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VIOLENT VIDEO GAMES

Jeffrey Goldstein

Itis traditional to begin pieces like this with an example
of horrendous violence committed by adolescents and
to note that the criminals were fond of video games
with violent thermes. Research is then cited to demon-
strate that a relationship exists between violent video
games and aggressive behavior (e.g., Anderson & Dill,
2000; Bartholow & Anderson, 2002; Fleming & Rick-
wood, 2001; Grossman, 1999). The goal of this chapter
is to look eritically at definitions and empirical studies
bearing on the video game violence issue. We will also
consider why and how people play violent video garmes,
and include perspectives that go beyond eraditonal so-
cial psychology.

Discussions of violent video games are clouded by
ambiguous definitions, poorly designed research, and
the continued confusion of correlation with causality.
What is a violent video game, and how does its violence
differ from violence in other media, and from violence
as we know it in reality? How do the consuiners of vio-
lent video games perceive the violence before them?

Meanings of Violence in Video Games
There is violence and there is “violence.” The violence
in video games can be categorized along different
dimensions: whether it involves fantasy characters or
representations of humans; whether the perspective of
the player’s character is first-person or over the shoul-
der, whether the motivation for violence is clear or jus-
tified. The context of violent stories also vary along
dimensions of realism, involvement, excitement, how
violence/conflict begin and end, whether they are pre-
sented in an erotic or a humorous context. Variations
in the nature of video game “violence” have rarely
been studied.

Media researchers often speak of the amount of vi-
olence in the media, but they do not typically consider
the meaning or interpretation of that violence by its au-
dience (Gauntlett, 20601). Discussing television violence,
Heather Hendershot (1998, p. 34) writes in Saturday

Meorning Censors that “violent tmages on TV were often
stmply referred to as ‘television violence,” as if television
representations were violence in the same way that, say,
a kick in the head is violence. This js wishful think-
ing.... Unfortunately, excising bad images will not nec-
essarily fix problems outside the world of television.”
Regardless of the degree of violence in a video game,
players tend to focus on the game’s mechanics and its
objective, rather than its violence (Karlsen, 2001; Green
& Bavelier, 2003), '

Violence American Style?

Symbolic or mock violence seems always to have been a
part of play and entertainment. Sports such as foothall, -
in which opponents “attack” and “defend” territory,
are clearly military metaphors (Guttmana, 1983, 1998,
Goldstein, 1994, 1995, Regan, 1994; Twitchell, 1989),
but even games regarded as innocent-—chess, card
games, and the Japanese hoard game Go——have their
origins in military conflict and strategy (Fraser, 1966).
In this respect, video games continue 4 long history
of incorporating conflict and fantasy aggression into
play.

According to PC Data, in 1999, 6 percent of PC
and video games sold in the United States contained
violent content. Of 338 computer games published in
Denmark in 1998, seventeen gammes (5 percent) could
be judged to contain “a considerable amount of vio-
lence” (Schierbeck & Carstens, 2000, p. 130). Of the
top-selling games in the U.S. in 2002, 11.5 percent
were shooters (www.theesa.com/pressroom.html).

The exaggerated, puncruated use of violence in
films and video games may be a particularly American
product, according to Marsha Kinder (2001). Acts of vi-
olence are used in a comic way to further a story about

- guilt and punishment. The serjal and comic vse of a

rhythmic violent spectacle is similar to dance numbers
in a musical film, “until it is no longer certain whether
the narrative is orchestrating the violence or whether
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the violent events are orchestrating the narrat‘lve.” On;
line games such as Anarchy, Uldma, and ILverQuis;
grant “more agency to their thousands of players wth

come from all over the world. Perhaps these are te
sites where players will invent new modes of represen -
ing wviolence and pgenerate peaceful alternatives

i 01). .

(mn'ii’igeségate children’s engagement with v1_01ent
video games, Holm Sorensen and ]e.ssen (2000) Inttelr‘—
viewed and observed thirty-one Danish b(?ys and Ig"lre;i
age five to seventeen years, while the children p.ayf;l
video games. The researchers note tl’fat comperition,
challenge, and achievement are cru_cml_ly 1mp;rtat111;
particularly for boys. It is especially mgmﬁcan.t ﬂor X
children that computer games offer them influenc

over the course of the game.

The social aspect of playing computer games is another es-
sential reason for the childven’s interest. ... Computer games
generate friendship and social events, and c?@pute'r’ game;v
can be cultivated as a common interest. ... Childven’s ﬁzmd
nation with violent computer games mm_zot be -mzderstoo
without considering the above-mentioned [i.e., soctal] -mpm:.y.
The violent elements fascinate some cbildreviz, bztt. this _ﬁm:z—
nation should not be mistaken for a ﬁzscinfttzon 'z,:')ztb mf)leme
in the veal world. On the contrary, all c/:led.ren in the m;e;
tigation vepudinted veal-life viokence. The violent elm;e?; o
compller gRIMES ave altyactive as fpec-tac.ulzzr effects, bu o
because they promypt exciterment and thrill, Cmpmﬁt’r dgtz .
are, thus, in line with genves known from the film .m Zmy_
dction movies, animation, thrillers and hawar‘mavzes. G
puter games bave inberited the conrent of vivlence from a
cultuval tradition within fiction, as w":’ll as genre ﬁam]:'ex,
such that spectacular effects are mpbcmzn?d. Gene.mll_y, t .;.;e
effects contain an elewent of exaggeration, which m}dﬁ;ﬁy
recognized by childven. In velation tv this, the act ;}f; P ytbf
violent computer games can be seen a4y a pavalle tob
violent and “vough” play traditionally found among bays.
(p. 120)

Television Violence and Video Game Vz'?leme .
Research on the effects of televised violence is often ap-
lied willy-nilly to video games. ‘

’ For instance, Dill and Dill {1998) argue that video
games with violent themes should have the same .nega;c
tive effects as television violence, name?y,_ “priming o

agoressive thoughts, weakening of inhibitions against
antisocial behavior, modeling, reinforcement, decr_eased
empathy for others, and the creation of a more violent
world view.” (p. 409)

Anderson and Dill (2000), in a sec::'{on. tiIl}::d
“Unique Dangers of Violent Video Games, ertf: at
video games may have greater effects than violent

television or violent movies for at least three lie;liQOI-{S:
first, identification with the aggressor, especially Jar_l
first-person shooter games; second, the éctlve paitlgg) ]
tion and involvement in video games; third, the_ addic

tive nature” of video games. Anderson and Dill cﬁli
that violent video games are the ideal means by wd c]:

‘to learn aggression, with exposure to aggressive models,
reinforcement, and behavior rehearsal. .

