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Overview
• Definitions and Background 

• Risk Factors for Aggression and Bullying in EC

• Intervention Efforts and Implications

• Questions/Discussion
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Definitions

• Aggression: The intent to hurt, harm or injure 
another person (Coie & Dodge, 1998)

• Physical Aggression: Using physical force or 
threat of physical acts to hurt or harm. 
– Ex: Hit, Kick, Bite, Punch, Push, Take 

Toys/Property from others. 



Toward a Gender-
Balanced
Approach

• Studies should include multiple forms of aggressive behaviors to 
understand problems of both boys and girls. 

• Physical Aggression

• Relational Aggression: Using the removal or threat of the 
removal of the relationship as the vehicle of harm 

– Ex: Malicious gossip, rumors, & lies, Exclude from play/group; Ignore 
(Silent treatment). 

• Direct: “You can’t come to my birthday party” or “You are not my friend 
anymore”

• Covert: Spreading malicious rumors through a third person



Bullying in Early Childhood
üAggression

• Takes several forms

üPower Imbalance

üUsually Repetition (or fear of)

-------------------------------
• Usually Proactive (goal oriented)

CDC Uniform 
Definition

http://www.cdc.gov/ViolencePrevention/pdf/Bullying_Factsheet-a.pdf



Bullying
• What is it not?

– Not all aggression is bullying.
• Not reactive
• Not among friends (equal status peers)



Bullying in EC?

• We know that 
Bullying does exist 
at the same rate in 
kindergarten 
relative to older 
school age children 

• Bullying does exist 
in preschool 
classrooms and 
there is even 
evidence that 
children will take 
on the role of 
“defenders” of the 
victim in EC 
(Belacci & Farina, 
2010)



Bullying in Early Childhood: 
Webisodes

StopBullying.gov is an official U.S. 
Government Web site managed by the 
Department of Health & Human Services in 
partnership with the Department of 
Education and Department of Justice

http://www.hhs.gov/
http://www.ed.gov/
http://www.justice.gov/


Bullying in the webisodes?
üAggression

üPower Imbalance

üUsually Repetition (or fear of)





Developmental Antecedents: Examples
• Temperament

– Surgency/Extroversion (Russell et al., 2003)*
– Impulsivity/Hyperactivity (Ostrov & Godleski, 2008)

• Social-Cognitive
– Language (Mixed findings; see Bonica et al., 2003; Estrem, 2005)*
– HAB (e.g., Crick et al., 2002)

• Parent-Child
– Attachment Patterns (Casas et al., 2006)*
– Parenting Styles: Psychological Control, Authoritarian, Material Coercion (see Brown et al., 

2007*;Casas et al., 2006;  Nelson et al., 2006*)

• Sibling Rx
– Stauffacher & DeHart (2006)
– Ostrov et al. (2006)

• SES
– McNeilley-Choque et al., 1996* & Bonica et al., 2003*
– Dhami et al. (2005)*: Poverty for girls predicted increases in Rvict (during 1st grade)

• Media
– Ostrov et al., (2007, 2013) * Concurrent



Process or mechanisms of change

– How do we become aggressive or 
victimized?

– Social Process Model suggests that children 
become victimized by becoming rejected by 
our peers and that makes them an easy 
target (Boivin et al., 2001; see also Bierman, 2004).

Aggression è Peer Rejection è Peer Victimization



Relational Aggression çè Relational Victimization



Home-School Link
• Good evidence 

suggesting that home 
environment matters a 
great deal! 

• Sibling Rx and 
aggression at school 
(Ostrov et al. 2006, JADP)

• Casas et al. (2006, 
JACP)
– Authoritarian è

RAGG (boys & girls)
– Psych Control è

RAGG (girls)

• Parent-child conflict 
and aggression at 
school (Ostrov & Bishop, 2008, 
JECP)



Power Rangers Study
• Investigated effects of "The Mighty Morphin Power 

Rangers," on children's aggressive behavior. 
• 26 boys and 26 girls (aged 5-11 yrs) were shown the 

Power Rangers or assigned to a control group. 
– The number of aggressive acts by each child was recorded 

in a 2-min interval.
Results: 
– Ss who watched Power Rangers committed more 

aggressive acts per interval than did controls.
– For every aggressive act by control Ss, there were 7 by 

Power Rangers Ss.
– Boys committed more aggressive acts than girls. 

