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Media Violence
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Research on the effects of media violence is not well
understood by the general public. Despite this fact, there
is an overwhelming consensus in the scientific literature
about the unhealthy effects of media violence. Meta-
analyses show that media-violence viewing consistently
is associated with higher levels of antisocial behavior,
ranging from the trivial (imitative violence directed
against toys) to the serious (criminal violence), with
many consequential outcomes in between (acceptance of
violence as a solution to problems, increased feelings of
hostility, and the apparent delivery of painful stimula-
tion to another person). Desensitization is another well-
documented effect of viewing violence, which is observ-
able in reduced arousal and emotional disturbance while
witnessing violence, the reduced tendency to intervene
in a fight, and less sympathy for the victims of violence.
Although there is evidence that youth who are already
violent are more likely to seek out violent entertainment,
there is strong evidence that the relationship between
violence viewing and antisocial behavior is bidirectional.
There is growing evidence that media violence also
engenders intense fear in children which often lasts days,
months, and even years. The media’s potential role in
solutions to these problems is only beginning to be
explored, in investigations examining the uses and ef-
fects of movie ratings, television ratings, and the V-chip,
and the effects of media literacy programs and public
education efforts. Future research should explore impor-
tant individual differences in responses to media vio-
lence and effective ways to intervene in the negative
effects. © Society for Adolescent Medicine, 2000
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Is heavy exposure to media violence unhealthy for
children and youth? Although this question has been
debated for decades (for centuries, in fact, if we
include literature and drama), there is still a good
deal of public confusion over the research findings
and how they should be interpreted.

Unhealthy Effects of Media Violence
Aggressive Behavior and Hostility

The most pressing public concern seems to be about
the contribution of television, movie, and video
game violence to the perpetration of actual violence
in society. The intensity of opinion peaked in the
wake of the school shootings in Littleton, Colorado.
Despite concurrence by almost all academic re-
searchers and child advocacy groups that media
violence contributes to youth violence (1), discus-
sions in the media often conclude that the research
findings are equivocal.

Part of the problem undoubtedly stems from the
media’s reluctance to promote information that runs
contrary to their economic self-interest. Another ma-
jor problem derives from the difficulty in communi-
cating the results of research in an area in which the
ultimate experiment is not possible: We cannot ran-
domly assign children to watch heavy doses of
media violence during their formative years and
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compare their later violent criminal acts with those of
children in an unexposed control group. Nor can we
purposely expose children to hours of violent video
games to determine how many of them impose
similar aggression on their younger siblings.

Another communication problem occurs because
many well-known studies in the literature deal with
dependent measures of aggression that do not make
a compelling case to the general public. The classic
bobo-doll research by Bandura et al., in which imi-
tative violence was committed against toys, is one
such example (2). Other examples include experi-
ments involving the so-called aggression machine, in
which students believe they are delivering shocks to
an unseen victim (3).

The problem of providing convincing evidence is
not that much different, however, from the problem
of studying the effect of medical risks. Tobacco
researchers, for example, cannot randomly assign
people to smoke or not while keeping everything
else constant. Some of the studies are correlational,
looking at how habitual smoking relates to the
diseases people contract over the course of a lifetime.
Because people who smoke often make other un-
healthy lifestyle choices, this research takes other
behaviors into account and looks at the contribution
of smoking to ill health after the impact of other
behaviors is statistically controlled. When looking for
causal conclusions, tobacco researchers do experi-
ments on animals. Experimenters can look at what
happens to the lungs of dogs which are made to
smoke and compare them to the lungs of dogs in a
control condition. These effects are then generalized,
to the extent appropriate, to the lungs of humans.