Of course, as a unique medium, .v1deo. gammes |
differ from television and film not only in thel.r utlltlel"—
activity, but in the namre of _ti_lelr stories, 211:1ff :;1; -
open-endedness, and in their ability to satisfy differ :
needs of their users. According to Holm Sor-ensen.:c;ln
Jessen (2000), involvement with charac.:t‘ers in a video
game differs from involvement with fictiious characters
in other media. In games, the charactf:rs ('10 no‘t act. or
react as they do on film, thus weakening 1dentlﬁc‘atlon_
with them. “Identification with computer games is not
as strong as with movies.... Playing cotliputer games
does not lead to a sort of intensified movie exp;nence.
It is a question of another type of excitement an dex];l)e
rience that is more closely related to game an pfay;
experiences than to ficdon genres, such as _ﬁ]m }Zi,i on
that matter, literature” {p. 121). The Dz.zmsh children
in the Holm Sorensen and Jessen study judge vm.lelnce
on 'I'V, film, and video to be much worse, more vio ;nt
and realistic than viclence in computer garmes. (For
other attempts to understand how vleu:ers 1nterg;g? ;
media viclence see Buckingham, 1993; Coelho, 1998;

er Davies, 1997.) .
e 1%2]????2000) says there are unstated assumpuon§ _
int the media violence debate:

Researchers, teachers, and other adults can understand ?;z;d:z >
effects on childven solely by analyzing textif because chi FEO 8
are naive, ignovant, and valnerable media constmers fa; m
unthinkingly sonk up the meanings of thfe noxious we ‘o
texis to which they wre exposed. I disagree with ti?e.re am;mp .
tions about the power media texts bold over cbzld:".m.. bﬂ?’f’; :
not suggesting that childven’s veadings ave always insig tj;l‘;
and resistant. Rather, my position is that we cannot /_e;zow ”
advance of doing research how pafrtimlmﬂ. ehildren wil :;l a
sense of particular medip texts. ... Children can w;; md:.
movie full of ideological messages we find repug?mz A ﬁlﬂ_.
emerge unscathed, just as they can go _th?fougb a e.vsm: v
of educational messages we find uplifiing and com wt
baving learned Lttle or nothing, (pp. 147-148)

*

Third-Person Effects in Media Reseayeh
Those least familiar with video
to believe that they are harmful
& Pais-Ribeirg, 2001; Sneed & ‘Runco, 1992). The
belief that the media affect others, but not oneself,
15 known as the “third-person effect”
search (Perloff, 1999). Criticism of
reflects the belief that the media are capable of turn-
ing good children bad, Fven young people demonstrate
the third-person effect. In studies by Aishet (1997,
Cumberbatch, Maguire, and Woods (1993}, and
Kline (2000), older children expressed concern for the
potendal impact of violent video games on younger
children.

Critics of media violence claim that harmful mate-
rial influences us by making us the same. “Sq horrible
things will make us horrible, not horrified. T errifying
things will make ug terrifying, not terrified. To see
something aggressive makes us
aggressed against. And the nastier it is, the nastier it is
likely to make us. Thig idea is s

0 odd, it is hard to
know where to begin in challenging it,” writes Barker
2001, p. 38).

games are most likely
(Casas, 2000; Ferreira

in media re-
youth cultyre

feel aggressive, not

Theoretical Mechanismns

Social and cognitive learning and imitation are the most
often cited mechanisms that transform media violence
into real violence (F: leming & Rickwood, 2001; Schutte
et al., 1988; Silvern & Williamson, 1987). Dill and
Dill (1998) write, “Repeated exposure to aggressive
video games could make aggressive cognitions and af-
fect chronically available, thus increasing the likelihood

of aggressive responses. In the long term, this would
mean that chronic exp

osure to violent video games
would lead to increases

in the tendency of an individ-
ual to act aggressively and that this effect would be
pervasive.”

According to Anderson (2001),

Only the Coguitive Foute s specifically tied to the violens
content  of video games. Even  monvioleny games  can
werease  aggressive afféct,  perbaps by producing  high
levels of frustration. Stmilarly,

EXCIIng nonvivlent Lames
AR incredse  arousal Bur om

b violent  gumes  shopld
directly  prime aggressive thoughts and stimulgte the

Jong-term developmment  of aggressive  knowledge sty
tures.... The real crux of the violent videg game debgre

fies in their unigue ability to directly increase aggressive
cognitions.

school performance, more delinquency, and
(Anderson & Dill, 2000; Funk et al.,, 2002, Wi
& van Schie, 1998). These correlations do not
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One obvious interpretation of any media effect is
that it is due to arousal, Exposure to violent video

games increases physiological arousal. According to
Jonathan Freedman (2001,

If the violent video Lamie s more arousing than the nomp-
violent comparison prograw, one would expect more aggres-
sion in the condition with bigher arousal. Jf so, theye is no
reason to attribute the effect to ihe violence—it might be
Just the avousal. ... Becanse of this problem, one must be
extremely cautions in interpreting the resulss of this vesearch

and especially cautions i deciding that the effects are due 19
the amount of violence in the Lamres.,

In speculating on the long-term effects of violent
video games, Anderson and Dill (2000) write,

Back time people play violent video games, they rebegrse
aggressive seripts which teach and reinforce vigilunce Jor
enenies, aggressive action against others, expectations that
others will bebape aggressively, positive attitudes towards

wse of vinlence, and beliefs that vislent sohutions gye effective
and appropriate. Furthermore, repeated exposue to graphic
scentes of violence is likely o be desensitizing. ... Long-term
video game players can become more aggressive in outlook,
peveeptual bigses, attitudes, beliefs, and bebavior than they

were before the repeated expusire. (p. 774)

The mechanisms through which these presumed
effects arise are thought to be social learning and imiea-
tion, the physically arousing effects of violent imagery,
and the development of cognitive structures supporting
aggression,

Three research strategies have been used to study
the effects of violent video games: correlational studies,
including field studies, experiments, and reta-analyses,
Each approach has it strengths and  weaknesses,
but none of this research can tell us whether or when

violent video games cange aggressive hehavior in
whorm,

Correlates of Playing Video Games with
Violent Themes

"The majority of consumers of video games are male,
and those who prefer violent
to be above avera
characteristics

video games are likely
ge in aggression, and to show other
of aggressive males: namely, poorer
S0 on
eginan
imply
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causality, although some researchers interpret their cor-
relations in causal terms (e.g., Wang & He, .200.0). .

Correlational studies do not necessarily indicate
that violent video games cause these problems. C’.n the
contrary, aggressive children may be drawn to m(?lfant
video games. Or a third factor, such as _hyperactw;t;:i
need for arousal, or low educational attainment, COL.ﬂ
be a cause of both aggressive behavior a-nd th.e-desnre
for violent entertainment. In some studies, elthf‘:r no
such effects were found (Gibb et al., 1983; WJ_‘nkel,
1987}, or were found only for arcade g::lmes.(Ln_l &
Lepper, 1987), or only for one sex. For instance, IEi a
sample of Portuguese twelve- to seventeen—yea-r—o s,
Ferreira and Pais-Ribeiro (2001) found tlhat playlng vi-
olent video games was predictive of physical aggression,
but enly in the female subsample. The ﬁ'equenq;. of boys‘;f
playing video games in video am-:zdes was predictive o
total, physical, and verbal aggression.

