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Past research has shown activation of aggressive cognitions in memory after media violence exposure, but has not examined priming
effects of viewing relational aggression in the media. In the current study, 250 women viewed a video clip depicting physical aggression,
relational aggression, or no aggression. Subsequent activation of physical and relational aggression cognitions was measured using
an emotional Stroop task. Results indicated priming of relational aggression cognitions after viewing the relationally aggressive video
clip, and activation of both physical and relational aggression cognitions after viewing the physically aggressive video clip. Results
are discussed within the framework of the General Aggression Model. Aggr. Behav. 38:141–149, 2012. C© 2012 Wiley Periodicals,
Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

Regina: = We do NOT have a clique problem at
this school.

Gretchen: = But you do have to watch out for “fren-
emies.”

Regina: = What are “frenemies”?
Gretchen: = Frenemies are enemies who act like

friends. We call them “frenemies.”
Karen: = Or “enemends.”

Gretchen: = Or friends who secretly hate you, we call
them “fraitors.”

Regina: = [rolls eyes] That is so gay.
Karen: = What if we called them “mean-em-

aitors”?
Gretchen: = No, honey, it has to have the word friend

in it.
Karen: = Oh . . .

—From the movie, Mean Girls [Messick et al., 2004].

As implied by the above movie script, there has been
increasing attention to “mean girls” in recent years,
both in the popular media and the research arena.
There is tremendous interest in the manner in which
individuals, particularly girls and women, manipu-

late relationships to intentionally hurt others. Such
behavior is termed “relational aggression” and exam-
ples include spreading rumors, social exclusion, and
threats of withdrawal of acceptance and love. Rela-
tional aggression is viewed as hurtful [Crick et al.,
1996] and results in deleterious consequences for ad-
justment and relationship quality [Murray-Close et
al., 2007]. Therefore, it is important to understand
how socializing agents, such as the media, may con-
tribute to the development of both relational and
physical forms of aggressive behavior. The goal of the
current study is to explore one cognitive process by
which media might contribute to both physical and
relational aggression. Specifically, we experimentally
examined the effects of viewing physical and relational
aggression on the priming of aggressive cognitions in
a sample of college women.
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Media and Aggression

Research over the past few decades has shown
that viewing physical violence in the media can in-
crease subsequent aggression in adults and children
[e.g., Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Paik & Comstock,
1994]. However, physical aggression is not the only
form of aggression portrayed on television. Recent
content analyses [e.g., Coyne & Archer, 2004; Coyne
et al., 2010; Linder & Gentile, 2009] indicate that re-
lational aggression is also portrayed frequently on
television and is likely to be portrayed as justified,
rewarded, and used by attractive characters. Addi-
tionally, a growing body of research indicates that
viewing relational aggression is associated with higher
levels of relational aggression among viewers [Coyne
& Archer, 2005; Coyne et al., 2004, 2008, 2011; Linder
& Gentile, 2009].

There is also some evidence that viewing media
aggression can lead to forms of aggression among
viewers other than the form viewed, a phenomenon
known as the “crossover” effect [see Coyne et al.,
2008]. Specifically, several studies have demonstrated
that televised physical aggression can lead to rela-
tional aggression in viewers. Huesmann et al. [2003]
found that girls who viewed an excessive amount of
physical violence on television as children engaged
in more relational aggression as adults. Ostrov et al.
[2006] also found that young children who viewed
high amounts of physical violence on TV were more
relationally aggressive. Moreover, Coyne et al. [2004]
demonstrated in an experimental design that adoles-
cents who had just viewed physical aggression were
subsequently more relationally aggressive. Linder and
Gentile [2009] additionally found that exposure to
televised physical aggression was positively associated
with teacher reports of relational aggression in a sam-
ple of fifth grade girls. Most recently, Gentile et al.
[2011] found that children’s consumption of media
violence early in a school year predicted higher ver-
bal, relational, and physical aggression and less proso-
cial behavior later in the school year. Although this
research has consistently demonstrated associations
between viewing physical aggression and subsequent
relational aggression, findings are mixed for the op-
posite effect—increased physical aggression following
exposure to televised relational aggression. For exam-
ple, Coyne et al. [2008] found that viewing relational
aggression did lead to increased physical aggression;
however, other research has failed to replicate this
finding [see Coyne et al., 2011].

