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MEDIA VIOLENCE: HAS TELEVISION CROSSED THE LINE? 
 

CASE STUDY: THE CW’s ONE TREE HILL and 90210 
 

Television networks have become obsessed with ratings and will do anything to fill the 
number one spot.  Violence, sex, and money have slowly leaked into everyday television over 
the past few decades.  In today’s media environment notions of violence, sex and money seem to 
have saturated our television programming.  The rampant use of this kind of risqué content is 
crucial for the survival of most, if not all, television programs.  If networks desire to stay on top 
they have to be able to compete with all of the other explicit television programs already out 

there.  What does this violent and rated-
R content mean for the youth of 
America? 

 
As the American Psychiatric 
Association sates, “…people who watch 
a lot of television are more likely than 
those who watch less to see the world as 
being violent and overestimate their 
chance of being involved in violence.”  
Society’s view of reality is being 
distorted through television shows.  This 
misrepresentation of reality can be seen 

in programming like the CW’s One Tree Hill and 90210.   
 
 The major networks are constantly pushing the envelope in order to make their television 
shows more entertaining.  One Tree Hill started out like any normal teenage program.  It was 
based around the struggles of high school and the pettiness that goes along with growing up.   
However, as the series continues to progress, the 
storylines have intensified.  In six short seasons 
the producers and writers have managed to form 
plots around physical abuse, murder, stalking, 
teen pregnancy, kidnapping, torture, and a school 
shooting.  Keep in mind that this show airs during 
primetime television jumping back and forth from 
the eight o’clock spot to the nine o’clock spot 
over the course of the series.  This highly 
watched time slot, while late enough to avoid 
most young children is still widely watched by 
the 12-18 demographic.   

Figure 1: Character from OTH, after she was brutally                     
beaten by an intruder 

Figure 2: Image taken from the school-shooting         
episode on OTH 
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According to the Parents Television Council, “TV violence has become a paradox of 
sorts.  Medical and social science have proven conclusively that children are adversely affected 
by exposure to it… Despite the widespread consensus that TV violence is a significant problem, 
it has become not only more frequent, but more graphic in recent years.”    

  
 The CW added 90210 to their 
Fall 2008 line-up as a revamped version 
of the old smash hit that was popular in 
the 1990’s.  90210 is a great example of 
how new television shows are forced to 
push the envelope with excessive sex 
and violence in order to compete with 
the existing shows already out there.  It’s 
currently still in its first season, yet the 
writers and producers have already 
managed to jam pack the show with an 
abundant amount of drama, violence, sex 

and money.   
 

Most of the teenagers that go to school at Beverly Hills High School drive expensive 
cars, live in extravagant mansions, party and drink all the time, and are absolutely gorgeous.  If 
we let our reality be distorted from watching these shows we would then believe that most 
people live these kinds of flashy and 
lavish lifestyles.  In only nineteen 
episodes, viewers have already been 
exposed to teen pregnancy, alcohol and 
drug addictions, bi-polar disorder, 
adultery, and drag racing.  The fact that 
they have already incorporated this 
much violence and sexual content into 
their first season makes one wonder– 
what’s next for season two?   

 
 While television shows like 

90210 attempt to stay relevant by 
focusing on real issues, they are 
misleading their viewers.  It isn’t typical that the TV characters we have come to identify with 
could actually experience so many of these issues personally and directly.  Sometimes a 
character goes through so many emotionally charged incidents that we are led to believe that this 

Figure 3: Image taken from recent episode of 90210 

Figure 4:The kidnapping and torturing of one of the characters on OTH 
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person can carry on normally.  Yet in actuality if one person had experienced the same amount of 
traumatizing events they would need intensive psychiatric care. 

 
The Parents Television Council has proposed a few solutions to halt and even decrease 

the amount of violence on primetime television.  “Advertisers... using their unique position of 
influence, can encourage broadcasters to reduce the frequency and explicitness of TV violence.  
Broadcast affiliates, too, can play a role by preempting excessively violent programs and 
refusing to air violent programs in syndication during times of day when children are watching 
TV.”  Is there any motivation for advertisers to put pressure on broadcasters to reduce their 
violent and sexual content?  If advertisers and other influential participators can put enough 
pressure on these broadcasters, TV violence would significantly decrease? 

  
Viewers have become desensitized to this type of violent and R-rated programming.  Will 

television programs continue to exist if the controversial content was toned down and television 
shows were forced to illustrate scenarios more closely in line with reality? 
 

EXERCISE 
 

Reflection: Think about your favorite primetime television show.  Choose 
a character from this show and formulate a list of all the things that have 
happened to this specific character, traumatizing and/or rewarding.   
 