Rather than assuming that video games are respon-
sible for these correlates, Roe and Muijs (1998) suggest
that some youngsters use video games as a means of
displaying competence and gaining status that they are
unable to oltain through other means, such as perfc')r—
mance in school. In other words, poor grades may give
rise to an interest in playing video games, rather than

r way around.
e 0\‘;Vhieegm.91};1 and van Schie (1998) examined the re.la—
tionship between amount of time children spent playing
video games and aggressive as well as prosocial behav-
ior. No significant relationship was. found Petween
video game use in general and aggressive beh.awor,hbut
a significant negative correlation with prosomfﬂ be_ av-
ior was found. Children who prefer apgressive video
games were less prosocial than those Wit-h other game
preferences. Children who preferred Rlaymg aggressive
video games tended to be less intelligent than those
i me preferences.
mth((;gll\il;l?aand Il;ayne (2000} studied th‘? rela-tionships
among questionnaire measures of social isolation, seff-
esteem, and aggression among 204 twelve- t? fourteen-
year-old smdents in North. London. “Analys1_s of a scale
to assess needs fulfilled by game play pr0v1-dP:d some
support for the notion of ‘electronic friendship an;orcllg
boys, but there was no evidence that game play leads
to social isolation.” (p. 295) Play was ot linked to .seif—
esteem in girls, but a negative relationship was (.)btamed
between self-esteem and frequency of play in boys.
Self-esteemn was not related to the number of games
with aggressive content named among three favorite
games, but was positively correlated with total exposure

to game play.

Funk and colleagues (2002) examined refations be-
tween 3 preference for violent electronic games and
adolescents’ self-perceptions of problem behaviors and
emotions. Thirty-two boys and girls aged eleven to
fifteen completed the Youth Self-Report (YSR), a
standardized self-report measure of adolescenF problem
behaviors, and listed their favorite electr_r)fnc games.
The predicted relationships with externalizing behav-
iors, including aggression, were not found. However,
across afll YSR subscales, children with hjghf,tr p_refer—
ence for violent games had more clinically mgnl'ﬁcant
elevations than those with low preference for violent
gam:.recent review of correlational studies concluded
that they were ambiguous (Subrahmanyam et al., 2001).

Does Playing Violent Video Games
Cause Aggressive Behavior? -
Correlational studies are inherently unable to establish
cause-and-effect, so psychologists resort to Ia!)oratory
experiments in which some factors are manipulated, .
whereas others are controlled. In the typical labor-atory*
experiment, university students are rando@y asmg_ged
to play a violent video game or a nomnolent_ﬂ eo
game, for anywhere from four to sevent%z—ﬁve minutes,
typically around fifteen minutes. Followmg_play, some
measare of “aggression” is made. We will examine
each component of this situation, and.ask whether Su::_
jects play a video game, whether the video game can be
regarded as violent, and whether the experiment Inea.—

sures gggressive behavior.

Playing Violent Video Garnes?

Play is a voluntary, self-directed activity (Garvey, 1991), _

an experience that probably cannot be captured 1rt1h a
laboratory experiment. In video game research, the

duration of play is too short for anything like the play

experience to be replicated. Being required to play a vi-

olent video game on demand for ten or fifteen minutes -

is not “playing.”

Few studies have considered how and why people |
play violent video games, or why people play at all. Ex- _

i t
perimental research does not recognize the fact tha

video game players freely engage in play, and are aI‘wayf :
free to stop. They enter an imaginary Yvorld w1th 3
playful frame of mind, something endrely rmssmgf
from laboratory studies of violent video games. One of -

the pleasures of play is this very suspension of reality:

i S W tS :

Lﬂbo atory expel‘lment cannot teﬂ us hat thf: eﬁ‘ec
Vi 1 SC .

Of play'ng -deo games are, because thf:re 15 O Serk

in which participants in these studies play.

Flaying Violent Vides Games?

There is much confusion about the definition of
“aggression” and termsg such as “media violence” and
“violent video games.” Psychologists define violence
and aggression as “the intentional injury of another
person.” However, there i neither intent to injure nor
a living victim in 2 video game. Players do not engage
in aggressive behavior when playing a video game, but
participate in 2 fantasy involving mock violence. They
push buttons or manipulate a joystick that has conge-

quences for digital characters on a two-dimensional

screen. During play they display none of the facial

expressions and experience none of the emotions nor-

mally associated with req] life aggression, but instead

reflect those of concentration and play (Holmes & Pel-

legrini, this volume; Holm Sorensen & Jessen, 2000).

Distinguishing Fantasy from Reality  Some educators
have expressed concern that children below 4 certain
Age cannot distinguish real violence from fantasy ag-
gression and therefore are at greater risk of learning
and imitating violent behaviors. Whether thjs is s0 is
an empirical question that has not very often been
studied. However, rescarchers themselves sometimes
fail to distinguish real from fantasy violence. For exar-
ple, Dill and Dill (1998) write,

In vivlent video Bamies, aggression is often the main goal, and
killing adversaries means winming the game and reaping the
benefits. While in veal fe, murder iv 4 CFImE, a4 violent
video game, murder is the st reinforced bebavior. ... The
violent video game Player is an active agevessor . ... the play-
ers” bebavioral repertoire i expanded to include new and
varied aggressive alternatives. {p. 412)

Of course, in a video game there is no literal Lill-
ing, murder, or aggressive behavior,

Does the interactive nargre of video games make
them more influential than the more passive activities
of television or film viewing? On the contrary, accord-
ing to a study by Holm Sorensen and Jessen (2000).
They assessed how capable Danish children were of
distinguishing  between fiction and reality and to
establish whether they are able to account for this
distinction:

The children in the Bvestigation, mcluding the Yyoungest who
were five years old, gre Sully aware and can geconns Jor the
difference berween corputer games as fiction mngd comprter
games as veglity.. .. It is glo important that this exac Jea-
ture [interactivity], which js astally described as & probie in
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velation to violent omputer games—the fat thar the player
bimself must conduct violens deeds—actually makes childyen
aware that their actions take Place in 4 fictitions universe,
For childyen, computer games are iy Jact “games” with thesr
own vules. From an early age, they are aware thyr these
7ules do not apply outside the weabnt of the game, with the ex-
ception that children can wclude elements and yules Sfrom the
games in their play. (pp, 120-121)

Causes Aggressive Behavior

Reviews of video game research are as variable in thejr
conclusions as the individua studies that comprise
them. The same two dozen or so studies of violent
video games are said to support different conclusjons,
Some reviews conclude that violent video games cause
aggressive behavior (Anderson & Dill, 2000, Ask, 1999.
Dill & Dill, 1998; Unsworth & Ward, 2001), whereas
others find the evidence is inadequate to reach any con-
clasion (Bensley & Vaneenway, 2001; Cumberbatch,
2001; Durkin, 1995; Durkin & Low, 1998; Federal
Trade Commission, 2001; Gunter, 1998, Griffiths,
2000; van Feilitzen, 2000).

