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CARTOON HEROES AS HEALTH BEHAVIOUR MODELS

Transformations in the sphere of culture cause that today children’s
contact with television and other electronic media starts early, takes place on a
daily basis, is permanent, and, with time, lasts many hours [8, p. 213]. TV
programs are frequently viewed by children without proper supervision,
whereas the contents of popular cartoons pose a hazard to physical as well as
mental health [4, p. 235]. Psychologists, educators, parents ask themselves a
question: How to protect children against the negative effects of television,
diverting their minds towards health cultivating behaviours? [3, p. 225].

The most frequent aim of theoretical deliberations and results of
research on the impact of contemporary media on the child’s personality and
behaviour is to identify threats ensuing from watching television, playing
computer games, using the Internet, and even a cell phone. The media may
affect the individual’s behaviour, and, in some cases, the individual’s
identification with the film characters. Sometimes it is possible to notice a
similarity between one’s own problems and life situations and those of the
program or film character. Meeting of people’s needs by providing
information, evoking emotions, motivating to be active as well as offering
entertainment is becoming the media’s role [6, p. 155 — 159].

Media’s impact — source of threats to child’s health and development

If children are not prepared for skilful, selective use of television or the
Internet, a risk of negative impact may occur — i.e. development or
intensification of asocial, consumptive attitudes.

Many educators, psychologists and even parents see television
programs — even those intended for children — as a source of aggressive
behaviours, addictions, premature sexual initiation, deterioration of emotional
ties and social relations. Moreover, passive spending of leisure time fosters the
development of the problem of excessive weight and obesity in ever younger
patients [12, p. 155 — 175].

Jadwiga Izdebska lists indicators which make it possible to determine
improper use of television, computer or the Internet by a child. They include:
too long a time devoted to the media (over 2 hours a day), improper time of
the day for children (after 8 PM or early in the morning before going to
school), type and content of the programs, games, websites, showing violence,
as well as a non-critical reception of media messages. Incorrect relations
between a child and the media may take place not only in the sphere of health
but cover its social relations, organization of the day, which may lead to a
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reduction of time which could be devoted to compulsory tasks, hobbies,
reading of books, motoric outdoor games or sleep. Talking about the health
aspect, radiation emitted by the TV set or computer monitor should also be
mentioned. Looking at the monitor or sitting in one position for a long time
may cause: myopia, irritation, stinging of the eyes, changes in colour
perception as well as changes in the skeletal system: postural defects, dexterity
limitations, decrease in muscle mass, neck and back pain [8, p. 214 — 215].

Other consequences of spending time in front of the TV may be:
fatigue, isolation or aversion to performing tasks which require mental effort
[15, p. 39 —41].

From the psychology’s point of view negative consequences of using
the media have been pointed out for years by Maria Braun — Gatkowska.
Among the media threats to the child’s development she indicates erosion of
imagination, development of ,,to have” attitudes, increased aggressiveness and
alienation from the real world [1, p. 79 — 81]. Together with a group of co-
workers from the Catholic University of Lublin, Maria Braun — Gatkowska
negatively assesses American or Japanese cartoons readily watched by
children, suggesting, at the same time, the positive impact of family films (for
instance: ,,Full House”, ,,7th Heaven™) and television programs for children
promoting Catholic values.

The negative impact of the media on children may be prevented by
observing the principles of conscious use of television:

1. Every TV set can not only be turned on but also turned off.

2. It is a good idea to browse through TV listings placed in magazines,
especially to read reviews published in them.

3. Television programs should be treated like other consumer goods,
choosing the most valuable ones.

4. We pay for watching television not only with our time but also by
paying subscription. This means that we have a right to complain about
harmful and destructive programs.

5. Television may foster family integration by watching programs
together and discussing what was seen. Such behaviours are
particularly beneficial to children who frequently need for the scenes to
be explained and clarified to them.

6. Some psychologists emphasize the therapeutic use of television - it
does not always have to pose a health hazard.

7. Media education may contribute to the expansion of competencies
related to the use of the media. Children may switch from a passive
recipient to an active creator of media reality. Creative use of the
media may become a means of achieving numerous educational goals
[2, p. 34].