Boyatzis et al. (1995) Child Study Journal



Media and Aggression during Early Childhood
Ostrov, Gentile & Crick (2006) Social Development

• 76 preschoolers (38 girls)
• Observations of Pagg and Ragg (4 times)
• Media Exposure parental surveys (T2)
• Results:

– Children watched on average 11.83 hrs/wk
• Most TV was educational

– For girls hours watching TV correlated with Ragg 
– Educational Media associated w/future Ragg for girls
– Educational Media associated w/future dec Pagg for all kids
– Parental monitoring associated with decreased in future 

physical aggression



•Relational Aggression is modeled at high rates 
on many “educational programs”.  Modeling the 
content & not learning lesson

at the end of the show



• 47 children in early childhood
• 3 time points
• Observations of Aggression at Times 1 & 2
• Teacher Reports of Aggression at Times 1 & 2
• Parent Reports of Aggression at T3
• Parent Reports of Media Exposure at Times 1 & 2

Evaluating the effect of educational media exposure on aggression in
early childhood☆

Jamie M. Ostrov a,⁎, Douglas A. Gentile b, Adam D. Mullins a

a University at Buffalo, The State University of New York, USA
b Iowa State University, USA

a b s t r a c ta r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 25 March 2012
Received in revised form 5 September 2012
Accepted 23 September 2012
Available online 9 November 2012

Keywords:
Educational media exposure
Relational aggression
Early childhood
Preschool

Preschool-aged children (M = 42.44 months-old, SD = 8.02) participated in a short-term longitudinal study
investigating the effect of educational media exposure on social development (i.e., aggression and prosocial
behavior) using multiple informants and methods. As predicted, educational media exposure significantly
predicted increases in both observed and teacher reported relational aggression across time. Follow-up anal-
yses showed that educational media exposure also significantly predicted increases in parent reported rela-
tional aggression across more than a two year period. Results replicate and extend prior research that has
demonstrated links between educational media exposure and relational aggression, but not physical aggres-
sion, during early childhood.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Over the past fifty years, hundreds of empirical studies have demon-
strated that exposure to media influences children's beliefs, attitudes,
and behavior (seeGentile, 2003; Roberts & Foehr, 2004). Exposure to vi-
olent media during early childhood is considered especially harmful,
with results from a meta-analysis (Paik & Comstock, 1994) indicating
that individuals of all ages can be influenced bymedia exposure, though
preschoolers showed the largest effect size. There are several possible
explanations for this developmental difference (see Gentile & Sesma,
2003). First, learning during this developmental period is especially
critical, as younger children are not likely to have incorporated social
norms against aggressive behavior (e.g., Huesmann, 1998). Second,
younger children have problems differentiating reality from fantasy be-
tween two- to five-years of age (e.g., Richert & Smith, 2011). As a result,
they are increasingly likely to imitate even the most unrealistic behav-
ior patterns. Third, media exposure during early childhood may be an
especially salient influence on social relationships because social de-
velopment is likely more malleable than in later childhood or adoles-
cence and younger children have less control over the activities they
engage in compared to older children (Huston, Wright, Marquis, &
Green, 1999). Taken together, various cognitive and social factors at

this developmental period may make young children more susceptible
to effects of media.

Media exposure

Theories regarding media effects on children and adolescents often
fall into two general categories: those associatedwith the amount of ex-
posure and those associated with the content of the programming (see
Anderson, Huston, Schmitt, Linebarger, & Wright, 2001).

In contrast to amount effects, in which time spent with media dis-
places alternative activities (e.g., physical activities, reading, or sociali-
zation), content effects refer to changes (behavioral, physiological,
social, etc.) due to themessages and behavioral models in the program-
ming of the media being consumed (Anderson et al., 2001). Amount-
and content-specific theories of media effects are valuable for ex-
plaining generalmedia effects; however, researchers have an integrated
model of media effects and aggression: the general aggression model.

