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

Media plays a very significant role in our lives, with research suggesting that people watch 3.5 hours of tv per day, on average (Anderer, 2019). Media affects us in many different ways, helping to shape our opinions and our way of thinking. But one question that is highly debated is how media affects our behaviour, especially violent and aggressive behaviour. Media violence is described as “all forms of mass communication that depict the threat to use force, the act of using force, or the consequences of the use of force against animate beings, including cartoon characters or other species as well as humans” (Media Violence and Aggression (SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY, 2016). This essay will discuss the effects the media has on our behaviour and to what extend it contributes towards violent and aggressive behaviour. This essay will look at research and studies in order to provide evidence for these theories.	Comment by Lewis Rocke: “how the media affects”

Arguably the form of media that contributes the most towards violent and aggressive behaviour is video games. The video game industry could be considered the most popular form of media with it generating $135 billion in 2018 (Batchelor, 2018). There has been a lot of debate as to whether video games play a big part in aggression with some people suggesting that they are a big factor in violent and aggressive behaviour, whereas other people suggest they are just a form of entertainment and nothing more. One study that claims that video games do cause violence and aggression was done by the American Psychological association, where they found violent video games like Doom and Mortal Kombat are more harmful than television and films as according to the researchers ‘they are interactive, very engrossing and require the player to identify with the aggressor’ (“Violent video games can increase aggression”, 2000).  With the technological advancements made in the modern world, graphics on video games are getting better and better and therefore the depictions of violence look very real. Modern games such as ‘Grand Theft Auto’ and ‘Call of Duty’ have come under huge scrutiny for their graphic images and glorification of violence (Kain, 2013). A study in 2010 found that children’s personalities had an effect on their aggression levels while playing video games (Morin, 2016). This could suggest that it is not the fault of video games for aggression, but the fault of the persons existing personality. After some violent crimes in America in 2019, various government members blamed video games, with the lieutenant governor of Texas claiming that the video games teach young people to kill (Faber, 2019).
 Despite these studies and accusations, no definitive link has been found between violent video games and real-life violence. No study has ever shown that violent video games result directly in actual violence. One piece of evidence that disproves the theory that video games cause violence and aggression is that federal crime statistics show that since 1996, violent crimes among youths have decreased despite the increasing sales of video games (Harvard Health Publishing, 2010). A study conducted by the University of Oxford found no relationship between aggressive behaviour in teenagers and the amount of time spent playing violent video games. A survey in 2007 found that players of violent video games see the video games as escapism, and they are not desensitized to violence in real life. However, the gamers did admit that people who perhaps are already violent or aggressive could be inspired or pushed towards violent crime if they play violent video games. But on the other hand, some gamers said they played video games in order to relax or calm down (Majendie, 2007). Judging from the evidence from these studies and surveys it could be concluded that video games are not directly involved in violent behaviour or aggression, but a case could be made to say that if people already are aggressive or violent then games such as Call of Duty or Grand Theft Auto could lead to them committing similar violent acts that they see while playing the game.

Another form of media that has come under huge scrutiny over promoting violence and aggressive behaviour are films. The film industry is a highly influential and popular form of media with it generating over $100 billion in 2019 (Escandon, 2020). One of the more controversial films to ever be made is Stanley Kubrick’s ‘A Clockwork Orange’. The film came under heavy scrutiny for its extremely graphic depictions of violence. Immediately after the film’s release in 1971, numerous crimes were committed that had similarities to its most infamous and graphic scenes and many people claimed these crimes were copy-cat crimes (Flatley, 2019). The most famous copy-cat act was when a group of men assaulting a 17-year-old girl to the tune of Singing in The Rain, which directly mirrored a scene from the film. In a similar incident, 16-year-old told the police he murdered a homeless man as he claimed he had heard about a similar scene in the film. The numerous reports of copy-cat led to the film being pulled from the British market. Many people have claimed that the scandal itself was more dangerous than the actual movie, with many of the cop-cat criminals claiming they had never seen the film (Flatley, 2019). This film could perhaps be considered proof that the media does have a very large effect on aggression and violence. A more recent film to gain controversy for how it could inspire violence was Todd Phillips’ ‘Joker’, which was released in 2019. The film was incredibly popular and came under a lot of scrutiny due its main character being a very violent character, yet viewers were very empathetic towards him which led a lot of people to be worried that viewers would relate to him and lead to people copying the violent scenes portrayed in the film (Griffiths, 2019).
Recent studies have found that although PG-13 rated films have become increasingly more violent since 1985, murder and violence rates have been falling (Reinberg, 2019). Studies have also suggested that violent media will only influence individuals who are already are already thinking aggressive or violent thoughts, as it is unlikely that someone who is not already violent and aggressive would be influenced to be violent because they watched a film (Carroll, 2014). A study that attempted to understand this was conducted by Nelly Alia-Klein in 2014. Alia-Klein suggested that an individuals reaction is heavily dependant on the individuals personality. In this experiment, they selected a group of aggressive individuals and non-aggressive controls. They then used PET scanners to scan the brains of the men while watching graphically violent movie scenes. The researchers also monitored the men’s blood pressure and every 15 minutes asked about their moods. The PET scans and blood pressure readings showed a big contrast between the 2 groups of men. The blood pressure of the non-aggressive men rose significantly while watching the violent scenes and the PET scanner showed their brains had a significant reaction to the scenes. However, the aggressive men reacted differently, with their blood pressure staying the same, and in some cases even dropped a little. Their PET scans also showed that their brains (Alia-Klein, et al., 2014). This suggests that the aggressive men were not disturbed by the violent scenes, whereas the non- aggressive men did find the scenes disturbing. This study provides evidence for the argument that media is not at fault for aggressive media and it is dependant on the individuals existing personality. Therefore, if you are already a violent and aggressive person, violent media could influence you to be more violent.
An influential study into the way children imitate what they see was Bandura’s Bobo Doll experiment in 1961. This experiment aimed to see if children would copy aggressive behaviour by observing adults being aggressive and violent towards a bobo doll. (McLoed, 2014). Bandura found that children who had observed more aggressive models behaved more aggressively towards the bobo doll, whereas children who had observed non-aggressive models acted less aggressive. This experiment showed that children are able to lean aggressive and violent behaviour (Bandura, 1961). This study provides evidence for the argument that media has a strong influence on violence and aggression as it shows that children imitate behaviour that they see from people they see as role models. Therefore, it could be argued that children that watch more violent films or tv shows are more likely to imitate the violence that they see on screen. Bandura also found that boys were more likely to imitate violence than girls were.

