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Abstract

Cultural generality versus specificity of media violence effects on aggression was examined in seven countries (Australia,
China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, the United States). Participants reported aggressive behaviors, media use habits,
and several other known risk and protective factors for aggression. Across nations, exposure to violent screen media was
positively associated with aggression. This effect was partially mediated by aggressive cognitions and empathy. The media
violence effect on aggression remained significant even after statistically controlling a number of relevant risk and protective
factors (e.g., abusive parenting, peer delinquency), and was similar in magnitude to effects of other risk factors. In support of
the cumulative risk model, joint effects of different risk factors on aggressive behavior in each culture were larger than effects

of any individual risk factor.
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Children, adolescents, and adults in modern countries con-
sume heavy doses of violent media (Comstock & Scharrer,
2007; Gentile, 2003; Gentile, Saleem, & Anderson, 2007;
Kirsh, 2012; Shibuya & Sakamoto, 2003; Singer & Singer,
2012). For example, U.S. children spend an average of 7 hr a
day using entertainment media (Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts,
2010), much of which contains violent content (National
Television Violence Study, 1996, 1997, 1998; Thompson,
Tepichin, & Haninger, 2000).

Six decades of research on media violence effects reveals
that exposure to media violence increases the likelihood of
aggression in real life (Anderson et al., 2003; Bushman &
Huesmann, 2010). In the short term, media violence expo-
sure increases aggressive behavior by priming aggressive
cognitions, increasing aggressive affect and physiological
arousal, and imitation. In the long term, exposure to media
violence increases aggression through several learning pro-
cesses that produce cognitive and affective changes, includ-
ing the development and automatization of aggression-related
scripts and schemas, emotional conditioning, and desensiti-
zation to violence (Groves & Anderson, 2015). These effects
have been shown for a variety of different media, including
television (Huesmann, Moise-Titus, Podolski, & Eron,

2003), movies (Donnerstein & Berkowitz, 1981), video
games (Anderson et al., 2010), music lyrics (Brummert-
Lennings & Warburton, 2011; Fischer & Greitemeyer, 2006),
and even comic books (Kirsh & Olczak, 2002).

Are Media Violence Effects Culturally
Specific or General?

Significant differences in the frequency and patterns of
aggression across cultures have been demonstrated for a

'lowa State University, Ames, USA
University of Tsukuba, Japan
*Ochanomizu University, Tokyo, Japan
*University of Potsdam, Germany
*University of Zagreb, Croatia

¢Beijing Normal University, China
"West University of Timisoara, Romania
®Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia
*Tokai University, Tokyo, Japan

Corresponding Author:

Craig A. Anderson, Department of Psychology, lowa State University, 901
Stange Rd., W1 12 Lagomarcino Hall, Ames, IA 5001 1-1041, USA.

Email: caa@iastate.edu


https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
mailto:caa@iastate.edu

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin

range of specific aggressive behaviors, such as bullying
(Smith et al., 1999), peer-directed violence (Bergeron &
Schneider, 2005), intimate partner violence (Archer, 2006;
Vandello & Cohen, 2003), and homicide (Brown, Osterman,
& Barnes, 2009). These differences appear to be related to
cultural differences in a host of values, such as collectiv-
ism, egalitarianism, moral discipline, and honor.

Important cultural differences also exist in media content
and patterns of media violence use (Huesmann & Eron,
1986; Huesmann, Lagerspetz, & Eron, 1984; Kodaira, 1998).
For example, marked differences have been shown in the
way that violence is portrayed in television shows in Japan
and the United States (Kodaira, 1998; Sado & Suzuki, 2007,
Suzuki, Sado, Sakamoto, Isshiki, & Hattori, 2004). Television
shows in Japan (relative to the United States) tend to depict
violence more realistically, highlight the suffering of the vic-
tims more frequently, and portray violent perpetrators as
heroes less frequently.

