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

The psychological study of media can be located from the work of social psychologist Hugo Münsterberg in the early twentieth century (Langdale, 2002).  The impact of media as a persuasive and powerful influence on the human mind has existed for centuries, with the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century instigating mass media.  The arrival of the television and the introduction of computers in the twentieth century have been immensely influential with the magnitude of media information supplied to consumers.  According to an article in 2008 from the American Physical Society, video games appear to have been invented in 1958 by the physicist William Higinbotham. As a more modern form of media, video games have been described as “the product of a hybridization process between audiovisual media forms and game cultures” (Roig et al., 2009).  Research has been undertaken over the past few decades to investigate the association of aggression and violence with the playing of violent video games.  Aggression is described as a social behaviour “influenced by people’s cognitive processing, and changes over the developmental life course” (Bushman, 2017, p1).  The correlation concerning aggression and violence with the use of video games will be further discussed.

The influence of media on aggression and violence has been a widely debated topic for several decades.  There is a plethora of research to both support and oppose the deliberation of whether violent video games contribute to aggression and violence in the player.  Gentile (2003) discussed how “a clear and consistent pattern of empirical results has emerged over four decades of research on the effects of media violence”, followed by the observation that people still deny the notion of negative consequences from the consumption of media violence.  Also discussed is a list of “credible organisations” who assert on record that media violence is “one of the causes of aggression in society” which includes The American Medical Association, The American Psychological Society and The National Institute of Mental Health.  In 2009, the American Academy of Pediatrics issued a policy statement opening with the following:

“Exposure to violence in media, including television, movies, music, and video games, represents a significant risk to the health of children and adolescents. Extensive research evidence indicates that media violence can contribute to aggressive behavior, desensitization to violence, nightmares, and fear of being harmed. Pediatricians should assess their patients’ level of media exposure and intervene on media related health risks. Pediatricians and other child health care providers can advocate for a safer media environment for children by encouraging media literacy, more thoughtful and proactive use of media by children and their parents, more responsible portrayal of violence by media producers, and more useful and effective media ratings. Office counseling has been shown to be effective.”

Research undertaken on the concernment of video games as a contributory factor of aggression and violence is commonly conducted using the theories provided by the General Aggression Model (GAM).  The GAM was created based on previous theories of aggression from Berkowitz’ Cognitive Neoassociation Theory, Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, Huesmann’s Script Theory, Zillman’s Excitation Transfer Theory and Tedeschi & Felson’s Social Interaction Theory (Anderson et al. 2002).  Donnerstein (2011) disclosed some of the findings of research on the effects of playing violent video games that included increased aggressive behaviour, hostile effect, physiological arousal, aggressive cognitions and reductions in pro-social behaviour from desensitisation.  Giles (2003) discusses the instantaneous results of consumption of violent media as imitation, excitation and desensitisation.  Albert Bandura’s famous 1960s Bobo doll experiment provided “an obligatory reference point” for researchers of imitation aggression.  Dolf Zillmann’s excitation theory is based on short-term response with “adrenalin produced by an exciting stimulus” inducing a physiological response.  Giles also considers desensitisation as an “effect of repeated exposure to violent material over a long period of time” and concludes that “there are many other important factors that need to be taken into account when assessing the impact of media violence”.

Anderson et al. (2003) discuss the issue of parents and policymakers apprehension of violent video game content exceeding violent television and violent music video content.  With children spending more time playing video games, game content containing more violence and the children being “active participants rather than observers”, this poses the risk of the children themselves becoming aggressive.  The researchers review the results of randomised experiments, cross-sectional surveys and longitudinal surveys undertaken on video game violence.  Short-term effects demonstrated through experimental studies were “increases in aggressive thoughts, affects, and behaviours; increases in physiological arousal; and decreases in helpful behaviour”.  Cross-sectional and longitudinal studies show findings of excessive exposure to violent games with “aggressive and violent behaviour in the real world”.  Further discussion highlights the matter that exposure to media violence is “one part of the complex influences on the behaviour of children and youth”.  Parental observation of media content is conversed, along with research findings and information being made available to provide a public awareness of the effects of media consumption and children’s behaviours.  The results discussed show evidence of violent video game usage having a detrimental effect on the conduct of children, with increased aggressive and violent behaviour observed.  Although evidence is apparent, the researchers suggest that it is imperative to take into consideration other influences through childhood and adolescence that can affect the behaviours of violence and aggression.

