To what extent does the media contribute to violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual? 

Media today plays a large part in everyday life, with it providing a source of entertainment, 
education and news for people all over the world. There has been a growing concern on the 
effects that media has on an individuals behaviour, particularly the influence of the growing 
amount of violence that is shown in the media today. There have been many research studies conducted over the years to try to determine whether media violence does have an influence on violent and aggressive behaviour.This essay will show some of the many studies particularly looking at violence shown in social media and violent video games. It will also look at the research of media in general along with the theories supporting the assumption that exposure to violence may have a short or long term effect on an individual.

Media has many advantages, it is providing the main source of education at the moment, yet there is still a concern about the negative effects that media may also be having on an individual, with the growing amount of violent content that is shown in the media. Violent entertainment is found in tv shows, music videos, commercials, video games and movies. There may be some confusion as to what media violence actually is. Most researches define media violence as visual portrayals of acts of physical aggression by one human or human like character against another (Huesmann & Taylor, 2006)) This ranges from physical violence to psychological violence such a cyber bullying ,This type of violence is shown in most if not all types of media.

Social media is very popular with more than 3.6 billion people using it and at an average usage of 144 minutes per day (Clement, 2020). This number is continuously increasing. Social media is a good place to socialise and a lot of people use it to keep in touch with friends and family that they may not be able to see on a regular basis, especially during the current pandemic. Even though it is beneficial to many people, social media can also bring negative experiences. Individuals using social media are not always in control of what they see, which makes it an easy place to promote violence. A prime example of this is of a trend  based in America that was reported in 2014 called ‘Fight compilations’. These were videos of individuals fighting aggressively. These videos were filmed by spectators, uploaded to social media and passed around by users. The videos were getting millions of hits, proving to be very popular (Bostic, 2014). A cross sectional study by Dominick and Greenberg measuring the thoughts and beliefs of children that watched violent tv programmes, showed that the children were believed to be more likely to believe that violence is an acceptable behaviour (Dominick & Greenberg, 1972) Meta-analysis of unhealthy effects of media violence have shown that youths who have continual exposure to media violence are more likely to display anti social behaviour (Brittany Botticelli, 2014). Studies have also indicated that those who witness violence, reported a higher rate of PTSD, depression, distress, aggression and externalising behaviour ( Buka et al, 2010). These studies have all had similar results that lead us to believe that the amount of violence that youths are being shown in the media is having some sort of an influence on their behaviour.

Questions were being asked by members of the public, whether the internet influenced serious crimes when an horrific incident in 2014 resulted in a young girl being brutally stabbed countless times. Two teenage girls took their friend into the woods for a game of hide and seek, then proceeded to Stab that friend and leave her for dead. The girls were later found by the police and when questioned, they reported that the internet drove them to do it, stating that they wanted to prove themselves to ‘Slenderman’ an online fictional character that would order its followers to complete specific tasks (Gunsert, 2017). This type of media violence is psychological, the girls were never shown violence by the ‘Slenderman’ they were made to feel that they had to obey this fictional character as if it had some sort of a hold over them.The girls lives are now damaged or even ruined by this person that hid behind the fictional character. This is not the only worrying case that this ‘Slenderman’ has been blamed for there have been many more. Despite this, Sony Pictures released a horror film about the Slender Man, the release of the film shocked many people (Iken, 2018) There has been little research done on the effects that social media has on behaviour, yet there are many discussions on the topic in the news and in the public. It seems that there are many concerns about social media and the increasing amount of youth violence that occurs in the online space. Desmond Upton Patton discusses the future of social media and youth violence and uses the information to come up with prevention and intervention strategies (Patton, 2014).

 A study by Michele l Ybarra (Ybarra, 2008) shows that exposure to violence in the media is associated with seriously violent behaviour, yet many other studies suggest that although there are hundreds of studies showing that viewing violent content can influence aggressive behaviour, there is a lack of explanation as to ‘how’ media violence influences criminal behaviour. The link between media violence and crime is weak, once other environmental factors are taken into account (Coyne, 2007). Sarah discusses the many studies and the different types of aggressive behaviour along with the many types of media that may influence it, however she also takes in to account the many other factors that may also be needed to influence the behaviour.

The growing amount of violent video games have also been a concern, video games are extremely popular with adolescents with the preferred video games being a violent game. In a survey of 4th to 8th graders done by Jeanne Funk and Debra Buchman in 1996, where children were asked to list three of their favourite games using a system of definitions, over half of the favourite games listed by both boys and girls contained violent content (Funk & Buchman , 1996). The first video games were made in the 1970’s, their graphics were simple and as a whole did not have an impact on society (Wolf, 2003). It was In the 1990s that violent video games began to populate, the graphics evolved which meant that the characters in the games became very lifelike. In the late 1990s there were a number of school shootings reported. This lead to the public becoming increasingly concerned about the use of violent video games amongst adolescents.There was a concern of whether there was a link between the violent video games and the school shootings.An experimental study of violent video games with elementary school and college students (Anderson et al, 2007) showed that both children and college students became more aggressive after playing video games with just the mildest form of violence. Albert Bandura experimented with aggression in 1997. His bobo doll Experiment showed how children would imitate what they had previously observed. This theory suggests that children viewing violent behaviour in a video game could result in them imitating that game, meaning the child May begin to act aggressively or even violently. Bandura believed that behaviour is learned from the environment process of observational learning, therefore supporting the belief that repeated or high amounts of exposure to violent content will result in aggressive behaviour (Bandura, 1997).Even though Banduras study is thought of here, some might argue that the children in Bandura’s study were observing aggressive behaviour towards a ‘doll’ that had no feelings, not a human being. They may not have acted towards a human in the same way as they had acted towards the doll.