Sakamoto (2000) reports that the same controver-
stes surround violent video games in Japan as in western
countries. “The arguments concerning the harmfulnegs
of video games have become heated every fifth year {p.
66).” Sakamoto notes that early research found no réfa-
tionship between video games and violence, but recent
Japanese research has oceasionally reported such a rela-
tonship. Sakamoto concludes, as have many others who
have reviewed the research, that ir ig insufficient to
draw conclusions about a causal connection between
video games and violence. The clear consensus is that

there is no consensus.

Inconsistent Results Tt i difficult to Lnow what to
make of complex and inconsistent results between and
within video game studies, For example, Kirsh (1998)
bad boys and girls aged eight to eleven play either 2
“very violent” video game (Mortal Kombar IT) or an
“action-oriented, non-violent video game” (NBA Fam).
Immediately following video game play, children inter-
preted a series of ambiguous stories in which a same-sex
peer caused a negative event to happen, but where the
intent of the peer was unclear—for example, a child is
hit in the back with a ball, After each story, children
were asked six questions about the harmdoer’s intent
and emotional state, and potential retaliation and pun-
ishment. Responses were coded in terms of amount of
“negative and violent content.”

Violent Video Games
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According to Kirsh, children exp_osed :EO the violent
video game “responded more negau‘vely to the :Htl—
biguous provocation stories than children exl}otss 0
the relatively nonviolent NBA Jam on three of the six
questions. There was no significant difference betweejn
those who played Morial Kombar or NBA Fam in

whether they regarded the other’s behavior as inten-

tional or accidental. Kirsh hypothesized that chﬂciljren
who played the violent video game woul.d reta s;;ce
more and expect more punishment th.an chlldreg who
played the nonviolent video game. This hypothesis W(;lS
partially supported. When asked, “WhaF would you do
next?” children playing the viclent video gam_ed re-
sponded “significantly more negatively” than dtl:hll rerj
playing the nonviolent video game. However, the cjlues
tion about prospective punishinent for the harm _o‘ler,
“Do you think the kid should be punished a lot, a lietle,
or not at all?”” was not significant. Do these data sup-
port any conclusion whatsoever about the effects of vio-
i mes?
o Vlei)o Iiaeta—analyses (Anderson & Bushman,(ZOOI(;
Sherry, 2001) report small effect sizes (r = 1 I) an
.15, respectively). In the Sherry mc-eta—analyms, playing
time emerged as a megative predictor of_ aggres:s;on
(r = —.19). That is, the more one played' violent video
games, the weaker the relatdon to aggressive beh?mor-.
In a study by Anderson and Ford (.1 986),-umver51ty
students who played a “highly aggressive” video ??e
(Zaxxom)- for twenty minutes were n9t more hosn.e
than a group that played a less aggressive game (Centi-
pede). Likewise, in studies by Baltard and Lmebelrgeli
(1999}, Scott {1995), and Winkel et al. (1987), ‘;he ev:
of aggressive content in video games bore no relation to
jects’ sive behavior.
SUbJBI:S ;f g:fperiment by Ballard and Linffberger
(1999}, 119 male university students played either a
nonviolent video game (WBA Fam) or one of three
levels of a violent video game (Mortal Kombat.)._After‘
playing the video game for fifteen minutes, parquar{ts
rewarded and punished a male or female confederate in
a teacher/learner situation. Participan_ts r_ewardecl male
(but not female) confederates with significantly morf;
jellybeans after playing NBA Fam tl?a_n under ar'lj.fhod
the Mortal Kombar condidons. Part[c1pant§ punishe
confederates significantly more after playing Mortal
Kombar II than after playing NBA Fam. Fowever, those
who played the more violent Mortal Kormbat I{ were not
more punitive than those who played a less violent ver-
i ornbat,
S‘IOHIOI'lf ift?::;Kof elementary school children, Grayhbill,
Stawniak, Hunter, and ’Leary (1987) found no

effects of video games on aggressive behavior, which
was measured by pushing buttons that could reward or
punish another child. _ -
Scott (1995) measured the aggr6351venf:?s of uni
versity students with the Buss-Durkee Ho_suhty. Inv;rTl—
tory and the Eysenck Personality'. Questlonnalri. 3
signficant differences in aggressiveness were 011121
between students after playing a nonaggressive, a mod-
erately or a highly aggressive video game. Scott con-
chudes that there is a “general lack of suPport for the
commonly held view that playing aggressive C(?m;:.lter-
games causes an individual to feel more aggressive. ]
Cooper and Mackie (1986) randomly assigne
eighty-four boys and girls, ten to eleven years olg, to
play or to observe a viclent video game (Missile Com-
mand), a nonviolent video game (Pac-Man), or a lt);n_
and-paper game for eight minutes. They were eig
observed during a free play period, where they cou
choose from a variety of toys, including an aggressive
toy (a spring-release fist that fires darts), an active toy
{basketball), a skill game (pinball), .and a quiet toy
{building logs). Children were then given an opp()-rtu—
nity to punish or reward another child for various
acdons. Children who played or obsen-fed t}‘le ag-
gressive video game spent more time pla}img with t.he
aggressive toy than did other children. This was partic-
ularly so for girls. Boys’ play with the aggressive toy was
not affected by the type of video game played. Coopf?r
and Mackie also found that children who played the vi- -
olent video game were more active afterwards, cha.mg-
ing often from one actvity to another. Although video

games clearly influenced the children’s postgame play,

the video games had no effect on inrerpersonal aggrml‘im.
Children who played Missile Commuand did ot differ

from those who played Pac-Man in how much punish- .

ment or reward they administered.

Perhaps the best-known experiment of video: -

games with violent themes was conducted by Qraig
Anderson and Karen Dill (2000). They selected video

games as similar as possible on enjoyment, frustration,_ B
and physiological arousal, but which differed in whether

they contained violent themes. They chose Castle Wolf-

enstern 3D as the violent game and Myst as the nonvio-

lent game.!

In the main experiment, more than two hund?ed_
university stadents participated in two sessions, du.ru:g
which they played the assigned video game thre.e tm
for fifteen minutes each. In the first session, participants

played the game for fifteen minutes and completed

measures of affect and world view, and playe('i the
game again for fifteen minutes before completing a

cognitive measure, namely, the reaction time 10 recog-
nize aggressive words (e-g., “murder”). Anderson and
Dill claimed people with quicker reactions have rela-
tvely greater access to aggressive thoughyts. During the

second session, participants played the game for fifteen
ntinutes and completed a behavi

oral measure—twenty-
five trial

§ in a “competitive reaction time task” in which
the participant is told to push a button faster than his or
her opponent. If participants lose this race, they receive
a noise blast at a level supposediy set by their opponent,
Aggressive behavior was operationally defined as the
intensity and duration of retaliatory noise blasts the
participant delivered to the unsgen opponent.

The predicted effect of the violent video game on
aggression was found only for the diration of noise,
but not for the intensity of noise blasts. That is, partici-
pants pressed the noise button longer, but did not de-
liver Jouder {i.e., more “aggressive™ noise blasts.

“There were no statistically significant effects of any of
the independent variables —sex, trajt irritability, video

game type—on the noise intensity settings. On the

other hand, Bartholow and Anderson (2002)
effects with noise antensity but not duration,

The type of video game played had no effect on
state hostility or on measures o
feelings of safety.

