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vars of rescarch decuments how

witnessing violence and aggression

leads to a range of negative out-
comes for children. These outcomes result
buth from witnessing real violence (Osofsky,
1995) as well as from viewing media vio-
lence {Anderson et al., 2003; Gentile, 2003 I
Ironically, the same parents who rake reat
pains to keep children from witnessing
violence in the home and neighborhood
often do lintle to keep them from viewing
large guanrities of violence on television. in
movies, and in video games,

The apparent lack of parental concern
about media violence is particularly perplex-
mg given the clear rescarch on the neganve
effects of such violence and the strong
critigue of such violence by pediatricians.
The mest recent campreliensive review of
the literature on media violence effects—
coauthored by eight leading media violence
researchers—documents the Tunequivecal
evidence that media violence increases the

likelthood of aggressive and violent behavior
in bath immediare and long-term conrexrs™
{Andersan et al, 2003, p. 810 [n a 2004
survey of pediatricians, over 98% helieve
that the media affecr childhood dggression
{Genrile et al., 2004). Somchow, this message
has failed to be delivered successtully ro the
average American parent,

Although there is a large and impressive
bady of research on the effects of violent tele-
vision and film on aggressive behavior, there
15 less rescarch on rhe effects of vialent video
games on apgeressive behavior, The research
that does exist, however, suggests an equally
strong connection to negative effects on
children. The importance of this research 1o
parents 1s as critical as the work on television
and film. This chaprer will review the available
rescarch on video games, including the history
of violence in video games and the research
on the effects of playing violent video games.
The chapter will also discuss the political and
public policy implicarions of this research.

2006). In N. E. Dowd, D. G. Singer, & R. F. Wilson (Eds.)
ISIandb)ook of children, culture, and violence, (pp. 225-246).
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications
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CHILDREN AS CONSUMERS OF VIOLENCE

THE HISTGQRY OF
VIOLENCE IN VIDEOQ GAMES

The first commercial videa game, Pong,
was released in 1972, It was like a game of
table tennis (or ping pongl, 1n which players
had to hit a “ball™ with “paddles.” As the
commercial possibilities became known,
game developers began to push the crearive
and  technological envelopes in order o
gain greater profits and marker share. The
developers not only worked to creare berter
rechnological capacities and graphics abili-
ries, but also expenmented with content to
see what the marker would bear, including
violent content,

We, like many other researchers, define
aggression as behavior (verbal or physical)
that (a) is intended to harm another indi-
vidual; (b) is expecred by the perperraror ro
have some chance of actually harming thar
mdividual; and {¢) is believed by the perpe-
trator to be something thae the targer indi-
vidual wishes to avoid. In recent vears, there
has been a convergence of opmion among
psychological scholars that physical aggres-
sion should be conceived as existing along
a severity continuum ranging from mild (e,
a weak slap) ro severe (e.g., shooring), and
that vielence (or violent behavior) refers to
physical aggression toward the severe end of
this continuum {e.g.,, Anderson er al., 2003;
Anderson & Huesmann, 2003). In other
words, violence is simply physical aggression
ar the high end of a severity dimension. These
definitions can be applicd both to the vio-
lence shown m video games as well as to the
tvpes of aggressive behaviors that playing
such games might influence.

The first violent commercial video game
o receive much attention was Death Race,
a driving simulator, Released in 1976, the
game's working title had been Pedestrian.
The goal was to run down srick-figure pedes-
trians, called “gremlins,” whe would chen
scream and turn into gravestones, The violent

content of this game spurred a public outcry,
causing some communities to ban it The
controversy acrually increased sales of the
game abour renfold (Kent, 20001 ). This market
outcome was not lost an game developers.
Although many game developers creared
standards for their pames, including “No
excessive blood and vielence™ and “No sex”
{Kent, 2001, p. 465), it gradually became
clear that games sold betrer if they contained
more violence, at least in part because of
the free publicity generated by outceries against
the violence. In the late 1980s and carly
19905, one-on-one fighting games such as
Doweble Dragon and Mortal Kombat pushed
the houndaries of violence and hecame all-
ume best sellers. The economic henefits of
moare explicit violence became apparent when
Mintendo and Sega both created versions of
Mortal Kosebat for their competing systems.
Nintendo had toned down the blood and gore
m their version, and the Sega Genesis version
oursold Ninmenda’s version three to one (Kent,
20011 (The games mentioned in this chaper
are described in Appendix A.)

During the 19805 anmd early 19%0s, the
vinlence in video games was seill fairly soyl-
ized, in large part because of rechnological
constraints, In 1992, a major step forward in
realism was taken by the game Wolferstein
30, the brst major “first-person shooter”
game, In this kind of game, one “sees™ the
viden game world through the eves of the
character one controls, rather than seeing it
from afar, as in almaost all previous fighting
games. [he plaver moves around, exploring
a three-dimensional environment, and can
shoor ar various game characeers. The effect
is to put the plaver in the game, fighting,
killing, and being killed. This additional real-
s was [ollowed by ather realistic rouches,
Video game historian Steven Keno (2001)
has noted that, “part of Waelferstein's pop-
ularity sprang from its shock value. In pre-
vious pames, when plavers shot enemies, the
imjured targess fell and disappeared. In
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Wolfenstem 30, enemies fell and bled on
the floor™ (p. 458). This caused a revoluton
in the way violent games were designed.
In 1993, Doom, the next major first-person
shooter game was released. It included maore
blood and gore and also allowed players to
hunt and kill cach other.