That cultural differences exist both in average levels of
aggression and in media violence exposure may suggest
that culture might moderate the effects of media violence
exposure on aggression. However, differences in levels of
the predictor and outcome variables across cultures do not
necessarily mean that the underlying relationship between
the two target variables is different. For example, Anderson
(1999) examined relations between attributional style,
depression, and loneliness among students from China and
the United States. Chinese students were found to have
relatively more maladaptive attributional styles as well as
higher average depression and loneliness scores than U.S.
students. However, in spite of these mean-level differ-
ences, the relations of attributional style with depression
and with loneliness (i.e., slopes) were highly similar across
cultures. This reflects the distinction between level-ori-
ented and structure-oriented cultural differences (Chen,
Chan, Bond, & Stewart, 2006; van de Vijver & Leung,
1997). Two cultures may differ in levels of the predictor
and outcome, even as the association between predictor
and outcome remains the same.

Different theoretical predictions can be made concern-
ing the generality of media violence effects across cul-
tures. Aggression is often viewed as a universal
phenomenon, present in all societies and rooted in the
same social-cognitive mechanisms (Anderson & Bushman,
2002b; DeWall & Anderson, 2011; Lonner, 1980).
Contemporary theories of aggression, such as the General
Aggression Model (GAM; Anderson & Bushman, 2002a;
DeWall, & Anderson, 2011), tend to posit that, although
significant differences exist in mean levels of aggression
across cultures, the underlying structure of aggression and
its relations with key risk factors (including media vio-
lence) should be at least similar in magnitude across cul-
tures. The main reason is that basic cognitive, affective,
social learning, and behavioral decision processes are seen
as the same in all humans. Findings from several media

violence studies support this view (Anderson et al., 2008,
Anderson et al., 2010; Granzberg & Steinbring, 1980;
Murray & Kippax, 1977; Williams, 1979).

On the contrary, the Culture % Person x Situation
approach (CuPS; Cohen & Leung, 2011; Leung & Cohen,
2011) proposes that a specific stimulus or situation may
hold a very different meaning in different cultural systems
and, as a result, culture may moderate the relations found
between predictor and outcome variables. For example, an
insult may beget a physically aggressive response in one
culture but not in another. For instance, early research
found a substantially lower level of exposure to televised
violence and less consistent effects of televised violence
on aggression among children from Finland than their
counterparts from the United States (Huesmann & Eron,
1986; Huesmann et al., 1984). Similarly, cultures differ in
the extent to which a given type of behavior (e.g., physical
aggression) is constrained by social norms and values; cul-
tures that constrain aggression might therefore yield a
weaker media violence effect on aggression than those that
have less powerful constraints. Similarly, cultures or coun-
tries that currently experience high levels of other aggres-
sion risk factors, such as war, poverty, or economic
displacement, might yield relatively smaller media vio-
lence effects than countries in which fewer citizens experi-
ence major aggression risk factors. Indeed, basic theoretical
models of human aggression, (including GAM) are sensi-
tive to cultural differences, and could account for different
patterns of relationships across cultures.

Further complicating cross-national comparisons are the
usual problems of measure equivalence. Does a measure of
physical aggression developed in one country mean the same
thing when translated to a different language and adminis-
tered to participants in another?

Occasionally, there is some evidence that media violence
effects on aggression might differ across cultures. However,
previous cross-cultural studies are limited in several ways
that hinder clear comparisons of media violence effects
across cultures. For example, the small effect of Eastern ver-
sus Western culture found in the Anderson et al. (2010) meta-
analysis of violent video game effects was confounded with
measurement differences, making it unclear whether that
effect is best attributed to culture or to measurement differ-
ences. This is oftentimes a problem with meta-analytic
examination of moderation effects, in which studies that dif-
fer on a hypothesized moderator variable (e.g., country of
origin of the participants) also differ in the specific methods
or measures used. Moreover, some existing studies of cross-
cultural differences were limited to comparison of two cul-
tures that may not differ greatly regarding their cultural
norms and values. In the present research, we examined the
media violence hypothesis across seven diverse countries.
We used the same measures in each country, and tested for
measurement equivalence to ensure that the measures carried
similar meaning across cultural contexts.
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Are Mechanisms Through Which Media
Violence Affects Aggression Culturally
Specific or General?