Unfavourable impact of the media on the child’s development is also a
subject of colloquial discussions devoted to education. Researchers dealing
with the media emphasize difficulties with the methodology of research on the
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social impact of the media, which are a source of many simplifications and
overinterpretations of conclusions.

Pedagogic media—child relation — methodological approach

Jadwiga Izdebska presented two key methodological orientations in
pedagogical research on the media. The first one focuses on the effects of the
media on a child, which is treated as an object of those effects, whose
consequences are changes in the psyche, interpersonal relations, daily
behaviours, ways of spending time. The other orientation originated from
criticism of perceiving the media—child relation as being instrumental, one-
sided. In this relation the child is the passive party, subordinated to the media.
The alternative methodological orientation treats the child as an active
learning subject, deriving experience from the media. In this concept the
child is not an object manipulated by the media. What is important are the
contents of the media messages which a child receives in an active manner.
Media education supports the process of deriving benefits from the media,
while parents act as the medium in the child-media relation [9, p. 36 — 44].

Jadwiga Izdebska, analyzing the pedagogical child—media relations,
uses the term ,,media childhood”. The electronic media area constitutes an
important educational environment, a proof of which is the time devoted to
them by children between 5 and 12 years, which, on average, amounts to 3.5 —
4 hours a day. Based on research conducted in Poland as well as abroad, she
developed an integrated model of media effects, which takes into account the
development possibilities and opportunities as well as threats ensuing from
media childhood [7, p. 205 — 210].

[Fig. 1. Media childhood — opportunities and threats to development and
education. Source: Izdebska J. (2005), Dziecinstwo przed szklanym ekranem
telewizora 1 komputera — nowe jego oblicze (w): Izdebska J., Sosnowski T.
(red.): Dziecko 1 media elektroniczne — nowy wymiar dziecinstwa, Trans
Humana Biatystok, s. 206].
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The threats associated with the media’s impact are largely owed to
improper use thereof. Television, the Internet cannot be treated as evil ,,in
itself”, lack of competencies in this regard [7, p. 208]. It is the parents,
educators, teachers who are responsible for proper use of the media. Media
education thus constitutes a not less important area than patriotic and religious
education, fulfilment of the school obligation, vocational training. Insufficient
competencies in using the media may also be a cause of threats to the
development and education in the health area. The negative impact of the
media on health may be associated with discrepant information about a healthy
lifestyle. Television and the Internet propagate discrepant views expressed by
different ,,experts” regarding vaccination of children, beneficial or harmful
aspects of drinking milk, or using different diets. Cognitive relativism
associated with an enormous quantity of information flowing from the media
constitutes one of the threats to the health of children and youths. The media
may also have an adverse impact on the emotional development. An example
of that may be anxieties caused by watching TV programs, films, which
children do not fully understand. Sometimes these can be programs intended
for children, in which it is difficult to comprehend relations between fiction
and reality. The harmful impact of the media also appears in the sphere of
behaviours. Young media recipients may model aggressive behaviours of
children’s idols. Children which spend a lot of time in front of the computer or
TV devote less attention to interpersonal relations, which has a negative
influence on their social development.

Cartoon heroes as a threat and challenge in health education

Research conducted among 120 6-year old children from Lublin’s
nursery schools has shown that after coming home they play with toys (67% of
respondents), watch TV (64%), play computer games (36%). As regards
television, the respondents usually watch cartoons (76%), less frequently
sports, entertainment or news programs. The most famous TV heroes include:
Batman — chosen by 37% of the respondents, Superman — (14%), cartoon
characters (49%). The children have also indicated that they like characters
such as: Simba from ,,The Lion King”, Shrek, Harry Potter, Spiderman, Barbi
from ,,Barbi as Rapunzel”, Cinderella, Rudolph The Red-nosed Reindeer,
Bloom and Stella from the ,,Winx Club”. Nursery school aged children most
frequently identified themselves with animé characters, with boys identifying
themselves with masculine characters, mainly with unrealistic and negative
characteristics (Spiderman, Bionicle, Batman, Dexter, Pokemons) and girls
identifying themselves with realistic and positive characters [13, p. 97 — 99].