Partially in response to these advances
i video pgame violence, Senmators Joseph
Licherman (1-CT) and Herbere Kahl (-1
initiared Congressional hearings to examine
the marketing of violent games. The hearings
examined whether games witly what seemed
to he the equivalent of the content i R-rated
movies (g, violence and sexuality) were
being sold ro children (Kent, 2001), The
hearings mcluded restmony from media
effects rescarchers, child advocates, and
video game industry executives. Although
there was far less research on the effects
of violent video games then than now, the
combhined pressure caused the video game
industry to create its own rade organeEarion
(the Interacnive Digital Sofrware Assaciation,
qow renamed the Entertainment Software
Association), as well as an organization o
creare and provide rarings for video games
ithe Entertainment Sofrware Ratings Board
[ESRE]). Thus, the hearings resulted in rhe
video pame industry agreeing to implement a
yoluntary ratings system. Senator Lieherman
had hoped thar this would cause the video
game industry to reduce the violent content
of their games, by making them pay attention
to the potential effects of the games { ke,
1997). However, the aduprion of ratings did
not have this effect, and by 1997 Senator
Lieherman admirted that, *The ranng system
has not stopped game producers from
putLling Ouf some very vinlent games"” [kent,
1997). In fact, it had the same effect that the
movie ratings system had had en films—now
that there were rarings, producers felt able to

make even more violenr games because they
did not need to be designed for general audi-
ences, Thus, when Mortal Kambar 2 was
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released, the Nintendo version had just as
much gore as the Sega version, and this time
the Nintendo version sold better than Sega’s
Kent, 2001}

“The rechnological advances in comput-
ing and graphics power have continued to
increase ar a geometric rate during the past
decade, allowing the graphics and gameplay
tor become more violent and more realistic.
For example, the first-person shooter game
Soldier of Fortune (SOF) was created 0 col-
laboration with an ex-army colonel, and it
foarured 26 different “killing zones™ in the
body. The characrers in the game respond
realistically to different shots depending on
where in the body they are shot, with whart
weapons, and from whar distance. Shooting
4 character in the arm at close range with a
shotgun rips the arm from the sacker leaving
exposed bone and sinew while hlood rushes
from the wound. In 2004, the vielent game
Doonr got an update, and m the words of
une reviewer, “the illusion the game Creates
is so realistic. ... There is a crispness to
details, a weight and solidity to objects andl
fipures, a lifelike sheen 1o surfaces in Doom 3
thar is unlike anything we've seen before”
(Grossman, 2004, p. 83}

As the vielence in video games has
increased, the concern abour the patential
effects of playing these games has also
increased. One benefit of this concern has
been a corresponding increase in empirical
research on the effects of video games on

players.

RESEARCH ON THE
FFFECTS OF VIDEO GAMES

Researchers require that theories be created,
rested. and revised based on the results of
the tests. The revisions are further tested
and revised. ultimately resulting in a theory
chat has solid theoretical and empirical bases.
Several theories have received empirical
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support and explain why playving violent video
games might increase aggressive behaviors,
These theories range from specihic theories of
learning (e, Gentle & Gentile, under review )
to broad psychological theories of aggres-
sion (e.g., the General Aggression Model; see
Anderson & Boshman, 2002; Anderson,
Genole, & Buckley, in press; Anderson &
Huesmann, 2003).

There are several types of research designs
that social scientists can use, and each rype
allows different sorrs of conclusions o be
drawn, No single study can ever be called
“conclusive,” a point that the video game
industry has continued to exploit semanri-
cally: Recently, in response o California Bl
1793, which would require thar stores make
signs and hrochures o explain the video
game ranngs o customers, the president of
the Inreractive Enrerrainment Merchants’
Associarion stated, “To-date there has been
no conclusive research to prove a cauosal
linkage between playing videogames and
asoctal behavior” (Halpin, 2004). To accepr
this statement, one must misunderscand how
behavioral science is conducted. Because no
one study can ever be wholly conclusive,
researchers creare and rest theories, con-
ducting several studies, each of which has
ditferent strengths., Ir is the total picture of
combined stodies thar answers the queston
of a causal link,

The three major types of  studics—
experimental, correlational, and longimudimal—
have different strengths and  weaknesses,
Experimental studies randomly assnm parmci:
parits o different groups—tor example,
play cither a violent or nonviclent video
game: All other facrors are carefullv con-
trolled, <o that the owo groups should differ
unly un the type of game plaved. Afer play-
ing, the ¢xpenimenter might measure apgres-
sive thoughts or agpressive behaviors for both
proups. F the groups differ in their responses,
causality can be jnferred, becanse the game
plaved was the only apparent way in which

the groups dittered (hecause parncipanes are
randomly assigned to different groups, any
individual differences should he equally dis-
eributed berween the groups). The ability o
determine causality 15 the grear strengrh of
experimental studies, Their major weakness
in this contexr is thar it is usually impossible
to use strong “real-world” measures of
aggressive behavior, Tt would be unethical to
actually allow study participants to hit cach
other, for example, so more cthical measares
must be used. The researcher must then prove
that the laborarory measures of aggression
predict real-world tvpes of aggression.

Caorrelarional studies allow researchers to
get bevond chis limitation of experimental
studies. In a correlational study, for cxample,
researchers might survey children abowrt the
video games thev play, and abour several
real-world types of aggressive behavior, such
as how many physical fighes chey get into.
The major weakness of correlational soudies
is thar cansality cannot be proven by them,
ar leasr, not in a single correlational scudy.
It might be that playing violent games
causes aggressive behavior, or thar aggressive
children play violent games, or some third
vartable that causes both (such as being malg,
which predicts both aggressive behavior and
interest in violent video games). Correlational
studies are strong where expenimental studies
are weak and vice versa, Therelore, if both
types of studies show similar results, we can
start 1o he reasonably comtortable that we
have discovered a real eftect.

A third rype of study, longicndinal studies,
can document changes over a longer period
of time. In a longitudmal study, for example,
one might measure childrens videa game
play and aggressive behavior at two points
in time. In this way, one can test whether
cluldren who play violent games ar the begin-
nig of the study ehange to become more
ageressive by the end of the study. The major
limitation of longitudinal studies is that they
are difficulr and expensive to conduct.
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Before scientists are willing to believe that
plaving violent video pames predicts aggres-
sive behavior, they would want to see studics
of each type performed, and deternune
whether the results of che different studies
converged. A strong case for a real effect
arises il the same results are found no matter
what way one studes 1t Furthermore, behavy-
loral scientists would wane to see that the
studies had concrolled  for several other
variables that mighe be related to both video
game play and aggression, such as sex, per-
sonality trait hostility, parental education
level, parental monitoring of media, and so
forth, Although more research is needed, all
of these types of studies have been conduceed
with similar resules: playimg violent video
pames can indeed canse increases i aggres-
sive thoughes; feclings, and behaviars,

