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In the wake of the Florida school shooting, politicians have raised concern over the influence of violent video
games and films on young people, with President Trump claiming they’re “shaping young people’s thoughts.”
Scientists still debate the issue, but the majority of studies show that extensive exposure to media violence is a
risk factor for aggressive thoughts, feelings and behaviors.
But there’s less consensus on whether media violence is a risk factor for criminal violence, which is a more
serious form of aggression in which the perpetrator is subject to arrest and incarceration — the sort of violence
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that includes using a weapon to harm or kill people.
The link between media violence and mass shootings is even more tenuous. Compared with acts of aggression

and violence, mass shootings are relatively rare events, which makes conducting conclusive research on them difficult.
President Trump first raised the issue (https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefingsstatements/remarkspresidenttrumpmeetinglocalstateofficialsschool
safety/) during a meeting on school safety with local and state officials, which took place a week after the shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High
School in Parkland, Fla. The shooter, 19yearold Nikolas Cruz, reportedly
(http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/broward/article200754714.html) obsessively played violent video games.
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Trump, Feb. 22: We have to look at the Internet because a lot of bad things are happening to young kids and young minds, and their minds
are being formed. And we have to do something about maybe what they’re seeing and how they’re seeing it. And also video games. I’m
hearing more and more people say the level of violence on video games is really shaping young people’s thoughts. And then you go the
further step, and that’s the movies. You see these movies, they’re so violent.

Trump discussed the issue (https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefingsstatements/remarkspresidenttrumpvicepresidentpencebipartisanmembers
congressmeetingschoolcommunitysafety/) again with members of Congress on Feb. 28 during another meeting on school safety. During that
discussion, Tennessee Rep. Marsha Blackburn, now running for the Senate, claimed mothers have told her they’re “very concerned” that “exposure” to
entertainment media has “desensitized” children to violence.
Previously: Trump to meet with video game makers on whether games cause violence (/story/tech/news/2018/03/08/trumptalkvideogamemakers
criticsthursdaywhitehousemeeting/406374002/)
More: Video games are good for children, no matter what Trump says (/story/opinion/2018/03/08/trumpmeetingvideogamesschoolshootingresearch
saysgaminggoodkidscolumn/406391002/)
More: Facebook pulls violent virtual reality games from CPAC booth after Parkland (/story/tech/news/2018/02/23/facebookpullsviolentvirtualreality
gamescpacboothafterparkland/369067002/)
Iowa Sen. Chuck Grassley also said during the meeting: “[Y]ou see all these films about everybody being blown up. Well, just think of the impact that
makes on young people.”
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/03/08/fact-check-there-link-between-media-violence-and-mass-shootings/409089002/
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The points Trump and members of Congress raise aren’t unfounded, but the research on the subject is complex. Scientists who study the effect of media

violence have taken issue (https://public.psych.iastate.edu/caa/abstracts/20152019/15BA.pdf) with how the popular press has portrayed their work,
arguing that the nuance of their research is often left out.
In a 2015 review of the scientific literature on video game violence, the American Psychological Association elaborates on this point
(http://www.apa.org/pi/families/reviewvideogames.pdf).
APA, 2015: News commentators often turn to violent video game use as a potential causal contributor to acts of mass homicide. The media
point to perpetrators’ gaming habits as either a reason they have chosen to commit their crimes or as a method of training. This practice
extends at least as far back as the Columbine massacre (1999). …
As with most areas of science, the picture presented by this research is more complex than is usually depicted in news coverage and other
information prepared for the general public.

Here, we break down the facts — nuance included — on the effect of media violence on young people.