Despite these findings, there is still an argument as to whether the violent games influenced the school shootings. Christopher J Ferguson disagrees with the belief that violent video games influenced the shootings. He argues that the claims are faulty and fail to acknowledge Significant methodological and con-structural divides between video game research and acts of aggression. Ferguson believes that there is no significant relationship between violent video games and the school shootings (Ferguson, 2008). He later conducted a longitudinal test, this test indicated that violent video games were not related to violent and aggressive behaviour. Instead he suggested that there are many other factors that contributed to the aggressive behaviour such as exposure to family violence, he believed that this was a better explanation for the behaviour (Ferguson, 2012). Johnathon Freedman also  had doubts that media violence had effects on aggression. He says that since television and films have become more violent and video games have become more popular, there has been a decrease in violent crime yet if media violence was the influencer then it would be expected there be more violent crime not less (Freedman, 2002).

A study was conducted by Carnagey in 2007 to experiment to find whether violent video games had an effect on physiological desensitisation. Participants were showed Videos of real life violence after some had played violent video games and some had played non violent video games. The results showed that the participants that had played the violent video games had lower heart rates and lower galvanic skin responses compared to the participants that had not played violent video games (Carnagey et al, 2007). This Result may be concerning as it is suggesting that playing violent video games may result in an individual having a diminished response to violent behaviour, and have a higher likelihood to initiate aggression. Which is explained in the general aggression model (Bushman & Anderson, 2002).  There are other studies that have examined desensitisation and its link to aggressive behaviour, Bartholow, Benjamin and sestir (Bartholow et al, 2006). findings suggests desensitisation is one process by which media violence is related to aggression.They suggest that chronic exposure to violent video games has lasting deleterious effects on brain function. Researchers at Columbia university medical centre looked at the brain activity of participants when viewing violent content. The results showed that watching violent programmes caused the parts of the brain that suppress aggressive behaviour to become less active (Columbia university, 2019). This could result in the person becoming less in control of their aggression.These changes in brain activity were only seen in participants that had viewed the violent programme. This is the first neuroscientific support that shows media violence does have some sort of an effect on a persons behaviour.



This Brings the discussion of whether there are long term and short term effects that media violence can have on an individual. Brad Bushman and Rowell Huesmann conducted a meta-analysis to test whether the results from studies on media and aggressive behaviour are consistent with the theories that explain the effects (Bushman & Huesmann, 2006). Their meta-analysis showed that Adults had grater short term effects and children had grater long term effects. The short term effects that the Adults were experiencing were put down to priming of already existing aggressive scripts. Whereas the long term effects were explained through observational learning. Children can encode new scripts, schemas and beliefs through observation, leaving them with lasting aggressive scripts. With this in mind it is concerning to find that 90% of video games rated appropriate for age 10 and over contain some sort of violent content (Gentile, 2008). Bushman and Huesmann suggest it is children that need the most protection from repeated exposure to violence. In a longitudinal test where more than 300 children aged between 8 and 10 were assessed on the effects of aggressive behaviour and tv exposure habits, aggressive behaviour was reported from peers, self reports and archival records 15 years later. This supports  Heusmann’s meta-analysis showing that violence does have long term effects on a child’s behaviour (Huesmann et al, 2003).

After looking at many research studies it is clear to see that it is children and young people that are mostly effected by media violence, whether it be a tv programme, social media or video games. This is because the effects are believed to be long term. However it is important  to understand that even though media violence is a factor it is not the only factor, yet it is a factor that can be controlled by limiting the use of media. Bushman and Huesmann  suggested that parents need to be urged to protect their children against repeated exposure to violence, they suggest that action heroes can be more dangerous teachers of violent behaviour than villains ( Bushman & Huesmann, 2006). Skinners theory of operant conditioning explains that when behaviours are being rewarded, children are more likely to repeat those behaviours. He showed this with his experiments on rats (Skinner, 1983). When a child sees a superhero gaining respect for violent behaviour even when its towards a villain, they believe that behaviour to be good which my result in that child playing out that behaviour. Many studies have shown that children will act aggressively immediately after viewing violent content. Josephson conducted and experiment on 396 seven to nine year old boys. They were asked to watch either a violent or a non violent film before playing a game of hockey. Observers were asked to record any time a child physically attacked another boy during the game.The observers didn’t know which boys had seen or not seen the violent film beforehand.The results showed boys that had viewed the violent movie acted out significantly more aggression than the boys that did not watch the violent movie (josephston, 1987). this is one of many studies that show how a child is aggressive after watching violent content.

To conclude, this essay has looked at many studies in different forms to find out whether media contributes to violent and aggressive behaviour. Most studies suggest that violence in the media does promote violent and aggressive behaviour. Yet there are many researchers that argue that media does not effect an individuals behaviour. There are also researchers that believe that violence In the media does contribute towards violent and aggressive behaviour however it is not media alone, there are also many other factors that must be considered. Media violence is believed to be just one of the many factors that influence violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual.therefore it may be believed that reducing the time that a person is exposed to media violence may help reduce the effect of violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual.
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