Another study that demonstrates the effect of violent media is the “Mighty Morphin Power Rangers” study (Boyatzis, et al., 1995). This study investigated the effects of the Power Rangers TV show on violence and aggressive behaviour in children. The show was seen as the most popular and violent children’s’ show at the time. Some children were shown the tv show and the others were put in a control group and then their behaviour was monitored. The study found that children who had watched the show acted more aggressively than those who had not watched the show. It was also noted that boys acted more aggressively than girls (Boyatzis, et al., 1995). This study provides evidence for the argument that media has a large effect on people’s aggression levels, especially children. This study could suggest that media violence impacts children most of all as they are more likely to find role models in films and TV shows. This also suggests that boys will be encouraged by aggressive and violent media more than girls.

A study by Anderson et al. (2003) also found that children were the most vulnerable to media violence and children felt more anxiety when exposed to violent media. According to Anderson, short term exposure to violent media increases aggressive behaviour, thoughts and emotions. Anderson also suggests that children are exposed to a lot of violent media and therefore reducing the amount of violent media a child is exposed to will reduce violent and aggressive behaviour (Anderson, et al., 2003). He also suggests that young people have a hard time differentiating between fantasy and reality. This is a big factor behind age restrictions on all different forms of media. Media that is more graphic and violent will have a higher age rating as it could be damaging to younger children as they would struggle to distinguish between fantasy and reality.

In 2002, Smith and Boyson conducted an experiment on violence in music videos. They found that 15% of music videos include violence. Although 29% of rap videos contained violence and 27% of heavy metal music videos included violence (Smith, et al., 2002). The most popular music for 8-18-year-olds is rap, with 65% listening to it (Roberts, et al., 2005). This is significant as these young children could be exposed to violence in these music videos. Another form of music heavily linked with violence is Drill music. Drill music has been heavily linked with knife crime as lyrics in drill music can include references to murder and violence (Savage, 2020). It has also been criticised for its glorification of crime and provocative lyrics. Many people say its glorification of violence can lead to young people believing it is cool to carry a knife. Drill music is also heavily associated with gang culture Despite this, some have suggested that drill music is a way for young people to express themselves, and if it is leading to violence, then the individuals are to blame, not the genre of music (Chigbo, 2018).

The newest and most modern form of media is social media. Almost everyone has instant access to social media because most people have a phone or computer. Despite all of social media’s positive influences, it has its negative influences and also plays its part in encouraging aggressive behaviour (Martin, 2018). One-way social media contributes towards aggressive behaviour is cyberbullying. Social media gives people the opportunity to be anonymous and send harmful messages. Cyberbullying has recently become the most common form of bullying amongst children in secondary school (Gordon, 2019). This shows that social media has given children a chance to bully other children anonymously, therefore meaning they do not have to face any consequences of their actions. The fact social media gives people the chance to be anonymous has also lead to professional sports players receiving derogatory abuse, with the most recent case being Manchester United players getting racist abuse after a game on twitter. This could suggest that although social media does not directly cause aggressive behaviour, it does give people the platform to send hateful and harmful abuse.
One of the more infamous cases of violence linked with social media is when 2 girls in America stabbed their friend as the believed an internet meme know as ‘The Slenderman’ had told them to do it (Gansner, 2017). The Slenderman was a fictional horror character that became very popular. This case sparked a discussion of to whether violent acts of media can cause young people to commit violence. This case has provided evidence for the argument that children can be influenced by violence in the media as these girls could not distinguish between what was fiction and was reality.
In conclusion, it would be fair to say that media violence has an influence on real world violence. Although it could be argued that the extent people are influenced is dependant on the individuals existing personality. It would be unfair to solely blame the media for violent behaviour as many people watch violent media and do not then commit violent acts themselves. It also would be fair to suggest that children are more likely to be influenced by violent media and young boys are the most influenced. Perhaps parents should be more careful about what media their children are consuming.
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