It should be noted that the popularity of cartoon characters and the
associated advertisements lasts longer than just the pre-school period. The
influence of the characters may hide behind children’s magazines. Such
research is presented by Malgorzata Lisowska — Magdziarz [11, p. 59 — 64].
Girls preferred the "Witch" (bi-weekly magazine ,,Czarodziejki W.I.T.C.H.”),
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monthly magazine ,,Zabawy 1 marzenia z Barbie”. Illustrated press was less
popular among boys.

The media offer new possibilities of supporting different areas of
development and education, also by influencing the system of standards and
values. Moreover, thanks to contemporary media new family, school and
extracurricular education tools are appearing. Besides that, the media
mechanisms of modelling and social impact constitute a source of patterns of
behaviour.

One of significant areas of education supported by the media is health.
In the cognitive sphere television as well as the Internet constitute an
important source of knowledge about a healthy lifestyle. In addition to
television programs and Internet portals emphasizing the importance of
physical activeness, promoting healthy eating habits, pro-health contents can
be found, among other things, in news or breakfast television shows. The
healthy lifestyle is also being promoted through social advertising, i.e. product
placement. In this way Polish viewers learn that drinking mineral water and
fruit juices is healthy, that it is a good idea to drink milk every day or eat five
portions of fruits and vegetables. Some of those advertisements are
specifically targeted at children. Pro-health content can also be found in
cartoons. Characters from popular cartoons for girls (Barbie, witches from the
Winx Club) encourage children to do sports, live in harmony with nature, to
eat healthy food. Many parents, psychologists and educators are undeservedly
accused of only promoting attractive looks, a symbol of which is unnaturally
slim figure. In the sphere of social and emotional development television
programs for children emphasize the importance of close ties. Friendship and
readiness to offer help, altruism, respect for the elderly, helping weaker ones is
promoted by heroes of cartoons for girls as well as boys (Superman, Batman).
Children’s idols also influence the system of values and moral standards of
young viewers. Critics of cartoon heroes accuse them of having a too
provocative appearance, which fosters erosion of those characters (Barbie,
Wings), using force or promoting a macho image among boys (Superheroes,
for instance, Batman, Superman). It should be noted that there is no guarantee
of socialization of positive standards and values promoted by the media, or
modelling of behaviours in an automatic way. Media, acting as a means of
education, cannot overtake the educational role of parents and teachers but can
only support the process of educating children and youths. Toys associated
with cartoon characters may play a certain educational role. An example can
be the Barbie dolls, which show children the health problems of their peers.
An overweight Barbie serves as a warning against eating too many sweets or
too much fast food, a pregnant Barbie may serve as a didactic tool in sex
education, and Barbie with cancer may easily demonstrate the problems of
seriously ill peers. Parents, educators and teachers may utilize the natural need
to have fun and interest in cartoon heroes to perform various educational tasks
associated, for instance, with health education. Cartoons do not have to be
educational films. However, conversations about their heroes, role playing,
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artwork showing positive personal traits and behaviours of the idols may pose
an interesting alternative to traditional methods of promoting a healthy
lifestyle among children and youths.

Cartoons, also those containing brutal content, have helped diffuse
emotions and control aggression for ages. This catharsis theory, controversial
to many psychologists and educators, is present in the discussion on whether
the negative behaviours of cartoon heroes are adopted by children
automatically or whether they may have a positive contribution to dealing with
stress [16, p. 483].

Cartoon heroes may become one of elements of advertising activities.
Many products are being sold on the Polish market, associated with the
cartoon characters (Barbie, Winx, Batman, Spiderman and others). These
include food products (for instance: juice in cartons, candies, chocolate) as
well as clothing, school articles (backpacks, pencil cases, notebooks), toys and
colouring books, cosmetics and other ones (for instance: bed linen for girls and
boys, adhesive bandages sold at pharmacies).