These same methods have also been used
tor document potentially positive effects of
cermin tvpes of video games, Video games
have been successful ar imparting the atn-
tudes, skills, and behaviors that thev were
desipnied to teach (Licberman, 1997, 20013,
For instance, thev can teach children healthy
skills for the self-care of asthma and diabetes
(Licherman, 1997, 2001). In a study of col
lege students, playving a golf video game
improved students’ actual control of force
when putting, even though the video game
gave no physical feedback on studenes’ acroal
putting movement or force (Fery & Ponserre,
2001). Correlarional studies with adults
show that experience with video games 1s
related to better surgical skills (e.g., Rosser
et al.,, 2004; Tsai & Hemrichs, 1994,
Research also suggests that people can learn
iconic, spatial, and visual atennon skills
from video games (Dhe List & Woltard, 2002;
Diarval & Pepin, 1986; Green & Bavelier,
20035; Greentfield, deWinstanley, Kilparrick,
8¢ Kaye, 1994 Gnffich, Volsching Gibb; &
Batley, 1983: Olagaki & Frensch, 1994),
Finally, research on educarional sofrware
has shown thar educational video pames can

Vialent Video Games |

have very significant effects on improving
student achievement (Murphy, Penuel, Means,
Karbak, & Whalev, 20001}, In sum, video
pames are great teachers, but whar they
teach very much depends on the conrenr
{Buckley & Anderson, in press; Genrile &
Gentile, in press), Therefore, we do not con-
sider video pames “had™; rather, we consider
them 1o be poweetul reaching toals, and chis
compels us o study whether violent video
sarmes may be powerful teachers of aggressive
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, It is irome,
though not surprising, that even though the
studies documenting posicive effects as a ser
are considerably wealker than che smudies
documenting negative effects of vialent
games, people seem o want ro believe that
video games can have positive effects but not
thar they can have negative effects,

Experimental Studies

Over a doren expernimental studies have
been conducted on the short-term effects
of plaving violent video games (e, Ballard
& Weist, 1996; Calvert & Tan, 1994,
Chambers & Ascione, 1987 Deselms &
Alrman, 2003). The best experimental studics
share ar least four common characteristics:
sample size of 200 or more; violent and non-
violent games equated oo potentally con-
founding dimensions (e.g., ditficuley ) violent
and nonviolent games that are ouly violent
and nonviolent (respectively)s and a clear and
valid measure of apgression or aggression
refated vanables assessed for the game-plaving
parncipant, Though these characreristics
might seem obvious, a number of experimen-
tal studies (pubhished and unpublished) do
not have all four. Many have small samples,
Some present no evidence thar the violent
and nonviclent games are equated on dilfi-
culry or other porentially confounding dimen-
sions, A few (mostly unpublishied) have used
games that include violence in the nonviolent
concition, or games with relatively litle

sl



230

| CHILDREN AS CONSUMERS OF VIOLENCE

violence m the violent condition. Sull others
have used self-reparts of past aggression as
the dependent vanahle of aggressive behavior,
which is problemaric since plaving a violent
video game for 20 minutes in an experiment
would not logically increase aggression com-
mitted prior to starting the cxperiment.
Although the first published experimen-
tal study of vielent video games appeared
in 1985 (Gravhill, Kirsch, & Esselman),
the first rthar contained all four of these
high-guality characteristics appeared in 2000
(Anderson & Dill, Study 2). In this study,
college students were randomly assigned o
plav cither a violent or nanviolent game. The
games were marched on several important
dimensions, mncluding arousal and fruscra-
tion levels. Participants playved their assipned
pame and completed measures of aggressive
cognition (a word-speed reading task) and of
aggressive behavior (a standard competitive
game involving the setting of punishment lev-
ehs for one's opponent). The results were that
playing a violent video game increased boch
ageressive cognition and ageressive behavior,
This pattern of resolts has also been
decumented with children and adolescents
plaving age-appropriate (based on the video
game ratings) violent video games (Anderson,
Gennle, & Buckley, in press; Study 1),
E-rated video games (those labeled as appro-
priate for “Everyone™) with violent content
increased aggressive behavior in the lab-
pratory, whereas  matched  nonviolent
E-rated games did noe, This experimental
effect oecurred with males and females, with
children and older adolescents/young adules,
with high and low media violence-cxposure
individuals, and with high and low media
vinlence-preference individuals, Perhaps sur-
prisingly, among the older adolescents the
E-rared vielent games produced an increase
in aggression at least as large as the T-rared
video games (those labeled as appropriate
for “Teens”). Although both types included
violent content, the E-rated violent games

were rated by players as fess violent than
the T-rared games. Combined, these findings
contradict two basic assumptions made by
parents, the video game industry, and van-
ous public policy groups: (1) that E-rated
games (even those with violent content) are
safe for all ages: and (2) thar T-rated violent
pames have a significantly bigger immediare
neganve impact on plavers cthan E-rated vio-
lent pames.

Correlational Studies

Several correlational studies have been
conducted on the long-term correlates of
plaving violent video games, including the
relation o real-world physical aggression
fegz, Anderson & Dall, 2000; Domimck,
1%84; Gennle, Lynch, Linder, & Walsh,
2004 Krahe & Maoller, 2004; Wicgman &
Van Schie, 1998 The best correlational
studies also share several characreristics: ade-
quate sample size (ar leasc 200); a reliable
measure of exposure to violent video games;
and a reliable measure of agpression or of an
aggression-relared variable (e.g., apgressive
cognitions). The first published correlational
study with all three characteristics appeared
in 2000 (Anderson & Dill, Study 1), but
the first studies with these methodological
characteristics to tocus on children did nor
appear until 2004, Krahe and Maller (20044)
tound a significant correlanon berween video
Bamo vm|L>m:1: EKPHSHFC :I.l'ld ﬂccfp[ﬂﬂcﬁ Gf
physical aggression norms in a sample of
vighth graders in Germany (r=.30, p < .01).
Genrile er al. (2004) reported significant
correlarions  berween video game violence
expasure and: trait hostilicy {r= 21, p<.001),
arguments with teachers (r = .20, p < .001),
and physical fights (r = 32, p < 001}, The
effect on physical fights of violent video
games remained significant even after sta-
tistically controlling for sex, trait hostlity,
ﬂ]'.ll'j ﬂ"."frﬂ“ amaotne ﬂ-+‘ ".-'I-I.'II‘."'ﬂ game plﬂ}',
Anderson er al. (2004) replicated many of




these findings with a college student sample,
and also provided correlational evidence
that aggressive cognitions ar least partally
mediate the effects of repeared exposure o
violent video games on aggressive and violent
behavior. In other words, it is nor as simple
as people just copying what thev have seen.
Instead, playing violent video games may
first mcrease aggressive and hostile thoughrs,
and these thoughts in turn increase the odds
af hehaving aggressively.