In a similar fashion, social science researchers can
follow the media habits of children over the course of
many years and then explore the degree to which
exposure to media violence is associated with anti-
social behavior such as violent activities or hostile
attitudes. These researchers also control, to the extent
possible, for other influences that might account for
the development of antisocial outcomes. Researchers
also conduct experiments in which the short- term
effects of viewing violence or not (or different types
of violence) are compared. The outcomes measured
in these experiments rarely are actual physical vio-
lence as it occurs naturally, but rather other related
outcomes such as attitudes accepting of violence,
feelings of hostility, or the willingness to inflict pain
or to impose nonphysical negative consequences on
someone else. Together, these two types of investi-
gations, correlational and experimental, give a com-
pelling picture of the effect of media violence.
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Perhaps the most powerful support for the con-
clusion that media violence is a significant contribu-
tor to violent and hostile behavior is provided by the
meta-analysis by Paik and Comstock in 1994 (4). This
report statistically combined more than 200 correla-
tional and experimental studies and involved more
than 1000 comparisons between violent media and
control groups. The analysis revealed that media
violence viewing consistently is associated with
higher levels of antisocial behavior ranging from the
trivial (imitative violence directed against toys) to
the serious (criminal violence), with many conse-
quential outcomes in between (acceptance of vio-
lence as a solution to problems, increased feelings of
hostility, and the apparent delivery of painful stim-
ulation to another person).

It is important to understand the psychological
mechanisms that underlie these effects. Social cogni-
tive theory (5), which posits that children often
imitate new behaviors they see both in their real
environment and in the media, has been shown to
account for a wide variety of effects. Recent evidence
from a survey of elementary school principals con-
ducted in Israel shortly after television’s World
Wrestling Federation became available there in 1994
(6) showed that children’s widespread copying of the
wrestlers” behaviors led to a large increase in injuries
on school playgrounds, often requiring medical at-
tention. Moreover, there is a good deal of research
evidence that in general, violence that is shown to be
justified and that is committed by attractive protag-
onists is more likely to be imitated than violence
shown with other contextual features. Recent content
analyses confirm that a high proportion of violence
on television exhibits these features (7).

Excitation transfer theory (8) proposes that some
of the effects of media violence on subsequent ag-
gressive behavior occur because media violence in-
creases physiological arousal and thereby intensifies
subsequent emotional responses. This theory ac-
counts for some of the short-term effects of media
violence on individuals who are provoked to anger.
However, recent research reveals that short-term
increases in arousal can account for only a portion of
media violence findings. In a study by Zillmann and
Weaver (9), college students were randomly as-
signed to view either gratuitously violent or nonvi-
olent movies for four consecutive days. On the fifth
day, in a purportedly unrelated study, they were put
in a position to help or hinder a woman’s chances of
future employment. Both men and women who had
been exposed to the violence were more harmful to
that person’s prospects, independent of whether she
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had treated them well or had behaved in an insulting
fashion. This effect was explained as a function of the
movies’ repeated instigation of violent and hostile
cognitions, which over time become chronically ac-
cessible and which then fuel hostile behavior even in
nonprovoking situations.

Members of the entertainment community often
argue that the media violence-aggressive behavior
connection may be entirely explained by the fact that
people who already are violent prefer to watch
violence. Although research does suggest that media
violence is more popular among violent than nonvi-
olent viewers (10), the many experiments that have
randomly assigned subjects to view or not view
violence show that the findings cannot be explained
by selective exposure alone. A field investigation by
Black and Bevan demonstrated clearly that the rela-
tionship between viewing violence and viewers’ hos-
tility is bidirectional (11). By going to a theater and
asking moviegoers to fill out a hostility inventory
before or after they viewed a movie that they them-
selves had selected, the researchers determined that
both male and female viewers who had chosen a
violent movie were indeed initially more hostile than
viewers who had selected a nonviolent movie. More-
over, levels of hostility became even higher after the
subjects viewed the violent movie but remained at
the same low level after subjects viewed the nonvi-
olent movie.

Desensitization is another well-documented effect
of viewing violence. Desensitization is observable in
reduced arousal and emotional disturbance while
witnessing violence (12), the reduced tendency to
intervene in a fight (13), and less sympathy for the
victims of violence (14,15). Concern recently has been
raised about the desensitizing effect of violent video
games. Some observers speculate that shooter games
may have contributed to past school shootings, be-
cause the games provide both training in gun-wield-
ing techniques and strong desensitization experi-
ences (16).