A second key question concerns the processes that underlie
media violence effects across cultures. The GAM (and other
social-cognitive models) proposes that one way in which
long-term media violence consumption increases aggression
is that media violence exposure leads to the development,
automatization, and reinforcement of aggression-related
knowledge structures which, in turn, lead to increased
aggressive behavior (DeWall & Anderson, 2011). In support
of this view, several studies point to aggressive cognitions as
a key mediator of long-term media violence effects on
aggression (Anderson et al., 2004; Anderson, Gentile, &
Buckley, 2007; Gentile, Li, Khoo, Prot, & Anderson, 2014;
Moller & Krahé, 2009). Furthermore, recent longitudinal
findings suggest that changes in aggressive cognitions are a
stronger long-term mediator of media violence effects than
are changes in affective functioning (such as decreased
empathy; Gentile et al., 2014). Meta-analytic findings by
Anderson et al. (2010) suggest that media violence effects on
aggressive cognitions are similar in Eastern and Western cul-
tures. However, no cross-cultural studies have directly tested
the effects of cognitive (e.g., aggressive cognitions) and
affective (e.g., empathy) mediators across cultures.

Risk and Resilience: Media Violence
Effects in the Context of Other Risk
Factors for Aggression

A third key question concerns media violence effects in the
context of other known risk factors for aggressive behavior.
Research within the risk and resilience framework highlights
the importance of examining media violence effects within
the context of other risk factors for aggression. Aggressive
behavior is complex, and no single factor can be used to pre-
dict it accurately (Anderson & Huesmann, 2003; Dodge &
Pettit, 2003; Gentile & Bushman, 2012). Rather than exam-
ining each potential risk and protective factor in isolation, a
more fruitful approach is to consider a wide range of such
factors together. The cumulative risk model proposes that the
likelihood of problematic functioning is increased by every
risk factor present (reflecting additive or interactive effects;
Masten, 2001). Furthermore, this cumulative risk process is
expected to have a greater role in disrupting healthy func-
tioning than any single risk factor (Belsky & Fearon, 2002;
Gentile & Sesma, 2003). Past studies of media violence
effects within a risk and resilience framework support these
predictions. For example, Gentile and Bushman (2012)
examined the role of six risk and protective factors in pre-
dicting aggressive behavior over a 6-month period. Each risk
factor at Time 1 (including violent media use) predicted an
increased risk of aggression at Time 2, whereas each protec-
tive factor decreased it. A cumulative effect was also

found—the combination of risk factors was a better predictor
of aggression than any single variable (see also Anderson
et al., 2007, Study 3).

A focus on cumulative risk may help clarify the role that
media violence plays in the context of other risk and protec-
tive factors of aggression, and help resolve current debates
about violent media effects. Most media violence research
shows small to moderate effect sizes, prompting critics to
question whether these effects are large enough to be consid-
ered important. In contrast, research from the risk and resil-
ience framework demonstrates that media violence effects
are similar to those of other risk factors for aggression (such
as physical victimization and hostile attributions), deserving
neither special attention nor dismissal (Anderson, DeLisi, &
Groves, 2013; Anderson et al., 2007; Gentile & Bushman,
2012). Unfortunately, only a small number of studies in the
media violence literature have examined cumulative risk,
whereas the majority of work in this area has focused on
examining contributions from single risk factors. This has
been the case even when multiple risk and protective factors
have been measured; in such cases, these other factors tend
to be statistically controlled and treated as nuisance variables
(e.g., Boxer, Huesmann, Bushman, O’Brien, & Moceri,
2009; DeLisi, Vaughn, Gentile, Anderson, & Shook, 2013;
Yhbarra, Mitchell, Hamburger, Diener-West, & Leaf, 2011).
More importantly, no studies have examined cross-cultural
similarities and differences in media violence effects in the
context of other risk and protective factors for aggression.

