To what extent does the media contribute towards violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual? Discuss with reference to psychological theory and evidence.

Researchers who study media psychology seek to understand the effect and implications that media can have on an individual, by using psychological theories and research in order to explain the cognitive processes, (Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003).
This essay will discuss theories relating to media psychology and the impact it can have on an individual’s behaviour. It will also deliberate the impact of television on a person’s behaviour and in more detail, the effects of violent television on children and adolescents. There will be a variety of studies looking at what extent the violent media has, depending on the differences between the children, for example: gender, age, ethnicity. 
Robert Baron believed that the increase in violent behaviour within society is contributed by the mass-media displaying violent content, this belief comes from the research showing that children can be influenced by violent behaviour shown to them. The social learning theory states that children learn behaviours through observation and reinforcement, which supports the theory of media by Baron. Although, it was argued by Gunter and McAleer that it is down to the viewers perception of the violence, suggesting that what some may find to be violent behaviour, others may not, known as the social constructionist approach, (Gross,2010).
In order to explain violent behaviour being inflicted after viewing violent behaviour, Albert Bandura (1978) proposed the social learning theory on aggression. He believed that behaviour is learnt through observational learning, suggesting that when violence is observed, individuals then learn this particular behaviour. Bandura states that once this behaviour has been observed and encoded, it can then be imitated depending on the consequences, but can also evolve to form new acts of aggression. This theory may give an indication of the implications on a child from watching a violent or aggressive programme.   
Simulation theory was first established in order to explain the impact of reading on an individual but can be expanded to explain the effect of other media formats. This theory was discovered by Oatley in 1994, he stated that the processing of information can be divided in to two parts, these being the external and internal modes. The external has the individual emphasise on the author’s language, while the internal mode believes the reader ‘enters the world of text’, thus leading to emotional involvement and causes psychological simulation for the individual. Oatley believed that there were three emotional responses the individual could have, one in the form of empathy with a character, similar to the Affective disposition theory. Another being memory emotions, where the character experiences an event like one the reader has experienced, causing the reader to encounter those previous emotions and lastly, character identification, (Oatley,1999)
Another theory of media effect is that by Dolf Zillmann, known as the affective disposition theory. This theory believes that a person’s enjoyment of something is due to their perspective of a main character, followed by the person’s moral judgement on the actions by said character. This theory believes that the role of empathy plays a part in how a character is perceived, as individuals can relate to a certain characteristic or situation of a person. Therefore, implying that people connect with the ‘good guy’ on an emotional level, enabling a sense of recognition. Zillmann believed that empathy is a direct response from an individual regarding another person’s situation, (Zillmann, 1995).
If a character is believed to be the ‘hero’ of the story, the more enjoyment is established from the viewer, by that character having a happier storyline. Whereas the ‘anti-hero’ is perceived to deserve a negative outcome. This suggests that less enjoyment would be had by the viewer if the outcomes were reversed and the ‘hero’ were to have a negative outcome, it also shows that people take enjoyment from characters they believe to be the ‘bad guys’ having a poor storyline or ending. Although this theory seeks to explain how viewers enjoy certain paths to a story, it can be seen as reductionist, as it does not give an explanation to why this occurs, (Klimmt & Vorderer, 2003). 
A study conducted by Bushman and Cantor (2003), seeks to explain the appeal, by suggesting that media ratings for violence and sex may have an impact on a child’s enjoyment level. This suggests that by viewing media as restricted to them, or forbidden, a child may experience more pleasure from viewing it. Due to this study, it was found that media ratings do hold a form of attraction for children, with males being more enticed than females. This forms the opinion that males are more curious to view content they may not be ‘allowed’ to in comparison to females. 
Although these findings give an explanation in to a person’s emotions and appeal of violent media, neither give a clear indication of the impact of violent television on an individual’s behaviour. However, a study conducted by Sarah Coyne and John Archer (2005) found that by viewing indirect aggression on television causes indirect aggression in real life, with females showing more signs of indirect aggression than males. From these findings, it is clear that violent media does have an impact on an individual’s behaviour, although the results were small. 
When research studies on media and violence first started to circulate, many found that delinquency behaviour could be linked back to violence being watched on the television, particularly concerning younger viewers, (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). A more recent study conducted by Nicole Martins and Barbara Wilson (2012), also found this to be the case regarding social aggression within schools. However, the study found this to only be the case with females and not with males, corresponding with the study by Coyne and Archer, previously stated. These results show that females can be more influenced by aggressive behaviour and can be related back to Bandura’s theory of observational learning. 
There is a recommendation by the American Academy of Pediatrics that children under the age of two years old should not be introduced to watching television, while those older should only view television for two hours a day or below. Although, research has found that children between the ages of 0 and 35 months watch a substantial amount more than what is recommended, (Certain & Kahn, 2002). A study has found that when boys between the ages of 2 and 5 viewed violent television, they would later show signs of antisocial behaviour at the age of 7 when attending preschool, whereas girls did not.
Between 1998 to 2000, data was collected from 20 cities in order to determine whether television exposure on a three-year-old could cause aggressive behaviour. It was concluded that the more exposure to television the child had, the more aggressive behaviour was shown, however it could not determine the content of the television that the child was watching. This suggests that the amount of television being viewed may be the sole contributor leading to aggressive behaviour, rather than the content itself. The study itself lacks a solid foundation of evidence however, as the children were not being observed by the researchers but by their mothers, which could lead to bias and inaccurate results, (Manganello & Taylor, 2009).
