
Tumultuous Times: Natural disasters, 
media & children’s fears
As the anniversaries of the 2011 natural disas-
ters approached small screen asked author Toni 
Deer to report on her relevant recent research at 
the University of South Australia.

With the arrival of 2011 came a number of 
terrifying natural disasters affecting parts 
of Australia and locations within the wider 
Asia Pacific region:
 

•Queensland floods
•Cyclone Yasi
•Earthquake, Christchurch New  
Zealand
•Earthquake, tsunami and threat of 
nuclear meltdown, Japan

Given that children have easy access to the 
media in contemporary society it is of great 
concern that live coverage of these disas-
trous events showed fearful, distressed and 
injured people and animals in and amongst 
fire, debris and flooding.  Young children 
are particularly vulnerable to visual im-
agery because they rely upon concrete ex-
periences to make meaning. It is becoming 
increasingly difficult for adults to monitor 
the visual based media that children are 
witnessing because of the plentiful sources 
of media available to children in the home 
and wider community (e.g. smart phones, 
television, internet, satellite 24 hour news 
channels and news broadcasts via televi-
sions in restaurants, pharmacies and shop-
ping centres)

A study was conducted with five to seven 
year old children to investigate the poten-
tial impact that the recent media exposure-
of the natural disasters has had upon their 
fears.  Findings showed that out of the top 
eight phenomena categorised by the chil-
dren as being ‘very scary’ seven  were dis-
astrous events and all four natural disas-
ters recently televised were featured.  The 
earthquake ranked second, the tsunami 
ranked fifth, the cyclone ranked seventh 
and the flood ranked eighth most fright-
ening.  The nuclear bomb was deemed the 
most frightening phenomenon and it is  
possible that this reaction by the children 
could have resulted from televised cover-
age of the Japanese tsunami and nuclear 
meltdown. News footage showed nuclear 
symbols and nuclear explosions as well as 
live crosses to the power plant.  

 

Although children were significantly  
frightened of recently telecast natural disas-
ters as well as other disastrous phenomena 
(e.g. plane crash, nuclear bomb, bushfire) 
these fears were only reported when chil-
dren were reminded of the event through 
picture card representation and not when 
children were asked to recall fears.  This 
suggests that, although children find natu-
ral disaster phenomena to which they have 
been exposed through media coverage par-
ticularly frightening, these fears lie within 
the deeper recesses of a child’s mind and 
are not easily expressed unless re-exposure 
to the imagery/event occurs.  Because these 
fears could surface unpredictably and 
possess a greater intensity than normal 
childhood fears it is imperative that adults  
engage children in conversation about  
media content to assist children’s to cope 
with these fears.
 

Given that this study yielded clear evidence 
that young children are affected by media 
coverage of natural disasters and that these 
fears are more intense in young children 
than other childhood fears, parent and 
teacher education on the effect of media 
coverage of natural disasters on children’s 
fears needs to be developed.  It is recom-
mended that screening of disaster footage 
is monitored with warnings in place before 
live reports are telecast, especially during 
hours of children’s scheduled program-
ming.  A balance needs to be addressed  
between the urgency of relaying the news 
event to the public and being aware of the 
child audience that could be witness to im-
agery that is overtly graphic, violent and 
frightening in nature. 

To further assist children’s wellbeing and 
lifelong healthy development future stud-
ies should be conducted to explore how 
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Energy drinks bad for kids
An increase in reports of caffeine poisoning 
in young people has led to calls for health 
warnings on energy drinks and concerns 
about their marketing. 

Over the past 10 years, the consumption 
of caffeinated beverages intended to 
“energise” has increased significantly. 
In 2009, the energy drink industry spent 
nearly $15 million on marketing alone 
in Australia. Manufacturers pitch their 
product to athletes, students and people 
in professions that require sustained 
alertness. The target population for these 
types of drinks clearly includes adolescents, 
and younger children are also likely to be 
attracted. 