Goals of the Current Study

In sum, both cultural specificity and generality predictions
are reasonable in the media violence domain, on both theo-
retical and empirical grounds. Extant studies are sparse
and mixed. It is unclear whether occasional findings of
cultural differences in media violence effects are a product
of differences in content of violent media across cultures (a
type of artifact), different measures, measures that have
different meanings in different countries, or true differ-
ences in media violence effects. Furthermore, direct empir-
ical tests of whether hypothesized mechanisms of long-term
media violence effects on aggression generalize across
cultures are lacking. Finally, no studies have examined the
generalizability of media violence effects across very dif-
ferent cultures in the context of other risk and protective
factors for aggression.

To address these gaps in the literature, a large-sample,
cross-cultural survey study was conducted. Relations between
violent media use and aggressive behavior were explored in
samples of adolescents and young adults from seven coun-
tries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania,
and the United States). These countries were sampled from
Western, Eastern European, and East Asian cultures that dif-
fer markedly in terms of geographic location, cultural values
and practices (e.g., Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010).
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The main goal of this study was to provide a direct empir-
ical test of whether media violence effects on aggression
vary across these seven countries. We hypothesized that
media violence exposure would be positively associated with
aggressive behavior in different cultures. We also hypothe-
sized that this effect would be of roughly equal magnitude
across cultures, but recognized that GAM (and other social-
cognitive models) can easily accommodate moderation
effects by contextual factors. Therefore, we were open to the
alternative hypothesis of substantial variation in effect sizes
across cultures. Second, we explored mechanisms through
which media violence affects aggression, primarily to assess
the extent to which such mediation effects generalize. Based
on recent findings by several research teams (e.g., Gentile
et al., 2014; Moller, & Krahé, 2009), we hypothesized that
media violence exposure would be associated with height-
ened aggression, primarily through its influence on aggres-
sive cognitions, and relatively less so through affective
components such as empathy. Third, we used the risk and
resilience framework to explore media violence effects in the
context of other key risk and protective factors for aggres-
sion. These other factors included participant’s sex, abusive
parenting, living in a violent neighborhood, being bullied,
and association with delinquent peers. We hypothesized that
the media violence effect would be significant even when
other risk factors were in the model, and that it would be of
roughly the same magnitude as other risk factors. Based on
the cumulative risk model, we also hypothesized that the
combination of risk factors would yield better prediction of
aggressive behavior than any of the individual risk factors.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Samples were obtained from seven countries: Australia (426
participants), China (203 participants), Croatia (438 partici-
pants), Germany (200 participants), Japan (395 participants),
Romania (233 participants), and the United States (307 par-
ticipants). Forty-eight participants did not give any responses
to the major variables, and hence were removed from data
analysis. The final sample of 2,154 adolescents and young
adults was 38% male with a mean age of 21 years, SD = 4.98.
Sample characteristics in each nation are shown in Table 1.

Volunteer participants were invited to complete a ques-
tionnaire about their media habits. Questionnaires were
administered online or in face-to-face interviews by trained
research assistants, based on what was deemed appropriate
by each research team.

Measures

Measures were translated and back-translated by competent
bilinguals into the official language for each country if an
existing version was not available.