Those who played the violent video game recog-
nized aggression-relared words more quickly than thoge
who played the nonviolent game. Anderson and Dill
conclude that “playing the violent video game increased
accessibility of aggressive thoughts and aggressive be-
havior, but did not reliably increase state hostility.
These findings suggest that violent video games takes a
cognitive and not an affective path to increasing aggres-
sive behavior in short-term settings” (p. 786). Thus,
according to Anderson and Dill, the danger in €Xposure
to violent video games seerns io be in the ideas they
teach and not primarily in the emotions they incite in

the player. However, the validity of their dependent
raeasure as an indication of aggressive cognition is un-
known. Word recognition is - typically used to reflect
perceptual or semantic saljence (Grainger & Dijkstra,
1996), a phenomenon that has no clear connection to
aggressive behavior,

Brown (2000) finds Anderson and Djil’s conclu-
sions “disturbing.” Of the behavioral measure of ag-
gression (blasts of noise), Brown (2000} writes,

report

f crime perception or

For whatever regson, the intensity of the noise didnt
vary with any of the factors tested- gender, irvitability
score, and game type had ng effect on the intensity of the
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sound chosen by the pavticipant. The duration of the
sound did vary, however, As one might predice, barticipants
tended 1o be more aggressive in general when sefting the
duration of the noise immediately Sollvwing trials where
they “lost” (e, were sulbjected to 4 bupst of noise). Follow-
mg a “win” trial, the only pattern was that females tended

to be more aggressive than niales, delivering fonger noise
blasts,

In an Australian sample of eight- to twelve-year-
olds, Fleming and Rickwood (2001) found no differen-
ces between violent and nonviolent video game play on
2 paper-and-pencil test of aggressive mood (though
play was limited to four minutes!),

Dill and Dill (1998) review video game research as
it relates to violence. “Precioys

few true experiments
have been done to asse

ss the effects of playing violent
video games on aggression-related outcomes; there is
110 real ‘programumatic’ line of research yet in this area.
Much of what has been done has focused on very young
children and has examined aggressive free play as the
main behavioral dependent measure” (p. 419). “Aj]
experiments that measured aggressive affect, in contrast,
have used undergraduate participants. Two of these
studies showed increases in- aggressive affect after vig-
lent video game play, one found no differences between
violent and nonviolent video game play, and two found
no differences.” (p. 419)

Among the unsettled jssues surrounding violent
video games is whether repeated play has more intense
or qualitatively different effects than short-term play;
whether it is boys or girls who are most influenced by
violent games; whether jt is affect, behavior, or cogni-
tion that is influenced by the violent content of games.
What cognitions (besides reaction time) does video
game content affect? How do players use their experi-
eace with violent video games in their relationships
with others? It has been said that violent video games

are apt o promote violent solutions to problems, but I
know of no research on this issue,

Measures of Aggression 1t is not possible to observe
real aggression in the laboratory, so researchers must
improvise indirect indicators of

potential aggression,
For example:

.

Hitting a boho doll (Schutte et al., 1988).
Coding children’s interpr
ries (Kirsh, 1998).

Listing aggressive thoughts and feelings (Calvert &
Tan, 1994).

etations of arabiguous sto-

I ———
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- Administering blasts of white noise to an unseen
person, in the “teacher-learner” paradigm, in which
errors on a “learning task” are “punished” (Anderson
& Dill, 2000; Bartholow & Anderson, 2002; Wiegman,
van Schie, & Modde, 1997). -

«  Withholding money from another (Winkel, Novak,
& Hopson, 1987).

+ “Killing” characters in a video game (Andersox.l &
Morrow, 1995; A;sk, 1996; Ask, Autoustinos, & Wine-
field, 2000). .

» Time elapsed to recognize aggressive words (Ander-
son & Dill, 2000).

Ask, Autoustinos, and Winefield (2000) studied ex-
perienced video game players, who competed in :.1 Mar—
tal Kowbar 3 (MK3) tournament. In MK3 the wmmn%
player has the opportunity either “to kill or-not klﬂ.
the opponent’s fighter at the end of each I'OUI.ld. This
was used as the measure of aggressive behavior. Ask
and colleagues had two teachers rate each player for ag-
gression toward peers and toward teachers._ They report
that “the compettor’s tendency to kill their o_pponen.t’ s
videogame character upon winning was assoclatefl with
their aggressive behavior at school” (p. 91). Players
who used more “kill” responses in MK3 were also stu-
dents who teachers saw as more aggressive. . .

In experiment 1, sixteen males competed' in a
MK3_tournament with cash prizes for the winners.
The final playoff took place before an audience of about
forty other stadents. Six of the sixteen players never
used the “kill” option and were thus excluded from the
analysis (1), leaving ten competitors in the sample. In
the pre-tournament trials, the ten playe_rs used the k1‘11
option 87 percent of the time, whereas in the competi-
tive tournament, they used the kill option 84 percent of
the time. This s a statistically significant increase. Ask
et al. note that the results could have been due to (a)
the reward offered to winners, or (b) the presence of
an audience, and did not necessarily have anything to
do with the violent images in MK3. -

Experiments 2 and 3 eliminated the audienf:e. and
rewards for winners and instead offered each participant
8$5. In experiment 2, there was no support for the hy-
pothesis that competition would increase the use of the
“Lill” option, whereas in experiment 3, there were
more “kill” responses under competitive than under
noncompetitive conditions. "This research shows a ten-
dency for experienced game players to choose the
“kill” option in Mortal Kombat 3 more when .thejg.z alje
in competition against others than when playmg“m.dlj—,
vidually. Perhaps there is greater reliance on the *“kill

option during competition because it i? a strategic re-
sponse within the game—for example, it could demor-
alize the opponent. Ask and colleagues do no? report
the relationship between use of the “kill” opdon and
success in the tournament, so we do not know whether
it was a winning strategy or not.

Abmost all of the vesearch involved analogues of aggression
rather than the veal thing. One can and I believe xbo:sfld
question whether these analogues bave anything to do 'w'itb
aggression. ... There is not the slightest evidence t'}mt J.1‘01523/1:‘2‘@:
violent video games causes any long-tevm ov la_ytmg ncvease
in aggressiveness or violence. . .. There is no scientifu reasc'm
to believe that violent video games bave bad effects on chil-
dren or on adults, and cevtainly none fv indicate that such
games constitute & public bealth visk. (Freedman, 2001)

Aggressive Play and Aggressive Bebavior Studies .of
violent video games do not always distnguish aggressive

play from aggressive bebavior (for example, Schutt_e etal,

1988; Silvern & Williamson, 1987). Observations of
children on the playground may confuse mock aggres-

sion (pretending to engage in martial arts) with real ag-

gression (attempting to injure someone). W_h?t appears
to an observer to be aggressive behavior may instead be

aggressive play, where there is no intent to harm any-
one. In the rare study that measures both aggressive,
play and aggressive bebavior (e.g.; Cooper & Mackie,
1986), violent video games affect the former and not
the latter.

