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More than six decades o f research demonstrate signifificant
,_ttects of violent media use on affect, cognition, and behavior. Media violence effects on aggression have received the most attention and are now
'veil understood. There is a clear consensus among researchers that media
iolence is linked to aggressive behavior and that this relationship is causal
Bushman, Gollwitzer, eic. Cruz, 2014; Taylor Sc. Huesmann, 2014). Short-term and long-term effects of violent media use on aggressive behavior have
been demonstrated by scores of empirical studies using strong methodology and over a dozen meta-analytic reviews (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010;
Bushman H u e s m a n n , 2006; Greitemeyer M u g g e , 2014). A smaller
but growing number of studies also demonstrates detrimental effects of
media violence on prosocial behavior (Anderson et al., 2010; Greitemeyer
Magge, 2014). Overall, the research literature suggests that media violence effects are not large but accumulate over time to produce significant
changes in behavior that can significantly influence both individuals and
society.
Unfortunately, these research findings are often misinterpreted and
misunderstood by members of the general public, policymakers, and even
some researchers (Gentile, 2014). Media violence effects have been a topic
of public debate for decades and are frequently labeled as controversial.
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Extreme claims are often made. In the wake of violent acts such as the
Aurora, Colorado, theater massacre, violent media tend to be vilified and
singled Out as "the" cause of the tragedy. On the other hand, critics of
media violence research deny the existence of any effects of media violence
on behavior (Ferguson & Kilburn, 2010). Both of these types of extreme
claims are unwarranted and unsupported by research evidence but persist
in the public discourse (Gentile, 2014; Taylor 8c Huesmann, 2014).
The goal of this chapter is to provide a review of current theory and
research findings concerning media violence effects on good (prosocial
behavior) and evil (aggression, violence, stereotyping, and intergroup
conflict). Several theoretical perspectives are discussed that can be used
to understand media violence effects (the general aggression model, the
general learning model, and the risk and resilience approach). Next, an
overview of research findings is given concerning short-term and long-term
effects of violent media use on aggressive and prosocial outcomes. Finally,
several key mechanisms are discussed that underlie these effects (aggressive cognitions, affect, desensitization and empathy, attention deficits, and
executive control). It is our hope that this review will help increase understanding of how media violence contributes to complex social behaviors
and dispel persisting myths and misunderstandings that fuel the media violence debate.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
The General Aggression M o d e l and the General
L e a r n i n g Model
Much of the recent research examining media violence effects on aggression has been guided by the general aggression model (GAM; Anderson 8c
Carnagey, 2014; DeWall, Anderson, 8c Bushman, 2011); earlier research
is easily accommodated by it. This is hardly surprising, because the GAM
was created in part to integrate decades of prior research on all forms of
aggression into a common framework and language. More precisely, the
GAM integrates several domain-specific theories of aggression and outlines
the personal and situational factors and the psychological processes that
influence an individual's aggressive behavior in both short-term and longterm contexts.
According to the GAM, all proximate variables (i.e., person and situation variables that are operative in the present social encounter) increase
aggression in the short term by influencing at least one (often more than
one) of three key types of internal state variables: aggressive thoughts, hostile affect, and physiological arousal. Of course, recent exposure to violent
media is one such situational variable.
These changes in one's present internal state influence judgment and
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decision making in the current social encounter. For instance, if a person is
provoked after watching a violent movie, the risk of an aggressive response
is increased because of primed aggressive thoughts, affect, and physiological arousal. Figure 7.1 displays these episodic, short-term, proximate processes of the GAM.
In the long term, habitual media violence use leads to stable changes
in cognition, affect, and behavior through well-established learning processes. Regular media violence consumption involves repeated rehearsal
and use of aggressive knowledge structures. Over time, this can lead to
the development of pro-violence attitudes, hostile attribution biases, and
desensitization to violence. Together, these factors contribute to increases
in aggressive behavior over time (Anderson & Carnagey, 2014; DeWall et
al., 2011). Long-term developmental and personality processes in the GAM
are shown in Figure 7.2. The short-term and long-term processes proposed
by the G A M have been empirically supported by findings from a broad
set of studies examining media violence effects (Anderson et al., 2003;
Anderson et al., 2010; Greitemeyer 8c Mugge, 2014), as well as many other
aggression domains such as domestic violence (e.g., Warburton & Anderson, 2015), personality disorders involving violence (e.g., Hosie, Gilbert,
Simpson, 8c Daffern, 2014), male on female aggression (e.g., Anderson &
Anderson, 2008), and violence in prisons (e.g., DeLisi et al., 2010). Recent
research also demonstrates how the GAM can be applied to understanding
the effects of violent stereotype portrayals in the media on increased stereotyping, prejudice, and aggression toward outgroup members (Saleem &
Anderson, 2013; Yang et al., 2014).
The general learning model (GLM; Buckley 8c Anderson, 2006; Gentile, Groves, 8c Gentile, 2014) extends the GAM and broadens the model to