Table I. Sample Characteristics.

n Age, M (SD) % male
I. Australia 380 24.71 (9.52) 355
2. China 203 20.50 (1.86) 41.6
3. Croatia 438 20.56 (1.86) 68.1
4. Germany 200 22.49 (3.87) 235
5. Japan 395 19.66 (1.46) 24.1
6. Romania 233 16.65 (0.89) 32,6
7. The United States 305 19.37 (1.77) 27.5
Total 2,154 20.72 (4.98) 38.1

Media violence use and total screen time. A modified version of
the General Media Habits Questionnaire was used in the cur-
rent study (Anderson & Dill, 2000; Gentile, Lynch, Linder,
Ruh, & Walsh, 2004). Participants named three of their most
frequently watched or played television shows, movies, and
video games, and rated the frequency of use for each title (total
of nine items rated on a 5-point scale from 1 = watched/played
once a month or less to 5 = watched/played 5 or more times a
week). For TV shows and movies, they rated “How often do
characters try to physically injure each other” on a 7-point
scale that ranged from 1 = never to 7 = all the time. For video
games, they rated “How often do you try to physically injure
players in the game” on a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 =
never to 7 = all the time. Violent media use was calculated by
multiplying the amount of violent content by the frequency of
viewing for each title and summing each product. Total screen
time was calculated by summing the frequency of use items.
Such self-ratings of violent media content have been shown to
correlate highly with expert ratings (» = .75; Gentile et al.,
2009), and are valid indicators (e.g., Busching et al., 2015).

Aggressive behavior. We used a 21-item self-report measure
modeled on the Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire
(BPAQ); Buss & Perry, 1992) to assess aggressive behavior.
Items from the original BPAQ were directly adapted to
measure physical aggression (eight items, for example, “If
somebody hits me, I hit back™) and verbal aggression (five
items, for example, “I can’t help getting into arguments
when people disagree with me”). In addition, eight new
items based on work in Japan (Hata, 1990; Suzuki, Sado,
Hasegawa, Horiuchi, & Sakamoto, 2009; Suzuki, Sado,
Horiuchi, Hasegawa, & Sakamoto, 2009a, 2009b) were
added to measure relational aggression (e.g., “I sometimes
spread rumors that may hurt someone”). Participants rated
the items on a scale from 1 (extremely uncharacteristic of
me) to 7 (extremely characteristic of me). The validity of the
BPAQ has been supported by significant correlations with
laboratory and real-life measures of aggressive behavior
(Bushman & Wells, 1998; Buss & Perry, 1992). Our new
aggressive behavior questionnaire had adequate reliability
(average a = .86) and a clear factor structure that general-
ized across cultures (see the supplemental materials).
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Aggressive cognitions. A 12-item scale assessed normative
beliefs about aggression, an important type of aggressive
cognition (based on Huesmann & Guerra, 1997; Suzuki,
Sado, Horiuchi, Hasegawa, & Sakamoto, 2009a, 2009D).
Participants rated the acceptability of a range of aggressive
behaviors (e.g., “Mary threw something at the person who
did mean things to her,” “John shouted back at the person
who shouted at him first”). Items were rated on a scale from
1 (not wrong at all) to 4 (very wrong). This measure was
internally consistent across cultures (average o = .82).

Empathy. We used the Empathic Concern and Perspective
Taking subscales from the Interpersonal Reactivity Index
(Davis, 1980, 1983; 14 items) to assess trait empathy. An
example item is “When I see someone being taken advantage
of, I feel kind of protective toward them.” Items were rated
on a 5-point scale from 1 (does not describe me well) to 5
(describes me very well). The measure was sufficiently reli-
able across samples (average o = .76).

Risk factors for aggression. A new eight-item scale was devel-
oped based on risk factors for youth aggression and violence
reviewed in Satcher (2001). We measured exposure to four
key risk factors with two items each: abusive parenting, liv-
ing in a violent neighborhood, being bullied, and association
with delinquent peers. Example items are “One of your par-
ents or step-parents slapped you” and “You heard guns being
shot in your neighborhood.” Participants rated each item on
a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (seven or more times). Alphas for
these two item scales ranged from low (.48 for violent neigh-
borhood) to good (.74 for abusive parenting).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and reliability indices for the main mea-
sures are shown in Table 2. Zero-order correlations between
measures in the combined sample are shown in Table 3.'