According to Griffiths (1999), “the majority of -

studies on very young children tend to show that C}.lﬂ-
dren become more aggressive after playing or watching
a violent video game, but these were #ll bused on the obser-

vation of free play.” (pp. 209-210) Grififths questions 3

whether this is a valid measure of aggression.
The objective of a study by Robinson and col-

leagues (2001) was to assess the effects of reducing tele- -

vision, video tape, and video game use on aggressive
behavior and perceptions of a mean and scary world.

Third- and fourth-grade children (mean age 8.9 yealrs) .
in an elementary school in California received a.SLX-. |
month classroom curricufum to reduce television, video

tape, and video game use (the children were encouraged

to limit media use to 7 hours a week). A second, control -

school, did not receive such instruction. In September

{pre-intervention) and April (post—inte-:rvention), chil- -
dren rated their peers’ aggressive behavior and reported- :
their perceptions of the world as a mean and scary :
place. A random sample of children was observed for

physical and verbal aggression on the playground:

Parents (more than §0 percent of them mothers) were
interviewed by telephone and reported aggressive and
delinquent behaviors on a behavior checklist,
Compared to controls, children who had recefved

instruction in reducing media use showed statistically
significant decreases in peer ratings of aggression and
verbal aggression. Differences in observed physical ag-
gression, parent reports of aggressive behavior, and
perceptions of a2 mean and scary world were noz statisti-
cally significant between the two groups.? The authors
note that the intervention was targeted at all television,
video tape, and video game use, instead of violent
media. They did not assess specific exposure to violent
media, so they do not know whether violent media ex-
posure was reduced. Nevertheless, the authors con-

clude, “These findings support the causal influences of
these media on aggression and the potential benefits of
reducing children’s media use.”

Poole (2001) has criticized the methods and con-

clusions of Robinson et al. (2001). Children’s “agpres-
sion” was measured in five different ways:

L. peer ratings of ageression (classmates answered guestions
such as “Who says ‘Give me that’ g lpr? )

2. observed verbal aggression (observers stood in the play-
ground and counted instances of “verbally aggressive” acts
per minte)

3. observed physical aggression (playground ohservation)

4. pavent reports of aggressive behavior

5. the children’s perceptions of the world as 4 “mean and
scary” place.

I fact, the psychologists Sound  statistically significant
decreases in what they called “aggression” in the study group
only on the first 2 measurements above, That &5, actual phys-
wal aggression did not decrease after 6 months of limited ex-
postre to television, video tapes and video games. That ought
10 be surprising if you buy the idea that media actually affect
bebavior. Nor did parents report any decrease in their child-

ren’s aggression; nor did children sqy that they found the
world less mean and scary,

Te would be a step forward if researchers differenti-
ated levels and types of media violence, distinguished
real from dramatic from fantastic violence, and consid-

ered aggressive play something other than aggressive
behaviar,

Meta-Analysis of Video Game Research
Meta-analysis combines the results of many different
studies into a single statistical analysis. It is a correla-
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tional technique that estimates the average effect size
among variables over a number of independent studies
that used different measurements and participant sam-
ples. Like a correlation coefficient, effect size is repre-
sented by a figure ranging between 0 and 1.0, An effect
size is considered “small” if it is .30 or less, “moderate”
if it is between .30 and .60, and “large” if it exceeds .60.
Meta-analysis is about the quantity, not the guality of
data. For example, if aggression is not clearly defined
and measured in individual studies, combining studies
will not improve their reliability or validity.

Two meta-analyses of violent video games have
been published, Anderson and Bushman (2001) and
Sherry (2001). Anderson and Bushman analyzed thirty-
five research reports, with a total of 4,262 participants.
They included a study if it examined the effects of play-
ing violent video games on aggressive cognition, affect,
aggressive behavior, physiological arousal, or prosocial
behavior.

‘The average effect size of thirty-three tests of the
relation between video game violence and aggressive
behavior was »=.19, and with aggressive affect,
# = .18, small effects. Effects were greater if the target
in the games was an inanimate object rather than an im-
age of a person. This finding may have a bearing on
discussions of game realism, where it has been sug-
gested that increasing realism necessarily strengthens
the association between aggressive behavior and games

with violent images. These data suggest that it is un-
realistic images that are associated with the most
aggressive behavior. Interviews with gamers by Holm
Sorensen and Jessen (2000) corroborate this.

Prosocial behavior, which was measured in eight
studies, was negatvely correlated with violent video
games (r = —.18), suggesting that those who play vio-
lent video games tend to be Jess prosocial, Violent video
games are positively correlated with physiological
arousal.

Video game violence was related to aggressive
cognition (r = .27). Anderson and Bushman conclude,
“Therefore, violent video games may increase aggres-
sion in the short term by increasing agpressive
thoughts.” However, “aggressive thoughts” have not
been measured directly, but through snch measures as
reaction time to selected words. Whether this bears any
connection to aggressive behavior remains to be seen.

le is difficult to draw firm conclusions from the
existing research hecause different, incompatible mea-
sures of aggression are used, and this threatens the

validity of the research. Measures range from actual be-
havior (aggression during free play, willingness to help
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or harm another) to paper-and-pencil measures of ag-
aressive feelings. Sherry (2001) asks, “Do video games
cause people to act aggressively or to feel aggressive or
both?” He also observes that “the literature on v1d.eo
game effects is littered with mixed findings from studies
that use a wide range of games, treatment exposure
times, and subject pools, obscuring clear conclusions..”

Sherry gathered thirty-two independent studies
in which violent video game play was the independent
variable and some measure of aggression was the de-
pendent variable. This compares with thirty-three
studies in Anderson and Bushman’s sample (2001).

The overall correlation between video game play
and aggression in this meta-analysis, based on 2 sampi.e
of 2,722 individuals, is » = .15, a small effect size. This
is far lower than the effect of television violence on ag-
gression. According to Sherry, “Overall, @s analysis
suggests that there is a correlation beltweer} v1.deo game
play and aggression, but that refationship is slmalle:r
than that found for television.... Researchers in this
area will need to develop new theories that acknowl-
edge experiential and social differences between video

L,
game use and television viewing,.