.47N*

Inputs

Person S i t u a t i o n
LSocial
Encounter

Routes

Present Internal State
Affect
•••
Cognition A r o u s a l

Appraisal
Outcomes and Decision
Processes

Thoughtful
Action
Impulsive
Action

FIGURE 7.1. The GAM: Episodic processes. From Anderson and Bushman (2002).
Copyright 2002 by Annual Reviews. Reprinted by permission.
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FIGURE 7.2. The GAM: Long-term developmental/personality processes in relation to five categories of aggression-related variables. From Anderson and Bushman (2002). Copyright 2002 by Annual Reviews. Reprinted by permission.

examine different kinds of social behaviors. For instance, the same learning processes through which media violence increases aggressive attitudes
and behavior also lead to reductions in prosocial behavior (Anderson et
al., 2010; Greitemeyer M u g g e , 2014). Short-term mechanisms proposed
by the G L M are similar to those in the GAM—that situational and personality factors influence one's internal state, which, in turn, affects judgment, decision making, and behavior. In the long term, different experiences affect social behaviors through effects on perceptual and cognitive
constructs (such as normative beliefs and behavioral scripts), cognitiveemotional constructs (such as attitudes and stereotypes), and emotional
constructs (such as affective traits). Figure 7.3 illustrates some of the key
variables highlighted by the GLM.
The R i s k Factor A p p r o a c h
In the public debate on media violence effects, research findings are often
misunderstood. Media violence effects are most frequently discussed in

Affective
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transfer

FIGURE 7.3. Long-term processes in the GLM. From Gentile, Groves, and Gentile
(2014). Copyright 2014 by Oxford University Press. Reprinted by permission.

response to rare but shocking acts of violence, such as the Columbine high
school shooting and the Aurora theater massacre. When such events occur,
violent video games, television shows, and movies are often vilified and
labeled as "the" cause of the violent act (Gentile, 2014). Other overly simplistic "primary" causes invoked by politicians, pundits, and news media
to explain such events include mental illness, easy availability of guns, not
enough guns, lax parenting, overly strict parenting, and drugs.
In reality, aggression is a complex behavior that is caused and moderated by a large number of interacting risk factors (Anderson, Gentile,
8c Buckley, 2007). No respectable researcher would claim that media violence is "the" cause of aggression and violence; it is one of many contributing causal risk factors. Because of this, media violence effects can best
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be understood within a risk and resilience framework. Within this framework, behavior is viewed as a product of protective factors (which foster
healthy development) and risk factors (which disrupt healthy development
and increase the risk of maladaptation). Examples of other risk factors that
contribute to aggression include genetic predispositions, aggressive personality traits, abusive parenting, and living in a violent neighborhood. Examples of protective factors that reduce the risk of aggression include parental
involvement, having prosocial peers, and prosocial media use. Effects of
different risk and protective factors accumulate; the likelihood of problematic functioning is increased by every risk factor present (Masten, 2001).
No single risk factor is sufficient to elicit a violent act. However, each can
increase the risk of violence, especially for individuals who already have
multiple risk factors and few protective factors present (Anderson et al.,
2007).
Several researchers have advocated for a conceptual shift in the media
violence domain toward a risk and resilience perspective (Anderson et al.,
2007; Gentile 8c Bushman, 2012; Gentile, 2014; Prot 8c Gentile, 2014).
Such a conceptual shift may help clarify the role media violence plays in the
context of other risk and protective factors of aggression and help resolve
current debates about violent media effects. Most studies examining media
violence effects on aggression show small to moderate effect sizes, leading some critics to dismiss these effects as unimportant (e.g., Ferguson &Kilburn, 2010). On the other hand, research within the risk and resilience
framework reveals that media violence acts the same as any other risk factor for aggression (such as low parental involvement and prior physical
victimization), deserving neither special attention nor dismissal (Anderson
et al., 2007; Gentile t3c Bushman, 2012).

