ECAP4004- Media Psychology
To what extent does the media contribute towards violent and aggressive behaviour in an individual?  Discuss with reference to psychological theory and evidence.
The dictionary defines the word media as “the main means of mass communication (broadcasting, publishing, and the internet) regarded collectively”. Aggression is a term usually described as a type of behaviour that is intended to harm another person.  Aggression is on the rise, especially through online platforms such as social media sites, you only have to look in newspapers and on television where celebrities are claiming they are being ‘trolled’ on a daily basis, this includes extremely negative comments, sometimes mentioning the threat of physical violence and even death threats.  This assignment will aim to look at aggressive behaviour in society and to see whether media plays a part in its cause.  Different theories will be discussed, as well as looking at recent articles which aim to give us a better understanding of the facts involved.
One of the historical theories which aim to explain aggression is the work of Lorenz in 1966 where he considers the ethological approach, it is thought that species have a basic instinct to use aggression to adapt to their environment and reproduce successfully by competing for limited resources such as food and defending territory. Lorenz defined aggression as “The fighting instinct in beast and man which is directed against members of the same species”. Although this is a valid idea and indicates the importance of aggression in human behaviour, it must be noted that Lorenz’ theory was based mainly on his work on fish and insects rather than mammals such as humans.
Freud, arguably one of the most infamous psychologists, also had his theories on aggression, he applied the psychoanalytic approach where he also postulated that aggression is instinctive, furthermore, he argued that there are two forms of instinctiveness, the life instinct (Eros) and the death instinct (Thanatos) he believed that we all have an innate impulse of self-destructiveness stemming from when we are babies in the womb, here, our needs are met instantly and subsequently post birth whilst being breast fed by our mothers, and so for a period, we are happy, however as we grow so does the self-destructiveness as our needs are not so readily being met, therefore, in order to survive ourselves we must destroy others, this is also known as displacement, as our own aggression is being placed onto others.  Both (Lorenz,1966) and (Freud,1923) shared the view that aggressiveness builds up within us and we must first acknowledge it and then find ways to control it, this can be done by channelling it through sport and through expeditions and exploration.  Although it is a useful theory to explain the innateness of aggression, however, the way in which it is dissipated is perhaps a little naïve, not everyone plays sport or partakes in expeditions therefore it does not justify why all humans are not aggressive.
The internet was introduced to the general public in the United Kingdom in the early 1990’s, however it was Queen Elizabeth II that sent one of the first emails back in 1973 (Waring, 2018). It revolutionised the way in which we gather information and communicate with one another as well as in recent times becoming an invaluable tool for banking and online shopping.  Furthermore, the introduction of social media has grown incomparably of late and has become a way of life for many people all around the globe, it has also transformed the way in which we form relationships as online dating is becoming ever more popular.  Social media sites such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter have amazing benefits such as being able to communicate and share experiences with others around the world at a click of a button, however on the other hand it has its downfall where especially more recently has had negative impact on people’s lives through the practice of harmful posts, in order to voice public criticism or to simply let off steam.  These comments can lead to a detrimental effect on the individuals concerned. (Rösner & Krämer, 2016) There has been an undeniable rise in these types of instances which has coined the term cyberbullying.  Anonymity seems to be a key factor in the rise of such aggressive behaviours as perpetrators feel less inhibited by the guise of the screen, perhaps which they would not consider in face-to-face interactions. This is known as the online disinhibition effect. (Suler, 2004). 
[bookmark: _Hlk63972210][bookmark: _Hlk63972166]In the article Angry Birds Flock together: Aggression Propagation on Social Media (Terizi,et al, 2020) highlights the idea that Cyberaggression may be involved in an individual being encouraged to behave in a certain way including acting aggressively and even bullying, with reinforcement from their online circle, which in turn manifests itself to widening the message to others and spreading across the network.  Where there is a combination of anonymity and aggressive social group norms, users are more likely to use aggressive language.  The article looked at Twitter data and how users’ aggressive comments and opinions were dispersed and suggested that the popularity of users had an impact on the ways in which aggression moved across the network, to reduce this behaviour, it was recommended monitoring could be beneficial, but also proposes by targeting highly popular aggressive users and educating them via the use of tutorials, this behaviour could reduce at an even quicker rate.
This evidence highlights the fact that aggression is increasing on digital platforms, this looked at Twitter as an example, and found that some aggressive users are propagating others to do the same across networks, it showcases a useful model to clarify data, however, further research does need to be completed and other factors taken into consideration. 
(Anderson & Bushman, 2018) looked at the meta-theory of General Aggression Theory (GAM) in their article which hoped to explain the ways in which exposure to violent media can affect the behaviour of those that use it; this relates to violence on any screen, small or large, different devices etc.  The (GAM) model takes into consideration many theories including the social learning theory, cognitive and biological factors, environmental aspects and biosocial interactions.  It is thought that there are three psychological processes which are involved in the short-term increase of aggressive behaviour, these are:
1. Priming of remaining knowledge structures (scripts)
2. Mimicking aggressive behaviour and 
3. The change in physiological arousal due to aggressive media stimuli.  
Cognitive psychologists and neuroscientists believe that knowledge structures that contain a combination of thoughts, feelings and behavioural predispositions are connected by memory, which suggests stimulus exposure can activate or prime memory concepts which they are associated with. (Fiske & Taylor, 1991) This process can occur even without a person realizing, an example of this would be work by Berkowitz (1990) which highlighted a complex of associations such as aggressive ideas, anger and the incentive to carry out aggressive actions can be generated by exposure to violent media.