John Lenardon points out the threats ensuing from possible contact
with contents inappropriate for children. He wrote about the Internet as an
extremely precious source of information but, at the same time, he indicates
that while browsing the Net there is a risk of children coming into contact with
materials such as:

,»- pornography,
- news published by organizations spreading hatred,
- cyberbullying,
- identity theft,
- gambling,
- solicitation by adults,
- improper forms of advertising” [10, p. 22 — 23].
The author adds that the child does not have to seek such contents. It may
come across them by accident while browsing the Internet looking for music
or films [10, p. 140 — 141].
Conclusions

Frequent contact of the child with the media seems unavoidable today
but the family, in particular, should pay attention to the choice of television
programs and films as well as the type of information coming from the
Internet. The art of choosing and differentiating messages that are valuable
and constructive should be consciously shaped by the child’s environment.
This is the more so important that the child creating an image of reality may
rely mainly on the image being conveyed by the media, and that image varies
a lot, sometimes mixing what is valuable and precious with what is of little
cognitive or moral value.

The child has difficulties noticing and understanding the differences
between the real and cartoon world. The child does not always agree with the
fact that in the film its favourite character is able to do different things while a
toy brought home is static. Sometimes the child has problems with anticipating
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the consequences of an individual attempt to imitate its brave hero, for
instance, a hero jumping from high places to rescue someone. This may arouse
a dissonance, and even a sense of inferiority when comparing oneself with the
cartoon hero who has many commonly approved traits. It pays off to teach
children to interpret the contents of various messages flowing from the
electronic media and to turn those media into an element supporting the
educational process and not an element that disturbs it.

The strength and bravery of boys’ heroes and the beauty and subtleness
of some of the girls’ heroesses can be considered in terms of education
understood as preparation for playing social roles associated with gender.
Cartoon characters may either facilitate or disturb the child’s understanding
what the given role in specific social conditions involves. Talking to children
and explaining reality to them may facilitate the process of preparing for life in
the society.

It is necessary to be aware of the threats and to exercise parental
control in order to be able to prevent the occurrence of factors which may
disturb the physical and mental health of the child. Other educators may have
their share in conducting media education in the contemporary world. This
means an opportunity to use the positive aspects of the media, for instance, to
encourage and inspire others to take steps promoting human health and
development, to provide knowledge and show patterns of desired behaviours,
for instance, pro-health behaviours [14, p. 221 — 226] and to ensure that the
patterns evoke a desire to imitate, i.e. to assimilate oneself with the model, for
instance, in terms of appearance, beliefs, way of expressing oneself [2, p. 16 —
17]. It would be a good idea to emphasize proper behaviour in cartoon heroes
or to create more cartoons where the heroes will become a model for the
children to follow.
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Byuyak A., Camyiino M. A., Camyisio B. A. MyasTuniikaniini
repoi sik MojieJi 310poBoi NOBeIiHKHU

BB 3aco6iB MacoBoi iH(opMarllii Ha ICUXIKY, 30POB’s 1 HOBEIIHKY
IWTHHYU, SK TPAaBHUJIO, OIIHIOETHCS HEraTHBHO. JlOCHIDKEHHS, IMPOBEACHI
¢daxiBusgMuU B Taly3i ICHUXOJOTrii, 3MIIHEHHS 3/I0pOB’S, OCBITH, OXOpPOHHU
3I0POB’sl OCBITH, MMOKa3aB, 110 HaBiTh, 3/1aBAJIOCSI O, OE3HEBUHHI OIOBIIaHHS
U JITed MOXYTh CHPUATH PO3BUTKY MpobieM 3 (i3MYHUM 3/10pOB’SIM
(nedexTu ocaHkH, MPOOIEMH 13 30pOM, HE3IOPOBE XapUyBaHHS), 3BUKAHHS J10
TEJEBI30pa, arpecHBHA MOBEAIHKA, TPYAHOILI 3 PO3PI3HEHHAM BHUMUCIY Bij
AificHocTi. Y CydyacHOMY BHUXOBaHHI JITeH BaXKO YCYHYTH e(exTH
TenebaueHHs, [HTepHETY 1 KOMII'IOTEpHHUX irop. Y IbOMYy BHIAAKY, MOXeE
Oytu, ue Oyno O rapHorw i1eer0 BukopuctoByBaTH 3MI mist GopmyBanHsS
310poB’s130epiratoyoi moBeAiHKU. OTHUH 3 HAWOUIBII BAXKIMBUX OCBITHIX
MexaHi3MiB € MozentoBaHHs. [lomynspHi repoi MyabT(hIIBMIB MOXYTh CTaTH
MO3UTUBHUM MPHUKIAIOM y Iporieci (JopMyBaHHs 3/J0POBOI MOBEIIHKH.