M E D I A V I O L E N C E EFFECTS
Vi o l e n t Media Effects o n Aggression
Violent media are any media that portray characters intentionally attempting to harm others. Such violent depictions are common in movies, video
games, music videos, television shows, and even cartoons (Anderson et al.,
2003). More than 60 years of research demonstrates clear evidence that
media violence influences aggressive behavior in both short-term and longterm contexts. Laboratory and field experiments show that short-term
exposure to violent media content causes an increase in physically and verbally aggressive behavior immediately afterward (Anderson et al., 2003;
Anderson et al., 2010). For example, in a study by Engelhardt, Bartholow,
and SauIts (2011), participants were randomly assigned to play a violent
or nonviolent video game. Participants who played a violent game subsequently delivered more intense aversive noise blasts to a supposed partner,
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demonstrating increased physical aggression. Similar short-term effects
have been observed across different forms of media, including violent television shows, movies, video games, and music lyrics (Anderson et al., 2003).
Cross-sectional and longitudinal studies provide converging evidence
of long-term media violence effects on aggression. Cross-sectional studies consistently show associations between violent media consumption
and aggressive behavior, and many rule out a host of alternative explanations. For example, in one study (Anderson et al., 2007, Study 2), high
school students reported their screen media habits, beliefs, and attitudes
about aggression and various types of aggressive and violent behaviors
which they had engaged in during the past year. The self-reported amount
of exposure to violent video games was significantly associated with mild
physical aggression (e.g., fights, hitting others) and violent behavior (e.g.,
assault, robbery). These violent video game effects on behavior remained
significant after statistically controlling for sex, total time on screen media,
normative beliefs about aggression, trait anger and hostility, and attitudes
toward violence.
Large-sample longitudinal studies demonstrate links between frequent
exposure to violent media in childhood and aggression later in life. For
example, Huesmann, Moise, Podolski, and Eron (2003) found that viewing televised violence at ages 6-10 predicted adult aggressive behavior
measured 15 years later when statistically controlling for aggressiveness in
childhood, socioeconomic status, intellectual ability, demographic characteristics, and parenting factors.
Finally, the existence of media violence effects on aggression is supported by a series of meta-analyses (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010; Greitemeyer & Mugge, 2014; Paik & Comstock, 1994). Meta-analytic reviews
show significant effects of violence in television shows, movies, and video
games on aggressive behavior that are consistent across experimental,
cross-sectional, and longitudinal studies. Such findings also generalize across cultures, including Western individualistic, Eastern European,
and East Asian collectivistic countries. There is some evidence that media
violence effects may be stronger in Western countries than in East Asian
countries suggesting that collectivism perhaps acts as a protective factor
that mitigates media violence effects (Anderson et al., 2010). However,
here is currently insufficient empirical evidence in the media violence literature to clearly support this hypothesis. Instead, most studies demonstrate
significant effects of violent media on aggression that are similar across
different cultures (Anderson et al., 2010; Greitemeyer & Mugge, 2014).
Several researchers have also suggested that sex may act as a moderator
,
r media violence effects given that men tend to demonstrate higher levels
aggression and higher levels of media violence use than women (e.g.