The General Aggression Model (GAM) [Ander-
son & Bushman, 2002] is a well-supported theoretical
model that outlines the processes by which exposure

to violent media leads to physically aggressive be-
havior. Building on the theorizing of Bandura [1973]
about observational learning, Berkowitz [1984] about
cognitive neoassociationism, and Huesmann [1988,
1998] and Dodge [1980, Crick & Dodge, 1994] about
cognitive information processing, scripts, and hostile
attributional bias, the GAM states that after view-
ing violence on television, “aggressive” cognitions
are activated, increasing the likelihood that the per-
son will engage in subsequent aggressive behavior.
Whether a person acts on these aggressive cognitions
is also dependent on personal characteristics, such
as past experiences, level of arousal, gender norms,
and the situational context. In support of this theo-
rizing, several studies have found that viewing violent
movies or playing violent video games does indeed
prime aggressive thoughts and make the accessibil-
ity of aggressive cognitions in memory more likely
[Anderson & Dill, 2000; Bandura, 1973; Berkowitz,
1984; Bushman, 1998; Kirsh et al., 2005; Krahe et al.,
2011].

Existing research shows that media exposure can in-
crease aggressive cognitions; however, the research to
date has only examined the effects of viewing physical
aggression. Whether viewing relational aggression in
the media can similarly increase aggressive thoughts
is unknown. Therefore, the first goal of the current
study was to examine whether viewing relationally
aggressive media, in addition to viewing physically
aggressive media, primes aggressive cognitions. It is
also unknown whether cognitive activation resulting
from viewing media aggression is limited to the spe-
cific stimulus observed (e.g., only physical aggression
cognition activation following exposure to televised
physical aggression) or whether the activation may
be more generalized (e.g., activation of all aggressive
cognitions, both relational and physical, following ex-
posure to any type of televised aggression). This lat-
ter pattern of activation would explain the crossover
effect, whereby exposure to physically aggressive me-
dia has been found to increase relational aggression.
Therefore, the second goal was to examine what spe-
cific types of aggressive cognitions are activated after
viewing different forms of aggressive behavior in the
media.

To examine these questions, we showed college-
aged women brief video clips of physically aggressive,
relationally aggressive, or nonaggressive movies and
then measured their reaction times in an emotional
Stroop task, using relationally aggressive, physically
aggressive, and nonaggressive words. Reaction times
in this task were used to infer the accessibility of cog-
nitions. We have decided to focus on women in the
current study for a number of reasons. Since the novel
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contribution of the study involves examining rela-
tional aggression, women may be of particular interest
as relational aggression represents a gender normative
type of aggression that may be particularly salient
among this group [Werner & Nixon, 2005]. Further-
more, many media portrayals of relational aggression
involve stereotypical portrayals of women [e.g., Coyne
& Archer, 2004]. Based on previous research and the
general premises set forth by the GAM, we hypothe-
sized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Participants who view the physical
aggression clip will show heightened accessibility of
physical aggression cognitions than those viewing no
aggression. This is consistent with both the GAM and
past studies finding increased activation of aggressive
cognitions after media violence exposure [e.g., Bush-
man, 1998].

Hypothesis 2: Participants who view the physical
aggression clip will show heightened accessibility of
relational aggression cognitions than those viewing
no aggression. This would support a number of be-
havioral studies showing increased relational aggres-
sion after viewing televised physical aggression [e.g.,
Coyne et al., 2004; Huesmann, et al., 2003; Linder &
Gentile, 2009; Ostrov, et al., 2006].

Hypothesis 3: Participants who view the relational
aggression clip will show heightened accessibility of
relational aggression cognitions than those viewing
no aggression. This is consistent with the GAM, as
well as several studies that have found that viewing
relational aggression in the media can lead to sub-
sequent relational aggression [e.g., Coyne & Archer,
2005; Coyne et al., 2004, 2008, 2011; Gentile et al.,
2011; Linder & Gentile, 2009].