In a series of studies with children and
adolescents, Anderson et al. (2004, wnder
review ) found rthar video game violence expo-
sure was relared to a wide array ol aggression
leg., verbal appression, moderate physical
ageression, violent behaviorsh, For example,
among high school students, the correlation
with violent behavior was v = 35, and with
moderate physical ageression was r = 46
(Study 2). Violent video game exposure was
also sigmficantly related to a host of apgres-
sion-relared vanables such as trait anger
and hostility, ammtudes toward  violence,
and hostile arriburion hias. Importantly,
video game viclence was a significant risk
factor tor aggression and violence even when
uther important risk facrors were stanistically
contrislled.

Longitudinal Studies

As rthis chapwr goes o press, o our
knowledge, only two longitudinal studies of
violent viden games have been conducted. In
the first study, 807 Japanese fitth and sixch
praders were surveyed rwice during a school
vear (Thori, Sakamoro, Kobayashy, & Kimura,
20031, They found thar the amount of video
garme play ar Time | was sigmibicantly {but
weakly, r = .08} relared to later physical
ageression, bur aggression ar Tume | owas
not related o later video game play. There
are at least two potential problems wich this
studv. First, it relies only on selFreport, More

importantly, however, the authors only
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measured the amonnt of video game play,
and not whether the children were playing
vinlent pames, a point addressed in more
detail later.

In the second longitudinal stady, both con-
cerns were: addressed. In chis study, 430
third, fourth, and fifth graders; their
teachers; und their peers were surveyed at
rwo pomts in the school year (Anderson,
Genrle, & Buckley, in press; Swdy 31 The
results showed that students who played
more violent video games began to see the
waorld more in terms of aggression (i.e., they
had an increase in hostile attribution bias),
Research has shown that children who
exhibir this cogninve bias {to assume that
negative things happen due to hostile intent
rather than by accident) are far more likely
react aggressively (Bensley 8¢ Eenwylk, 2001,
Crick, 1993, 1996; Crick & Dodge, 1994).
Indeed, children who had high exposure to
violent viden games changed over the school
year o become more verbally aggressive, more
physically aggressive, and less prosocial (as
rared by their peers and wachers; raw Pearson
correlations ranged becween 24 and 40), I
appears thar not only does repeated exposure
to violent video games increase aggressive
behavioe, bur it also decreases empathic help-
ful behavior. This may be especially note-
worthy because mereased aggressive behaviors
and decreased prosocial bhehaviors also
predicred  peer rejection (Anderson et al.,
n press).

This last finding has particularly impor-
rane implicanons because it addresses ane
of the mast commaon criticisms of the media
violence liceramure. It is often claimed that the
correlarion between media violence exposure
and aggression 1s due to the fact that aggres-
sive children like to consume media violence,
and not because media vielence increases
children’s aggressive thoughts and behaviors.
This is a reasonable criicism of correlational
research, but it does nor explam the findings
from experimental research 1 which both

in
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ageressive and nonaggressive chuldren become
more aggressive after playing a vialent video
game, In our view, it does not matrer what
starts the ball rolling—whether aggressive
children watch more violence, or whether
warching violence makes children more
aperessive. What 1s clear 1s that regardless of
the mitial canse, playving violent video games
still makes children more apgressive. oo
cerainly plausible thar this sets a child on
a very bad negarive trajectory as the effect
snowballs, As children become more aggres-
sive and less prosocial, other children are
muore likely to reject them from the main peer
group, These aggressive children then form
a non-mamstream cligue with other socially
rejected and aggressive children, who then
reinforce cach other’s aggressive ammtudes
and violenr media habies. Ulnimately, aggres-
sive children are significantly more likely to
have negarive outcomes, such as lower aca-
demic performance and lower self-esteem
[Geen, 2001; National Research Council,
1993), which may perpétvate a cycle of
mereasimgly worse outcomes, Becavse only
one lemgitudimal studv with a measure of
perlent video game exposure has been con-
ducted to date, these conclusions must be
considered rentanve.

Meta-Analytic Procedures

There 15 a statistical technique called
meta-analvsis that is basically a composite
of all of the studics, published and unpub-
lished, m a particular area. This statistical
rechmigue allows for geneeal conclusions o
all the studies done without eelying on any
single research method or sample popula-
ron, One recent meta-analvsis specibically
examined rthe effects af wiolent video games
effects | Anderson, 20031 The resules showed
thar acrass all of the studies condocted, video
pame violence exposure is positvely asso-
ciated with ageressive behaviae (v = 21},

agpressive alfecr (r = J16), and aggressive

cognition (¥ = .18, and negatively associated
with helping ar prosocial behavior (r=—.19L

Early Research
Contpared to Recent Research

Because video games have changed to
include more violence over time, one might
predict thae early studies looking ar the
effects of the games might be less consistent
in their findings than in later studies. That
is, one mighr expecr the difference between
the violent and nonvielent games i 1985
to have been a much smaller difference than
exists todav, and therefore should have a
correspondingly smaller and harder-to-derect
cffect. In fact, this 5 exactly the pattern
rescarchers have found. [n experimental stud-
ies where the difference in amount of violent
content can be quantified, studies with Farger
differences berween the violent and nonvio-
lent games show larger effects on aggressive
behavior {Gentile & Anderson, 200031, In cor-
relational studies, where it i€ much harder o
quantify differences heoween games, an anal-
vais of the vear the stdies were conducred
shows an increase in effects over the vears,
Much smaller effect stzes occurred in the
19805 than m the lare 19905 and early 2000
tGennle & Anderson, 2003},