'Anderson et al., 2007). However, meta-analytic reviews show that effects
of media violence on aggressive behavior are of equal magnitudes for men
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and women (Anderson et al., 2010). These findings suggest that, in spite of
mean differences in levels of aggression and media violence use, effects of
media violence on aggression are the same for men and women.
Violent Media Effects on Violent Outcomes
Although the influence o f violent media on low-level, everyday forms
of aggression is well established, less empirical attention has been paid
to media effects on more extreme, violent forms of aggressive behavior.
Experimental research regarding violent behavior is much more difficult
to conduct because i t is unethical to provide opportunities for research
participants to engage in violent behavior. An additional problem, inherent
in longitudinal and correlational studies, results from the relative rarity
of violent behaviors exhibited by the general population. This makes the
effects of any given risk factor for violence more difficult to statistically
detect unless one uses large sample sizes.
There have, however, been several investigations o f this topic. For
example, as noted earlier, the cross-sectional study by Anderson et al.
(2007, Study 2) found significant associations between violent video game
use and violent behavior after partialing out a host of individual difference
and personality variables. Similarly, DeLisi, Vaughn, Gentile, Anderson,
and Shook (2013) found that institutionalized juvenile delinquents who
played more violent video games also exhibited relatively more delinquent
and more violent behaviors as measured by thefts of drugs or vehicles, carrying a weapon, and attacking another person. Perhaps most fascinating in
the DeLisi study was the finding of significant video game violence effects
on serious violent behavior even after controlling for psychopathic traits
(such as callousness, unemotionality, remorselessness, and impulsiveness),
demonstrating that the relationship between video game violence and violent behavior is not a spurious relationship due to psychopathic personality
traits.
A number of longitudinal studies also have examined media violence
effects on violent behavior. As mentioned previously, the longitudinal study
by Huesmann et al. (2003) showed that children who had viewed more
television violence at ages 6-10 were more likely to have been convicted of a
crime 15 years later. In a study by Gentile and Bushman (2012), several risk
factors for aggression (e.g., violent media use, hostile attribution biases)
were found to cumulatively increase the probability of being involved in
a physical fight at a later time point. Delinquent and violent behavior has
also been specifically linked to habitual exposure to violent video games, as
shown by studies of German fifth to ninth graders (Hoph, Huber, & Weib,
2008), and American sixth to eighth graders (Graber, Nichols, Lynne,
Brooks-Gunn, 8c Botvin, 2006). One longitudinal study found a significant media violence effect on teen dating violence, violence directed at a