Fear and Nightmares

There is growing evidence that media violence also
engenders intense fear in children which often lasts
days, weeks, months, and even years (17-20). The
effects include obsessive thoughts, repetitive night-
mares, and sleep disturbances. In addition, children
often become hesitant to engage in routine activities
that are related to frightening movie scenes. Young
children may experience enduring fright effects from
brief, visually disturbing excerpts of a program or
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movie, sometimes even from a few seconds of a
movie promotion or a teaser for an upcoming news-
cast (21).

Developmental differences have been observed in
the types of media stimuli that frighten children and
the coping strategies that are effective. For example,
children between the ages of 2 and 6 years are most
likely to be frightened by grotesque visual images of
animals, natural disasters, and monsters, whereas
older children are more likely to be frightened by
realistic threats to their personal well-being. Long-
term media-induced fears are not limited to young
children, however; often teenagers experience linger-
ing distress from programs and movies, especially
those with themes involving sexual assault or super-
natural forces (22,23). Younger children’s fears are
more likely to be calmed by nonverbal or physical
strategies such as distraction or affection, whereas
older children’s fears are more responsive to infor-
mation about why the upsetting outcome cannot
happen to them or how they can prevent it (24).

Media’s Potential Role in Solutions

Although much research energy has been devoted to
chronicling the problems that media violence engen-
ders or promotes, research on possible solutions is
relatively scarce.

Movie and Television Ratings and the V-Chip

There is growing interest in the use of ratings and
labels to inform parents about the media content to
which their children might be exposed. The Motion
Picture Association of America ratings, which now
include the age-based movie ratings of G, PG, PG-13,
R, and NC-17, have been criticized for being vague
and uninformative. Research has confirmed that
movie ratings do not differentiate well among differ-
ent types of content and that parents prefer ratings
that give information about content over those that
provide age recommendations (25,26). Research has
also shown that more restrictive movie ratings actu-
ally entice many children to media fare that is
designated as inappropriate for their age group (27).
However, content labels are less likely to make
programming more attractive (28).

In 1997, in conjunction with the federally man-
dated V-chip, the television industry implemented
the TV Parental Guidelines rating system for televi-
sion programs. Originally, this system included six
age-based ratings, two for children’s programs, TV-Y
and TV-Y7, and four for general audience programs,
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TV-G, TV-PG, TV-14, and TV-MA. However, the
system was sharply criticized for reasons similar to
those levied against movie ratings (29). Six months
after the system’s first launch, in a compromise with
critics, the industry group amended the rating sys-
tem to add information on content. The revision
added the letters FV for intense “fantasy violence” in
children’s programs and V, S, L, and D, for violence,
sex, coarse language, and sexual dialogue and innu-
endo, respectively, in general audience programs.
There has been little research on the effects of the
new guidelines, except studies showing that few
parents know how to interpret the ratings (30) and
that there is little congruence between the content
letters assigned to a program and the actual content
of the program (31).

As of January 1, 2000, all new televisions sold in
the United States with a screen size of 13 inches or
larger are required to include the V-chip as standard
equipment. This represents 90% of televisions sold in
the United States. Unfortunately, the V-chip and
television ratings have not had much publicity and
their complexity makes it unlikely that they will be
widely used unless a way is found to inform and
educate parents about how and why to use them
effectively.

A variety of other rating systems exist for other
types of media—video games, computer games, Web
sites, etc.—and little research has been published on
their accuracy, parents’ perceptions of their useful-
ness, or their effects on children’s interest. In addi-
tion, many Internet filters have been developed
which permit parents or schools to block access to
certain types of content. Again, little systematic evi-
dence exists about the impact or effectiveness of
these technologies.

Media Literacy and Public Education

Media violence is so popular, pervasive, and easily
accessible that attempts to shield children from it are
likely to be only partially successful at best. The
approach with the greatest promise is public educa-
tion for parents and media literacy education for
children and youth. There have been several efforts
to intervene in the effects of media violence on
children’s aggressive behavior through media liter-
acy curricula. Such curricula have reported some
successes for elaborate programs involving multiple
training sessions (32) or programs in which children
create their own antiviolence videos (33). A recent
experiment demonstrated the ability to intervene in
the aggression-promoting effect of violent television
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with simple instructions designed to promote empa-
thy (34). In this experiment, elementary school boys
who watched a violent cartoon showed the typical
postviewing increase in the endorsement of violent
solutions to problems. Another group, who was told
to consider the feelings of the character toward
whom the violence was directed, showed no such
increase. The intervention also reduced the degree to
which the children found the cartoon funny.