Main Analyses

Statistical analyses are organized into two main parts, one
focusing on the media violence effect on aggression across
cultures and the other focusing on the media violence effect
in the context of other risk and protective factors. Within the
first part, we present analyses examining measurement
equivalence, tests of cultural equality of media violence
effects on aggression, and the direct and indirect effects of
media violence through aggressive cognitions and empathy.

Media violence relations with aggression across cultures
Measurement equivalence. We first tested the measure-

ment equivalence of the key measures (aggressive behavior,

aggressive cognitions, and empathy) across our samples of

countries. A series of multigroup confirmatory factor anal-
yses were conducted using Mplus 7 (Muthen & Muthen,
2012). Item parcels were formed for each factor by randomly
averaging the corresponding items (three parcels per factor;
see supplemental materials for additional discussion regard-
ing the use of parcels).” Missing data were treated using
full-information maximume-likelihood estimation. Given the
large sample size, differences in comparative fit index (CFI)
were used to test for invariance of nested models instead of
chi-square difference tests (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). Dif-
ferences in the CFI of an absolute value less than .01 indicate
invariance of two nested models.

An unconstrained measurement model of aggressive
behavior, aggressive cognitions, and empathy across the
seven nations showed adequate fit (x* = 380.30, df = 168, p <
.001; CFI=.97; Tucker-Lewis index [TLI] = .96; root mean
square error of approximation [RMSEA] = .07, 90% confi-
dence interval [CI] =[0.06, 0.07]). We then constrained load-
ings of the parcels to be equal across the seven nations to
examine metric equivalence (y° = 457.25, df =204, p < .001;
CFI = .97; TLI = .96; RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = [.06, .07]).
The unconstrained and constrained models showed a CFI
difference of .006, indicating that the two nested models did
not show a significant difference in model fit.

We also examined scalar equivalence by constraining
intercepts to be equal across the seven nations; full scalar
equivalence was not achieved (ACFI = .114). However, we
observed partial scalar equivalence after relaxing four con-
straints (one for aggression, one for empathy, and two for
cognition) on intercepts, as suggested by a CFI difference of
.009 comparing the unconstrained and partially constrained
models. The final model also showed adequate fit (x* =
527.68, df =210, p <.001; CFI1 = .96; TLI = .95; RMSEA =
.07,90% CI=[.06, .08]). In sum, our measures demonstrated
partial measurement equivalence across the seven nations.
Although partial measurement equivalence is adequate for
comparing correlations and means across cultural groups, the
exploratory nature of our measurement models using modifi-
cation indices requires cross-validation in future research
(Byrne, Shavelson, & Muthén, 1989; see supplemental mate-
rials for additional item-level analyses of measurement and
scalar equivalence).

In sum, the results demonstrated that we can meaning-
fully compare associations and means involving these mea-
sures. Therefore, in all subsequent analyses, aggressive
behavior, aggressive cognition, and empathy were treated as
latent variables.

Media violence relations’. Next, we tested the hypothesis
that media violence exposure will be positively associated
with aggressive behavior across cultures. A multigroup
structural equation model was run across the seven nations
that included aggressive behavior as the outcome and media
violence exposure as the main predictor of interest. The unre-
stricted model fit the data well (x> = 50.51, df = 26, p < .01;
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Table 3. Bivariate Correlations Between Main Measures.