Is media violence a risk factor for aggression?
The 2015 report (http://www.apa.org/pi/families/reviewvideogames.pdf) by the APA on video games is a good place to start. After systematically going
through the scientific literature, the report’s authors “concluded that violent video game use has an effect on aggression.”
In particular, the authors explain that this effect manifests as an increase in aggressive behaviors, thoughts and feelings and a decrease in helping
others, empathy and sensitivity to aggression. Though limited, evidence also suggests that “higher amounts of exposure” to video games is linked to
“higher levels of aggression,” the report said.
The report emphasized that “aggression is a complex behavior” caused by multiple factors, each of which increases the likelihood that an individual will
be aggressive. “Children who experience multiple risk factors are more likely to engage in aggression,” the report said.
More: Kentucky governor blames violent video games, movies, not guns for school shootings (/story/news/nationnow/2018/02/16/floridaschool
shootingkentuckygovernorblamesviolentvideogamesmovies/344336002/)
More: States with the most (and least) gun violence. See where your state stacks up. (/story/news/nation/2018/02/21/statesmostandleastgun
violenceseewhereyourstatestacksup/359395002/)
The authors came to their conclusions because researchers have consistently found the effect across three different kinds of studies: crosssectional
studies, longitudinal studies and laboratory experiments. “One method’s limits are offset by another method’s strengths,” the APA report explains, so only
together can they be used to infer a causal relationship.
Crosssectional studies find correlations between different phenomena at one point in time. They’re relatively easy to conduct, but they can’t provide
causal evidence because correlations can be spurious (http://www.tylervigen.com/spuriouscorrelations). For example, an increase in video game sales
might correlate with a decrease in violent crime, but that doesn’t necessarily mean video games prevent violent crime. Other unknown factors might also
be at play.
Longitudinal panel studies collect data on the same group over time, sometimes for decades. They’re used to investigate longterm effects, such as
whether playing video games as a child might correlate with aggression as an adult. These studies also measure other risk factors for aggression, such
as harsh discipline from parents, with the aim of singling out the effect of media violence. For this reason, these studies provide better evidence
(https://public.psych.iastate.edu/caa/abstracts/20152019/15BA.pdf) for causality than crosssectional studies, but they are more difficult to conduct.
Laboratory experiments manipulate one phenomenon — in this case, exposure to media violence — and keep all others constant. Because of their
controlled environment, experiments provide strong evidence for a causal effect. But for the same reason, laboratory studies may not accurately reflect
how people act in the real world.
This brings us to why debate still exists among scientists studying media violence. Some researchers have found that the experimental evidence backing
the causal relationship between playing video games and aggression might not be as solid as it seems.
Last July, Joseph Hilgard (https://cas.illinoisstate.edu/faculty_staff/profile.php?ulid=jbhilga), an assistant professor of psychology at Illinois State
University, and others published a study (http://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/201726558001.html) in the journal Psychological Bulletin that found that
laboratory experiments on the topic may be subject to publication bias. This means that studies that show the effect may be more likely to be published
than those that don’t, skewing the body of evidence.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/03/08/fact-check-there-link-between-media-violence-and-mass-shootings/409089002/
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Shawn Goff plays Loot Rascals video game during the opening day of the Electronic Entertainment Expo at the Los Angeles Convention Center June 14, 2016. (Photo:
Robert Hanashiro, USA TODAY)

After Hilgard corrected for this bias, the effect of violent video games on aggressive behavior and emotions did still exist, but it was reduced, perhaps
even to near zero. However, the effect on aggressive thoughts remained relatively unaffected by this publication bias. The researchers also found that
crosssectional studies weren’t subject to publication bias. They didn’t examine longitudinal studies, which have shown that youth who play more violent
video games are more likely to report aggressive behavior over time.
Hilgard looked at a 2010 literature review (http://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/201003383001.html) by Craig A. Anderson
(https://public.psych.iastate.edu/caa/), the director of the Center for the Study of Violence at Iowa State University, and others. Published in Psychological
Bulletin, this review influenced the APA’s report.
In response, Anderson took a second look (http://psycnet.apa.org/record/201726558002) at his review and found that the effect of violent video games
on aggression was smaller than he originally thought, but not as small as Hilgard found. For this reason, he argued the effect was still a “societal
concern.”
To be clear, Hilgard is arguing that there’s more uncertainty in the field than originally thought, not that video games have no effect on aggression. He’s
also not the first to find that research on video games may be suffering from publication bias.

But what about movies and television?
Reviews of the literature on these forms of media tend to be less recent, Kenneth A. Dodge (https://sanford.duke.edu/people/faculty/dodgekenneth), a
professor of psychology and neuroscience at Duke University, told us by email.
Dodge, also one of the authors (http://www.apa.org/pi/families/violentmedia.aspx) of the 2015 APA study, pointed us to one 1994 review of the literature
on television published in the journal Communication Research that concluded that television violence also “increases aggressiveness and antisocial
behavior.” Dodge told us he’s “confident” the effect this analysis and others found “would hold again today.”
Dodge also pointed us to a 2006 study (https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/204790) that reviewed the literature on violent video
games, films, television and other media together. “Most contemporary studies start with the premise that children are exposed [to violence] through so
many diverse media that they start to group them together,” said Dodge.
Published in JAMA Pediatrics, the review found that exposure to violent media increases the likelihood of aggressive behavior, thoughts and feelings. The
review also found media decreases the likelihood of helping behavior. All of these effects were “modest,” the researchers concluded.
Overall, most of the research suggests media violence is a risk factor for aggression, but some experts in the field still question whether there’s enough
evidence to conclusively say there’s a link.