Hypothesis 4: Participants who view the relational
aggression clip will show heightened accessibility of
physical aggression cognitions than those viewing
no aggression. This hypothesis is based on the lim-
ited empirical evidence for increased physical aggres-
sion after viewing relationally aggressive media [e.g.,
Coyne et al., 2008].

Importantly, we hypothesized that these priming
effects after viewing televised aggression would re-
main even after controlling for individual differences
in aggressive behavior, normative beliefs about ag-
gression, and history of exposure to aggressive me-
dia, variables that can all influence responses to me-
dia aggression [e.g., Anderson et al., 2003; Coyne
et al., 2008; Ostrov et al., 2006; Werner & Nixon,
2005].

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 250 undergraduate women (mean
age = 19.47 years, SD = 4.66 years) from either
a small liberal arts college in the Northwest or a
large university in the Midwest. Participants were re-
cruited through announcements made in introductory
psychology classes or general announcements across
campus. Preliminary analyses showed that there were
no significant differences on any variables in the study
between participants at the two schools.

Selection of Video Clips

Research has shown that high levels of physiolog-
ical arousal increase the likelihood that respondents
will subsequently behave aggressively [e.g., Zillman,
1971]. Therefore, we conducted a pilot study to en-
sure that video clips used as stimuli did not differ in
excitement level produced. Twenty-two female partic-
ipants viewed a total of 10 movie clips; three clips of
physical violence, three of relational aggression, and
four nonaggressive clips. The clips ranged from 9–
15 min in length. All movies were required to have
been produced in the previous 5 years, be realistic in
nature, and have a female character as the protago-
nist and antagonist (if present). The presentation of
the video clips was counterbalanced, so as to reduce
any order effects.

Physiological measurements (blood pressure (BP),
heart rate (HR), and galvanic skin response) were
taken immediately before, during, and after each clip
to assess current excitement levels. BP and HR were
analyzed using a UA767+ Digital BP Monitor (Life-
source, San Jose, CA, USA) and Galvanic Skin Re-
sponse (GSR) (Autogenics, New York, NY, USA) was
analyzed using an Autogenics skin conductance mon-
itor. Participants also rated each clip on a variety of
variables, using an 11-point Likert scale. Three items
measured excitatory variables (exciting, boring, emo-
tionally moving), two items measured aggressive con-
tent (physical violence, relational aggression), and five
items measured other characteristics (enjoyable, en-
tertaining, sad, interesting, and realistic).

A series of repeated measures Analysis of Vari-
ance (ANOVAs) were conducted to assess which films
could be matched for use in the current study. As a
result of the analyses, three film clips were selected.
The physical aggression clip was from Kill Bill [We-
instein et al., 2004; rated R; approximately 9 min in
length] and contained a graphic, violent fight between
two women. The fight consists of punching, kicking,
fighting with knives, and shooting guns. The fight
ends with one woman killing the other by throwing
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a knife into the other woman’s chest. The relational
aggression clip was from Mean Girls [Messick et al.,
2004; rated PG-13; approximately 15 min in length]
and portrayed relational aggression among a group
of high-school girls. A new girl moves into school and
is befriended by the most popular girls in the school.
They sabotage each other by using relationally aggres-
sive tactics, including stealing a boyfriend, making
someone feel excluded, and turning someone’s friends
against them. The no-aggression clip was from What
Lies Beneath [Zemeckis & Gregg, 2000; rated PG-
13; approximately 10 min in length). This clip shows
a woman who thinks there might be a ghost in her
house. Although there is no aggression in the clip, it
is quite suspenseful and ends with the woman and
her friend having a séance to communicate with the
ghost.

Analyses revealed that all three films produced sim-
ilar levels of excitement, as shown by both the physio-
logical ratings (BP, HR, and GSR) and the excitatory
questionnaire items (all ANOVA results were non-
significant). When violent content was analyzed, Kill
Bill was rated as significantly more physically violent
than the other two clips (F(2,42) = 3,581.90, P <

.001), whereas Mean Girls was rated as more relation-
ally aggressive than the other two (F(2,42) = 42.28,
P < .001). In addition, all three clips were rated simi-
larly on the other variables measured (P > .05).

