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

The aim of this essay is to find out to what extent the media has on violence and aggression. It will look at several media types including social media, such as Twitter, video games and music and see if there is a link with any of these and whether they contribute towards violence and aggression. 
The media often puts blame on video games, for example, being responsible for violent crimes and murders but is this in fact the case?
Several studies have been done to try and find a link between games, music and violence and this essay will look at some of them to find confirmation of this. 
It also aims to provide a link between Banduras’ Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1961) and aggression and also Operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948)
Bandura outlined in his Social Learning Theory that children may imitate observed behaviour if they think it appropriate. This was tested by his ‘Bobo Doll’. He used an inflatable doll to measure whether aggression was something that could be acquired through observation and imitation. He demonstrated that if the children in the study observed an adult mistreating the doll then they were likely to copy that behaviour. In contrast he also showed that children left alone with the doll but were not exposed to any violence towards the doll tended to ignore it.
Operant conditioning comes into it where if an individual were to experience pleasant consequences for an action, they are likely to continue that action. 
The experiment also showed how boys were most likely to imitate members of the same sex and would imitate more physical aggressiveness than the girls. 
In the studies researched for this essay this is proved in how many males are violent compared to females as a result of media. 
Although there are no physical rewards as such for completing a video game there are the mental rewards and pleasure of completing a game or moving on to the next level. 
This can then encourage the individual to carry on playing the game whether it is a violent game or not. 
A study was conducted to find out whether violent video games are likely to cause aggression after the video game has been turned off. (Bushman & Gibson 2010)
They set up an experiment of 126 college students, 69 of which were males and with a mean age of 19.5. The participants were each tested on a study of ‘computer games’ They had been informed that they would play some of the games alone and some with a partner of the same sex. 
Each participant was randomly assigned to play one of six games. To ensure fair results three violent and three non-violent games were chosen, and participants were allocated a game by the flip of a coin. The participants were then asked to play the game for 20 minutes and were then asked to rate the game they played based on how absorbing, action packed, arousing, boring, enjoyable, entertaining, exciting, frustrating, fun, involving, stimulating, addicting and violent they thought the game was. 
Some participants were then chosen at random for the rumination condition and were asked over the next 24 hours to think about the game and try to identify ways in which they could improve. On returning to the lab, they were asked to list three things that they had thought about in the last 24 hours. 
The next stage was to complete a competitive reaction time task with a partner of the same sex in which the winner of the task could blast the loser with a painful noise through headphones. There were noise levels ranging from 60-105 decibels and a non-aggressive no noise option. The winner was also able to decide on the length of the losers’ suffering by controlling the duration of the noise. 
The results showed that 2 players who had the violent game were part of the rumination group and were male had higher violence ratings than those who played the non-violent games.
This study proves the theory that males are most likely to be aggressive after playing games than females. 
There have also been questions as to whether music can also be responsible for violence. 
A study that was carried out in 2003 showed that songs with violent lyrics increase aggression related thoughts and emotions and the effect is directly linked to the violence in the lyrics. (Anderson, Carnagey, Nicholas & Janie, 2003) The study took part in a series of five experiments and involved over 500 college students. 
The researchers wanted to examine the effects of seven violent songs by seven artists and eight non-violent songs by eight artists. To make sure the experiment was controlled, both the violent and non-violent songs were sung by the same artists and were in the same musical style in three of the experiments. For the remaining two experiments the researchers tested the arousal properties of the songs to make sure that the effects of the lyrics weren’t due to arousal.  They also assessed and controlled individual personality differences related to hostility in the participants. 
After the participants had listened to the songs, they were given various psychological tasks which involved them classifying words with both aggressive and non-aggressive meanings such as stick and rock. 
The results showed that violent songs led to a more aggressive interpretation of words and increased the proportion of word fragments that were filled to make aggressive words. The more violent songs increased hostility but without any threat or provocation. However, this was also found in songs that were humorous as well as violent. 
The evidence from this study concluded that more research would be needed to prove conclusively that music had a long-term negative effect on the participants. The study also shows that although the words to the songs provoked some sort of reaction it may not actually cause any violence, just some hostility.
 A longitudinal study in 2003 on ‘violent video game play in adolescents’ (Coyne & Stockdale 2020) showed that, after a 10-year period, three groups of people emerged. 4% showed High Initial Violence, 4% showed moderate and 73% showed a low increase of violence. The study showed that those in the ‘High initial violence’ and ‘moderate’ group were predominantly male and that those in the ‘High initial violence’ group were most likely to be depressed. 
 The study showed no signs of prosocial behaviour in all three groups. 
It was noted, however, that there may be two problems with the study, and they were whether the violent vs non-violent content was due to significant differences in the actual music as opposed to the lyrics and whether there was a difference in arousal properties. However, after gathering all the results from the five experiments they concluded that there was strong evidence that songs with violent lyrics did increase aggression related cognition.
The increase in aggressive thoughts was demonstrated in three different ways. The Violent songs led to far more aggressive interpretations of aggressive words, the second experiment increased the speed at which the participants read the aggressive words versus non-aggressive words in experiment three whereas the fourth and fifth experiments increased the amount of aggressive word completions.
 The study showed how those in the high initial violence group with depression were more likely to be violent. The study concluded that more research would be needed before an accurate result could be demonstrated. 
Social media is often blamed for inciting violence and aggression and a more recent American study (Patton et al,2019) looked at how conflict online can then turn into conflict offline. 
The main purpose of their study was to examine how gang violence can be mediated by the internet and, in this case, Twitter.  A social linguistic study of 17 black males ages between 14-24 was started. Each of the males that participated had been identified as having either been in a gang or were currently part of one. 