Amount of Play vs. Content of Play

By now, the scientihic evidence of poten-
tally harmful effeces from violent video
pames 18 hecoming clearer—plaving violent
viden pames appears To INCrease AgEressive
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, both shorr
termt and long-term, It is important, how-
ever, to note a critical distinction implicir
throughnue tlus chaprer—thar thees may be
important differences in the potential elfects
based on amonnt of game play compared
tor those hased on the comtent of the games
plaved. Manv studies (parncularly  those

using data from the 1980s) treated amount
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of game play as a correlate and found mixed
results. More recent studies thar carefully
separate amount of play from the content of
play have shown that amount seems to be
negatively relared 1o school performance,
but it 1s only weakly associated with aggres-
sive and anrisocial behaviors, most likely
because only some of the games played have
vivlent conrent. Conversely, playing games
with violent content is positively relared
te aggressive variables, but is at most only
margimally related 1o school performance (e.g.,
Anderson & Dill, 2000; Anderson eral., in
press; Gentile etal, 2004), This findmg again
makes it clear thar the question, “Are video
games good or bad?” is a false dichoromy.
Plaving a moderate amount of nonviolent
games seems o be benign; and if one plays
games with educational content (even rela-
tively infrequently), the effecr is likely o be
posioive, ar least on knowledge in that educa-
tional domain. But if one plays games with vin
lent conrent, the effecrs seem to be negarive,
These findings appear 1o result from rthe
simple fact thar children learn whatever con-
rent their video games reach,

The Question of
Youth “Vulnerability”

Many people have assumed that children
might be especially “vulnerable™ o the
effects of vielent video games. There are
several plausible reasons why this mighe be
true. First, children have less real-life experi-
ence to which they can compare portravals
of violence in video games, and therefore
may learn mare from them. Second. children
tespeaially young children under 8) do not
have the same understandmg of the fan-
tasy—reality distinction thar aduls do, and
theretore may aceept media vialence portray-
als as more “real.” Each of rhese reasons is
theoretically justifiable. Unfartunately, lictle
research supports the idea that children aged
7 or above are maore valnerable to the effecrs
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of playing violent video games than adults
(Anderson et al,, in press). Adults who play
violent video games also show both shore-
rerm and longrerm effects on aggressive
thoughts, feclings, and behaviors (Anderson
& Bushman, 2001).

MEDIA VIOLENCE AS A RISK
FACTOR FOR AGGRESSION

Violent video games came under intense
scruting in the public eye in the lare 19905
As a result of magic school shootings in
which the shooters had a history of playing
violent video games (e.g., West Paducah,
KY [December, 1997 Jonesboro, AR
|March, 1998); Springficld, OR [May, 1998);
Littleron, CO [April, 1999); Santee, CA
|March, 2001]; Wellshoro, PA [June, 2003]
and Hed Lion, PA [April, 2003)). The news
media have linked violent video games o
other violent enimes, including a violent crime
spree in Qakland, CA (Januvary, 2003); five
homicides in Long Prairie and Minneapolis,
MM {May, 20003 ); beating dearhs in Medina,
OH (November, 2002); and Wyoming,
Michigan (November, 2002% and the
Washingron, 130, “Beltway™ sniper shoor-
mgs (Fall, 2002} As early as 2000, the U.S
Federal Bureau of Investigation reported thar
one of the warning signs charactenistic of
school shooters was thar the high-risk srudent
“spends inordinate amounts of ome plaving
video games with violent themes, and seems
more interested in the violent mmages than in
the game itself™ (' Toole, 2000, p. 204,
Although these highly publicized rragedies
have drawn attention o the potenrial effects
of plaving violent video games, these are
actually mot good examples of the effects. In
each of these cases, the shooters had several
risk lactors tor aperessive behaviar, Research
has shown thar there are very many risk
factors tor aggression, such as povertv, a

history af having been abused, psychological
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disorders, gang membership, droug use, media
and (LLS.

Department of Health and Human Services,

violence, inflated  self-csteem
2001). We argue thar in order for a “normal”
child o become seriously violenr, he or she
would need o have several of rthese risk
factors present (Genrile & Sesma, 2003). No
single risk factor is typically strong enough to
cause such an exereme behavior as a school
shooting. That said, however, there 15 one
important ditference berween media violence
and maost of the orher risk factors tor agpres-
sion—ir 15 the one rthar is easily controlled,
Even the parent in a family living in poverty
jand many families living in poverty have
video game systems) can say, “No, vou can’r
play that game. Play this one instead,”

If one adopts the view that media violence
exposure 15 a risk factor for aggression, it
provides a much clearer understanding of the
rescarch. For example. the lack of evidence for
vouth vulnerability suggests that violene video
game exposure 15 a risk factor for evervane
who plays, resardless of age, sex, or other
factors. However, this does not mean that
most people who play violent video games will
later hecome violent. It does mean that their
risk is elevared. [F there are additional risk
factors, the risk is further elevated. With
enough risk facrors, it becomes extremely
likely that an individual will behave with inap-
propriate ageression ar seme point. This is
sumilar 1o predicting heart disease: Smoking
elevates the risk of having a heart attack.
Smokmg s not the sole “cause” of the heart
attack, bat 1t does increase the risk—it is a
causal tactor. If one also daes not exercise, the
risk 15 further mereased, With cach addinonal
risk factor, such as family history of hear
disease, or poor diet, the nsk increases unnl
it becomes stansncally very  predictable
whether one is likely to have a hearr arack,
This approach o understanding violenr video
games can be empirically tested.

In the lengitudinal study of third-to-fifth
graders, severnl nisk factors for aggressive
behavior were measured, including  sex.

hostile attribution bias, prior ageression, and
video game violence exposure. As predicted by
a risk factor approach, the group with the
least predicted nsk of phyvsical fights at Time 2
are {1} girls whe have (2) a low hosole ateri-
burion bias, {3} have not been involved in
fights previously, and (4) who do not play vio-
lent video pames. The group with the greatest
predicred risk of physical fights are (1) boys
who have (2) a high hostile attribution bias,
{3) have been mvolved in hghts previously,
and (4} who play a lot of violent video games.
As is shown in Figure 12,1, this is exactly the
pattern that was found (Anderson et al,; in
press). This pattern is identical o that found
in a study of adolescents where violent video
pame play and trait hostility were both mea-
sured (Gentile et al., 2004} In thar study, both
hostility and vielent game play were related
to physical fights, but the combination was
greater than either alone.