Emotional Stroop Task

The emotional Stroop task assesses activation of
cognition influenced by the individual’s current state
[see Stroop, 1935; Williams et al., 1997] and has been
used in a number of media violence and aggression
studies [see Kirsh et al., 2005; Smith & Waterman,
2006]. Participants are asked to name the color of
words that appear on the screen, and the latencies of
responses to target words (aggressive words in the cur-
rent study) are compared to the latencies for positive
and negative emotion words. Slower response times
indicate cognitive interference, such that the individ-
ual has ascribed more meaning to the word and has
therefore taken a longer time to process it. Aggres-
sion words evoke certain emotions (either positive or
negative, depending upon the person); therefore, in
order to better assess accessibility of cognition, it is
important to compare activation of the target aggres-
sion words to other positive and negative emotion-
provoking words. Accordingly, by comparing aggres-
sion words against emotion words, we can determine
if aggressive cognitions are activated above and be-
yond activation of emotions that may be elicited by
viewing aggression.

Words were chosen from the MRC psycholinguistic
database [Coltheart, 1981]. Stimuli were selected from
an initial list of 36 aggression words (18 physical, 18
relational). Ten pilot participants (60% female) were
asked to label each word on the list as either physi-
cally or relationally aggressive. Any word that did not
elicit complete agreement was removed. In the final
list, target words consisted of 11 physical aggression
words (e.g., bludgeon, stab, biting) and 11 relational
aggression words (e.g., backbite, snub, betray). Emo-
tion words consisted of 11 positive emotion words
(e.g., blissful, silk, behave) and 11 negative emotion
words (e.g., baldness, scud, barren). In addition, 11
neutral emotion words (e.g., browsing, sift, burrow)
and 11 color words (green, yellow, blue, red) were used
as filler words and were not used in subsequent anal-
yses. Words were matched across categories as closely
as possible for word length, number of syllables, be-
ginning letter, word type, and frequency of occurrence
in the English language.

To ensure the validity of the words used in each cat-
egory, we had an additional group of 20 women rate
each word on aggression, positivity, and negativity. A
series of paired samples t-tests revealed that overall,
physical (M = 5.62, SD = .53) and relational aggres-
sion (M = 5.63, SD = .58) words were rated as equally
aggressive (t(12) = 0.08, P = .94). We also conducted a
series of repeated measures ANOVAs to assess further
differences in how positive/negative each word was
perceived to be. Individually, each aggressive word
was also rated similarly for positive/negative ratings
(P > .05). In addition, all aggression words in the
sample were rated as significantly more aggressive
(P < .001) than positive and negative emotion words
and filler words. All aggression words were also rated
as significantly more negative than positive emotion
words and filler words (P < .001), but not more than
negative emotion words.

Questionnaires

Normative beliefs about aggression scale-
revised [Werner & Nixon, 2005]. This measure
included 10 items assessing beliefs about the accept-
ability of using relational and physical aggression.
Participants were asked to read a statement and then
indicate how “okay” it was to behave in that manner
(on a scale of 1 = it’s really wrong to 4 = perfectly
okay). Items for physical aggression normative be-
liefs (four items) (e.g., “In general, it is ______ to hit
other people”) were averaged and showed adequate
reliability (α = 0.69). The items for relational aggres-
sion normative beliefs (six items) (e.g., “In general, it
is _______ to tell your friends not to be friends with
someone you don’t like”) were also averaged to form
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an overall score and showed adequate reliability (α =
0.72).

