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Keeping Imagination Alive in a Commercialized World

Dr. Susan Linn is a child psychotherapist who directs the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood. Her work focuses on the need to protect children from the relentless onslaught of marketing and advertising.
Susan Linn – Democracy thrives when there’s a population of citizens who can think creatively, who can engage in critical thinking, who aren’t totally blindsided and susceptible to hype.

Linn's latest book, The Case for Make Believe: Saving Play in a Commercialized World, draws on her 30 years of experience working with children. Linn says that commercialized culture actually prevents children from playing and using their imaginations. 

Linn – We’ve reached a point in society where nurturing creative play has actually become counter-cultural. And, in large part, that’s because it’s a threat to corporate profits. Children who play creatively don’t need as many of the things that corporations sell. 
Children are bombarded with advertising for toys that are often linked to movies and TV shows. And toys now are often imbedded with computer chips so that simply pressing a button makes the toy jump or dance or talk or sing.
Linn –The toys are actually having more fun and engaged in more self-expression than the children are.
Linn says that to raise healthy, creative, curious, thinking children, we need to give them the experience of conjuring something out of nothing. We need to provide them opportunities to truly interact with the world.
Linn – It’s really important to remember that make believe, that creative play is absolutely essential to the health and well-being of children. It’s the foundation of learning, its key to school success, it’s central to creativity and to the ability to make meaning of life.

She says parents need to take responsibility for making thoughtful choices about introducing children to the market-driven media at such young ages. But parents need help from educators, health care professionals and mental health professionals as well. Linn feels the public health community needs to take a stronger stance against advertising to children and start lobbying for better policies to keep marketers away from children’s  TV programs and develop parent education programs.
Linn – There is an obstacle to these organizations becoming more involved. And that is that many of them take funding from these corporations or a partnership with corporations who have a vested interest in making sure that we don’t have government policies.

For more information, go to commercialfreechildhood.org.
Why Do Americans Know Less than Ever About the World?

Earlier this year at the TED conference – annual, invitation-only gathering of luminaries from the fields of technology, entertainment and design – Alisa Miller of Public Radio International gave a presentation about why the U.S. media is showing less of the world than ever before. She started off with statistics for the news coverage for Feb. 2007.

Alisa Miller – This was a month when North Korea agreed to dismantle its nuclear facilities. There was massive flooding in Indonesia. And in Paris, the IPCC released its study confirming man’s impact on global warming. The U.S. accounted for 79 percent of total news coverage. And when we take out the U.S. and look at the remaining 21 percent, we see a lot of Iraq and little else. Combined coverage of Russia, China and India, for example, reached just one percent.

Miller – So, why don’t we hear more about the world? One reason is that news networks have reduced the number of their foreign bureaus by half. Aside from one-person ABC mini bureaus in Nairobi, New Delhi and Mumbai, there are no network news bureaus in all of Africa, India or South America – places that are home to more than two billion people. 

Miller – The reality is covering Britney is cheaper. And this lack of global coverage is all the more disturbing when we see where people go for news. Last year Pew and the Columbia J-School analyzed the 14,000 stories that appeared on Google News’ front page. And they in fact covered the same 24 news events. Similarly, a study in e-content showed that much of global news from U.S. news creators is recycled stories from the AP wire services and Reuters and don’t put things into a context that people can understand their connection to it.
Miller – In recent years, Americans who say they closely follow global news most of the time grew to over 50 percent. The real question: Is this distorted world view what we want for Americans in our increasingly interconnected world? 
To see the video of Alisa Miller’s presentation, go to ted.com