 

Keep in mind: 
• The age of the character you chose 
• The length of time that has passed between each event or happening 
• The way the character reacted to each scenario 
• How long it took for the character to recover from the issue at hand 

 
After you have completed the list, think about your own life.  Make a list of all the things that 
have happened to you over the years, traumatizing and/or extremely rewarding.  Compare your 
own list to that of the fictional character. 
 
Consider these questions when you make your comparison: 

1. Have you experienced as many upsetting events as the fictional character you chose? 
2. Do you believe it is likely that the fictional character you chose could actually go through 

all of the things he or she has over the course of the show in real life? 
3. Are any of the events your fictional character went through similar or the same as events 

you have gone through in your life? 
4. If so, do you feel these events were accurately portrayed on the television show? 
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Based on your findings, write a short response on whether or not you feel television producers 
and networks have a responsibility to their viewers to limit violence and illustrate plotlines that 
fall more closely in line with reality. 
  

ANALYSIS CRITERIA 
 

1. Since primetime television shows air during an earlier time slot in which young children 
are able to ACCESS it, should producers of these shows censor content to be respectful 
of young children watching?  When television broadcasters are considering the content 
and premise of their television shows, should they consider the effect it may have on its 
viewers?   

 
2. Do you believe that the media plays a major role in shaping the way society views 

reality?  How can people be made more AWARE of the effects of television violence?  
Do you think primetime television is influencing the way we think about other cultures, 
races, ethnicities, and/or gender roles?     
 

3. Go back to the case study and take a 
look at the images used on the first and 
second pages.  What is your overall 
ASSESSMENT of the pictures?  Do 
these images instill a specific emotion 
in you?  Are the images upsetting or 
disturbing to you?  By using these 
images is the media using their power 
to show an issue or event in a 
particular light?  Are any stereotypes 
or gender roles inforced through the 
images and/or plotlines of the show? 
 

4. Do you believe there is value to the media drawing attention to real life controversial 
issues?  Thinking again about the pictures illustrated in the case study, do you think the 
message would have been as powerful had the images been toned down?  Would we, as 
viwers, be able to APPRECIATE the plot had these graphic images not been used?   
 

5. Now that you have some understanding of the effects media violence has on the minds of 
young adults, do you think that you will be inspired to take ACTION by getting involved 
in ways to reduce violence in your own community? Do you believe that it is the parents’ 
responsibility to monitor what channels and shows their children are watching?   

Figure 5: Image taken from the school-shooting         
episode on OTH 
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RESOURCES 

 
 

Parents Television Council: 
The Parents Television Council (www.parentstv.org) is a non-partisan education organization 
advocating responsible entertainment. It was founded in 1995 to ensure that children are not 
constantly assaulted by sex, violence and profanity on television and in other media. 
http://www.parentstv.org/ptc/publications/reports/violencestudy/exsummary.asp 
 
American Psychiatric Association: 
The American Psychiatric Association joins with other professional organizations in advocating 
for a significant decrease in violent programming on network and cable television. 
http://www.healthyminds.org/mediaviolence.cfm 
 
The CW: 
The CW Network was formed as a joint venture between Warner Bros. Entertainment and CBS 
Corporation. The CW is America's fifth broadcast network and the only network targeting 
women 18-34. 
http://cwtv.com/ 
 
The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation: 
The Kaiser Family Foundation is a non-profit, private operating foundation.  Unlike grant-
making foundations, Kaiser develops and runs its own research and communications programs, 
sometimes in partnership with other non-profit research organizations or major media 
companies.  They source of facts, information, and analysis for policymakers, the media, the 
health care community, and the public.  This link is a pdf file exploring TV violence and its 
effects on society. 
http://www.kff.org/entmedia/upload/Key-Facts-TV-Violence.pdf 
 
Center for Media Literacy 
George Gerbner was the first to come up with the concept that “the more you watch the same 
kind of programming the more likely you are to be cultivated into that programs view of reality.”  
This link is to an article by George Gerbner, in which he addresses “television violence and the 
art of asking the wrong question.” 
http://www.medialit.org/reading_room/article459.html 
 
National Institute on Media + the Family 
The National Institute on Media and the Family is the world's leading and most respected 
research-based organization on the positive and harmful effects of media on children and youth. 
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The National Institute on Media and the Family is an independent, nonpartisan, nonsectarian, and 
nonprofit organization that is based on research, education, and advocacy. 
http://www.mediafamily.org/facts/facts_vlent.shtml 
 
Media Awareness Network 
MNet is a Canadian non-profit organization that has been pioneering the development of media 
literacy programs since its incorporation in 1996.  The link provided will bring you to an article 
that addresses sex and relationships in the media. 
http://www.media-awareness.ca/english/issues/stereotyping/women_and_girls/women_sex.cfm 
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