To what extent does the media contribute towards violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual?
The media is more prominent in our lives now, more than ever before, so it is not surprising that the effects of it are “the biggest area of research in media psychology” (Giles, 2010, p. 31). According to Ludlow and Gutierrez (2014), humans learn behaviours, including aggressive and violent ones, from observing and imitating others, especially if they perceive the other person as admirable. Bandura et al. (1961, 1963) demonstrated this concept with the famous ‘Bobo doll experiment’, showcasing “how a child’s aggressive tendencies can be strengthened through vicarious reinforcement” (Gross, 1987/2020, p. 489). Therefore, it is expected that constant exposure to violent media content will have an impact on human behaviour. In fact, Bandura’s experiment was the beginning of scientific research into the influence of media on aggressive behaviour (Baron, 1977, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020). With that in mind, this essay will discuss the extent to which the media contributes towards violence and aggression. 
As stated by Bender et al. (2018), there have been decades of research, including “cross-sectional, experimental and longitudinal studies and meta-analytical reviews” (p. 104) which support the causal link between exposure to the media and aggressive behaviour. Since this evidence has been so conclusive, it has meant that researchers believe that the link is “as strong as the link between smoking and lung cancer” (Giles, 2010, p. 32), which implies that the debate is over. Additionally, Bender et al. (2018) claimed that this has caused health organisations, such as the American Medical Association and the American Academy of Paediatrics to state that “media violence is a causal risk factor for aggression” (p. 104). Due to this alone, it would be reasonable to say that the extent that the media can influence violent and aggressive behaviour is significant. 
Anderson et al. (2003), stated that the research base for the effects of media on aggression is compelling since it is “diverse in methods, samples and media genres” (p. 81). They explained that research has focused largely on television and movies, and the findings typically show that adolescents who are exposed to TV and movie violence are more aggressive in terms of their behaviour, thoughts and emotions, in comparison to those who are not. Anderson et al. proceeded by explaining that one “typical experimental paradigm” (p. 84) is that participants watch either a violent or nonviolent film and are later analysed regarding their interaction with others. They described one study by Bjorkqvist (1985) which investigated how 5- to 6-year-old Finnish children would behave after watching violent or nonviolent films. The findings showed that those who were exposed to the violent film were much more aggressive afterwards and they were rated highly on physical assault (Anderson et al., 2003), which supports the link between violent media content and antisocial behaviour.
However, it is important to understand how TV and film exert these effects. According to Gross (1987/2020), Huesmann et al. (2003) “identified a number of psychological processes which underlie either the short-term or long-term effects of TV exposure and other media” (p. 490). The underlying processes for short-term effects include cognitive priming, immediate imitation and excitation transfer. Bushman and Green (1990, as cited in Giles, 2010) stated that cognitive priming can occur from the scripts that violent films provide, meaning viewers later act these out in “ambiguous social encounters” (p. 36). This could explain why Bjorkqvist (1985) found that children were more abusive after watching a violent film. Furthermore, the underlying processes for long-term effects include “observational learning of behavioural scripts, world schemas and normative beliefs” (Huesmann et al., 2003, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020), desensitisation and didactic learning.
According to Giles (2010), desensitisation is a “frequently cited effect of media violence…towards violence in general” (p. 36). This means that repeated exposure to violent media content can result in “lowered emotional arousal and produces a ‘drugging’ effect similar to addiction” (Murray, 2008, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020). A study by Krahé et al. (2011) which investigated the association of desensitisation with violent media and habitual media violence in undergraduates, supported this idea. They stated that their findings showed that “the more individuals habitually used violent media contents, the less physiological reactivity they showed to a violent film clip” (Krahé, 2011, p. 642). This effect could then lead to individuals having reduced “physiological arousal reactions to real-world violence” (Dubow et al., 2007, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020) and therefore, increase their aggressive behaviour because they think it is acceptable. However, the evidence would suggest that those who use social media less frequently, would not suffer these effects to the same extent. It could also be proposed that since the sample only consisted of undergraduates, different effects may be found in other age groups, i.e., children and older adults.