The wtility of a nsk tactor approach s
turther evidenced by considering the oppo-
site side—pratective factors. Theoretically,
active parental invalvement in children’s
media habits should serve as a protecrive
factar for later apgressive habirs |{Austin,
1923, Dorr & Rabin, 1995; Lin & Adkin,
1989}, a prediction that has received some
confirmation. Although boys are more likely
than girls to be involved m physical fishes,
if their parents are more involved in their
media habats, their risk of fighting s
decreased. In addicion, although girls are
less likely overall to ger into physical fighrs,
if their parents are involved in their media
hahits, their risk for fghrng is diminished
by almost half (Anderson er al., in press).
Putring rhe risk and protecrive facrors
rogecher, the group with rhe least
predicred risk of physical fights would be
(1) girls who have (2} a low hostile attribu-
tion bias, {3) have not been involved in
fights previously, (4) who do not play violent
video games, and (5) who have parents who
are highly involved m their media habaes.
Children with the grearest predicred risk of
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physical fights would be (1) boys who have
{2) a high hostile areribution bias, (3) have
been involved i fights previowsly, (4) who
play a lot of viclent video games, and (5)
whose parents are not involved in their media
habits. This 1s exactly the partern that is
found in Figure 12.2, The highest risk group
is over five omes more likely than the lowest
risk group o become involved in physical
fights by Time 2, 16% compared to 84%.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY

Adopting a risk factor approach may he
particularly benehcial when attempring 1o
determine public policies regarding children’s
exposure to media vielence, This is similar
to the risks associated with smoking, and

resembles how scientists studving criminol-
ogy artempt to understand the predicrors of
criminal behaviors, Sciennfic evidence is an
important tactor in the adoprion of good
public policies, bur it is wsually divorced
from what the “appropriate™ policies could
or should be. Only one-third of smokers ever
get lung cancer, but thar does not mean thar
smoking is “good™ for the other two-thirds,
Smoking 15 a risk factor for all smokers,
regardless of whether they ever actually ger
cancer. Public policy regarding smoking has
tended to have a two-tiered approach. For
adules, most modern societies provide infor-
mation about the nsks associated with smok-
Ing, but allow adults the freedom o Accept
those risks. For children, most societies
support parents’ efforts to keep their children
from beginning to smoke, which includes
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marically rranslate into effecrive public policy.
There are ar least four very differenc and
important sources of information underlying

As the evidence of neganive effecrs af violenr
games becomes more compelling, parents, edu-
cators, and policy makers are increasingly
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Figure 12,2 Predicted Likelihood of hysical Fighis at Time 2 as a Function of Hostile t
Artribution Bias, Physical Fights at Time 1, Sex. Video Game Violence Exposure :
VOV, and Parencal Involvenient :
Sowtrcer Andersan, C. A, Gennle, D, AL & Buckley, ¥ E. (in press). Reprinted by permission.
I
making the purchase of rohacco products by the formulation of effective public policy, as .
minors illegal. This rwo-tiered approach was Figure 12,3 illustrares, science facrs, legal issues, [
not determined by scientific research, which  persanal values, and political realities. Good ;
suggests that smoking is likely harmful for  sciennific facts can and should influence public :
all who smoke, regardless of age. Instead,  policy in ar least two major ways, First, well- ;
thie research evidence was one part of the  developed science can identify societal prob- [
imtormation used in conjunction with several lems that might reguire some sort of public [
uther nonscientific considerations decmed policy intervention. Second, it can idennfy ,
relevant to public policy decisions, policies that are likely to work (g, Head ,
Although we agree thar the research on Start programs) as well as those unlikely to 1
both general media violence and speatic video work (e midmight baskethall), In both _
pame violence w o sofficiently  definitive and cases, science contributes by providing key 1
clear to contribure to public policy dehates, answers to factual questions, '
we also believe that 1t s important to tocus on |
the sciennific merrs of vanous possible policies, . o
P The Three Pillars of Responsibility :
Scientific evidence does nor and cannor auro- . |
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concerned abour what to do. From our per-

spective, there are ar least three pillars of
| responsibilitv—the video game industry, the
rental and rerail indusery, and parenrs,

The video game indusery has ar least three
responsibilities. First, it must clearly and
accurately label the content of games, so that
parents know what thev are getting belore
buying, Recently, the authors of a study of
“Teen”-rated games pointed out that there is
a “signiticant amount of content 1 T-rated
video games thar might surprise adolescent
plavers and their parents™ (Hanminger &
Thompsan, 2004, p, 8561 Both the ratings
and the content descriptors being provided
b the current sysrem are suspect and need
mmprovement (Gentile, Humphrey, & Walsh,
2008 The second responsibility of the
video game industry is tooomarker their
products appropriately, Advertisements for
marure-rated (M -rated) games have been
scen in Sprarts Hstrated for Kids and other
magazines with high proportions of youth
readers (Federal Trade Commuission, 2000,
2000, 20041, Indeed, the Tederal Trade
Commission {FTC) has docomented numer-
ous ways in which game manutacturers
have explicitly markered their M-rated
games o children (although chis pracrice
has declined in response to actions raken by
the Entertainment Sofrware Associanion]. Ir
is inappropriate and unethical for the video
game industey o label some games as “nor

—
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for kids” while vigorously marketing those
same pames to children. The video game
indusery’s third responsibality 15 o help edu-
care parents abour why ratings matrer. The
industry has provided what amouns to, ar
best, a mixed message o parents. On the one
hand, they tout how good their rating system
is (e, Entertammment Software Association,
20044, while on the other hand they claim
(in television, newspaper, and magazine
reports and interviews; in courtroom briets;
m conference addreesses) that no research
shows that violent games can lead to negative
outcomes. For example, Douvg Lowenstein,
president of the ESA, stared moa May 12,
2006, interview on CINBN, *There is absolurely
no evidence, none, thar plaving a vielent video
game leads o aggressive behavior.™ Bevand
not being truthful, this approach only serves
o confuse the public abour why they should
learn aliout and use ratings.