Gentile et al. (2004) undertook a study of violent video game use which included six hundred and seven adolescents, with a mean age of fourteen, where they documented video game use and the parent supervision of usage.  In addition, the researchers also observed links with “violent video game exposure, hostility, arguments with teachers, school grades and physical fights.”  Using the GAM, the hypothesis was assumed that “exposure to video game violence would be positively correlated with trait hostility.”  The research found that adolescents who had a higher usage of violent video games were more hostile, argued with teachers more regularly, had a greater chance of being in a physical fight and performed less well in their education.  Parental intervention and monitoring of the adolescents violent video game usage showed evidence of decreased disputes with teachers and reduced fighting.  The researchers discussed how more evidence was required in this area to discover whether this is due to parental observation or due to a more concerned parenting practice.  Though there are evidential findings within the study to support the issue of whether the playing of violent video games has an effect on aggression and violence, it is imperative to regard the question raised by researchers: “Are young adolescents more hostile and aggressive because they expose themselves to media violence, or do previously hostile adolescents prefer violent media?”  This is a complex area from which further research would have to be pursued.

Huesmann (2007) provides a review based on empirical research on both the short-term and long-term effects of exposure to media violence.  Short-term effects are described as the priming process, the arousal process and the instantaneous imitation of “specific behaviours”.  Long-term effects are explained as longer lasting “observational learning of cognitions and behaviours” and “activation and desensitisation of emotional processes”.  Huesmann discusses the reviewed evidence of randomised experiments and longitudinal studies showing clear confirmation of media violence considerably increasing the risk of short-term and long-term violence displayed in the player.  Huesmann makes the statement “The only effect slightly larger than the effect of media violence on aggression is that of cigarette smoking on lung cancer” and also states that the results are sufficiently significant to be regarded a risk to public health.  Huesmann’s review includes adequate research to support the concern that violent media exposure contributes towards violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual.

Carnagey et al. (2007) undertook a study with the aim of researching the effect of desensitisation as a result of exposure to violent video games.  The researchers stated that eighty five percent of video games contained “some violence”.  Participants were made up of two hundred and fifty seven volunteer college students, both male and female, with one group assigned to play a violent video game and the control group asked to play a nonviolent video game.  The participants were individually tested and results of the study indicated that a mere twenty minutes of playing a violent video game caused “people to become less physiologically aroused by real violence”.  The researchers found that people who regularly play violent video games become accustomed to the violence, and as a result “become physiologically numb to it”.  Also discussed is the issue of children being familiarised to violent content at a young age, with media violence “packaged in ways that are not too threatening”, and older children gradually exposed to more violent content “in a way that is fun”.  The article is concluded by the statement that media violence is “an effective systematic violence desensitisation tool”.  Earlier in the study, it was discussed that if unintended desensitisation could occur through these studies, then there is the possibility of desensitisation being applied “in desired populations and contexts”.  This research provides evidence of a negative consequence of playing violent video games, even with a playing time of just twenty minutes.

It is discussed by Anderson et al. (2007) that although research of the effect of violent video games on aggression and violence began in the 1980s, the surge of school shootings in the 1990s captured the public’s attention and created debate.  In 2000, the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation stated that one “warning sign characteristic of school shooters” is a “fascination with violence filled entertainment”.  The researchers note that there other factors that affect aggression and violence, such as socioeconomic status.  Dill et al. 1998 undertook the “first comprehensive narrative review of the violent game literature” and their findings indicated harmful effects from the usage of violent video games.  Also discussed is the Anderson et al. (2001) meta-analytic review which provided affirmation of the Dill et al. review, with results revealing “increases in aggressive behaviour, aggressive cognition, aggressive affect, and physiological arousal” and also a “significant negative association with helping or pro-social behaviour”.  The importance of further longitudinal research is recommended by the researchers.  Noteworthy findings by Anderson et al. (2001) include the effect of video games being more detrimental to violent behaviour than the effect of other forms of media, such as movies and television.  They also found that parental concern in children’s media usage appears to “mitigate to some extent the deleterious effect of high exposure to violent media”.  

