Media Psychology Essay 
ECAP 4004 
 
Media and its contribution towards Violent and Aggressive Behaviour 
The media can be used to an individual's advantage in many ways such as broadening and building on knowledge, contacting and engaging with others and spreading messages. However, the media can also be highly influential in a negative manner. The internet has become an unavoidable and necessary factor in many lives, especially during the current coronavirus pandemic. According to the American Psychological association, individuals of all ages ranging from birth spend a quantity of time behind a screen. From ages under 2, the average screen time is 1 hour per day. Ages between 2 and 8 average at two hours per day and from the age of 8 to 12, screen time increases at an average of 4 to six hours per day. Adolescents from the age of 12 onwards spend a striking average of 9 hours per day behind a screen (Hawkley, 2019). This essay will highlight how the media contributes to violent and aggressive behaviour and to what extent it takes place Beginning with an explanation of Albert Bandura’s ‘social learning theory’ and Burrhus Skinner’s ‘operant conditioning theory’, along with studies supporting these theories. A brief outline of Huesman’s ‘social information processing theory’ will be exhibited, referencing how it applies to media violence. The topic of the effects of violent video games will be discussed and what neuroimaging has uncovered in Yang Wang’s experiment with adolescent males. The impact of television on behaviour will be discussed and to conclude, a description of the essay’s finding’s and to what extent they prove the severity of violent and aggressive influences in the media.  
 Albert Bandura’s ‘social learning theory’ (1977) supports the behaviourist approach as it surrounds itself by the idea that individuals learn behaviours from imitating others and their surroundings. Therefore, suggesting that violent and aggressive behaviour can be learned by observation. It also supports the nurture side of the ‘nature-nurture’ debate. The ‘Bobo Doll’ study was carried out by Bandura to test his theory. This study involved a woman who repeatedly beat a large toy-like dummy in front of a group of children. Another group of children were also presented with the doll, only this time no violence was inflicted on it. Shortly after this, both groups of children were separately left to their own devices in a room full of toys, including the bobo doll. The results supported Bandura’s theory as the children who had witnessed the inflicted violence upon the doll imitated the woman and too inflicted violence upon it. The children who did not experience the violent act showed no signs of violent behaviour. Bandura states that they ‘even invented new ways for attacking the doll’ in an interview on his findings during the study. This demonstrates that the violent behaviour was not only imitated and caused further violent acts. This study also supports the fact that children are vulnerable to experiencing violence and it does impact on them negatively. Bandura's theory evidentially expands on B.F. Skinner’s operant conditioning theory and Ivan Pavlov’s classical conditioning theory as it demonstrates that behaviour can be driven by other factors (McLeod, 2018) (Staddon & Cerutti, 2002). It is unethical to demonstrate violent behaviour to children and to condition them into aggressive behaviour. However, the fact that adults, who are usually more socially experienced individuals with fully developed brains notice and understand this, proves that children are more vulnerable to being exposed to aggressive behaviour. They have less understanding of what is socially unacceptable and rely on others and their surroundings to educate them. The brain is still developing into its mid-twenties including vital areas for social skills such as the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for controlling mechanisms such as attention, emotion, and the regulation of behaviours and therefore also responsible for decision making (Hummer, 2015). This causes an individual to be extremely vulnerable to questionable behaviours, making them especially unpredictable in how they react to different stimuli. Suggesting that individuals below the age of brain maturity are more vulnerable to media aggression.  
 Burrhus Frederic Skinner’s ‘operant conditioning theory’ (1937) focuses on how positive and negative reinforcement shape behaviours (Staddon & Cerutti, 2002). Skinner supported this theory with two experiments. The first demonstrating positive reinforcement and the second demonstrating negative reinforcement. The first involved a rat being placed in a box with a lever which releases food. Over time the rat adapted to its environment inside the box and discovered the lever and continued to retrieve the food as it became hungry. After repetition, when the rat was placed in the box it would instantly locate the lever and retrieve the food (Shrestha, 2017). The ‘operant’ behaviour in this study was the rat pressing the leaver, and the positive reinforcement was the food. The second experiment Skinner conducted to support his theory involved placing a rat in a similar box which was constructed to produce an electrical current causing unpleasant shocking to the rat. The lever was also in the box and could be used to cease the electric shocking. The rat accidentally pressed the lever whilst moving around the box in discomfort. After repetition, the rat understood that it had to press the lever end the discomfort. The electric shock was the negative reinforcement and pressing the lever is the ‘operant’ behaviour in response (Shrestha, 2017). Although this study was tested on animals, video games which reward negative or violent behaviour may also have the same effect on influencing behaviours. Prison is an example of this. An action is negatively reinforced by going to prison to condition a person operantly. 
Huesman’s social information processing theory (1986), also known as ‘script theory’, surrounds itself by the belief that individuals develop scripts by collecting information on the likelihood of an outcome. The script is how an individual perceives a situation to plan out. These scripts guide an individual’s reaction to a situation based on previous experience. Once a script is learnt, it can be retrieved at a later time as an automatic response (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) Scripts contain the power to manipulate an individual’s intentions and expectations of others and situations. A key principle of script theory is that each script stored in the memory has a limit or threshold and when it exceeds, it is then used to guide behaviour (Carnagey & Anderson, 2003). Huesman proposed that children observing violence in the media learn aggressive scripts. For example, if a child watches a programme were disobeying leads to a violent consequence, they may associate the act of someone saying ‘no’ to them with the need of violence. 
