To what extent does the media contribute towards violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual? 
The American Psychological Association dictionary defines the study of media as “the influence of television, film, radio, the Internet, social media, advertising, mobile communications, and various other media on people’s thoughts, perceptions, emotions, beliefs, behaviours, and relationships”. The 21st century is a technologically advanced era, where media dominates most of the vast population’s lives, so how does this affect people? This essay will discuss the influence that violence in the media has on human behaviour, mainly focussing on children and how it affects their attitudes, behaviour, cognition, and development. 
Research on the effects of media goes back as early as the 1960’s. Bandura’s (1963) social learning theory gave evidence to suggest that exposure to violence on television increases the risk of violent behavior (Bandura et al, 1961).
Youths having access to media is on the increase, whilst the ages of youths exposed to media are getting younger (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017). Many reports suggest that violence is associated with exposure to media content (Ybarra et al., 2008). One survey conducted by Ybarra et al (2008) gave evidence for an association between media and violence, ‘The growing up with media’ online survey in 2006 consisted of 1588 ten–fifteen-year-old children who had access to the internet at least once within a period of six months. The survey concluded that five percent of the children had engaged in some form of serious violent behavior and thirty-eight percent of those children also reported exposure to violence within the media (Ybarra et al., 2008). 
Children have been found to be especially more susceptible to media than adults are (Bushman & Huesmann, 2006). As the world is becoming more dominated by smart phones, infants are losing out on valuable time-spent with their parents, this time-period is crucial in a child’s development (Christakis et al., 2009). Having a good bond with their peers allows for healthy audible learning and engagement (Christakis et al., 2009). Not only that, but very young children are themselves spending more time watching television and losing out on valuable ‘play-time’ activities which plays a key role in a child’s cognition (Schmidt et al., 2008). 
Media can have positive aspects; some children’s television, such as ‘Sesame Street’ has been found to be educational (Gerbner, 1998). However, within today’s society, with media so readily available. Is it possible that parents are unaware of what their child is consuming within the world of media? Earlier studies by Gerbner et al found that prime time tv contains more violence than any other tv programs. However, parents may not classify violence shown in cartoons as violent because it is portrayed in a humorous or unrealistic way (Potter & Warren 1998). 
Gerbner’s cultivation theory examines the long-term effects that media has on individuals. People who consume a lot of media, are more likely to perceive the realities of the world in the same way they are presented within the media they engage in, which can influence an individual’s attitude and behavior (Gerbner, 1998).
Children of a certain age have difficulty distinguishing fantasy from reality, which could have a negative influence when they are consuming violence within the media (Samuels & Taylor 1994). Children do tend to use ‘copycat behavior’ when they are learning, Bandura (1963) demonstrated this in his social learning theory. 
One experiment conducted by Stein and Friedrich (1972) randomly assigned children to watch Batman and Superman cartoons (which consisted of violent behavior) or episodes of Mister Rogers (consisted of prosocial behavior). For two weeks Stein and Fredrich observed the children, they found that children who viewed the violent cartoons were more likely to be aggressive when interacting with other children, than the group of children who viewed the pro-social content.
Some real-life events have led people to hold ‘violent media’ accountable for the violent actions displayed by individuals. A prime example of this is the unfortunate case of James Bulger (Brewer, 2011). In 1993 two children named Robert Thompson and Jon Venables sadly murdered James Bulger aged two (Brewer, 2011). Due to the age of the boys at the time they committed the crime, people found it quite hard to believe. The reasoning behind their crime was widely debated, some people believed that their crimes were largely down to exposure to media violence, Childs Play 3 was of particular interest (Brewer, 2011). In one of the trials the judge implied that Thompson and Venables’ exposure to such media could partially explain the reasoning behind their crime. However, despite acceptance of this theory, there was no concrete evidence that Thompson and Venables had watched the film and police continuously denied that there was an association between this crime and media violence (Barker, 1997). Child psychologist Elizabeth Newton (1994) also added that the film was available to be purchased long before the incident (Brewer, 2011) .
Another case was the columbine high school shootings. Two boys (Harris and Klebold) went into their school, killing twelve students and one teacher before committing suicide themselves. Again, the media which they engaged in was debated (Ferguson, 2002). There were links found between the event of the killing and the media in which they consumed, for example the two boys wore long trench coats similar to a character in a violent film. The two young boys were also found to be interested in certain types of movies, video games and music which referenced violent behavior (Brewer, 2011). 
Cases such as these, and many others, generate the question of whether violence is a cause or consequence of media. Gentile and Bushman (2012) demonstrated that several factors contribute to aggressive behavior, media alone is not always the cause of this. Other research has found that exposure to media violence may desensitize people to violence in their reality (Gentile & Bushman, 2012). For some individuals, engaging with violent media is enjoyable and they may not experience anxious arousal as a result.
When people become desensitized towards media there is a risk of increased aggression. Desensitization can reduce the likelihood of empathy when seeing a victim of violence.
When Stanly Kubrick’s (1971) ‘A Clockwork Orange’ was released there were fears that the film would magnify teenage violence. The film consisted of a gang of teenagers acting out scenes of violence, rape and murder. Once the film was released, several ‘copycat’ incidents were reported. Often, the defendants would use the film as an excuse for their behavior. Eventually the film was withdrawn from release and released again thirty years later (Giles, 2010). 
Interestingly, this time there were no reports of a similar nature. This could possibly give evidence of how as a society; we have become desensitized to violence. Especially as the graphics in films have advanced technologically (Giles, 2010). In more modern times, this film would be classified as ‘tame’ compared with current media (Giles, 2010). 