Self-report of trait aggression. We used the
Peer and Romantic Relations Inventory – Self Report
(PRRI-S; Nelson, 2005), which assesses a broad range
of peer-group behaviors (e.g., subtypes of aggression
and victimization, sociability, prosocial behavior, hu-
mor). In regard to the aggression and victimization
items, this inventory is primarily comprised of items
adopted from a number of existing measures, includ-
ing the Self-Report of Aggression and Social Behavior
Measure (SRASBM) [Morales & Crick, 1998] and the
Romantic Relational Aggression Questionnaire [Lin-
der, Crick, & Collins, 2002]. In addition, newly cre-
ated items exist for each of the above behavioral di-
mensions. We elected to use a subset of 34 items that
focused on participant’s prior engagement in physical
(10 items) and relational aggression (24 items). Par-
ticipants were asked to read each statement and to
indicate how true each statement was in describing
their relationship with others using a five-point Lik-
ert scale (1 = Never True to 5 = Almost Always True).
Scale scores for physical (e.g., “I have tried to get my
own way by physically intimidating others”) and re-
lational aggression (e.g., “I spread rumors about a
person just to be mean”) were created. Both scales
included aggressive behavior directed at both friends
and romantic partners. Reliability for both scales was
good (physical aggression, α = 0.86; relational aggres-
sion, α = 0.87).

TV exposure questionnaire. This question-
naire asked participants to list their three favorite
television programs and to rate how frequently they
viewed each program (on a scale of 1 = less than once
a month to 7 = six or more times per week). After
reading definitions of physical and relational aggres-
sion, participants were also asked to estimate how
much physical and relational aggression were in each
of their favorite programs (on a scale of 1 = none
at all to 7 = very high amounts). Aggression scores
for each program were then multiplied by the fre-
quency viewed, and the mean of these products was
used as the media aggression exposure score. This pro-
cedure gave programs viewed more frequently greater
weight in the subsequent analyses. This was done for
both physical aggression and relational aggression
viewed in the media. This approach to measure me-
dia violence exposure has been used reliably with chil-
dren and adults [e.g., Anderson & Dill, 2000; Gentile
et al., 2004].

Procedure

In order to disguise the purpose of the study, partic-
ipants were informed that they would be participat-

ing in a study examining how viewing fast-paced ac-
tion sequences on television influences reaction time.
After giving consent, participants completed a short
color blindness test, which would preclude their in-
clusion in the study (no participant showed evidence
of color blindness). Next, participants were randomly
assigned to view either the relational aggression clip
(n = 78), the physical aggression clip (n = 89), or
no-aggression clip (n = 83).

Immediately after watching the video clip, partic-
ipants completed the emotional Stroop task. They
were instructed that they would view a number of
words on the computer screen, appearing one at a
time, and randomly presented in a different color (red,
blue, yellow, or green). They were asked to push the
corresponding color button on the response box as
quickly as possible once each word appeared on the
screen. Participants were instructed to try not to read
the word but rather to focus on the color of the word.
Participants first engaged in a practice task (involv-
ing 20 trials using a series of X’s instead of words)
to familiarize themselves with the equipment. Par-
ticipants then completed the emotional Stroop task,
which consisted of a total of 66 words. Each single
trial consisted of a blank screen (shown for 1 sec) fol-
lowed by a fixation cross that appeared on the center
of the screen for 500 msec. This was immediately re-
placed by the word, which was displayed for an infinite
amount of time so that a response was required before
the next word appeared. The words were presented in
a random order and a random color determined by
the computer.

Upon completion of the Stroop task, participants
completed the three questionnaires described earlier.
Finally, participants were fully debriefed about the
true purpose of the study.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table I shows means and standard deviations for the
control variables (normative beliefs, aggression, and
aggressive television exposure). All variables showed

TABLE I. Means and Standard Deviations for Control
Variables

Relational Physical
aggression aggression

M SD M SD

Normative beliefs 1.86 0.51 1.15 0.31
Aggressive behavior 1.56 0.38 1.15 0.31
TV aggression exposure 14.30 6.53 10.46 6.56
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evidence of normality except for physical aggres-
sion beliefs and behaviors, which were highly posi-
tively skewed. We attempted transformation of the
data; however, this did not result in any meaningful
improvement of the distribution. Accordingly, read-
ers should view these variables with some caution.
A series of t-tests found that participants reported
more supportive normative beliefs, t(252) = 24.20, P
< .001, more aggressive behavior, t(248) = 17.68, P <

.001, and more television exposure, t(248) = 10.87, P
< .001, for relational as compared to physical aggres-
sion.

