, Riddle, 
2012, p. 746), and 7.3 % reported that 
they still become scared upon remem-
bering these experiences.
In the last 20 years, research on fear and 
media has usually studied the emo-
tional reactions of children to news 
content in an event-focussed way (for 
an overview, cf. Riddle et al., 2012, pp. 
280-281). These analyses show that the 
decisive factors influencing these reac-
tions include not only children’s age 
and level of cognitive development, but 
also the amount of news reception. The 
more children were confronted with 
news reports on a particular event that 

scared them, the more intensively they 
experienced that fear. The few existing 
studies on children’s fearful reactions 
to non-crisis news stories (e.g. Götz 
et al., 2012) found that children often 
mentioned natural disasters when 
reporting about their own fearful re-
sponses. The way children emotionally 
process and interpret the news events 
they watch is influenced not only by 
their cognitive state of development, 
but also by their gender (cf. Walma von 
der Molen & Bushman, 2008).
An important factor that decreases 
children’s fear of media content is adult 
mediation of children’s fear responses. 
There are few studies examining the 
different ways in which parents talk to 
their children about disturbing news 
reports on television. Martins and Wil-
son (2011) found that parents employ 
very different strategies of mediation 
and that “parents’ communicative 
behaviour seems to mirror the con-
flicting messages that are conveyed in 
the media” (ibid., p. 144). The results 
of De Cock’s 2012 survey and in-depth 
interviews with 11- and 12-year-olds 
indicate that “talking to your child does 
not automatically lead to a situation 
in which the child reports not being 
scared or less scared of the images 
shown on the news. Active mediation 
is not a simple and magical solution to 
fear and sadness provoked by news but 
a very complex and diverse concept” 
(ibid., 2012, p. 498).

“Positive” Emotions:  
Humour and Empathy

Children’s understanding and experi-
ence of humour has usually been 
examined from the perspective of 
incongruity theory. Incongruity theory 
assumes that humour is based upon 
incompatible ideas or images as the 
point of a joke. For an “enjoyable” ex-
perience of humour this incongruity 
must be noticed and understood: this 
begins with a realistic premise, which 
is then followed by the point of joke 
as an unexpected turn. This research 
says that children’s understanding of 
humour is fundamentally limited by 
their cognitive development. Accord-
ingly, it is assumed that children cannot 
evaluate this incongruity before they 
reach 7 or 8 years of age, that is, when 
they start being capable of thinking 
operationally. However, visual incon-
gruity (e.g. in slapstick humour) may 
also be understood by 4- or 5-year-olds. 
Children generally do not correctly in-
terpret satire, irony, and more abstract 
forms of humour until they reach early 
adolescence (cf. Schorr, 2009, p. 69).
Dolf Zillmann, who has analysed hu-
mour from a motivational and emo-
tional psychology approach, studied 
the way humorous exaggeration and 

Ill. 2: News events remembered as causing 
fear during childhood (n = 328)
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understatement, as well as irony, af-
fect children’s ability to understand 
and remember new information from 
educational television shows. His re-
search found that until viewers reach 
14 years of age, humour may have a 
counterproductive effect in educa-
tional programmes: the children and 
youths studied usually remembered 
the information in a distorted or false 
way. While using humour generally 
has a positive effect on learning pro
cesses, according to Miron, Bryant, and 
Zillmann (2001), there are 3 decisive 
variables when using humour in edu-
cational television. First, the humour 
should be age-appropriate. Second, 
the positive effect depends upon the 
intensity of the emotional excitement 
provoked by humour, since this affects 
one’s ability to focus one’s attention 
and therefore learn successfully. Third, 
it depends upon the complexity of the 
educational content.
Maya Götz’s humour research – in part 
international comparative – focuses on 
what children find funny on television 
(cf. Ill. 3). In her study on comedy pro-
grammes in German television, Götz 
found that not every scene intended 
to be funny was actually seen as such 
by the interviewed children. This was 
especially the case when the comic 
structure did not relate to the frame 
of reference of these children or fit their 
sense of humour. While younger view-
ers particularly appreciate slapstick, 
silliness, and action, older children and 
preteens are amused by anti-heroes or 
comedy based on inter-textual refer-
ences. Götz also found that there were 
gender differences in the experience of 
humour: while girls preferred humor-
ous content related to romance, boys 
preferred funny action scenes (cf. Götz, 
2006, p. 65). Children’s enjoyment of 
humorous content and preference for 
television content which is funny, have 
also been researched and confirmed in 
some studies on television advertising 
and entertainment programming (e.g. 
Valkenburg & Janssen, 1999; Lawlor, 
2009).