A study published recently in the Medical 
Journal of Australia found that callers to 
the New South Wales Poisons Information 
Centre reported 297 exposures to energy 
drinks, over a seven year period with  
an increasing annual trend from 12 
reports in 2004 to 65 in 2010. Symptoms 
included palpitations, agitation, tremor 
and gastrointestinal upsets. In 21 subjects, 
signs of serious cardiac or neurological 
toxicity, including hallucinations, 
seizures, arrhythmias or cardiac ischaemia 
occurred
 

h t t p : / / w w w. m j a . c o m . a u / p u b l i c /
issues/196_01_160112/gun10838_fm.html

A clinical report issued in May 2011 by 
the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 
offered guidelines for use of energy 
drinks and sports drinks by children and 
adolescents. They state that energy drinks 
should never be consumed by children or 
adolescents.

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/
content/early/2011/05/25/peds.2011-0965.
full.pdfContinued on P2
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UK acts to reduce exposure to sexualizing 
material 

In April 2011, the Bailey report on the 
sexualisation and commercialisation of children 
was released. The report was the outcome of 
concerns expressed by the UK Prime Minister, 
David Cameron, over some years. 
 

In quick time, the UK Government set about 
implementing the recommmendations of the 
report. It established Parent Port (a website to 
provide parents with easy access to avenues for 
complaint about media and marketing practices), 
OFCOM has called on networks to reduce the 
screening of music videos in family vewing 
time, and the PM called the industry together to 
discuss the issues and how to reduce harm. 
 

In December Cameron released a statement 
of his expectations. In a letter to industry, 
Children’s Minister Sarah Teather said firms must 
“demonstrate the real difference they are making 
for families. The prime minister and I will expect 
to see concrete progress and for this to feel real 
and meaningful to parents and children.”  

According to Huffington Post UK, the 
expectations include:
 

•  Children under the age of 16 must not be 
used as “brand ambassadors” or in “peer to 
peer” marketing campaigns. 
•  A nationwide ban on outdoor advertising that 
uses “sexualised images”. Ministers are keen to 
extend the existing voluntary arrangements. 
• So-called “lads’ magazines” and other 
publications with sexualised images on their 
covers must not be in easy view of children 
in shops. A code of practice already exists 
for newsagents and retailers. “However, 
application of the code is very patchy and there 
are many shops......where these magazines and 
newspapers are very clearly visible to children,” 
Teather said. “We expect to see a great deal of 
progress on this issue.”

• Age ratings for music videos 
could be introduced as a result of 
a Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport consultation.
• An education programme to 
promote awareness of advertising 
techniques among parents. 

Cameron will meet the industry again in 
December 2012.  
 

In stark contrast, Australia has done little to 
reduce the exposure of the young to material that 
is likely to sexualise them 
 

The Senate report of 2008 languishes. There has 
been no 18 month review of the effectiveness of 
its recommendations (which mostly relied on a 
self regulatory approach). The Senate Inquiry 
into the classification of film and TV in Australia 
which reported in June last year recommended 
that the Senate act on its 2008 recommendation 
to review progress achieved from that approach.  
In between times, Federal MP for Kingston 
Amanda Rishworth gave a speech on the issue 
on Feb 2010 expressing her concerns and those of 
her constituents:

http://www.rishworth.com.au/a/speeches/
Feb%208%202010%20-%20Sexualisation%20of%

20Girls%20in%20the%20Media.pdf 
 

The problems haven’t gone away.   Where is the 
Government voice here that inists that something 
effective be done?
 

UK coverage of the issues: 
 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2011/dec/24/
sexualised-advertising-children-cameron-
crackdown  
 

http://www.theweek.co.uk/music/raunch-
culture/44064/enough-raunch-joan-bakewell-
joins-anti-gaga-lobby
 

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2011/12/23/
david-cameron-vows-action_n_1168257.html  
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adults (e.g. parents, educators) talk with children 
about potentially frightening phenomena they 
see through media exposure and how they assist 
children in managing their emotions when they 
encounter fearful feelings.    
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New routines for a New Year
In the first newsletter for 2012, the US  
based Center on Media and Child Health 
urges parents to become more involved in 
helping children learn to make screentime 
choices that promote health and success.

For younger children, parents should 
“know when to say when”. Media de-
signed to support children’s healthy devel-
opment can offer great benefits but, even 
in the most effective media, those benefits 
increase only up to a certain point. Screen-
time limits make time for other activities 
that may be more developmentally ben-
eficial for children and allow parents to 
provide a broad spectrum of opportunities 
so children can actively discover personal 
interests and strengths. 