Many studies conducted on the impact of television and aggression are based within North America, therefore may be regarded as generalized studies and may not apply worldwide. Empirical evidence has been found within the UK however, linking the time of television exposure within 5-year-olds to have an impact on the child’s behaviour at age 7. Although the increase in conduct problems is small, the results do correspond with the two previous studies stated, implying that early television exposure has an effect later in childhood. However, the study contradicts Bandura’s theory that the behaviour is from observed learning, (Parkes et al, 2013).
When regarding the influence of television on black children, it was stated that television can perform some socialising functions, which concern the parents of black children as it may generalize and normalize behaviours and treatments of black individuals that may not be the case within their household or culture. The study also indicates that the average black child tends to watch more television weekly, which could indicate that the influence on their behaviour could be greater. One study found that black children mimic aggressive behaviour seen on television, however the research is slim, lacking in empirical evidence, (Stroman, 1984).
In 2010 a study was conducted in order to establish whether there is a correlation between violent images in Chutti television and children’s behaviour. The study took place within Tamil Nadu, India where the channel has a large number of children viewers. It found that the channel itself did not influence the children to have more violent behaviour than from watching any other channel, such as the news. The study also stated that aggressive or violent behaviour shown by children may be due to other variables, indicating that children’s behaviour can be influenced from violence shown within any television type or even not from the television at all. This does however support Bandura’s theory on observational learning, (Hemamalini, Aram & Rajan, 2010).
Although the studies show that there is a link between television and child aggressive behaviour, there are also studies available that show television viewing can have a positive impact on children. This can be down to more child friendly and age-appropriate programmes being available, with the intent to educate children. Due to these advances in television, it has been found that children benefit from watching television with an increase in pro-social behaviours and critical thinking practices, contradicting the previous studies and supporting the theory by Gunter and McAleer, (Kondo & Steemers,2007).
This was also found in the study conducted by Marie-Louise Mares and Emory Woodard (2005), who used a meta-analysis of 34 studies. Due to this research, it was found that during experimental settings and while at home, children who watched prosocial content displayed positive effects on behaviour and held more positive attitudes. This implies that the television being viewed by the children is what alters a child’s behaviour, therefore if positive behaviour is wanted then the child should watch prosocial programmes and less aggressive or violent content. This can also be associated with observational learning, as the children are learning positive behaviour and attitudes. 
A study conducted in 2001, consisting of 2,307 adolescents between the ages of 16 and 20 within the US, wanted to find if there was a connection between viewing professional wrestling on television and engaging in violent behaviours. The results showed that the more wrestling being viewed by the participants, the more violent behaviours the individual was showing. However, this study is only appropriate within the US and may have no significance in other countries, with empirical evidence lacking worldwide, (DuRant et al, 2007). 
Another study into adolescents and violent television viewing used cross-sectional comparisons in order to establish whether there was an impact on behaviour. However, instead of just violent behaviour, the study considered all risk-taking behaviour and found that the genre of the television programmes being viewed by the participants played a contributing factor into their behaviour. It showed that violent television drama, realistic crime shows and contact sports increased males' participation in risk-taking behaviour. This study contradicts with the previous studies that researched children, indicating that television influences people differently at different times in life, (Krcmar & Greene, 2000)
To conclude, it is evident that from the studies discussed within this essay that when it comes to viewing aggression on television, females were more likely to participate in aggressive behaviour than men, (Coyne & Archer, 2005). Although, males took more joy from viewing content they deemed to be forbidden to them, (Bushaman & Cantor, 2003). Many of the research studies found conclude that when children view aggression on television at a young age, it impacts their behaviour later in life, with them showing aggressive and antisocial behaviour which corresponds with Bandura’s theory on observational learning, as the children are displaying the same type of behaviours, although not at the time of observation, (Bandura,1978)
When looking more worldwide and at ethnicity, the research was lacking with most of the studies being conducted in North America, (Parkes et al, 2013) However, the studies that were found all corresponded with the statement that the content itself was not the issue when it comes to violent behaviour, it was in fact the amount of time that children spent watching television that effected their behaviour. These results contradicted the theory given by Bandura and the studies stated previously. Due to the evidence being more worldwide, it could be argued that the evidence is more concrete, lacking in generalization such as the previous studies were, (Stroman, 1984) (Hemamalini, Aram & Rajan, 2010).
It can also be stated that television viewing in children can be used in a beneficial way, with some programmes being used for educational purposes and can increase good behaviours. This theory can be argued agrees with Bandura’s observation learning, as children are learning good behaviours through watching them via the media, (Kondo & Steemers, 2007). This was also the case for the meta-analysis study, proving that prosocial behaviour can be observed and duplicated by children, (Mares & Woodard, 2005) 
When studying the effects of television on adolescents, it contradicted the studies on children, and found that the content of the television being viewed was a contributing factor into their aggressive and violent behaviours. Suggesting that television viewing may have a different impact depending on the age of the viewer. This was shown from the study by DuRant et al (2007) and the viewing of wrestling and the study by Krcmar and Greene (2000), which linked television viewing with risk-taking behaviour. 
When considering all the studies, it is difficult to give an exact conclusion as to what extent media influences violent behaviour, this is due to the variety of empirical evidence available in support of different theories. 
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