Opposing the suggestion that violent video games have an effect on aggressive and violent behaviour, Ferguson (2007) debates that playing violent video games could have a positive effect resulting in “higher visuospatial cognition”.  Ferguson concludes from his meta-analytic research that playing violent video games does not increase aggressive and violent behaviour, but increases visuospatial cognition.  Another positive effect highlighted is the possibility that playing violent video games may regulate the behaviour of those with a tendency for violent conduct.  A study by Ferguson et al. (2014) investigated the effect of violent video games on “delinquency and violent behaviour”.  Evidence of an increase in violent video game sales, and decrease in youth violence is discussed within the study; this providing a “very strong relationship” that violent video games are not solely responsible for youth violent behaviour.  It is also stated that adult violent behaviour follows a similar decline.  The Ferguson et al. study comprised of 1,254 middle school students.  The researchers found from the results of the study that aggression and delinquency were the result of “trait aggression” and the “amount of stress that the children had experienced in their lives recently”.  Bullying behaviour was also found to be caused by trait aggression and stress, and not the result of playing violent video games.  It was also found that aggressive children were marginally more prone to have a preference for violent video games.  The researchers made the suggestion that future studies could include the effects of genetics and family aggression and violence.  The results of the research were concluded that there was “little evidence for the assertion that playing violent video games is a useful predictor of youth delinquency or bullying behaviours”.

Also reflecting the results of Ferguson’s research, is the study by Przybylski et al. (2019) on 1,004 adolescent participants with the hypothesis that violent video game playing is “positively associated with adolescents’ everyday behavioural aggression”.  The researchers found that violent video game consumption does not contribute to the increase of aggressive and violent behaviour.  An article from The Houses of Parliament in 2012 stated that causation of aggression and violent video games could not be proved, though “the use of age verification technologies and parental controls to ensure children’s game safety remains a challenge”.

To conclude, there is a great extent of research undertaken on the effects of violent video games and their role in aggressive and violent behaviour.  Research carried out from the 1990s and the subsequent twenty years found evidence that playing violent video games contributed to aggressive and violent behaviour in children and adolescents.  However, emerging research in the last decade has resulted in findings that oppose the idea that violent video games induce aggression and violence in the player.  The American Psychological Society (APA) resolution on violent video games refers to its Task Force on Violent Media, introduced to review the APA Resolution on Violence in Video Games and Interactive Media and also review scientific findings and current literature.  They conclude that “all violence, including lethal violence, is aggression, but not all aggression is violence”.  The APA aim to educate children, parents, teachers and other authorities of an awareness of research findings.  Their research concludes that aggression is a “complex behaviour” and “no single risk factor consistently leads to a person to act aggressively or violently”.  The APA, along with the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the American Medical Association mutually released a report that stated a “causal connection” with media aggression and violence, with it being a “complex effect” (Gentile et al. 2004).
 
Taking into consideration both supporting and opposing evidence for the question of whether violent video games have an effect on aggressive and violent behaviour, it appears that violent video games cannot be accused as the sole contributory cause.  Rather, there are various concerns of influence toward the behaviour of aggression and violence.  Parental monitoring of video game material and time spent on game playing are demonstrated to have a positive effect on aggression and violence in children and adolescents.  Parents should be encouraged to limit screen time and monitor game content, ensuring that children play age appropriate games.  The British Psychological Society recognises that there are limited resources in the UK to provide guidance to parents and professionals on children’s screen use (Galpin et al. 2018).  With increased parental intervention in the early years it possible that this will limit the chance of aggression being a trait that is carried through into adulthood.  It appears that accessible information to educate parents and guardians is needed to ensure we protect the minds of children and adolescents and that they are safe and healthy in a world ever more reliant on digital technologies.
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