 Many sources agree that violent video games are a form of media which is unhealthy for the developing brain of a child. According to the ‘Centre for Educational Neuroscience’ in London, a meta-analysis involving 98 studies and 36,965 participants demonstrated effective evidence that violent video games have an influence on social behaviour. Studies have suggested that individuals who engage in violent video game playing are less likely to report incidents involving fighting, indicating desensitisation to violent behaviour (“Violent video games”, n.d). Players often find themselves playing the same game repetitively or playing games they find to be ‘repetitive’ or ‘boring’ as they feel the need to obtain rewarding themselves. This refers to operant conditioning. Participating continuously is the operant behaviour and the reward is the reinforcement or consequence. A common and basic assumption in both operant conditioning and social learning theory is that the probability of a behaviour being produced depends on the consequences and how the individual perceives them. The significance of this assumption suggests that it also applies to the experience of playing video games. (Sauer et al, 2015). Some video games do not demonstrate the repercussions of actions such as the popular game Grand Theft Auto. The game doesn’t produce many consequences for criminal behaviour such as running people over in a car or shooting a random pedestrian, instead, these behaviours are positively reinforced by cash rewards. Although a ‘police chase’ is involved, it is rather easy to get away with acts that are illegal in reality. This is an unrealistic demonstration of the real world and may change an individual’s perception or schema of the fatality of criminal behaviour such as taking a person’s life. 
 Researchers have attempted to assess the relationship between exposure to media violence and brain function by using Neuroimaging techniques, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging, or to abbreviate, FMRI. An example of this method of research is Yang Wang’s experiment in 2009, as he attempts to uncover the following behavioural effects of exposure to ‘violent video games’ (Klanin, 2010). Wang’s experiment involved two groups of 11 adolescent male participants. The first group were instructed to play 10 hours of gun shooting based video games for the first week and to refrain from any gaming the second week. The second group of participants did not play any video games for the course of the two weeks. Both groups underwent FMRI before the study took place, after a week and after two weeks. During FMRI, all 22 of the participants partook in an emotional interference Stroop task involving violent and non-violent words. The results indicated that after a week of violence orientated gaming, participants exhibited a decrease in the left inferior frontal lobe during the Stroop task. After the second week where the experimental group refrained from game play, results exhibited that alterations within the executive brain regions reduced (Hummer et al, 2011). This study has provided evidence towards indicating that exposure to media violence interferes with cognitive processing and brain functioning. Changes in the left inferior frontal lobe can cause difficulty in verbal related processes such as language and communication skills (“Brain Anatomy”, n.d.). 
 A study focusing on the relationship between children having televisions in their rooms and obesity involving 12,000 children from the UK uncovered that over 6,000 participants had a television in their room (TVs in children’s, 2017). Based on this statement, children may be unsupervised with a television remote and have access to programmes with mature content. This could have dangerous repercussions in context to Piaget’s statement that children have difficulty understanding the difference between reality and fantasy (Wooley & Ghossainy, 2013). ‘Slapstick’ comedy is exhibited in may cartoons, particularly cartoons ageing back to the 1940’s such as ‘Tom and Jerry’ (“The Editors of”, 2009). This show is still shown today and may have a negative effect on viewers. It may cause desensitisation to violent behaviours and distort perceptions of the severity of violent acts. According to Bandura’s social learning theory, children learn behaviours through observation. Based on Bandura’s findings, this could have profound consequences by imitating violence. According to the American Academy of Paediatrics, by the time an individual reaches the age of 18, they would have witnessed on television alone, an estimated number of 200,000 violent acts. The fact that some children spend an excessive 9 hours per day behind a screen, gives the media much more time to shape a child’s behaviour, perhaps more than their parents or teachers (“Screen Time”, 2020). 
  In conclusion, the findings of this essay provide valid evidence that behaviours can be learnt from observation. Further Biological proof that exposure to technological violence has an impact on the brain itself in the left inferior frontal lobe. Alterations to this area can cause alterations in language and communication skills. Although Huesman’s social information processing theory has less study-based support, it shares a common principle with Bandura’s social learning theory, this being that people learn from observing which has proven to be true. The fact that individuals learn from observing and the fact that some children who are still at an age where the brain is developing spend 9 hours per day in front of a screen, is alarming as they spend most of their day observing or learning from their technological devices. Depending on what the child is choosing to engage with, this could potentially be positive. If a device is being used for educational purposes, this could be beneficial to them. However, if this time is being consumed observing violence continuously, it may influence them to behave in a violent manner and to deal with situations as they perceive them in the media. Although Piaget states that children have difficulty in differentiating what is fantasy and what is real until the age of 12. Some sources disagree with this statement and it has been stated that children from as early as the age of 3 have basic abilities in differentiating reality and fantasy. It is said that children do believe in fantasy-based characters such as ‘Santa’ or the ‘Tooth Fairy’ because they have collected realistic information which directs them to that conclusion. For example, finding money under a pillow and leaving food for Santa and his reindeer and finding nothing but crumbs the following morning (Wooley & Ghossainy, 2013). Therefore, it is not clear whether children are more vulnerable to violence in the media because they cannot tell the difference between reality and fantasy. However, it is common sense that children learn from their environment. Language is learnt from observing others along with accents. Human beings learn what is socially acceptable through others and there is considerable evidence to prove this. This essay suggests that children are more vulnerable to observing violent acts than adults as they do not have as much experience in understanding what is socially acceptable, and the prefrontal cortex has not developed which has the vital role of controlling aspects such as judgement and emotions. However, media exposure can impact on an adult’s brain as demonstrated in Wang’s theory. 
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