Additionally, as the control variables were assessed
after exposure to the video clip, we conducted anal-
yses on any differences in the control variables as a
function of condition. A multivariate analysis of vari-
ance revealed a nonsignificant multivariate effect for
all six control variables as examined by condition, F
(12, 482) = 1.03, P = .42. This suggests that partici-
pants did not vary on normative beliefs, prior aggres-
sion, and exposure to aggression on television as a
function of experimental condition.

Main Analyses

For the Stroop task, only correct responses were an-
alyzed, and response times larger than three standard
deviations from the mean were omitted. As described
by Smith and Waterman [2006], interference scores
were calculated by subtracting the reaction times for
the emotion words (positive and negative) from the
target words (relational and physical aggression). This
resulted in four interference scores for each partic-
ipant: physical-negative (physneg), physical-positive
(physpos), relational-negative (relneg), and relational-
positive (relpos). Table II shows all interference scores
across condition. A positive score indicates a slower
response latency for the aggressive word compared
to the emotion word. Longer processing times result
when an individual ascribes more meaning to a word.
Therefore, positive interference scores indicate that
more cognitive interference is occurring for that word
type and is evidence of heightened accessibility of ag-
gressive cognitions. Conversely, negative interference
scores indicate increased activation of emotion words.

Accessibility of relational aggression cogni-
tions. In order to assess the effects of type of
video clip on reaction time for relational aggression
words, a multivariate analysis of covariance (MAN-
COVA) was conducted with type of video clip (re-
lational, physical, and no aggression) as the inde-
pendent variable and relational aggression word in-
terference scores as the dependent variables (relpos,
relneg). Relational aggression normative beliefs, re-
lationally aggressive behavior, and prior relational

aggression television exposure were used as control
variables. The MANCOVA revealed a significant mul-
tivariate effect for condition, F (4, 454) = 5.15, P <

.001, η2 = .04, though not for any covariate. For con-
dition, there were significant effects for both relpos,
F(2, 227) = 3.22, P < .05, η2 = .03, and relneg, F(2,
227) = 7.68, P < .001, η2 = .06 interference scores.
Post hoc analyses (t-tests) revealed significantly more
cognitive interference in processing of relational ag-
gression words relative to positive emotion words
(relpos) for participants who viewed the physical ag-
gression clip as compared to those who viewed the
no-aggression clip, t(168) = 2.30, P < .05. There
was also significantly more cognitive interference in
processing of relational aggression words relative to
negative emotion words (relneg) for participants who
viewed the relational aggression clip compared to par-
ticipants who viewed the no-aggression clip, t(153) =
4.14, P < .001. In addition, there was also a trend for
more interference in processing of relational aggres-
sion words relative to negative emotion words (relneg)
for participants in the physical aggression condition
compared to participants in the no-aggression condi-
tion, t(167) = 1.73, P = .08.

Accessibility of physical aggression cogni-
tions. In order to assess the effects of type of video
clip on reaction time for physical aggression words, a
MANCOVA was conducted with type of video clip as
the independent variable and the physical aggression
word interference scores as the dependent variables
(physpos, physneg). Covariates were physical aggres-
sion normative beliefs, physically aggressive behavior,
and prior physical aggression exposure on television.
The MANCOVA again revealed a significant multi-
variate effect for condition, F(4, 462) = 3.87, P < .005,
η2 = .03, but not for any covariate. There was a signif-
icant main effect of condition for physpos, F(2, 232) =
3.60, P < .05, η2 = .03, but not for physneg, F(2, 232)
= 2.18, P = .12, η2 = .02. Post hoc analyses (t-tests)
revealed that participants who viewed the physical ag-
gression clip showed significantly more cognitive in-
terference in processing of physical aggression words
relative to positive emotion words (physpos) than par-
ticipants who watched the no-aggression video clip,
t(167) = 1.96, P < .05. However, there was no dif-
ference in physpos scores between participants who
watched the relational and no aggression video clips
t(158) = 0.64, P = .53.

