


Violent Video Games and Other Media Violence (Part I)
By CraigA. Anderson PhD

(This article appears in two parts.
This issue contains Part I and the
MarchiApril issue will contain Part
II.)

For my 2003 article on The Influ-
ence of Media Violence on Youth,
a group of media scholars and I,
selected by the National Institute of
Mental Health, reviewed 50 years
of research on media violence and
aggression.

Early Research
Most of the early research focused
on two questions:
1) Is there a significant association

between exposure to media
violence and aggressive behav-
ior?, and

2) Is this association causal? (That
is, can we say that violent
television, video games, and
other media are directly caus-
ing aggressive behavior in our
kids?)

The results, overall, have been fair-
ly consistent across types of stud-
ies (experimental, cross-sectional,
and longitudinal) and across visual
media type (television, films, video
games). There is a significant rela-
tion between exposure to media
violence and aggressive behavior.

Exposing children and adolescents
(or "youth") to violent visual media
increases the likelihood that they
will engage in physical aggression
against another person. By "physi-
cal aggression" we mean behavior
that is intended to harm another
person physically, such as hitting
with a fist or some object.

A single, brief exposure to violent
media can increase aggression
in the immediate situation. Re-
peated exposure leads to general
increases in aggressiveness over

time. This relation between media
violence and aggressive behavior
is causal.

Early aggression researchers were
interested in discovering how youth
learn to be aggressive. Once they
discovered observational learning
takes place not only when youth
see how people behave in the real
world but also when they see char-
acters in films and on television,
many began to focus on exactly
how watching such violent stories
increases later aggression. In other
words, more recent research really
focused on the underlying psycho-
logical mechanisms.

Current Research
In the last 10 years there has been
a huge increase in research on
violent video games. Based on five
decades of research on television
and film violence and one decade
of research on video games, we
now have a pretty clear picture of
how exposure to media violence
can increase aggression in both
the immediate situation as well as
in long-term contexts.

Immediately after consuming some
media violence, there is an increase
in aggressive behavior tendencies
because of several factors:
1) Aggressive thoughts increase,

which in turn increase the likeli-
hood that a mild or ambiguous
provocation will be interpreted
in a hostile fashion

2) Aggressive (or hostile) emotion
increases

3) General arousal (e.g., heart
rate) increases, which tends to
increase the dominant behav-
ioral tendency

4) Youth learn new forms of ag-
gressive behaviors by observ-
ing them, and will reenact them
almost immediately afterwards

if the situational context is suf-
ficiently similar.

How Media Violence
Increases Aggression
Repeated consumption of media
violence over time increases ag-
gression across a range to situa-
tions and across time because of
several related factors. First, it
creates more positive attitudes,
beliefs, and expectations regarding
aggressive solutions to interper-
sonal problems. In other words,
youth come to believe that aggres-
sion is normal, appropriate, and
likely to succeed.

It also leads to the development
of aggressive scripts, which are
basically ways of thinking about
how the social world works. Heavy
media violence consumers tend to
view the world in a more hostile
fashion. Additionally, it decreases
the cognitive accessibility of nonvi-
olent ways to handle conflict. That
is, it becomes harder to even think
about nonviolent solutions.

Media violence also produces an
emotional desenSitization to ag-
gression and violence. Normally,
people have a pretty negative
emotional reaction to conflict, ag-
gression, and violence, and this
can be seen in their physiological
reactions to observation of violence
(real or fictional, as in entertain-
ment media). For example, viewing
physical violence normally leads to
increases in heart rate and blood
pressure, as well as to certain brain
wave patterns. Such normal nega-
tive emotional reactions tend to
inhibit aggressive behavior, and can
inspire helping behavior. Repeated
consumption of media violence
reduces these normal negative
emotional reactions.
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Finally, repetition increases learn-
ing of any type of skill or way of
thinking, to the point where that
skill or way of thinking becomes
fairly automatic. Repetition effects
include learning how to aggress.

Effect of Violence in Passive
Versus Active Media
Most of the research has focused
on TV/film violence (so-called
"passive" media), mainly because
it has been around so much longer
than video games. However, the
existing research literature on vio-
lent video games has yielded the
same general types of effects as
the TV and cinema research.

At a theoretical level, there are
reasons to believe that violent
video games may have a larger
harmful effect than violent TV
and film effects. This is a very dif-
ficult research question, and there
currently is no definite answer.
But, recent studies that directly
compare passive screen media to
video games tend to find bigger
effects of violent video games.

Violent Video Games and
School Shootings
Mainstream media violence re-
searchers do not believe that an
otherwise normal, well-adjusted
child who plays violent video
games is going to become a school
shooter. The best way to think
about this issue is the risk factor
approach. There are three impor-
tant points to keep in mind.

First, there are many causal risk
factors involved in the develop-
ment of a person who frequently
behaves in an aggressive or violent
manner. There are biological fac-
tors, family factors, neighborhood
factors, and so on. Media violence
is only one of the top dozen or so
risk factors.

Second, extreme aggression,
such as aggravated assault and

homicide, typically occurs only
when there are a number of risk
factors present. In other words,
none of the causal risk factors are
"necessary and sufficient" causes
of extreme aggression. Of course,
cigarette smoking is not a neces-
sary and sufficient cause of lung
cancer, even though it is a major
cause of it. People with only one
risk factor seldom (I'm tempted to
say "never") commit murder.

Third, consumption of media vio-
lence is the most common of all of
the major risk factors for aggres-
sion in most modern societies. It
also is the least expensive and
easiest risk factor for parents to
change.