Therefore, it is vital to consider the effects that the media has on different ages. Huesmann et al. (2003), focused on the adult population when they investigated the “longitudinal relations between TV violence viewing at ages 6 to 10 and adult aggressive behaviour about 15 years later” (p. 201). They used a sample of both male and female participants growing up in the 1970s and 1980s, which differentiates from past longitudinal studies which usually only focused on boys (Huesmann et al., 2003, p. 201). As stated by the researchers, the findings showed that exposure to media violence during childhood can predict adult aggressive behaviour in both males and females. This evidence would also support that Huesmann’s underlying psychological processes for long-term media effects, such as desensitisation, are relevant to older adults, as well as undergraduate students. Additionally, the study also adds important empirical evidence that females can also be highly influenced by what they view during childhood, which also increases the generalisability of other research evidence. 
Moreover, Paik and Comstock (1994) investigated children and adolescents in the “most comprehensive meta-analysis up to that time of the link between…TV violence and aggressive or antisocial behaviour” (Gross, 1987/2020, p. 492). As explained by Gross, the researchers analysed 217 studies, consisting of surveys and laboratory and field experiments, between the years of 1957 and 1990. He stated that the findings showed highly significant effects for “pre-schoolers through to college students” (Gross, 1987/2020, p. 492), which is typically ages 3 to 21. It is clear from these results that the effects of the media can impact a range of ages, including the youngest of viewers. This would explain why Anderson et al. (2003) claimed that “no one is wholly immune to the effects” (p. 81) of the media.
On that note, it is also important to consider cross-cultural findings, to help distinguish the true extent of violent media effects on aggressive behaviour. As stated by Krahé (2016), “despite differences in cultural norms…the evidence for a link between violent media use and aggression is remarkably consistent across different countries” (p. 439). For instance, Bender et al. (2018) explained that research has investigated Belgian, Mexican American and South Korean samples, and found similar media effects in all. They added that these results were even found in troubled countries, such as Beirut. For example, a survey conducted using a sample of Lebanese school children showed that exposure to violent media could be linked with “pro-violence attitudes above and beyond the impact of real-world violence” (Bender et al., 2018, p. 104). This evidence is critical since it demonstrates that even in countries with a high level of crime and violence, the media has more of an influence on aggressive behaviour. 
Additionally, Anderson et al. (2017) discussed a study which investigated the “cultural generality versus specificity of media violence effects on aggression” (p. 986) across seven nations namely, Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, and America. They explained that the study required participants to report their aggression, media use habits and certain risk and protective factors. The findings showed that violent media content and aggression were positively associated across the nations, even after controlling for other relevant risk and protective factors, such as peer delinquency (Anderson et al., 2017). Furthermore, Krahé (2016) reported that in other research, Anderson et al. (2010) compared studies “from Western countries with studies from Japan, China and Singapore” (p. 440) and found substantial evidence that there is a “longitudinal association between violent video game use and aggressive behaviour that were not moderated by culture” (p. 440). It is evident that these studies highlight how cultural differences do not seem to impact the effects of violent media content on aggression, and so it is essentially a worldwide issue. 
After discussing the meta-analysis by Anderson et al. (2010), which focused on violent video games, it seems necessary to consider this genre, as it supports the strong link between media and aggression. According to Anderson et al. (2003), the evidence from video games has expanded rapidly over the past decade, which is no surprise considering the video game industry has experienced an “enormous worldwide growth” (Giles, 2010, p. 38) during this time. Anderson et al. (2003) added that the research has shown very similar findings to that of TV and films so far, despite the experiences being quite different since the individual gets to “control the action directly” (Giles, 2010, p. 38) in video games. Nevertheless, Giles (2010) mentioned that researchers tend to use the same “theoretical models and methodologies” (p. 38) as TV and film studies, for video game research, even though it is expected that the psychological processing is different. Therefore, it could be proposed that video games would show a bigger influence on antisocial behaviour, in comparison to TV and film, if the research methods were adapted.