Anderson and colleagues (e.g., Anderson, 1997; Anderson, Anderson,
& Deuser, 1996; Anderson & Bushman, 2002) proposed an integrated
model of human aggression, the general aggression model (GAM:
see Carnagey & Anderson, 2003), to describe and predict short- and
long-term increases or decreases in aggressive behavior (Gentile &
Stone, 2005). According to the GAM, input variables, the individual's
present internal state, and outcome variables reciprocally interact to
produce aggressive behavior by priming aggression-related cognitions,
increasing anger-related affective state, and/or increasing arousal
(Lindsay & Anderson, 2000). The GAM can be used to interpret and pre-
dict the effects of most experiences or situations to which an individual
is exposed that could result in aggression. Exposure to violentmedia, for
example, has been demonstrated to increase each of the three posited
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Ostrov et al. (2013)

• EMI predicts 
increases in 
relational aggression 
– Observations
– Teacher Reports

• EMI predicts 
increases in 
relational aggression 
over 2 years later
– Parent Reports

predicted increases in observed relational aggression. It is notable that
these effectswith relational aggressionwere also foundwith teacher in-
formants. EME was not associated with changes in either observed or
teacher-reported physical aggression.

Associations between educational media exposure and aggressive
behaviors at Time 3

To test if the effects held beyond the academic year, two regression
models were conducted that examined if EME at Time 1 was associated
with increases in parent reported relational aggression from times 1 to
3 (see Table 3). Given the small sample size in the follow-up portion of
the study as well as shared method variance concerns (i.e., only parent
reportwas available at both time points), caution should be exercised in
the interpretation of the findings. Consistent with the aforementioned
findings, EME predicted increases in parent reported relational aggres-
sion across on average two years and threemonths, evenwhen control-
ling for initial physical aggression, age, gender, and SES. In addition, as
shown in Table 3, EME did not significantly predict changes in parent
reported physical aggression.

Discussion

The present study tested the association between educational
media exposure (EME) and subtypes of aggression in early childhood
using observational methodology. Results of this research provide ev-
idence that EME can predict the exhibition of relational aggression in
preschool children. The current study replicated past research
(Ostrov et al., 2006) in which EME significantly predicted future rela-
tional aggression in preschoolers, but extended the past findings by
revealing that EME was associated with increases in relational aggres-
sion. Moreover, our conservative model also controlled for initial
physical aggression, as well as SES, gender, and age. In addition, we
are also the first to demonstrate these effects using multiple methods
and informants. Although most research on EME has documented a
significant effect on positive academic and social outcomes, these re-
sults suggest that EME may simultaneously have a detrimental effect
on children's social behavior. Ostrov et al. (2006) posited that it is
possible that children may be exposed to relationally aggressive
models within these programs and may not comprehend the conflict
resolution skills that typically are depicted at the end of the program,
(or may not understand how they relate to the earlier conflict) rather
the young children focus on and learn the modeled behaviors. In fact,
younger children tend to pay greater attention to perceptually-salient
information (e.g., action, music; Schmitt, Anderson, & Collins, 1999),
relative to older children,whoattendmore to cues that are plot-relevant
(Calvert, Huston,Watkins, &Wright, 1982). Future experimental studies
are needed to test the hypothesis that children are modeling behaviors
from peer conflict scenarios seen in educational programs.

Despite the contributions of the current study, there are several
limitations. First, the limited sample size reduced the power to find
significant results. Although the sample size was similar to that used
in other observational studies of aggressive behavior in early childhood
(e.g.,McEvoy, Estrem, Rodriguez &Olson, 2003;Ostrov&Keating, 2004;
Stauffacher & DeHart, 2005) and was generally consistent with power
analysis recommendations, attrition between time points constrained
the study's power. Clearly, replication with larger, ethnically diverse
samples is needed. Second, even though the follow-up analyses
suggested moderate levels of agreement between the general EME
and PSME ratings in which parents named programs, and most of the
programs listed are generally believed and rated by the media industry
to be “educational and informational,” it is unclear howwell parents can
evaluate the educational value of children's media. More importantly,
perhaps, future studies should measure both the perceived educational
value and the amount of relational aggression in each media product
(although it is similarly unclear how well parents can judge that). In

Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlations for key study variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M SD Range