Is violent media a risk factor for violence?
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/03/08/fact-check-there-link-between-media-violence-and-mass-shootings/409089002/
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There’s even less evidence to suggest media violence is a risk factor for criminal violence.

“In psychological research, aggression is usually conceptualized as behavior that is intended to harm another,” while, “[v]iolence can be defined as an
extreme form of physical aggression,” the 2015 APA report explains (http://www.apa.org/pi/families/reviewvideogames.pdf). “Thus, all violence is
aggression, but not all aggression is violence.”
The APA report said studies have been conducted on media violence’s relationship with “criminal violence,” but the authors “did not find enough evidence
of sufficient utility to evaluate whether” there’s a solid link to violent video game use.
This lack of evidence is due, in part, to the fact that there are ethical limitations to conducting experiments on violence in the laboratory, especially when it
comes to children and teens, the report explains. That leaves only evidence from crosssectional studies and longitudinal studies. So what do those
studies say?

Video game fans wait to play Fate/Extella: The Umbral Star during the Electronic Entertainment Expo at the Los Angeles Convention Center June 15, 2016. (Photo: Robert
Hanashiro, USA TODAY)

One longitudinal study (https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/dev392201.pdf), published in the journal Developmental Psychology in 2003, found
that, out of 153 males, those who watched the most violent television as children were more likely 15 years later “to have pushed, grabbed, or shoved
their spouses, to have responded to an insult by shoving a person” or to have been “to have been convicted of a crime” during the previous year. Girls
who watched the most violent television were also more likely to commit similar acts as young women. These effects persisted after controlling for other
risk factors for aggression, such as parental aggression and intellectual ability.
A 2012 crosssectional study (http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1541204012460874) that Anderson, at Iowa State, and others published in
the journal Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice did find that the amount of violent video games juvenile delinquents played correlated with how many
violent acts they had committed over the past year. The violent acts included gang fighting, hitting a teacher, hitting a parent, hitting other students and
attacking another person.
However, a 2008 review (http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0093854808316487)of the literature published in the journal Criminal Justice and
Behavior concluded that “the effects of exposure to media violence on criminally violent behavior have not been established.” But the authors clarify:
“Saying that the effect has not been established is not the same as saying that the effect does not exist.”
In contrast to the APA report, Anderson and a colleague argue in a 2015 article (https://public.psych.iastate.edu/caa/abstracts/2015
2019/15BA.pdf) published in American Behavioral Scientist that “research shows that media violence is a causal risk factor not only for mild forms of
aggression but also for more serious forms of aggression, including violent criminal behavior.”
Why did Anderson and his colleagues come to different conclusions than the APA? He told us that the APA “did not include the research literature on TV
violence,” and excluded “several important studies on video game effects on violent behavior published since 2013.”

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/03/08/fact-check-there-link-between-media-violence-and-mass-shootings/409089002/
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In their 2015 article, Anderson and his colleague clarify that, even if there is a link, it “does not mean that violent media exposure by itself will turn a

normal child or adolescent who has few or no other risk factors into a violent criminal or a school shooter.” They add, “Such extreme violence is rare, and
tends to occur only when multiple risk factors converge in time, space, and within an individual.”
Multiple experts we spoke with did point to one factor unique to the United States that they argue increases the risk of mass shootings and lethality of
violence in general — access to guns.
For example, Anderson told us by email: “There is a pretty strong consensus among violence researchers in psychology and criminology that the main
reason that U.S. homicide rates are so much higher than in most Western democracies is our easy access to guns.”
Dodge, at Duke, echoed Anderson’s point.”The single most obvious and probably largest difference between a country like the US that has many mass
shootings and other developed countries is the easy access to guns,” he said.
So while scientists disagree about how much evidence is enough to sufficiently support a causal link between media violence and real world violence,
Trump and other politicians’ concerns aren’t unfounded.
Editor's note: FactCheck.org is also based at the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg Public Policy Center. Hilgard, now at Illinois State, was a post
doctoral fellow at the APPC.
Read or Share this story: https://usat.ly/2p0rSXe
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