Recommendations for Future Research

There is ample research evidence that exposure to
media violence, especially repetitive exposure to
violence as it is most frequently presented in the
media, is unhealthy for children and adolescents.
This conclusion is not limited to the sensational
effects we occasionally observe when young people
engage in criminal violence. Rather, it applies to
youth in general, who are likely to become increas-
ingly callous, insensitive, accepting of violent solu-
tions, and/or fearful as their violence viewing in-
creases.

Rather than further chronicling the problem, time
might better be spent communicating to the public
what we already know. Research time, effort, and
resources should be devoted to exploring solutions
to the problem. The following areas of research are
ripe for attention.

1. Media violence research should focus on the effect
of different ways of depicting violence, including
portrayals that might reduce rather than increase
the tendency to imitate or be traumatized by it.
We also need to know more about individual
differences that predispose youth to be more or
less likely to be negatively affected by the violence
they see. We especially need to direct attention to
the forms of violence that are being portrayed in
the newer media, specifically video games, the
Internet, and virtual reality systems. In addition to
often providing more extreme forms of violence,
each of these newer technologies adds something
different to the media-reception situation and
potentially alters its impact.

2. Continuing research is needed on the impact of
the new TV Parental Guidelines and the role of the
V-chip in helping families limit their exposure to
problematic content. Continuing research is
needed on public understanding of the rating
system and the V-chip, and on how the V-chip is
being used in homes. Such research may be help-
ful in designing public information campaigns
that will address the limitations of the public’s
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current understanding and will perhaps lead to
improvements in the rating system and to the
design of better technologies to serve the needs of
parents and children. Similar research should be
conducted on ratings and filters for other media,
such as the Internet and computer and video games.
More research is needed on how to intervene in
the effects of media violence on youth. This re-
search should range from simple interventions
that parents might use to interfere with the likely
effects of media violence on young children, to the
development of programs for teenagers, which
might help them call into question the values of a
violent culture. Changing young people’s percep-
tions of violent entertainment may be at the core
of any long-term solution to the problem of media
violence.

Research is also needed on how to educate the
public at large and to change attitudes about the
issue of media violence. Mass media messages,
whether fictionalized dramas, documentaries,
public service announcements, or news stories,
may become a part of the solution if we learn
more about the potential prosocial impact of vary-
ing ways of depicting violence.

References

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Huston AC, Donnerstein E, Fairchild HH, et al. Big World,
Small Screen: The Role of Television in American Society.
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 1992.

. Bandura A, Ross D, Ross SA. Vicarious reinforcement and

imitative learning. ] Abnorm Soc Psychol 1963;67:601-7.

. Zillmann D. Excitation transfer in communication-mediated

aggressive behavior. ] Exp Soc Psychol 1971;1:419-34.

. Paik H, Comstock G. The effects of television violence on

antisocial behavior: A meta-analysis. Commun Res 1994;2:516—
46.

. Bandura A. Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social

Cognitive Theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1986.

. Lemish D. The school as a wrestling arena: The modeling of a

television series. Communication 1997;22:395-418.

. Center for Communication and Social Policy. National Tele-

vision Violence Study, Vol. 3. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998.

. Zillmann D. Attribution and misattribution of excitatory reac-

tions. In: Harvey JH, Ickes W], Kidd RF, eds. New Directions in
Attribution Research, Vol. 2. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1972:355-68.

. Zillmann D, Weaver JB. Effects of prolonged exposure to

gratuitous media violence on provoked and unprovoked
hostile behavior. ] Appl Soc Psychol 1999;29:145-65.

Atkin C, Greenberg B, Korzenny F, et al. Selective exposure to
televised violence. ] Broadcast 1979;23:5-13.