On the other hand, research evidence has already proven that video game violence has a major influence on aggression, despite the possible flaws in its methodology. For example, Anderson and Bushman (2001) conducted the first comprehensive meta-analytic review which “combined the results of empirical studies of violent video game effects on five types of outcome variables” (Anderson, 2004, p. 114). He explained that these five variables were aggressive behaviour, aggressive cognition, aggressive affect, helping behaviour and physiological arousal and that they found “significant effects of violent video games on each of these” (Anderson, 2004, p. 114). Anderson added that these effects were similar for both males and females, and those under the age of 18, as well as older participants. However, it should be noted that the research usually focuses on younger generations, since children and adolescents are the most likely groups to play video games (Anderson et al., 2007). The findings from a study of 3,442 6 - 64-year-olds in the United Kingdom revealed this, “with 100% of 6 to 10-year-olds, 97% of 11 to 15-year-olds and 82% of 16 to 24-year-olds playing video games at least occasionally” (Pratchett, 2005, as cited in Anderson et al., 2007, p. 7). This also suggests that the research evidence for video games may not be generalisable across all ages, which should be taken into account. 
Moreover, recent studies have investigated players of violent video games (VVGs), players of non-violent video games, and non-gamers (Bender et al., 2018). Bender et al. explained that certain studies have found that players of VVGs showed higher levels of aggression than non-gamers and were faster when responding to fearful expressions. They also stated that one study found “habitual players of violent games showed less fMRI activity in emotion centres of the brain when playing a violent game, than did habitual players of non-violent games” (Bender et al., 2018, p. 105). This type of evidence demonstrates how the effects of VVGs can be physical as well as psychological, providing a substantial cause for aggressive behaviour. Furthermore, Bender et al. (2018) also added that studies such as this one illustrates how “research is moving beyond the question of whether violent content effects exist, to focus instead on the mechanisms explaining how these effects operate” (p. 105). This development in research would not only show the extreme influence that the media has on aggressive behaviour but would also help determine what could be implemented to reduce these effects. 
Additionally, it is vital to consider some of the crimes that video game violence is said to have influenced. According to Anderson (2003), the problem of video game violence can be linked back to school shootings at West Paducah, Kentucky in December 1997, Jonesboro, Arkansas in March 1998, Springfield, Oregon in May 1998 and Littleton, Colorado in April 1999. He also mentioned other crimes, such as five homicides in Long Prairie and Minneapolis during 2003, beating deaths in Ohio (2002), and the Washington, DC. ‘Beltway’ sniper shootings in 2002. Anderson (2003) proceeded by saying that “video game-related crimes have also been reported in several other industrialised countries, including Germany… and Japan” (p. 113).
However, despite knowing that violent media content can influence these types of acts, it cannot be held fully accountable (Gross, 1987/2020). Prot et al. (2016, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020) stated that aggressive behaviour is complex and is influenced by several risk factors, which is why it would be irrational to say that “media violence is ‘the’ cause of aggression and violence” (p. 494). Furthermore, Anderson et al. (2007, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020) addressed the risk and resilience framework which states that behaviour is a product of “protective factors…such as parental involvement” (p. 494) and “risk factors (which disrupt healthy development and increase the risk of maladaptation)” (p. 494). It also claims that “no single risk factor is sufficient to elicit a violent act, but each can increase the risk of violence” (Anderson et al., 2007, as cited in Gross, 1987/2020, p. 494). Therefore, although we can say that violent media content has a major influence on such crimes, it cannot be deemed as the sole cause.
In conclusion, it is without a doubt that there is an abundance of research evidence which investigates the influence that the media has on aggressive behaviour. The studies within this field have examined a number of different media genres, age groups and cultures, which means that the matter has been widely investigated. The evidence typically shows that the media can significantly impact aggression and violence in both males and females of varying ages and cultural backgrounds. This would suggest that the majority of people who have access to media, especially violent content, are likely to be affected.  In fact, it is astonishing that the research has even gone so far in revealing that the media can have more of an impact on aggression than real-world violence for those living in high-risk countries. However, as mentioned previously, we cannot claim that the media is the cause for antisocial or violent behaviour, despite the strong link, since there are many other risk factors which are likely to contribute. Therefore, we can only conclude that the media has a significant contribution towards aggressive behaviour in individuals. 
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