1. RA-O T1 – .03 .30 .13 .52⁎⁎⁎ .25 .47⁎⁎ .09 − .15 0.94 1.19 0.00–5.00
2. PA-O T1 – .04 .15 -.004 .42⁎⁎ − .20 − .01 − .03 2.54 2.60 0.00–10.00
3. RA-TR T1 – .55⁎⁎⁎ − .06 − .01 .59⁎⁎⁎ .29 − .09 10.74 5.42 6.00–23.00
4. PA-TR T1 – .01 .52⁎⁎⁎ .37⁎ .70⁎⁎⁎ .07 10.47 4.89 6.00–22.00
5. RA-O T2 – .30 .38⁎ − .01 .21 2.43 3.07 0.00–12.17
6. PA-O T2 – .07 .39⁎ .12 1.66 2.16 0.00–8.57
7. RA-TR T2 – .38⁎ .01 12.27 5.88 6.00–25.00
8. PA-TR T2 – .07 9.83 4.83 6.00–20.00
9. EME-P T1 – 10.62 3.65 2.00–20.00

Note. RA = Relational Aggression; PA = Physical Aggression; EME = Educational Media Exposure; O = Observation; TR = Teacher Report; P = Parent Report; T1 = Time 1; T2 =
Time 2.

⁎ p b .05.
⁎⁎ p b .01.

⁎⁎⁎ p b .001.

Table 2
Hierarchical multiple regressions: Associations between educational media exposure
and aggressive behavior at Time 2.

Outcome, step, predictors β F, ΔF R2, ΔR2

I. Relational aggression T2 (O)
1. Gender .06 F(5, 33) = 1.25, n.s. .159
Age .20
SES − .07
Relational aggression T1 (O) .28
Physical aggression T1 (O) .07

2. EME T1 (parent report) .34⁎ ΔF(1, 32) = 4.41, p = .04 .102
II. Physical aggression T2 (O)

1. Gender − .28 F(5, 33) = 4.51, p = .003 .406
Age − .24
SES .16
Relational aggression T1 (O) .37⁎
Physical aggression T1 (O) .35⁎

2. EME T1 (parent report) .14 ΔF(1, 32) = 0.94, n.s. .017
III. Relational aggression T2 (TR)

1. Gender .28 F(5, 29) = 7.38, p b .001 .560
Age − .05
SES − .18
Relational aggression T1 (TR) .42⁎
Physical aggression T1 (TR) .30

2. EME T1 (parent report) .25⁎ ΔF(1, 28) = 4.11, p = .05 .056
IV. Physical aggression T2 (TR)

1. Gender .05 F(5, 29) = 5.48, p = .001 .486
Age − .06
SES .11
Relational aggression T1 (TR) − .03
Physical aggression T1 (TR) .69⁎⁎

2. EME T1 (parent report) .07 ΔF(1, 28) = 0.27, n.s. .005

Note. O = observations; TR = teacher report; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2; EMI =
educational media exposure. ⁎ p b b .05. ⁎⁎ p b b .01.
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addition, the findings from the follow-up portion of the study should be
interpreted with caution given the small sample size and relatively
small number of boys that participated. Third, although the format
was similar to that used in previous studies (e.g., Anderson & Dill,
2000), social desirability could certainly have influenced the parental
ratings in the present study and thus not only should future studies ex-
amine for and possibly control for these biases, but it may also be best
for future studies to conduct content analyses of the nominated
shows, similar to the approach taken by Linder and Gentile (2009)
with older school-aged children. Future studies are needed that incor-
porate multiple measures of media exposure (e.g., parent report,
media diaries, specific program content analyses) from multiple infor-
mants (e.g., children, siblings, parents, and peers) across mediums
(e.g., television, video games, movies, and music) in order to determine
the “gold standard” for assessing media exposure. Moreover, future re-
search should specifically assess the actual TV programs, movies, and
video games that children are exposed to, the relative amounts of
time that they are exposed to each program, and expert raters should
be used to assess the specific content of each show, movie, and
videogame.