Conclusion: Video Gasres and Aggressive ‘.Bebavior

Nearly everyone who reviews the existing research on
violence and electronic games arrives at the same con-
clusion: the research is too inconsistent and insubstantial
to allow any conclusions to be drawn. Bensley and Van
Eenwyk (2001) review all available studies and ﬁnd flaws
in each of them. They summarize: “In conclusion, cur-
rent research evidence is not supportive of a major con-
cern that violent video games lead to real-life violence,”
Van Feilitzen (2000), in her introduction to a UNESCO
volume on children and media violence, notes:

Several authors in this book emphasize precisely the fact that
inquiries on influences of the violence in elecivonic games ave
very few and bave employed a limited number of methods,
According to sume studies, young children bBC@e more ag-
gressive in their subsequent play, but these studies bzz?)e used
only one type of method. Among the very few stndies that
bave imcluded the newer, more violent electvonic games, there
are somie ... indicating that the games can contribute to ag-
gression alse among older childven and young people. 4: %be
same time, bowever, other studies bave provided conflicting

ov inconclusive findings. (p. 19)

Mark Griffiths (2000), writing in the same
UNESCO volume, summarized the published research
on video game violence:

Al the studies that have examined the effects of video games
on aggression bave only involved measuves of possible .'.‘.boﬂ—
terme aggressive consequences. 'L be majority of T'b_e studies on
very young childven—as opposed to those in their teens up-
wards—iend to show that childven do become more aggres-
stve after either playing or watching a violent vid_eo game
but all these studies were based on the observation of 2
child’s free play after playing a violent video game [em-
phasis added]. ... There is much speculation as to whetbe‘r
the procedires to measure aggression levels are metbodologi-
cally valid and reliable. (p. 32)

Nevertheless, some researchers reason.that “be-
cause so many people are exposed to violent media, the
effect to socicty can be immense even if only a small
percentage of viewers are affected by it.... It might be
that only 1 in 1,000 viewers will behave more aggres-
sively immediately after viewing a particular prograin,
but the cumulative effects may well increase the aggres-
siveness of most (if not all) of the 1,000 viewers” (Bush-
man & Anderson, 2001, p. 482). Of course, there may
also be one in a thousand viewers who benefit, for ex-
ample, using entertainment as distraction from emo-
tional distress.

Of course the media affect emotions and behavior.
That is why people use them. However, there is no tIEV—
idence that media shape behavior in ways that override
a person’s own desires and motivadons. Qan a vloler%t
video game make a person violent? It can if he want.s it
to. Why don’t violent video games increase aggression
among the researchers who study them? Because 'Fhey
have a higher purpose—understanding violent video
games—that transcends the contents of the game. The
focus is on something other than the mock aggression
taking place on the screen. Young people may .also
have other goals in mind when they play violent.wdeo
games, including trying to improve their score, distrac-
tion, emotional and physiclogical self-reguladon, and to
have common experiences to share with friends. The

media may affect some people, but not necessarily in

ways that media violence researchers typically fear. Me-
dia effects may vary from relaxation and distraction to
emotional and physical reacdons. There is no evidence

that media influence people in ways that go against = :

their grain.

Dissenting Views of Media Violence
Some psychologists have made strong claims abf)ut i’h_e
causal link hetween media violence and violence in soci-
ety. The American Medical Association, American Psy-

chological Association, and the American Academy of

Pediatrics have issued public health warnings about vio-
lent video games. Bushman and Anderson (2001) state
that the scientific community speaks with one voice
about media violence, with only the entertainment jn-
dustry and news media failing to accept the conclusion
that portrayals of viclence in film, television, and video
games cause aggressive behavior. However, there are
three types of dissenting view. First, there are disagree-
ments within the scientific commuanity itself. Not all
researchers agree that the existing rescarch supports
the conclusion that media violence is a causal factor in
interpersonal violence. Second, although social psy-
chologists have appropriated the topic of media vio-
lence as their own, other scholars engaged in media
studies have come to different conclusions about the
role of media violence in society. Iuropean mediy

scholars are especially critical of the American “effects

model.” Third, there are commentators from various

quarters who remain unconvinced by the scientific evi-

dence produced by psychologists. We describe these

dissenting strands of literature further below.

Variance among Researchers

Not every study finds evidence of a causal link between
media violence and real violence. For example, field
studies by Charlton, Gunter, and Hannan (2002}, Fesh-
bach and Singer (1971), and Milgram and Shotland
(1973) found no effects of media violence on agpressive
behavior. Nor did research by Doob and MacDonald
(1979), Hennigan et al. (1982), Messner (1986), Wieg-
man, Kuttschreuter, & Baarda (1992), or Winkel,
Novak, and Hopson (1987). Neither are all psycholo-
gists convinced that the evidence to date is sufficient to
support a causal connection (Fowles, 1999 Freedman,
2001, 2002, Gadow & Sprafkin, 1989). British media
researcher David Gauntlett (1995) has gone so far as to
write, “The search for direct ‘effects’ of television on
behavior is over: Every effort has been made, and they
simply cannot be found” (p. 120).

In a re-examination of studies claiming to show
harmful effects of media violence, Fowles (1999) and
Freedman (2002) point to inconsistencies and misinter-
pretations of studies central to the debate. For instance,
Towles criticizes the often-cited research of Tron for its
methods and ambiguous results. “It is difficult to be-
lieve that a study with such a weak single finding has
been taken so seriously by so many thoughtful people”
(p. 37). The multinational study by Eron and Hues-
mann obtained results that are uneven from country to
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In the Polish siwdy, aithough average violence viewing
increased during the 3-year research period, aggression
decreased. ... For the Austraiian children studied, the vesult
was null: “Present data did not indicate that 2 relation exists
i Australia between children’s carly vivlence viewing and
the level of their aggression thyee years later,” wrote Fron
and Huesmann (p. 192). Positive corvelations were Sound
Jor city children in Israel but not Jor ruval children. Finally,
the Dutch vesearchers [Wiegmann et al., 1992], like the
Ausivalian veseavchers, could discern no corvelation.

Itis often asserted that repeated exposure to media
images of violence desensitizes people to the real thing.
Fowles does not believe that the research supports this
view. “Even George Comstock, normally sympathetic
to the violent effects literature, concedes about desensi-
tization studies that ‘what the research does not demon-
strate is any likelihood that media portrayals would
affect the response to injury, suffering, or violent death
experienced firsthand’” (p. 30).

Freedman (2001) addresses two problems with
existing research on violent video games: the choice of
games and demand characteristics. It is very difficult to
do adequate experimental research on violent video
games. One problem is the difficulty of finding two
video games that are equal in all Fespects, except one
of them contains violence and the other does not, Only
then could we be sure, if they have different effects, that
this is due to the violent content and not 1o some other

feature of the games, such as their level of excitement,
mvolvement, activity, or sound effects.

Medical research uses the “double-blind” tech-
nique to insure against unintentional bias. In 2 double-
blind experiment, neither the recipient of a treatrnent,
nor the person administering the treatment, knows
whether it is the actual treatment or a placebo. Nothing
approaching this standard is possible in media violence
research.

When experimenters choose a violent garme, they may be giv-
ing the message that they approve of such games and might
therefore approve of or even expect the subjects to bebave vio-
lently. ... The possibility of demand causing the vesults is wot
witdikely or far-fetched. It is a4 well-fnown Phenomenon in
experimental resemrch and #_continual almost whiguitous
source of problems in interpretation. ... This leaves almost
all of the results open to the alternative and uninteresting in-
terpretation. that they are caused by demand Jactors rather
than the variable of interest, namely the direct effect of vip-
lence in the video game.” (Freedman, 2001)
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Another problem with laboratory experiments
of violent video games is how the participants per-
ceive them, when they are often told nothing about
why they are being asked to play a violent video
game.