DISCUSSION

The current study extended existing research on the
effects of media violence on aggressive cognitions by
examining the priming effects of viewing relationally
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TABLE II. Interference Scores for Relational and Physical Aggression Words by Type of Video Clip

Type of clip
Relational aggression Physical aggression No aggression

Interference score M SE M SE M SE

Relpos 7.69 6.86 17.91a 6.21 − 6.78 6.44
Relneg 12.56a 6.53 − 7.23b 5.92 − 20.97 6.13
Physpos 1.08 6.53 17.62a 5.91 − .36 6.13
Physneg 5.95 6.19 − 7.52 5.61 − 14.55 5.81

Note. “Relpos” refers to the comparison between relational aggression and positive emotion words; “Relneg” refers to comparisons between
relational aggression and negative emotion words; “Physpos” refers to comparisons between physical aggression and positive emotion words;
“Physneg” refers to comparisons between physical aggression and negative emotion words.
aComparison with no-aggression clip is significant (P < .05). bComparison with no-aggression clip shows a trend (P < .10).

aggressive media. Specifically, we examined the ef-
fects of viewing physically and relationally aggres-
sive movie clips on cognitive interference in an emo-
tional Stroop task in order to assess activation of
aggressive cognitions in a sample of college women.
Overall, the results provide evidence that both physi-
cal and relational aggression cognitions are activated
after viewing media aggression. On the whole, ef-
fect sizes revealed a small effect of video viewed.
Specifically, women who viewed a relational aggres-
sion clip showed activation of relational aggression
cognitions, whereas women who viewed a physical
aggression clip showed evidence of activation of both
relational and physical aggression cognitions. These
findings held even after controlling for a number of
variables related to aggression, including normative
beliefs regarding aggression, prior aggressive behav-
ior, and prior exposure to media aggression. The re-
sults are consistent with the GAM, which predicts that
viewing aggressive media activates aggressive cogni-
tions in memory. Notably, these results also provide
evidence of a cognitive mechanism that accounts for
recent findings of associations between physical and
relational aggression media exposure and relationally
aggressive behaviors [e.g., Coyne et al., 2004].

It was hypothesized that participants who viewed
the physically aggressive clip would show greater ac-
tivation of physical aggression cognitions than those
who viewed the no-aggression clip. Additionally, due
to accumulating empirical evidence of a “cross-over”
effect (e.g, exposure to physically aggressive media
increases relational aggression), it was hypothesized
that viewing a physically aggressive clip would also ac-
tivate relational aggression cognitions. Both hypothe-
ses were supported; women who viewed the physical
aggression clip showed evidence of activation of both
physical and relational aggression cognitions, as indi-
cated by increased interference in processing of phys-
ical and relational aggression words (especially when
compared to positive emotion words). These results

are consistent with the GAM [Anderson & Bushman,
2002]. The GAM posits that semantically associated
cognitions are activated after viewing aggression in
the media, which in turn increase the likelihood of
aggressive behavior responses by viewers.

Although there is prior support for activation of ag-
gressive cognitions after viewing physically aggressive
media [e.g., Bushman, 1998], this is the first study we
are aware of to demonstrate that physically aggressive
media also primes relationally aggressive cognitions.
There are at least two possible explanations for this
latter finding. First, it may be that viewing physically
aggressive media activates general aggressive cogni-
tions or neural networks among viewers, which en-
compass both relational and physical aggression cog-
nitions. Second, this finding may be gender dependent
and emerged as a result of our exclusively female sam-
ple. Because physical aggression occurs less frequently
among women than other forms of aggression [Archer
& Coyne, 2004; Card et al., 2008], viewing physical
aggression may activate cognitions related to more
gender-normative forms of aggression (i.e., relational
aggression). Future research that investigates specific
types of aggressive cognition activation among males
after viewing physical aggression would be useful for
exploring these two possibilities.