Until now one of the few “positive” feel-
ings researched in detail with regard to 
children/youth and television is empa-
thy. According to Feshbach, who has 
performed numerous studies on this 
topic (cf. overview in Feshbach & Fesh
bach, 1997), empathy is an emotion 
which is shared by the observer and 
the observed, that is, a common feeling 
among a subject and an object during 
an interaction. Analyses have shown 
that as children get older, their ability 
to feel empathy grows and with this, 
their perception and empathetic reac-
tion to media content as well. Younger 
children still lack the role-taking skills 
necessary in order to feel empathy with 
another person. A further factor for 
developing empathetic emotions while 
watching television is how the children 

and youths judge the protagonist. If 
children or youth judge a protagonist 
in a positive way or discover similarities 
between the protagonist’s experience 
and their own, then their level of 
emotionality and empathy is higher 
(cf. Wilson, 2008, p. 91 ff.).

Ill. 3: Funny TV experiences in children’s drawings: a scene from SpongeBob SquarePants
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Understanding, Remem-
bering, and Interpreting 
Emotions Presented in the 
Media

Research findings show that the long-
term memory of emotions shown in 
media is very weak in preschool children 
(cf. Martins, 2013, p. 203). Nevertheless, 
at least right after watching television, 
even younger children are usually able 
to recognise, name, and remember the 
emotions presented. This is especially 
the case for basic emotions such as fear, 
anger, or joy; however, younger children 
do not commonly understand or cor-
rectly interpret more complex feelings 
such as regret, surprise, excitement, or 
disillusionment. Some authors attribute 
preschool children’s lacking capacity for 
long-term memories of emotional tele
vision content in part to their inability 
to completely understand the meaning 
of these emotions in the context of the 
plot structure (e.g. Hayes & Casey, 1992).
Experimental research was also able 
to show that children are able to un-
derstand and interpret the presented 
emotions better if these feelings are 

performed by actors rather than pup-
pets. This is attributed to the fact that 
human protagonists have stronger 
capabilities of facial and physical ex-
pression to help children make sense 
of the emotions more accurately (e.g. 
Beentjes, Boe & Heijink, 1997). Due 
to their state of cognitive develop-
ment, younger children may also be 
distracted from the main plot if comic 
sub-plots are integrated into it, as done 
in sitcoms; this can hinder children’s 
ability to comprehend and interpret 
the (negative) emotional content in the 
main plot (Weiss & Wilson, 1998). A 
further study was able to prove that re-
peated viewing of specific audiovisual 
content can support preschool chil-
dren’s comprehension of the depicted 
emotions (Mares, 2006).
Whether children can learn prosocial 
behaviour from emotional television 
content and to which degree this ef-
fects their emotional development, 
has been discussed in different ways in 
research (cf. Wilson, 2008; Feshbach & 
Feshbach, 1997). One reason for this 
may be that “prosocial behaviour” is 
defined in different ways. Mares and 
Woodard (2005) defined in their meta-
analysis aggression reduction, altruistic 
actions, positive interactions (such 
as friendly play or peaceful conflict 
resolution) and stereotype reduction 
as dependent measures. The authors 
found that both in experimental set-
tings or at home children who watched 
prosocial content behaved significantly 
more positively or held more positive 

attitudes than others: “This is striking 
news and should serve as something of 
an antidote to those who consider tele
vision to be nothing but detrimental. 
The results of this meta-analysis sug-
gest the real potential for television and 
other media to help children feel and 
behave more pleasantly toward each 
other” (ibid., p. 316).

Heike vom Orde, M.A. (IZI, Munich)

1	 An extensive bibliography of relevant stud-
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