Huesmann et al (2003) researched the longitudinal effects of media, their findings showed that children who had consumed violent media were more likely to be prosecuted for criminal acts as adults. However, aggressive children did not always predict consumption of more violent media as teenagers. Suggesting that tv watching could be more of a cause than a consequence (Huesmann et al., 2003). 
Studies such as these magnify how researchers approach media and violence. For example, some may classify violence as ‘physical’, others may classify ‘verbal abuse’ as an act of violence. Morrison (1999) found that adults and children generally make judgements of violence based on how convincing the violence is. For example, cartoons are categorized as being more playful (Morrison, 1999). Then there is the issue with age range, gender, and culture. And for some societies media is more accessible (Brewer, 2011).
One study found that British audiences find scenes involving gun crime less violent than those involving knife crime, this could be because British people do not associate closely with guns and do not see them as a threat, compared with American audiences who can Identify more with the risks of gun violence (Gunter, 1985). 
People who are generally more aggressive are more likely to behave aggressively when consuming violent media compared with those who are generally not aggressive (Kiewitz & Wiever, 2001). Because of this, it is important that researchers take individual differences into account when measuring the effects of media (Aluja-febregat, 2000). 
When children observe an adult’s interpretation towards violent media, this could affect the way that children respond to media violence. Generally, if adults react negatively towards violent media, a child will learn that the behavior shown is unacceptable (Giles, 2010). Whereas if the adult responds to the content in a passive or neutral way the child may think that there is no consequence for violent behavior, resulting in higher levels of aggression (Giles, 2010). 
Schlesinger et al (1998) studied eighty-eight men about violent video games. Findings showed that men from more violent backgrounds compared with men from backgrounds of a less or nonviolent nature, were more likely to feel positive and excitable when more realistic imagery in violent video games were shown (Schlesinger et al, 1998).
Another element to consider is the cognitive processes which can influence the way people behave as a consequence of media violence (Huesmann & Eron.,1986). The scripts theory demonstrates that individuals hold a wealth of cognitive scripts, which in turn influences attitude and behavior. People hold memories, but as people develop and progress, different experiences and observations expand, which in turn, changes cognitive scripts (Huesmann & Eron.,1986). Things that are relevant to a person will usually be selected as a script to guide their behavior (Huesmann & Eron.,1986). Therefore, it could be particularly harmful for children to be engaging with media containing violence, as this can create new scripts or change existing scripts (Huesmann & Eron.,1986).
For example, if a child is observing television containing abusive behavior, they may interpret this behavior as being ‘normal’ or ‘acceptable’, which could lead to real-life aggression (Huesmann & Eron.,1986).
Although most studies surrounding media tend to discuss the harmful effects, there is limited research that discuss how children perceive violence within media (Vastag, 2004). there is a possibility that some media can be helpful and beneficial. Olsen et al (2008) studied forty-two boys aged twelve to fourteen, to see how they interpret and use gaming as a means to improve angry feelings or to relieve stress. 
None of the boys felt they were negatively affected by violent media, but interestingly the boys were concerned with how media would affect younger children, this is consistent with the ‘third person effect’ (Olsen et al., 2008). The third person effect refers to how people believe that mass media affects other people more than themselves (Gunther, 1991). 
The study showed that boys are more likely to play video games than girls, with perceptions of violence in the media being considerably different (Galen & Underwood, 1997). The boys included in this study placed emphasis on the fact that they would use ‘violent video games’ to release pent up anger, especially those who were being bullied at school. There is a possibility that this could reduce physical aggression and allow young boys to control their social and emotional well-being (Colwell & Kato, 2003). 
‘Rough-and-tumble’ play could also be an element that is fulfilled when playing video games (Olsen et al., 2008). For boys in particular, ‘rough-and-tumble’ play helps to regulate emotions, explore peer status, and allow them to establish the difference between playful and harmful behavior (Nagel, 2019). All of which are key elements of development for boys (Olsen et al, 2008). 
Perhaps there is a responsibility for schools and parents to teach the dangers of media violence to children (Huesmann et al, 1983). One study demonstrated this, 169 children were randomly assigned into and experimental group and a control group. The children were exposed to different treatments which were designed to reduce imitation of aggressive behavior, which they were previously exposed to on television. The study was carried over for two years, by the end of these two years the experimental group were deemed far less aggressive by their peers (Huesmann et al, 1983). The study suggested that there is a possibility for mitigation against imitating violence in the media (Huesmann et al, 1983).
There is also the question of whether engaging in media is better in some society’s than it is to engage with people in real-life situations. People living in locations where criminality is higher, may benefit from spending their time watching television, as this can encourage an individual to stay at home, which in turn decreases the opportunity to involve themselves with people who engage in criminal activity (Messner, 1986).
In conclusion there is a body of evidence to suggest that media has a negative impact on more impressionable people. Several studies display a link between media and aggression. Banduras (1963) social learning theory has given good evidence and supports research around the link between media violence and how it could potentially influence children to act aggressively. The large amount of research around media and how it influences children’s behavior seems to be more convincing than research that says media may be beneficial. However, the amount of research which has been conducted on the benefits of media does not provide a fair enough argument to conclude that media is the only cause of aggressive behavior. Cases like those of James Bulgars and the Columbine High School shootings do not give clear conclusive evidence that media is the cause of violence. Looking at individual differences, culture and background is possibly a better approach when seeking out the answer of whether media really is the main cause for violent and aggressive behavior.
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