Black SL, Bevan S. At the movies with Buss and Durkee: A
natural experiment on film violence. Aggress Behav 1992;18:
37-45.

Cline VB, Croft RG, Courrier S. Desensitization of children to
television violence. ] Person Soc Psychol 1973;27:360-5.

Molitor F, Hirsch KW. Children’s toleration of real-life aggres-

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT HEALTH Vol. 275, No. 2

sion after exposure to media violence: A replication of the
Drabman and Thomas studies. Child Stud ] 1994;24:191-207.

Linz DG, Donnerstein E, Penrod S. Effects of long-term
exposure to violent and sexually degrading depictions of
women. ] Person Soc Psychol 1988:55:758—-68.

Mullin CR, Linz D. Desensitization and resensitization to
violence against women: Effects of exposure to sexually vio-
lent films on judgments of domestic violence victims. ] Person
Soc Psychol 1995;69:449-59.

Grossman D, DeGaetano G. Stop Teaching Our Kids to Kill: A
Call to Action Against TV, Movie & Video Game Violence.
New York: Crown, 1999.

Cantor J. “Mommy, I'm Scared”: How TV and Movies
Frighten Children and What We Can Do to Protect Them. San
Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace, 1998.

Cantor J. Media and children’s fears, anxieties, and percep-
tions of danger. In: Singer DG, Singer JL, eds. Handbook of
Children and the Media. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000.

Harrison KS, Cantor J. Tales from the screen: Enduring fright
reactions to scary media. Media Psychol 1999;1:97-116.

Hoekstra SJ, Harris RJ, Helmick, AL. Autobiographical mem-
ories about the experience of seeing frightening movies in
childhood. Media Psychol 1999;1:117-40.

Cantor J, Nathanson Al Children’s fright reactions to televi-
sion news. ] Commun 1996;46:139-52.

Harrison KS, Cantor J. Tales from the screen: Enduring fright
reactions to scary media. Media Psychol 1999;1:97-116.

Hoekstra SJ, Harris R], Helmick, AL. Autobiographical mem-
ories about the experience of seeing frightening movies in
childhood. Media Psychol 1999;1:117-40.

Cantor, J. Fright reactions to mass media. In: Bryant J, Zill-
mann D, eds. Media Effects: Advances in Theory and Re-
search. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1994:213-45.

Cantor J, Stutman S, Duran V. What parents want in a
television rating system: Results of a national survey. Report
released by the National PTA, Institute for Mental Health
Initiatives, University of Wisconsin, 1996. Available at http://
www.pta.org/programs/tvreport.htm.

Cantor ]. Ratings for program content: The role of research
findings. Ann Am Acad Polit Soc Sci 1998;557:54—69.

Cantor ], Harrison KS. Ratings and advisories for television
programming. In: National Television Violence Study, Vol. 1.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1996:361-410.

Cantor ], Harrison KS, Nathanson Al Ratings and advisories
for television programming. In: Center for Communication
and Social Policy, ed. National Television Violence Study, Vol.
2.Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997:267-322.

Cantor ]. Ratings for program content: The role of research
findings. Ann Am Acad Polit Soc Sci 1998;557:54—69.

Kaiser Family Foundation. Parents, children and the television
ratings system: Two Kaiser Family Foundation Surveys.
Menlo Park, CA: Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 1998.

Kunkel D, Farinola WJM, Cope KM, et al. An Assessment of
the Television Industry’s Use of V-chip ratings. Menlo Park,
CA: Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 1998.

Singer JL, Singer, DG. Television, Imagination, and Aggres-
sion: A Study of Preschoolers. Hillsdale, NJ, Erlbaum, 1981.
Huesmann LR, Eron LD, Klein R, et al. Mitigating the imita-

tion of aggressive behaviors by changing children’s attitudes
about media violence. ] Person Soc Psychol 1983;44:899-910.

Nathanson A, Cantor J. Reducing the aggression-promoting
effect of violent cartoons by increasing children’s fictional
involvement with the victim. J Broadcast Electronic Media
2000;44:125-42.