The rental and rewail industries have two
responsibilites, First, they must create poli-
cies under which children under 17 118 would
seem o more appropriate age cotofl) may
not buy or rent mature-rated games without
parcntal permission: Many stores, mcludimg
large chaing and superstores, have drapgged
thetr heels ininstituting such policies. Second,
reclers muse enforce these policies. In one
“sting operanon” conducted by the Nanonal
Insrirure on Media and the Family, children as

=

voung as 7 were able in half of all acemprs
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to purchase M-rated games (Walsh, Genrile,
Gieske, Walsh, & Chasco, 2003), Similar
sting operations conducted by the FTC found
that teenagers are able to purchase M-rated
pames 69% to 85% of the ome (FTC, 2000,
2001, 2004). Parenes should be able to expect
thar srores will nor allow children access o
M-rated games in much the same way thar
they expect movie thearers to deny children
entry to R-rated movies when parents drop
them off at the thearre, or that bars and liguor
stores will not allow underage people o
purchase alcohol produces.

The third pillar of responsibilicy s parents,
Parents have three principal responsibilities.
First, they need to educare themselves abour
the video game ratings (there are three main
ones—"E™ for everyone, “T™ for reen, “M”
for marure) and rthe content descriprors asso-
ciated with the games. Second, they need to
learn why it is important to pay attention to
the ratings and descriptors. Here is where the
research s so useful. In short, both amiowe
and content matter, Parents who put limits
on the amount and content of games that
children play have children who get better
grades and have fewer ageressive outcomes
{eg., Anderson et al, under review: Gennle
eral., 2004). Finally, parents need to act on
therr knowledge. Just as plaving violent games
15 a nsk factor for negative ourcomes for child-
ren, active parental involvement in children’s
viden game habits appears to act as a protec-
tive factor (although the specific mechanisms
Foor this have nor ver been idenrified).

Public Policy Options

What public policy oprions exist to help
encourage and support the responsibili-
ties identibied above? Several options are
available, including supporting educanion,
voluntary industry ranngs, mandarory indus-
trv ratings, governmental ratings, mandatory

independent ratings, legal access restrictions,
and restrictions on production. Each will
be described  brieflv below, although we

recognize thar these do not exhaust the list
of possilile oprions,

Education

One obvious soluton s to provide much
better public education about the deleteri-
ous cffects of exposing children and youth
to media violence. The main wdea is that it
people truly understood the consequences,
they would ¢ur consumprion of violenr
media, Although 95% of parents claim o be
concerned that children are exposed 1o too
much inappropriate content in entertain-
ment media, only half of parents (52%) say
they have ever used the video game ratings
(Rideout, 2004). Even this mav be a generous
statistic. [n a study of adolescents, only 31%
said that their parenss understand the racings,
and fewer than one in fve (19%) sav chac
their parents have ever used the ratings to
keep them from getting a game {Genrile et al.,
2004}, There have been few publicly funded
efforts to educare parents about media ratings
and the need to use them, Numerous parent
and child advocacy groups have anemypted to
provide such education, and the video game
mdustry has made attempts to provide infor-
mation about the ratings without explaining
why it is important to use them, The high
rate of media violence consumption demaon-
strates thar such small, underfunded, picce
meal ¢Horts have largely failed o influence
the general population.

Voluntary ratings by the industries

This has been the dominant appreach in
the United States for many years. Although
nominally “volunrary,”™ the ratings systems
for elevision, films, music, and video games
were in each case created only afrer Conpress
rthreatened the indusrries with government
regulation. This approach has failed Tor
sevieral reasons, First, existing rating systems
are flawed in numerous ways {Gentile et al.,
2005}, They are based on invalid assumptions
abour what is sale versus harmful for
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individuals of various ages; the ranng cri-
teria are frequently misapplied; the raring
criteria have become more lenient over rime
(g, Thompson & Yokora, 2004); and
age-hased svstems often encourage underage
consumption, For example, in contenr anal-
vses of E-rated games (purportedly fine for
“Everyone™), intentional violence against
game characters was rewarded or required
for advancement in 60% of the games, and
more importantly, chere was no content
descriptor to alert parents to the violent con-
tent for almost half of them, 44% (Thompson
8 Haminger, 2001), In a content analysis
of T-rated games (“Teen™), nearly half,
48%, of the games included content rhat
was not described on the box (Hamnper &
Thompson, 2004), Second, the entertamment
industries frequently fail o follow their own
guidelines, thereby allowing, and in many
cases actively encouraging, underage con-
sumption. For example, in a validity study of
video game ranngs, parents felt that under
half of T-rated games, 43%, were complerely
approprate for reenagers {Walsh & Gennle,
2001). Third, as shown above, parenrs
frequently fail to understand the difterenr
rating svstems (e, TV, video game, movie,
music, erc. ), how to use them, or the senous
consequences of allowing one's children to be
repeatedly exposed to media violence,

Mardatory ratings by the industries

Governments could require the industries
to provide and enforce their own ratngs
systems. This has never been dome in the
Linited States or anywhere ¢lse as far as we
koow. The 1996 Telecommunications Act
required that television ratmgs be creared,
bur it did nat specifty how or by whom, We
suspect that there would be many unsalvable
problems with 2 povernment-mandated,
industry-controlled system, For example,
conflicts berween the competing interests of
the government (to act in the best interests of
children) and the indoscry (ro maximize sales
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and profits) would be likely, with resulting
First Amendment dilemmas.

Governmental ratings
of an advisory nature

Governments could creare their own
ratings system and agency, and require that
all entertainment media produces be rated
bw the government agency prior to distri-
bution and sale. Many countries have such
systerns in place (eg., Australia, the United
Kingdom). However, we know of no studies
of their effectiveness in reducing children’s
exposure to harmbul materials,

Mandatory wniversal
ratings provided or validated
by an independent third party

Currently, there are different ranngs for
television shows, movies, home video games,
video games in arcades, music, Internet
sites, and so forth, Because mulriple ranngs
systems are contusing and eften contradic-
tory for parents, governments could enact
legislation requiring thar the enterrainment
industries creare one universal rating system
se that parents need nort learn the full *alpha-
bet soup™ of different ratings systems. Further-
more; legislacion could mandate thar the
ratings be administered independently of
each medium, Currently, U5 TV ratings are
assigned by the TV networks, movie ranngs
are ereated by the Motion Picture Associanion
of America, video game ranngs are assigned by
the Entertainment Sofcware Raong Board, and
so oi. Legislation mighr also mandare that an
independent ratmgs review board be creared 1o
conduct research on the validity of the ratings
and to maintain standards. Many  indusery
representatives have argued thar a universal
ratings system s nor possible, and thae ratings
svstemns must be different because the varous
media are different (e.p., Baldwin, 2001;
Rosen, 2001), These
claims seem very difficult o support. First,

Lowenstein, 201401

organizations like the National Institute on
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Media and the Family have already created
universal ratings systems and applied them
successfully across media types (e, Walsh,
Gentile, & van Brederode, 2002). Second,
although TV, movies, music, and video games
certainly are different in important ways, the
concerns that parents have abour violence,
affensive language, and sexual content are
similar across all rvpes of media. There has
been a grear deal of rescarch on how to create
better and more effective ranngs systems
{Genrile et al,, 2003). It appears to us that such
a system could be creared and that there are
several good options for creating or selecring a
third-party organization to oversee the system.