For older children, parents are encour-
aged to “actively participate in their online 
worlds”, sharing the joys and discussing 
the risks that social media networks bring.  
“Social Media,” said Dr. Michael Rich in 
a recent New York Times article, “are the 
new landscape, the new environment in 
which kids are sorting through the process 
of becoming autonomous adults.”

Meanwhile, a new systematic review by 
CMCH Staff Scientist Dr. Marie Evans 
Schmidt and other  researchers looked at 
strategies to reduce screen time among 
children 12 year s and younger. The authors 
found 47 studies that met their inclusion 
criteria, with 29 that effectively reduced TV 
or screen-media use.

http://cmch.typepad.com/cmch/2012/01/a-
new-systematic-review-by-cmch-staff-sci-
entist-dr-marie-evans-schmidt-and-other-
researchers-looked-at-strategies-to-reduce.
html 

Textbook revolution
According to the US based eSchool News 
website, “Apple grabbed this past week’s 
headlines by unveiling a new bookstore 
with interactive textbooks”.

Textbooks available on the iPad through 
the iBooks 2 app will have interactive pho-
tos, videos, and diagrams, along with 3D 
images that can be manipulated and rotat-
ed with a touch of the screen. Students can 
highlight sections of a digital book with the 
swipe of a finger and create digital index 
cards inside the book without leaving their 
current page.

Authors of iBooks 2 textbooks will be able 
to continually update their content. 

http://www.eschoolnews.com/2012/01/19/
apple-unveils-interactive-textbooks-re-
vamped-itunes-u/

WORLD NEWS KIDS’ TV

A selection of children’s programs 
screened on TV during the period

ABC 1 (afternoons only)
The Wot Wots; Timmy Time; Grandpa in 
my Pocket; Gawayn; The Jungle Book; 
Cornell and Bernie; Naturally Sadie; 
Black Hole High; Jibber Jabber.
ABC 2
Octonauts; The Mr Men Show; Tracey 
McBean; Bananas in Pyjamas; Zigby; 
Playschool; Raa! Raa! The Noisy 
Lion; Humf; Gaspard and Louisa; Little 
Charley Bear; Sea Princesses; Pingu; 
Florrie’s Dragons; LazyTown; Hana’s 
Helpline; Wibbly Pig; In the Night 
Garden.
ABC 3
Sumo Mouse; I.N.K.; Dex Hamilton: Alien 
Entomologist; Blue Water High; The 
Wannabes; Pixelface; The Jungle Book; 
Mortified; Gasp!; CJ the DJ; Kid vs. Kat; 
Prank Patrol.
SEVEN
Toybox; It’s Academic; Saturday Disney; 
Zeke’s Pad; Spit it Out.
NINE
Dora the Explorer; Pyramid; Dennis & 
Gnasher; Wakkaville; Magical Tales.
TEN
Wurrawhy; Scope;The Elephant 
Princess; Toasted TV.
NICKELODEON
Winx; SpongeBob SquarePants; Max 
and Ruby; Bubble Guppies; Team 
Umizoomi; T.U.F.F. Puppy; Big Time 
Rush; Victorious; iCarly; Kung-Fu Panda; 
House of Anubis.
DISNEY CHANNEL
Fish Hooks; Pair of Kings; Zeke and 
Luther; Phineas and Ferb; I’m in the 
Band; Sonny with a Chance; The Suite 
Life on Deck; So Random; Shake it Up; 
As the Bell Rings.

Changes at ACMA
There have been some personnel changes 
within the Australian Communications  
and Media Authority’(ACMA) Children’s 
and Preschool program classification 
space. 

C and P applications will no longer be 
assessed by Content Classification Section, 
but instead by the ACMA’s Broadcasting 
Standards Section.  

Nada Rogic has returned to the ACMA after 
12 months leave and will resume her role 
as the key contact for C and P assessments 
(working from within Broadcasting 
Standards Section). her email address is 
nada.rogic@acma.gov.au
 
The email address for sending application 
materials is kids@acma.gov.au  