Regarding effects of viewing relational aggression
in the media, there were two hypotheses. First, it was
hypothesized that participants who viewed the rela-
tional aggression clip would show greater activation
of relational aggression cognitions than those view-
ing the no-aggression clip. This hypothesis was sup-
ported; women who viewed the relational aggression
clip showed activation of relational aggression cog-
nitions, as indicated by interference in processing of
relational aggression words relative to negative emo-
tion words. This finding is of significance because
it suggests the existence of a cognitive mechanism
triggered by viewing relational aggression that par-
allels previously documented media violence effects.
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Specifically, priming of aggressive cognitions is one
process by which relationally aggressive media ex-
posure may increase relationally aggressive behavior.
This finding is also consistent with a number of stud-
ies that show that exposure to relational aggression in
the media is associated with heightened relational ag-
gression among females [see Coyne et al., 2004, 2010,
2011; Linder & Gentile, 2009].

Second, it was hypothesized that viewing rela-
tional aggression would also activate physical aggres-
sion cognitions. This hypothesis was not supported;
women who viewed the relational aggression clip did
not show increased interference in processing physi-
cally aggressive words compared to participants who
viewed the no-aggression clips. Again, this finding
may be attributable to the gender of the participants;
because relational aggression is the most normative
form of aggression for women, even if viewing rela-
tional aggression activates general aggression cogni-
tions, these may not be closely semantically linked to
physical aggression cognitions for women.

It should be noted that we did not find evidence of
interference in processing aggressive words compared
to every word category used as stimuli in the emo-
tional Stroop task. For example, participants who
viewed the physical aggression clip had similar re-
sponse latencies for aggression words and negative
words. It may be that for women, the physical ag-
gression clip elicited high levels of negative emotion,
and therefore, they experienced as much interference
in processing negative emotion words as in process-
ing aggression words. This suggestion is further sup-
ported by the fact that participants had negative views
about physical aggression, as indicated by their low
physical aggression normative belief scores. Similarly,
we also found that participants that had viewed the
no-aggression clip showed high interference in pro-
cessing negative words. It may be that the fear induced
by this clip (which included a séance scene) may have
triggered negative emotions for some participants, de-
spite the absence of aggression in the clip. Finally, and
perhaps most surprising, women who viewed the re-
lational aggression clip did not have greater inference
in processing relational aggression words compared
to processing positive emotion words. It may be that
the humor featured in the relational aggression clip
used in the study resulted in elevated levels of pos-
itive emotion among participants in this condition.
Alternatively, or in addition, it may be women have
generally accepting normative beliefs about relational
aggression, and as a result some may even experience
positive emotions when witnessing these behaviors in
the media.

There were several strengths of the current study.
First, the use of popular movie clips as stimuli in-
creases the ecological validity of the study. Second,
the use of several control variables in the analyses
strengthened the internal validity of the study. Indeed,
the findings held even after controlling for a number
of variables related to aggression-related attitudes and
behavior; namely normative beliefs regarding aggres-
sion, prior aggressive behavior, and prior exposure to
media aggression.

There were also several limitations of the current
study that should be addressed in future research.
Firstly, all control variables (normative beliefs, prior
aggression, and TV aggression exposure) were mea-
sured after the experimental manipulation. Accord-
ingly, exposure to the video clips may have primed
responses on these measures. However, analyses re-
vealed that participants did not vary on any of these
variables as a function of condition, therefore, any
priming results are likely to be small in nature. Fur-
thermore, the results of the current study cannot
be generalized to populations beyond young adult
women. For example, given the sex differences in ag-
gressive behavior and normative beliefs surrounding
that behavior, it is likely that the experience of view-
ing media aggression may be substantially different
for men compared to women. Future research should
also investigate accessibility of aggressive cognitions
in children and adolescents after viewing media ag-
gression. There is evidence that these age groups may
be more vulnerable than adults to the effects of ag-
gressive media exposure [see Anderson et al., 2003],
and therefore, these populations may demonstrate
even greater priming effects after viewing relational
or physical media depictions. Future research may
also wish to examine aggressive cognitions in greater
detail, perhaps by using other methodologies such as
reading time or a word completion task.

In summary, this study is the first to provide evi-
dence of heightened accessibility of aggressive cogni-
tions after viewing relational aggression in the media.
These findings complement the growing body of re-
search linking aggressive media exposure with rela-
tionally aggressive behavior. Additionally, the results
of this study highlight a cognitive mechanism under-
lying previously documented media effects.
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