The social linguistic patterns of two well-known gangs were studied and three forms of social media communication were interpreted by the participants as threatening. These were dissing, calling and direct threats. 
The researchers created a framework so that the response by the participants to tweets and any potential for violence could be understood.
Young people in Chicago were asked to respond to a series of posts on Twitter allegedly from a previous gang member who was killed in 2014, called Gakirah Barnes. According to the study Gakirahs’ death made national news due to his proclamations of being a shooter and that by the age of 17 he had been involved in 20 shootings. Gakirah was used as he was such a prominent person to the gangs and also because someone with such a large following can show them how easily young lives can be affected by social media.
For this study snowballing sampling was used to recruit participants for the study with an inclusion criterion of African American and Latino males between the ages of 14-24, living in Chicago with both experience with gang violence and social media. Older or younger individuals with no previous experience of gang violence or social media were excluded from the study. The mean age of the participants was 17 at the time they were interviewed. The study states that although women are having an integral role in street gang violence, it was the men that first initiated the snowball sample and went on to recommend friends and associates who were also male.  
The study took part over a four-month period, with each interview lasting between 45-90 minutes. Over the four months, 31 interviews took place. The participants were asked to read 15 Twitter posts from Gakira Barnes. The posts shown were chosen as the research team thought they could be seen as potentially being aggressive or threatening. 
The Tweets were viewed by the participants in the same format as they were seen on Gakirah’s profile. Each participant was compensated with a gift card for their time. 
Throughout the course of the study the different use of words and their context were noted. Some were seen to be a direct threat, some as venting and some as posturing. In some tweets all three types were used in the same tweet. 
The study also found that it was not necessarily the lead gang members that were posting the tweets, but members further down in the pecking order. This shows that the further down the message is relayed, the more gang members it reaches before it’s even been posted on social media therefore giving the message an even wider audience. 
It also states that the messages can be open to interpretation by the gang members. Some may see them as a direct threat whereas others may merely see them as ‘dissing.’
Many of the gang members that took part were unaware of exactly how far their message could be spread, therefore had no idea about the impact. 
The study concluded by saying that due to the large gap in age between the participants they would most likely be at different developmental stages therefore it might not be an accurate way of testing. It also stated that while it may not be accurate, it is an important way to get the younger members to engage so that a greater understanding is reached as to how social media communication is shaped by the offline community.
The most recent version of Grand Theft Auto contains graphic violence and rewards people based on positive reinforcement and operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948)
Players are encouraged to commit acts of violence in order to progress further in the game. So the more people you kill in the game the further you go and therefore the higher the rewards. 
A study in the Netherlands (Beerthuizen et al 2017) found that the release of Grand Theft Auto V correlated with the number of registered offences in 2012-2015 that had been committed by males aged between 12-18 and 18-25.
However, having researched this and taken into account variable factors such as national holidays, weekdays and summer holidays, it appeared that these were associated with more registered offences for both age groups. It also showed that even when motivated, the offenders were playing games in their own home so were therefore unable to commit crime elsewhere.
The study was only modelled on players using Windows therefore did not account for its release onto PlayStation and Xbox consoles. This causes a discrepancy in the study as not all factors have been considered. 
The evidence provided by this study is not as solid as previous studies as there are too many variables to provide conclusive results. 
In contrast there are some studies that show quite the opposite to violence and aggression and that some people are in fact calmer after or during these games. 
An article in 2015 looks in to how the memory of a traumatic event can be abolished by playing the computer game (James et al, 2015) ‘Tetris’ following a memory reactivation task 24 hours after initial exposure to the experimental trauma. It found that people who would have liked to forget traumatic memories could possibly benefit from recalling them under certain conditions. 
For this study two separate experiments were conducted. The first experiment used two experimental groups. One group was asked to perform a memory-reactivation task and play a game of Tetris. The second group was the control group, and they were given no tasks. The aim was to prove that the first group would show a lower number of intrusive memories of a traumatic film than the control group. 
The experiment consisted of 52 participants, 31 females and 21 males. They were each shown a 12-minute trauma film.  The memory reactivation task had two parts, the first was the presentation of still film images. The second part then followed with a 10-minute break with a standard filler task. There were two sessions taking place with 24 hours apart. The first group were asked on their return the following day to watch a selection of stills from the film they had seen the previous day, then they listened to music as a filler task for 10 minutes and then asked to play Tetris for 12 minutes. The participants in the control group only participated in the filler task and were then asked to sit quietly for the same amount of time that the other group had played Tetris. 
The study found that the reactive group had less intrusive memories of the film than in the control group. 
Having looked at different studies for evidence as to how much media contributes to violence and aggression in society, it would appear that there is strong evidence backing up the claim that the media has a big part in violence and aggression. The studies show that people who play violent games and listen to music with aggressive lyrics were more likely to have thoughts of violence the days after. It did find, however, that although there were thoughts of violence, that did not necessarily correspond with violent actions. The most compelling evidence found was the study researching as to whether violent games would cause aggression after the game had finished. This study found strong evidence that even after a game had finished, the participants that had taken part were more likely to be aggressive after being asked to ruminate over it for 24 hours. The evidence found in this study is like that of the study of computer games reducing intrusive memories but on the opposite scale. This shows that games can still influence people but in a positive manner. It also showed that people who use social media such as Twitter are more likely to become violent or aggressive by the Tweets they have seen and that the message spreads further than with video games. This all comes back to Banduras’ Social Learning Theory and Skinners’ operant conditioning. The more a game is played, be it negative or positive, the player is being conditioned to learn what they need to do to get the desired outcome.
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