Medin Studies .
Social psychologists are not the only scholars mteI.'ested
in media violence. Media studies scholars trained in the
Furopean tradition of critical theory tend to dismiss -the
“media effects” research as irrelevant for understanding
media violence, or as inadequate to the task (Carter &
Weaver, 2003). Martin Barker and Julian Petley (2091)
write, “It could be said that there is little point in trying
to question the methodology of those people wor_kfng
within the effects model, because, by our own definition
of that work, they are much more concerned with cre-
ating an illusion of empiricism to support then'.pre—
judged conclusions than in designing methodologcaily
sound research. In other words, they’re not going to
stop.” Savage (2004), a criminologist, finds no l:ea.son
to conclude that media viclence is a cause of criminal
violence. .
Gauntlett (2001, p. 5) believes the solution is “to
raise awareness of the flaws in that research in the
hope that this will make it more difficult for the press
to report their findings uncritically and, perhaps more
importantly, to produce new kinds of research Wh‘ICh
will tell us [something] more subtle and interesting
about possible media influences than anything which
the effects researchers can provide.”

Other Critics

Child clinical psychologist and crime novelist Jonathan
Kellerman (1999) calls media violence “the scapegoat
we love to hate.” Concerning juvenile crime he writes,
“Tf increased public safety is our goal, efficiency also
dictates that we cease pouring money into research and
clinical actividies that have litde direct impact upon
rates of child criminality. A prime example of such
diminished returns is the flood of studies conducted on
the factor most often blamed for childhood criminality:
media violence™ (p. 71).

Richard Rhodes (2000) asks,

Is there veally a link between entertuinenent and violent be-
havior? The American Medical Association, the American
Academy of Pediatrics, and the National Institute of Mental
Henlth afl say yes. They base their claims on socigl science re-
search that bas been shavply criticized and disputed within

the social sciemce profession, especially outside the United
States. In fact, no direct, causal link between exposure to
mock violence in the media and subsequent violent bebavior
bhas ever been demonstrated, and the few caims of modest
corvelation have been contradicted by other findings, some-
times in the samne studies. . . . If we want to veduce (violence)
even further, protecting children from veal violence in their
Bves—aot the pale shadow of mock violence—is the place to

begin.

One study cited as establishing a causal relationship
between media violence and real violence is the epide-
miological research of Centerwsall (1989), who fo@d
an increase in murder rates following the introduction
of television in South Africa. Rhodes notes that homi-
cide rates in France, Germany, Iraly, Japan, and the
United States failed to change with increasing television
ownership in the same period, and in some cases actu-
ally declined. In the most recent such study, Charlton,
Gunter, and [Tannan (2002) failed to find any effect of
the introduction of television to the south Adantic is-
land of St. Helena.

Among claims by researchers are that repeated ex-
posure to media violence desensitizes children to wit-
nessing aggression and raises the likelihood that they
will use it, and that children learn from TV, film, and
video games that violence is rewarded.

“IThough some statistical support has been
obtained for [these] suppositions, not a single causal
link between media violence and criminality has ever
been produced,” writes Kellerman (1999, p. 72). He

contnues:

This is not to say media violence is harmiess. To the ea;tf-mt
that gory junk attracts bigh-risk youngsters, it’s anyi{bmg
but. Is it possible that an already psychopathic boy with a
bead firll of violent intpuises that have festered sinfe.ear{y
childhood, sitting around the bouse sucking on a ]01?21‘. or
sniffing ghne while be watches Scream, can be sprrved %a i~
itate what be sees on the screen? Absolurely. The sarme is true
of printed violence—serial killers often coflect violent pormog-
vaphy and true-crime magazines in order ro beighten sexual
arousal. ... Given no bloody books, no Freddy Krueger on
video, o thrash metal ov gangsta rap, wonld Billy Rotten of
bullying, cat-mutilating proclivities bave picked up “ kEnife
and stabbed bis mother anyway? No way to know for sure,
but I'd bet yes. And the likelibood of Billy’s engaging in sevi-

ous violence somewhere along the line would vemaim ex-

tremely high no matter what he vead or viewed, because the
variables that strongly influence violemt bebavior ave likely to

be a lot more personal than these elicited by wielding the re-
wnote cortrol. (pp. 77-78)

What’s Missing from Video Game

Research?
The role of volition or choice is absent from video
game research. What are the effects of voluntary (as
opposed to enforced) exposure to violent entertain-
ment? Missing from research is any acknowledgment
that video game players freely engage in play, and are
always free to leave, or pause. Except in laboratory
experiments, no one is forced to play a violent video
game.

The Attractions of Violent Video Games

Almost no studies of the presumed harmful effects of
video games have considered how and why people play
them. People play video games for many different rea-
sons. Sotne play to experience excitement, some to be-
come experts or to impress their friends, others because
video games are challenging or educational. Some play
widely vilified games in order to elicit predictable, if
negative, reactions from teachers or parents. Immersion
in a game can be highly pleasurable (Koepp et 4,

1998). Men and women enjoy different kinds of games

and enjoy play for different reasons (Goldstein 1994,

1998, 1999; Kline 2000; Malone, 1981).

When there are few cues to their unreality, bloody
images lose their appeal (McCauley, 1998). In one
study, boys who played video games with violent
themes showed the same positive facial expressions,
quality of peer interaction, and enjoyment as those
who played “neutral” games (see Holines & Pellegrini,
this volune). Similarly, violence, if it is to be entertain-
ing, must fulfill certain requirements: it must have a
moral story, in which good triumphs over evil, and it
must carry cues to its unreality—music, sound effects,
a fantasy storyline, cartoonlike characters, People are
highly selective in the violence they seek or tolerate
(McCauley, 1998; Zitlmann, 1998).

We play video games largely for the expected
effects they will have on us. Youngsters are willing to
expose themselves to unpleasant media ltnages because
the benefits of doing so outweigh the costs. Players,
like researchers, have overriding reasons for engaging
with violent themes, even if they find them repugnant.

It is surprising that social psychologists so rarely
consider the social lives of gamers. A Danish study of
five- to seventeen-year-olds did so, and concluded that
violent computer games could not be understood with-
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out considering their social aspects (Holm Sorensen & _

Jessen, 2000).

Not all questions can be answered with the tools of
social psychological research, To quote John Dewey,
“An idea has no greater metaphysical stature than, say,
a fork. When your fork proves inadequate to the task of
eating soup, it makes litde sense to argue about whether
there is something inherent in the nature of forks or
something inherent in the nature of soup that accounts
for the failure. You just reach for a spoon.”

Notes

L. According to Andy Brown (2000) in The Tech Re-
port, the games srudied by Anderson and Dill are
not comparable: Myst is an adventure game with
“brain teaser” puzzles, whereas Wolfenstein is a
first-person shooter game.

2. Of Gerbner’s notion that children who consume
long hours of television are likely to see the world
as a “mean and scary place,” Burke and Burke
(1999, p. 198) write, “Well, good for TV, be-
cause the world sure as hell is a Inean, scary
place—and has been for most of this (20%) cen-
tury. Those heavy TV viewers are going into life
with their eyes open” (p. 198).
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