Legal-access restrictions

{and
do) restrict access to certain types of mate-
rial. Government-enforced, age-hased ratings
and restrictions are fairly common (e.g.
the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada,
Germany), bur are almost entirely absent i
the United Stares. Nonerheless, this approach
seems feasible in the United Srares for rwo
reasons. First, the media industries concede

Governments  could SOMmetimes

that some media products are not appropri-
ate for children {and give them R [movie],
TV-MA [TV], or M [video games| ratngs).
Second, legal precedent in the Unired States
has established thar the government has an
entirely appropriate role in specific instances in
fimiting rhe nfluences and acnvities to which
children are exposed. For example, state and
local authorities routinely restrict  minors’
access to tobacco, guns, pornography, and
gambling, In fact, the U.S, Supreme Courr, 12
Ginsberg v. Neww York (1968) upheld restric-
tions on minors. aceess to pornography where
it was “rational for the legislarure to find that
the mingrs' exposure to [such| matcral maight
be harmfil” (cmphasis added). The media
violence research conducted to date has clearly
met this tesr, demonstranng that exposing
children and yourth te violent media & harmful
{although legislatures have yer o concur

with the conscnsus among scientific and
public health organizarions), I is impertant (o
note that this is not the only legal precedent
under which regulating access could be legally
defensible while still being sensitive to First
Amendment concerns {see Saunders, 2003, for
an excellent review).

At all levels of government, bills have
heen introduced to restrict youth access to
M-rated games (e.g., Congressional House
Resalution 669, sce Protect Children Act of
2003; Washinpron House Bill 1009; Florida
House Bill 663; St. Louis County Ordinance
20193; Indianapolis City Council Violent
Video Games Ordinance; for more examples,
go to hrpdiwww.medialegislation.org).
Mast have been overturned afrer legal chal-
lenges by the video game industry. We find i
ironic thar the video game industry has
fought every legislative attempt to restrice the
sale of M-rated games to minors as this sug-
gests that the industry is unwilling to stand
hehind its own ranmgs. The result is that over
half of fourth- through rwelfth-grade boys
report buying M-rated games, with almost
ane i four admitring that they purchased M-
rared games without parental knowledge
(Walsh et al., 2003).

Governmental
restrictions on production

Many governments (including the US.)
have made the production of certain types af
materials illegal. For example, making sexu-
ally explicit films using minors is illeszal in the
United States, *Snaff” films, in which people
are filmed being killed, are also illegal. In a
sense, such productions are illegal hecause
the activities involved in the making of such
materials are themselves illegal (sex with a
minor, murder). However, further restric-
fions on production of enterrainment matiri-
als involving otherwise legal behaviors are

likely o encounter the greatest problems,
piven the high value most people {ourselves
included) place on freedom of expression.
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nd CONCLUSION not scem to understand that the scentbie
g4 quustion (Are there harmful effects?) is dif-
At There has been oo lirtle serious public policy ferent from the legal question [Are proposed
lly debare concerning. how best to reduce expo- policies legal under the LLS Constitution?).
st sure of children and youth to media violence. As the medical, public healch; and psycho-
for Mary af the debares char have occurred in logical scientific communities have repeat-
Congress, the popular press, and conferences  edly stated, the scientific debate about
Ive have often focused on whether there is suffi wirether there are harmful effects of media
o cient scientific evidence of harmful effects to violence is over. We believe that it is nime o
156 support public policy actions, Some debates  move on to the more difficult public policy
of have conflated other public policy issues with  questions concerning whether modern soci-
da the basic scientitic question of whether there  eries should rake action w reduce the high
1we arc sigmificant harmful effects. Some LS, rates of exposure of children and vouth o
CTit First Amendment proponents who are vocif-  media violence, and if so, whar public poli-
s, croms critics of media violence research do cies would likely be the most effecrive.
.
e APPENDIX
i
1715 Tahle 12.1 Dieseriptions of Video Games Mentioned
rhe - : o
- M Year of Releqse Digseription
i1 [Feath Hace 1976 Dieiving simulator in which the goal is o ron down as
ver ey stick-figure people as possible
AL Crouble Deagon | 957 Hand-to-hand fghung game, mowhich vwo maenal
Lst arts masters must defear the Black Warrors gang
?'f'.l_ [y rescue i E:];'."t'i'n'l: WOIman
{ge ; s 5 ; ; s
Mortal Eombar 1552 Hand-to-hand fighting game in which one advances
by inflicting faral damage to a series of opponents.
Included bleod and pgore
Maortal keombat (1 1933 Hand-to-hand fighting game in which one advances
by indlicring fatal damage o a series of opponents.
: [ncluded blood and gore
‘:'”' | Castle Wolfenstein 312 1992 The fiese “First-Person Shootee,” e which one
advances by explorimg 3 mave-like forrress while
i killimg M soldiers
the
ple [Yeromn 1993 A First-Person Shooter game in which one advances
bk by exploring a maze-like environment while killing
OnSIers
5L
1wch Solcher of Fortune 1955 & First-Person Shooter game in which one advanges
G by cxploring an urhan sereing whale killing
i terrorists and rescuing hostages. This game hoasted
ai a new level of realistic violence
are Doom 111 2004 A First-Person Shooter game in which one advances
s, by exploring a maze-like environment while killing
ot graphically realistic monsters
For mere details, see www klov.com
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