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Media essay

There is a clear distinction between media violence and violent behaviour. Media violence can be described as “visual portrayals of acts of physical aggression by one human against another.” the definition of violent behaviour is “an act intended to injure or irritate another person. The act could be physical or nonphysical.” (the role of media violence in violent behaviour- L. Rowell Huesmann, Laramie D. Taylor). Today's generation seems to struggle with what violence means. As the above statement says, violent behaviour is doing anything to harm or irritate another person. People don’t seem to think that irritating people is a type of violence as you’re causing them harm but in a mental way, not just physically. 

Most experimental research around the link between media and aggression have all concluded that by exposing children and young adults to violent behaviour in the media, whether that be on video games or television, increases the chances that they will be aggressive in the near future. In 1987, Josephson found that during his experiment (396 seven to nine-year-old boys to watch either a violent or nonviolent clip before playing floor hockey) the boys who watched the violent film played a more aggressive game of hockey than the boys who watched the nonviolent film. There are many other similar studies conducted on different age groups and gender groups and they have all found the same answer, those exposed to violent media act more aggressively afterwards than those not exposed to violent media. However, these are in controlled settings which raise the question of whether people react the same in the real world and not just in a laboratory. 

On the other hand, there have been longitudinal studies that support the research above. Huesmann and Eron (1977-1992) interviewed the same children each year for three years and found that the rates of aggression were increasing for both boys and girls who watched violent television in both controlled and uncontrolled settings. As these children got older, they found that 11% of the males that where already quite violent during Middle school were convicted of a crime and 39% of the high violence females were found to have “thrown something at their spouse”. The above research shows that when experimental and longitudinal studies are combined, the overall conclusion is that subjection to violence in the media or anywhere else in the environment for that matter, is a serious risk factor for aggressive behaviour in both the short and long term.

However, it is not just exposure to violence in the form of films and television shows that add to aggression in the long term but video games as well. Brodie et al (1999) found that young people, ages 8-18, in the US spend more than 40 hours per week on some type of media, excluding schoolwork, and video games are growing in popularity. They found that “around 10% of children aged 8-13 play console and computer games for more than an hour a day” when worked out, the overall average is 7.5 hours a week. In 1996, Buchman and Funk found that 59% of fourth grade girls and 73% of boys said that their favorite type of video games are those which include violence. Also, Walsh, in the 2000s, found that there is a lack of parental oversight when it comes to buying games for their children. Teenagers in grades 8 through 12 recorded that 90% of their parents never check the ratings on the games they buy them. Also 89% of parents were found to not limit the time their children spend on these games. Another thing is that game makers tend to add violence into animated games so that it looks more appealing to the younger generation and people are none the wiser.

Social cognitive theory suggests that aggression may be brought about by observing and learning from our elders and those around us. This theory is based on Banduras social learning theory and his bobo doll experiment. In 1961, Bandura conducted a controlled experiment to see if behaviour can be acquired by imitation. 24 children were shown an aggressive model and 24 children were shown a nonaggressive model and then observed in a room with a bobo doll to see if they imitated the video that they watched. What they found was that the children who were exposed to aggressive models were more aggressive compared to the other sets of children. Bandura concluded that “human aggression is a learned conduct that, like other forms of social behaviour, is under stimulus, reinforcement and cognitive control.”  This shows that any form of media can affect how a child acts as they believe that’s the only way to behave, especially if that’s all they see. They are also starting to believe that their actions have hardly any consequences, meaning that they don’t fully understand what real life is like as they’re too busy watching it on a screen. Children are too busy watching these films where people constantly get away with harming others and playing these games where they shoot people and they come back to life, but that's not how the real-world works, and the future generations will accept this as “normal” and go on to further this belief within society. As more and more violent films and games are being made, child violence is also increasing at a rapid pace. For example, there are more children murdering other children, whether that be in the form of school shootings in America or the James Bulger case in Liverpool, England. Although some of these cases don’t have a link to violent video games (such as the Virginia tech massacre in April 2012) some of them do (Steven Phillip Kazmierczak the university shooter from Illinois in 2008) or at least they play a factor, even if it's not as significant. 

Although the social cognitive theory and Bandura's research show that children can learn behaviour from their “role models”, it doesn’t necessarily mean that they will imitate it. Predicting behaviour from anyone is very difficult and we can never be 100% sure. In terms of violence in films, if a child watches them, will we know for sure whether they will become violent themselves or if they realize the consequences of their behaviour, meaning if you commit violence then you get treated in a negative way. The bobo doll experiment, for example, has been highly criticized on methodological grounds, meaning that it lacks ecological validity.