It is certainly possible that children who consume high levels of
media receive less scaffolding from their parents with respect to how
to navigate social relationships. In fact, we echo the calls of others that
suggest that parents not just co-view, but actively mediate the content
of themedia (Warren, 2003). This mediationmay allow young children
the assistance that they need to appropriately connect the aggressive
behaviors and friendship conflictswith themoral lesson of the program.
We believe that this process requires active mediation and not just
co-viewing (Warren, 2003), as co-viewing without the active engage-
ment and scaffolding of the content may imply tacit approval of the ag-
gressive behaviors. Perhaps relationally aggressive behavior would
decline if parents actively mediated the educational programs with
their young children and helped them to make the connections be-
tween the relationally aggressive behaviors and conflict resolution
strategies. The fact that children are not following the plot line and
learning the character development lesson in media programs and
may just be attending to reinforced (i.e., the character gets what they
want) relationally aggressive behaviors that they see displayed suggests
the need for simpler andmore explicit lessons for young children's pro-
gramming (Mares & Acosta, 2008). A second implication, however, is
that even shows that are considered to be child-friendly educational
shows can have negative consequences if they model and reinforce re-
lational or indirect aggression (Linder & Gentile, 2009). The current rat-
ings (and the associated V-chip) do not discuss this type of information
(Linder & Gentile), which leaves parents with limited information for
making informed decisions for their children.

In conclusion, the present study documented that exposure to
media that parents label as educational is prospectively associated
with increases in relational aggression over time. These effects were
replicated using three independent measures of relational aggression
(i.e., observations, teacher reports, and parent reports) and after con-
trolling for physical aggression, age, gender, and SES. In keeping with
past work and current predictions the links were limited to relational
aggression and not physical aggression. These findings suggest that par-
ents, educators, media professionals, policymakers, and researchers
should work collaboratively to reduce these potential harmful effects
for young children.
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AAP Recommendations
• 1) Parents should discourage TV viewing for children 

< 2 years of age and should encourage more 
interactive activities that promote proper brain 
development, such as talking, playing, singing, and 
reading together

• 2) Parents should limit children’s media time (with 
entertainment media) to no more than 1 to 2 hours of 
quality programming per day for older children

• 3) Parents should monitor programming, view with 
their children and adolescents, and encourage 
alternative forms of entertainment, such as reading, 
athletics, hobbies, and creative play

Gentile et al (2005) Pediatrics



In Conclusion & Take Home Points
• Media content and amount matters in the 

development of children
– Both media violence and educational media may 

impact aggression (depends on what type of 
aggression we consider)

• Not all educational media is a problem
– Must be careful about placement of the lesson
– Appropriate labels on programs
– Active parental mediation may help during viewing

• Work to limit exposure and foster healthy 
alternatives



Assessment Considerations

• Bullying vs. Aggression

– Our measures must explicitly examine 
components of bullying.  

• Continue to develop measures for studies 
that examine the developmental 
antecedents of bullying and bullying 
behaviors among young children



Ostrov et al. (2009) ECRQ

• Design: 
– Randomly Assigned to Intervention (9 classes, 

202 children) vs. Control (9 classes, 201 children)

• 6 weeks (and now 8 weeks)

• Focus on both +/- Behavior

• Reinforcement of Behavior
– Interventionist & Puppet in room (DAP)

• “Identify good friendship skills” in other children
• Clarified weekly skills to monitor comprehension

– Participatory Activities & Concept Activities



Treatment Fidelity

• Content checklists: 100% of material was 
covered in each session

• Process evaluations: (7 point scale from 1 
“Superior” to 7 “Inadequate”)
M = 1.78 (SD = .44) 

– Interventionists were rated as “warm, 
developmentally appropriate, with good pacing and 
high levels of child engagement”



Findings: Evaluations



Comparing Rates of Behavior



UB Intervention Study

• Findings



Strategies: Lessons Learned from Intervention Work

• Behavioral 
Reinforcement
– DAP
– Catch them being 

good

• Give them 
leadership roles in 
classroom

• Monitor yourself!
– Biases?
– Fair?

• Identify triggers & 
try to “engineer” 
the room away 
from triggers

• Make sure room 
rules are not inc 
problems



Lessons Learned (cont.) 

• Is your room 
structured in a way 
to support 
aggression?

• Physical 
(Proactive)
– Limited Resources

• Supervision style?
– Know hot spots
– Avoid “picnic table” 

supervision—be 
engaged! 

• Relational
– Social Exclusion at 

Centers



General Conclusion

• Intervention is warranted
– Evidence-based interventions are only beginning but 

suggest promising effects

• Bullying exists in young children & requires our 
collective attention



Questions/Discussion



Thank you!

jostrov@buffalo.edu 

• Recent publications available at: 
http://wings.buffalo.edu/psychology/labs/SocialDevLab/home