| 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
|. Aggressive behavior —
2. Aggressive cognitions .38%k —
3. Empathy =1 7%* 27%* —
4. Violent media use 21 3 = —
5. Abusive parenting 9%k .06* -.02 .07%* —
6. Peer victimization .18%* .08** 10k 29%* 31 —
7. Peer delinquency 27FF 4w -.03 9%k 27%F 29%F —
8. Violent neighborhood 9% 2% .02 9FE 3% .09+ A45%* —
9. Sex 25%k 25k —. 9%k .30%* .08** L eE 23wk 23k —
*p <.05. F¥p < .0]. Fp < .001.
Table 4. Standardized and Unstandardized Effects of Media Violence on Aggression in an Unconstrained Multiple-Group Structural
Equation Model Across Seven Nations.
Group B B SE t
|. Australia .32 0.006 0.001 5.78%wk
2. China .34 0.008 0.002 4.85%k*
3. Croatia 26 0.006 0.001 5.1 9wk
4. Germany .25 0.005 0.001 3.28%*
5. Japan 16 0.003 0.001 3.04%*
6. Romania .34 0.010 0.002 5.04%+k
7. The United States .35 0.006 0.001 6.28%%k

*p <.05. **p < .0].*p < .001.

CFI = .99; TLI = .99; RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = [.03, .08]).
Media violence was positively and significantly associated
with the aggressive behavior latent factor in each nation, as
shown in Table 4. Constraining the predictive path of media
violence on aggressive behavior to be equal across nations
did not result in significant decrease of model fit (ACFI =
.001), and the constrained model fit the data well (y* = 61.89,
df=32,p <.01; CF1=.99; TLI = .99; RMSEA = .06, 90%
CI=[.04, .08]). Thus, the relation between violent media use
and aggression did not significantly differ across cultures.
In other words, media violence associations with aggres-
sive behavior appear to be very similar in magnitude across
widely varying cultures.”

Violent media mechanisms. To examine the mechanisms
through which violent media use was related to aggression
across the seven nations, aggressive cognition and empa-
thy were tested as potential mediators. Adequate model fit
was obtained for the unconstrained model (° = 510.60, df
=246, p <.001; CFI = .97; TLI = .96; RMSEA = .06, 90%
CI = [.05, .07]). The indirect effects are calculated in the
MPlus program by multiplying the mediating path coef-
ficients; standard errors for significance tests are derived
using the delta method. Constraining direct and indirect
media violence effects on aggression to be equal across the
seven nations did not significantly decrease model fit (ACFI
= .005), thereby suggesting that the mediating processes

are essentially the same. Results from the final constrained
model are shown in Figure 1 (x> =575.24, df=276, p < .001;
CFI = .96; TLI = .95; RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = [.05, .07]).
In particular, across the seven nations the effect of media
violence on aggressive behavior was partially mediated by
aggressive cognition (ps < .001, average standardized indi-
rect effect = .07). The indirect effect through empathy was
also significant but considerably smaller than the mediated
path through aggressive cognition (ps < .05, average stan-
dardized indirect effect of .01).

Media violence relations in the context of other risk factors for
aggression. We ran a set of analyses examining the associa-
tion between media violence exposure and aggression in the
context of multiple risk and protective factors. Because mea-
sures of additional risk factors for aggression were not
obtained from the German sample, these analyses were con-
ducted among the remaining six countries.

Five risk factors were added to the basic model with media
violence use: participant’s sex, abusive parenting, living in a
violent neighborhood, peer victimization, and association with
delinquent peers. The unconstrained model showed adequate
fit (> = 137.68, df= 82, p<.001; CFI1=.98; TLI=.97; RMSEA
=.05, 90% CI = [.03, .06]). Constraining effects of the six pre-
dictors on aggressive behavior to be equal across cultures did
not significantly reduce model fit (ACFI < .001). Results from
the final constrained model are shown in Figure 2 (5* = 166.48,
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.20(.002***) c°gnitions .36(.64***)
.19(.004** .
Violent ( ) > Aggres§|ve
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Figure |. Paths from media violence use to aggressive behavior from a multigroup structural equation model across seven nations.
Note. Average standardized effects are shown (unstandardized effects constrained to be equal across seven nations are reported in parentheses). 5> = 575.24,
df =276, p <.001; CFl = .96; TLI = .95; RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = [.05, .07]. CFl = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker—Lewis index; RMSEA = root mean

square error of approximation; Cl = confidence interval.
*p <.05.%p < .0l.*p < .001.

df=112, p <.001; CFI = .98; TLI = .98; RMSEA = .04, 90%
CI =[.03, .05]). Violent media use, being a male, abusive par-
enting, neighborhood crime, peer victimization, and peer delin-
quency were significant risk factors associated with greater
aggressiveness.