Playing a lot of violent games is
unlikely to turn a normal youth
with zero, one or even two other
risk factors into a killer. But re-
gardless of how many other risk
factors are present in a youth's
life, playing a lot of violent games
is likely to increase the frequency
and the seriousness of his or her
physical aggression, both in the
short term and over time as the
youth grows up.

Risk Groups for Aggression
There is some research that sug-
gests that individuals who are
already fairly aggressive may be
more affected by consumption of
violent video games, but it is not
yet conclusive. Similarly, video
game effects occasionally appear
to be larger for males than fe-
males, but such findings are rare.
Most studies find that males and
females are equally affected, and
that high and low aggressive indi-
viduals are equally affected.

One additional point is worth re-
membering: Scientists have not
been able to find any group of
people who consistently appear
immune to the negative effects
of television, film, or video game
violence.

Realistic Versus Fantasy
Violence
One of the great myths surround-
ing media violence is this notion
that if the individual can distin-
guish between media violence
and reality, then it can't have an
adverse effect on that individual.
Of course, the conclusion does not
logically follow from the premise.
And in fact, most of the studies
that have demonstrated a causal
link between exposure to media
violence and subsequent aggres-
sive behavior have been done with
individuals who were fully aware
that the observed media violence
was not reality. For instance, many
studies have used young adult
participants who knew that the TV
show, the movie clip, or the video
game to which they were exposed
was not "real." These studies still
yielded the typical media violence
effect on subsequent aggressive
behavior.

Contradictory Studies
In any field of science, some stud-
ies will produce effects that differ
from what most studies of that
type find. If this weren't true, then
one would need to perform only
one study on a particular issue and
we would have the "true" answer.
Unfortunately, science is not that
simple.

Why have different researchers
found different results? Well,
part of the problem is that many
studies have used a sample size
that is much too small to produce
consistent results. But even with a
larger sample sizes, we still would
not get the exact same results in
every study. Chance plays some
role in the outcome of any experi-
ment. So even if all the conditions
of the test are exactly the same,
the results will differ to some ex-
tent. Test conditions are complex.
Each study differs somewhat from
every other study, usually in sev-
eral ways.

Continued on page 30

lVolume 26, Numbers 1 & 2 Pediatrics for Parents Page 29



Violence-Continued from page 29

Given that scientific studies of the
same question will yield some-
what different results, purely on
the basis of chance, how should
we go about summarizing the re-
sults of a set of studies? One way
is to look at the average outcome
across studies. This is essentially
what a meta-analysis does. And
when one does a comprehensive
meta-analysis on the video game
violence research literature, the
clear conclusion is that the results
are quite consistent. On average,
there is a clear effect: exposure to
violent video games increases sub-
sequent aggression. This has been
found for each of the three major
research designs (experimental,
cross-sectional, and longitudinal),
for youth and for young adults,
and for youth in North America,
Japan and Western Europe. Similar
meta-analyses of the television and
film violence research literatures

produce the same, generally con-
sistent effects.

In addition to the small sample size
and chance factors, a third factor is
that some of the few contradictory
studies can be explained as being
the result of poor methods. For ex-
ample, one frequently cited study
that failed to find a video game
effect did not actually measure
aggressive behavior; instead, it
measured arguments with a friend
or spouse. That same study also
failed to show that participants in
the "high video game violence"
condition actually played more
violent games than participants
in the "low video game violence"
condition.

When you separate studies into
those that were well conducted ver-
sus those that had major flaws, you
find that the well-conducted stud-
ies found bigger average effects
of violent video games on aggres-

sion than did the poorly conducted
studies. Some well-conducted, and
some poorly conducted, studies
suffer from a too-small sample
size. But the main point is that
even well-conducted studies with
appropriate sample sizes will not
yield identical results. For this rea-
son, any general statements about
a research domain must focus on
the pooled results, not on individual
studies.

Craig A. Anderson, PhD, is a Dis-
tinguished Professor of Liberal Arts
and Sciences in the Department of
Psychology at Iowa State Univer-
sity. His pioneering work on video-
game violence has led to consulta-
tions with educators, government
officials, child advocates, and news
organizations worldwide. His recent
book, Violent Video Game Effects
on Children and Adolescents, sum-
marizes what has been learned
from past studies on this important
social issue.

In the Literature
Lead Leads to Kidney
Damage

The Question: Do lead levels
below the currently accepted safe
levels cause kidney damage in
adolescents?

The Study: A review of the kidney
function of 769 healthy individuals
12-20 years old who had had lead
levels determined when they were
children.

The Results: All the childhood lead
levels were below the currently
accepted safe level of 10 micro-
grams per deciliter. The higher the
child's lead level, the greater the
chance the child as an adolescent
had below-normal kidney func-
tion. None of the adolescents had
enough kidney impairment to affect
their health.

Comment: Lead, no matter what
the level, can cause health prob-
lems. Lead paint, glazed pottery,
some folk remedies, and soil and
drinking water in some areas with
older housing are the most common
sources of lead contamination.

Read More: Archives of Internal
Medicine, 01/10

Drinking and the Adolescent
Brain
The Question: What effect does
drinking have on adolescents'
brains?

The Study: A prospective study
that enrolled 76 children, ages
12-14, whose brains were later
examined to assess effect of al-
cohol on their neuropsychologi-
cal functioning. Three years after

the study began, 25 children had
become "heavy" drinkers, 11 had
become "moderate" drinkers and
40 had not become drinkers at
all and were the "control" group
against which the drinkers' brains
were measured.

The Results: The researchers
found that the brains of the adoles-
cents who drank either moderately
or heavily showed damaged nerve
tissue (white matter), which can
affect attention span in boys and
visual comprehension in girls.

Comment: Children's brains are
still developing and are highly sen-
sitive to drugs and alcohol.

Read More: Psychology of Addic-
tive Behaviors, 12/09
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