1

2

7

current or former romantic partner that may range from less severe acts
such as slapping to more severe acts such as punching and shoving (Friedlander, Connolly, Pepler, & Craig, 2013). Another found that exposure to
violent X-rated (pornographic) material predicted later sexually aggressive
behavior (including both in-person sexual assault and technology-based
sexual harassment, such as sending a sexual text message to a person who
did not want to receive it; Ybarra, Mitchell, Hamburger, Diener-West, &
Leaf, 2011). Interestingly, exposure to nonviolent X-rated material did not
increase sexual aggression, which demonstrates that it is violent media content and not sexual media content that contributes to the risk of sexual
aggression.
A number of additional cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have
been published in the six decades since research on screen violence began,
studies that have included violent behavior as outcome variables. Most
,uch studies have found reliable media violence effects. However, as one
,hould expect in any research literature, a few studies have failed to observe
.1 significant influence of violent media on violent outcomes. This is not
unusual in any domain of research and may be attributed to a variety of factors, including chance. Other factors that often (but not always) characterize studies that fail to find significant effects include inappropriately small
sample sizes (i.e., insufficient power), poor measures of media violence (e.g.,
measuring only total time on screen media but not time on violent media),
inappropriate outcome measures (e.g., using a trait measure in a short-term
experimental study), and inappropriate data analyses (e.g., statistically controlling for trait aggression in a cross-sectional study; see Groves, Prot, &
Anderson, 2016). Indeed, the most recent comprehensive meta-analysis of
violent video game effects found that studies with poorer methodological
characteristics (such as using inappropriate outcome measures or failing
to manipulate media violence exposure effectively) tended to yield weaker
video game effects on aggressive behavior (Anderson et al., 2010). These
methodological limitations can make it more difficult to detect media violence effects. Nonetheless, when all relevant studies are included in such
J t a -ana1yses, the overall result is overwhelming evidence that violent
media exposure is a significant risk factor for aggressive behavior and for
variables known to lead to aggressive behavior, such as aggressive cognition
,e.g., pro-violence attitudes) and aggressive affect (e.g., anger and hostility).
Effects o f Presentation o f Racial/Ethnic Groups within
Violent Contexts
The fact that media stereotypes can influence cognitions, affect, and behaviors toward the targeted group members is well established (e.g., Mastro
& Tukachinsky, 2013). Beyond general negative attitudes, studies reveal
that presenting a racial/ethnic group within violent media contexts can
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its effect on attention and impulsivity problems; and (4) the link between
attention and impulsivity problems and aggressive behavior was much
stronger for impulsive aggressive behavior than for premeditated aggression. Figure 7.6 displays these results.
Of course, being of a cross-sectional design, this study doesn't provide strong causal evidence of the entire hypothesized sequence from high
exposure to fast-paced screen media to attention and impulsivity problems
to impulsive aggression. However, as noted earlier, longitudinal and experimental studies have established causal links between screen media and
attention/impulsivity problems and between violent media and aggression.
Thus, although more research is needed, the overall pattern of findings supports a causal interpretation.
It is important to note that playing fast-paced (and often violent) video
games has also been found to lead to improvements in visuospatial functioning (Bavelier, Green, Schrater, P o u g e t , 2012). Unfortunately, these
visuospatial benefits seem to come at a cost: They may be accompanied
by reduced executive control, attention deficits, and increased impulsivity.
Further research is needed in this area to explore whether these negative
media effects on cognitive functioning truly lead to disinhibition of aggressive behavior.
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CONCLUSION

It cannot be denied that media violence is appealing and exciting to viewers—
a common favorite form of entertainment. Unfortunately, many consumers
believe that violent media can also provide catharsis and help people become
less aggressive by giving them an opportunity to blow off steam (Gentile, 2014). In contrast, empirical research clearly shows that media violence use does not reduce aggression—it increases it. Dozens of methodologically rigorous empirical studies, as well as numerous comprehensive
meta-analyses, demonstrate significant short-term and long-term effects
of violent media use on aggression. Both in short-term and long-term
contexts, violent media alter cognitions and affect, produce desensitization, and can even lead to reductions in attention and executive control.
Together, these processes contribute to increased aggressive behavior.
When media violence portrayals focus on racial and ethnic minorities,
they also increase stereotyping and prejudice toward these groups. Media
violence also reduces prosocial behavior by desensitizing viewers and
reducing empathy toward victims of violence. These findings leave little
doubt that media violence effects are important and can contribute to
vil (aggression, violence, prejudice) while also reducing good (empathy,
prosocial behavior).
Finally, although the majority of research in the media effects literature
has focused on detrimental effects of violent media, an emerging research
literature suggests that prosocial media that portray helpful behaviors
mong characters can have equally strong positive effects, reducing antiso-cial outcomes and increasing prosocial outcomes. It is our hope that future
research efforts and public discourse will eschew the question of whether
media effects matter and will instead focus on finding ways to apply our
current knowledge of media effects to increase prosocial outcomes and
,decrease antisocial outcomes.
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