Another theory of aggression states that the main sorce is external stimuli. This theory says that aggression is just a rection to being frustrated. This was brought about by Dollard et al. He said that “the occurrence of aggressive behaviour always presupposes the existence of frustration.” They say that human behaviour is complicated and it's daring to say that a variable always leads to a certain behaviour, when in fact a behaviour is always preceded by that variable. Dollard defines frustration as “an interference with the occurrence of an instigated goal-response at its proper time in the behavioral sequence.” This basically means we feel frustration when we don’t get something we think we deserve, for example, a promotion or a pay rise. However, not all these lead to physical violence. Berkowitz proposed that frustration leads to anger but not all anger leads to aggression unless there are “appropriate cues or releasers.” He thinks that even when the stimulus is present, maybe they can learn that expressing said anger in a violent way is inappropriate and will be less likely to do it. Overall, if the thing that is frustrating is around for a prolonged period, aggression is more than likely going to occur. Therefore, showing that there are many other factors that can lead to aggression in children and young adults.

However, research also shows how certain video games can help improve children's academic abilities and performance. As early as the 1980s, studies have shown that playing certain video games increased the speed of reaction times, improved hand-eye coordination, as well as raised the players' self-esteem. They are more effective for those with poor academic skills, and it is suggested that they “may be useful in equalizing individual differences in spatial skill performance.” It has also been proven that videogames give children state-of-the-art technology and could also even help to reduce gender inequalities in certain workplaces such as in IT as it gives women a fair shot as they have the same knowledge of computers etc. meaning they don’t have to work harder for the same wage, it’ll just come naturally to them. This therefore contradicts the statement that the media has contributed to violence and aggression in children.  

On the other hand, to support the statement, research has shown that if a child plays video games or watched violent films then in time they “may become less sensitive to the pain and suffering of others, may become more fearful of the world around them and may be more likely to behave in aggressive or harmful ways towards others.” Research by L. Rowell Huesmann et al in the 1980s found that elementary school children who watched a lot of television showed higher levels of aggression in their teenage years and by the time they became adults they were more likely to be arrested for violent acts. Another research has found that media violence can desensitize people to violence in the real world and, for some people, it can become enjoyable to watch and they become less anxious about the real world. Today's generation believe that they can handle whatever life throws at them due to these films, but this is because the media if full of deception. This means that all types of media exaggerate things in one way or another, whether that be games that makes life seem easy or the news making life seem worse than it is and therefore is one of the main causes of aggression.

In 2009, psychologist Christopher J. Fergusons said that some of the research done into video game violence has failed to control or investigate other variables as to why a person can be aggressive. For example, mental health problems or family life. His research found that children that are already at high risk choose to play video games in order to escape from real-life. Aggression may also run in the family. For example, the parental figure could be a very aggressive person, so the child could just pick up the same attitudes. Erich Fromm's work in 1973 concluded that only 6 out of 30 of the societies he researched were described as “destructive” he said that if aggression is innate/instinctual then it should therefore be universal but that's not the case. Gender could also be a factor; boys tend to be more violent than girls anyway so that could affect the results of these studies. This shows that the media can't be the only reason as to why people are aggressive. 

Sigmund Freud said that aggression is a consequence of a primary instinct he liked to call ‘Thanatos’ this is an innate drive toward disintegration which he believed was aimed against the self. In order to not ‘self-destruct’ we tend to become aggressive to others. However, if this is the case, why don’t most people seriously hurt people? Well, according to Freud, it's called ‘catharsis’. This means that watching violent events/ films tends to help get rid of the aggressive urge to attack someone. On the other hand, the term catharsis can turn out to be wrong sometimes. Sometimes when couples argue they are likely to become violent. Statistics show that long term partners who start off with insults and pushing tend to move to further violent acts such as slapping and punching. Violence only seems to get worse, never better. This also shows that the media cannot be the only explanation as to why children can be aggressive, but it is definitely a factor.

In conclusion, there are many different reasons as to how much of an impact the media has on children and young adults in regard to aggression and violence. However, even though there are many, many studies looking into this, there doesn’t seem to be a clear answer. For every study that is for this particular statement there is also a study going against it. Every individual is different so that’s is possibly the reason as to why there doesn’t seem to be a clear response to if the media affects children and leads them to violence. Overall, the media doesn’t seem to be a main cause of aggression in young people, but it is definitely a factor. Not everyone acts in a violent manner, as the studies above show, but that’s down to our personal attitudes and how/ where they were raised. Many external factors also play a role in aggression, such as the environment, the people around us and who we are as people. It could also be argued that children brought up in a strong family unit have less aggressive tendencies compared to those from “broken” families. This could be due to the fact that they turn to films and video games to escape the real world, as one of the studies above suggests. They could also turn aggressive as that’s all they’ve been brought up around, they haven't been taught how to love or be nice to others and think that violence is always the answer to everything. This is especially if their parents are quite old fashioned as they will be “stuck in their old ways” and not agree with the new norms and rules of our new society, for example, they could still be highly racist or not like “poor” people so they continue to talk down to them and therefore their children will be subconsciously taught to act in the same way. 
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