Knwouosi cnosa: 3p0poBa TOBEIIHKA, BIUIUB 3ac00IB  MacoBOi
1H(popMmallii, MeaiaocBiTa, MOJICIIOBAHHS.
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Byuak A., Camyiisio M. A., Camyiiio B. A. MyabTHIVIMKALIMOHHbIE
repou KaK MoJeJIM 30POBOI0 MOBEACHUSI

Bnusinue cpenctB maccoBoil MH(GOpMalUUu Ha MCUXUKY, 3J0POBbE U
NoBeJeHUE pebeHKa, KaK MpaBUJIO, OLEHUBAETCs HeraTuBHO. VccrienoBaHus,
IIPOBEJICHHBIE CHELUAINCTAMU B 00J1aCTH IICUXOJIOTHH, YKPEIIEHUS 310POBbS,
o0pa3zoBaHUsl, 3ApaBOOXpaHEeHUsI 00pa30BaHus, IOKA3aIH, YTO JIaXe, Ka3aloch
Obl, HEBHHHBIE pACCKa3bl JUIsl JE€TEd MOTYT CIOCOOCTBOBATH Pa3BUTHIO
mpobieM ¢ (GU3NYECKUM 310pOBbeM (AeeKThl OCaHKH, MPOOIEMBI CO
3peHueM, He370pOBOE IMUTAHHUE), MPHUBBIKAHHE K TEJIEBU30pY, arpecCUBHOE
IIOBE/ICHUE, TPYJHOCTU C Pa3iIM4YEHHUEM BBIMBICJIA OT ACMCTBUTEIBHOCTU. B
COBPEMEHHOM BOCIIUTAaHUH JIeTell TPYIHO YCTPaHUTh 3((EKThl TeIeBUICHMUS,
HHTepHeTa u KOMIBIOTEPHBIX UTp. B 3TOM ciydae, MoxkeT ObITh, 3TO ObLIO ObI
xopowelt wuzaeei wucnonb3oBatb CMU s GopmupoBaHus 310pOBOTO
noBeaeHus. OnHO W3 Haubojee BaXKHBIX 00pa3oBaTEIbHBIX MEXAaHH3MOB
aBigeTcs mojenuposanue. llomnynspHeie repou MyabTHUIBMOB MOTYT CTaTh
MOJIOKUTEIBHBIM ~ IIPpUMEPOM B Tporecce (HOPMUPOBAHHUS — 37A0POBOIO
MOBE/ICHHUS.

Knrouesvie cnosa: 310poBOE NOBEACHUE, BIMSHUE CPEACTB MacCOBOU
uH(popmaluu, MmenraodpazoBaHue, MOIECITUPOBAHUE.

Buchak A., Samuylo M. A., Samuylo B. A. Cartoon heroes as
health behaviour models

Media’s impact on children’s psyche, health and behaviour is usually
evaluated in negative terms. Research conducted by specialists from the field
of psychology, health promotion, pedagogy, health education has shown that
even apparently harmless cartoons may contribute to physical health disorders
(postural defects, vision problems, unhealthy eating habits), addiction to
television, aggressive behaviours, problems with distinguishing fiction from
reality. In modern child raising it is difficult to eliminate the effects of
television, the Internet and computer games. In this case maybe it would be a
good idea to use the media to shape pro-health behaviours. One of the most
important educational mechanisms is modelling. Popular cartoon heroes may
become positive models in the process of shaping health behaviours.

Key words. health behaviours, impact of the media, media education,
modelling.
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