An important aspect of memory is script, where behaviour is guided and aids people to understand similar situations they have encountered previously. A person first selects a script from memory to represent the situation, then assumes a role in the script and behaves accordingly (Fiske & Taylor, 1991) and (Schank & Abelson, 2008).  It is thought that the young of humans and primates have an inherent predisposition to mimic the behaviour of others they observe (Muir, D., Slater, A. 2000) Meaning children have the innate response within to copy behaviour that they witness, which can be linked with violent characters they have seen on tv.  An example of this would be a study by Bandura (1997) which showcased children watching aggressive characters on television were more likely to mimic the behaviour of the characters immediately afterward.  It was found that the more similar the child thought they were to the character, the greater the chance that they would recreate the characters aggressive behaviour.  It is important to note, research achieved by (Máire Messenger Davies, 1997) found that children under the age of 7 have difficulty in differentiating between reality and fantasy, meaning real life people and fictional characters have almost the same chance of being copied.  It is believed that this can also be true of adolescents and adults. (Chartrand & van Baaren, 2009)
Often, violence portrayed in the mass media contains scenes which are action-packed, these can stimulate an increase in physiological arousal such as raised blood pressure and heartrate. This indicates that arousal can increase aggression in the short term. (Mendelson, Thurston, & Kubzansky, 2008)
The article also sought to explain the long-term effects of violent media exposure, which are observational learning and desensitization theories.  As previously mentioned, (Bandura, 1997) postulated that by watching a model, (someone a child wanted to emulate) this could be a parent, teacher, sibling or perhaps even a character from a media source, the child then repeats the behaviour then it can be learnt.  The main difference between observational learning theory and that of mimicry, is that if behaviour is repeated several times and the focus of learning is on a person who is held in high regard it can be encoded to memory, whether that behaviour is good or poor.  In the media, actors are often rewarded and rarely punished for behaving aggressively (e.g., National Television Violence Study, 1996) this could also add to the effects of aggression.
Desensitization is also a factor considered; this is where due to over exposure to a stimulus can alter the emotional effect of the person concerned over time. (Wolpe, 1980) by being repeatedly exposed to violent media, it can alter the user’s reaction to the pain and suffering caused to others by having a numbing affect and in turn become less sympathetic. While smoking a single cigarette will not give you lung cancer, repeated smoking over time can increase the risk of doing so, in this example the cigarettes are the risk, the same could be said for violent media, repeated exposure to it could increase the risk of aggressive behaviour.  The meta-theory of (GAM) is supported by many reputable psychologists and they include many different findings which may add weight to the argument that media has an impact on the aggressive actions of humans.
As previously mentioned, media has transformed the way in which people date, the internet has become a platform for individuals to meet and form new relationships with one another.  Digital Media has positive as well as negative connotations for its users, especially the young, (95% of teens aged between 12 and 17 in the USA are on the Internet (Lenhart, 2010). Teens are also avid users of social media, 80% of teens ages 12-17 have a social networking profile (e.g., Twitter) (Lenhart et al., 2010). On the positive side it is a valuable tool in strengthening relationships, widening social circles and has the power to connect more isolated communities with online groups, for example sexual or ethnic minority youth (McEwan, 2013).  On the other hand, digital media can be challenging for young people as it places them at greater risk of problematic dating experiences.  The introduction of digital media has changed the dynamic of a previously private relationship and shifted interactions into a public space, allowing couples constant contact with one another, giving them the capability to monitor a partner’s activities.  Through the use of social media and mobile phones, problematic dating behaviours can arise, these can include monitoring a person’s whereabouts, controlling who a person is friends with or talk to, threats and intimidation and sharing embarrassing photos with others and pressuring for sexual activities.  These behaviours come under the term “digital dating abuse (DDA) or are also known as “electronic aggression” (Bennett, Guran, Ramos, & Margolin, 2011) 
Research achieved by (Reed, Tolman, Richard & Ward, 2017) looked at (DDA) amongst high school students.  A cross-sectional self-report of 703 9th-12th grade students was performed at a large high school, parent/guardian consent was gained for those who were under the age of 18. Students were asked their age, gender, parent’s marital status, and their access to digital media, and how often they used it.  The participants were asked about their current or most recent relationship only. On average the students used social media 22 hours per week, it was reported that girls spent more time per week on social media in comparison to boys. The results show that 43% of participants reported digital direct aggression and 32% stated they experienced digital sexual coercion.  The research found that both girls and boys experienced (DDA) it is more often girls who find these encounters upsetting and their off-line relationships can be impacted.  The research noted that in order to aid digital violence prevention efforts, the effects of (DDA) rather than the frequency alone should be drawn attention to.
As the method of research was a cross-sectional self-report study it has the benefit of capturing a lot of data rather quickly and easily from the appropriate students, however, the data gathered in self-report studies are not always 100% reliable, if it is a sensitive topic, people are not always honest with regards to their answers, sometimes for fear of what the researcher might think. This may be the case in this study, relationships are an area of life which many like to keep relatively private, and especially with regards to aggression from a partner, true answers may not be disclosed, for fear of a breach of confidentiality.  The information gathered in this study is relevant as it highlights the problem of digital aggression that is ever more prevalent in current times.
In conclusion, aggression is on the increase, especially through the means of digital media (social networking) the evidence suggests that media does play a part in aggressive behaviour, however it is not likely to be the sole cause.  Priming is a factor, as is repeated exposure to media aggression.  Media is not the only means of communication, social media also helps create positive connections and helps communities interact, especially the more isolated, moreover, it also acts as a major information source and contributes to a means in which people contact each other, aggression is sometimes present, but not always. The evidence demonstrates valid ideas but does generalise people, humans are complex creatures; we are not all the same and so it is very difficult to predict how we will behave and why.
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