Effect sizes of the various individual risk and protective
factors were similar, small to moderate in magnitude (aver-
age standardized effects ranging from § = .08 for sex to § =
.17 for peer delinquency). However, in unison the risk fac-
tors predicted a substantial proportion of variance in aggres-
sive behavior (average R* = .19, ps < .01). Adding these
five risk factors doubled the variance being explained (i.e.,
the comparable model without these five risk factors
yielded an average R” of .08). These results indicate that the
effect of any one predictor is unique and cannot be explained
by any of the other predictors. Further, they support the
cumulative risk model, suggesting that cumulative effects
of multiple risk factors are more powerful than effects of
single risk factors.

Next, a second approach based on the cumulative risk
model was used (Boxer et al., 2009; Sameroff, 2000). The six
main risk factors of interest (violent media use, sex, abusive
parenting, living in a violent neighborhood, peer victimiza-
tion, and association with delinquent peers) were recoded
dichotomously as present or absent, within the sample for
each country, so that participants who scored at or above the
75th percentile on each risk factor got a score of 1 and par-
ticipants who scored below the 75th percentile got a score of
0 (except that male = 1, female = 0). A series of multigroup
structural equation models were run with the overall number
of risk factors present as a predictor of aggressive behavior.
Based on prior findings by Gentile and Bushman (2012), in
addition to a linear component we tested for a curvilinear
(quadratic) component in the model.

Preliminary analyses revealed that the quadratic compo-
nent was not significant in predicting aggressive behavior in

Violent Media

.16(.003***
Use ( )

Sex .08(.13**)
Abusive -08(.05™*)
Parenting
Aggressive
.11(.08*** Behavior
Peer ( )

Victimization

AT7( A4
Peer

Delinquency
.08(.09***)

Neighborhood
Crime

Figure 2. Paths from media violence use and other risk factors
to aggressive behavior from a multigroup structural equation
model across six nations.

Note. Average standardized effects are shown (unstandardized

effects constrained to be equal across seven nations are reported in
parentheses). Germany excluded because additional risk factors were not
measured in that sample. XZ = 166.48, df = 124, p < .001; CFl = .98; TLI =
.98; RMSEA = .04, 90% CI = [.03, .05]. CFl = comparative fit index; TLI =
Tucker—Lewis index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation;
CI = confidence interval.

*p < .05. ¥p < 01, ¥kp < 001,

any country, so we next ran a model with only the linear
component. The unconstrained model showed good fit to the
data (* = 43.27, df = 22, p < .01; CFI = .99; TLI = .99;
RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = [.03, .08]). Constraining the paths
of the number of risk factors on aggression to be equal across
the six nations did not reduce model fit (ACFI < .001), sug-
gesting that the effect sizes were essentially the same across
nations. Model fit for the constrained model was * = 47.49,
df=27,p<.01; CF1=.99; TLI = .99; RMSEA = .05, 90% CI
=1.03,.07]. The linear effect of the number of risk factors on
aggressive behavior was significant across the six nations (b
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Aggressive Behavior

Figure 3. Percentages of variance in aggressive behavior
accounted for by six predictors estimated using relative weights
analysis.

=.19, p <.001, average = .39). This finding suggests the
existence of a linear, additive relationship between the num-
ber of risk factors a person experiences and aggression.

Finally, to further assess the relative effects of the six risk
factors, we used Johnson’s relative importance index
(Johnson & LeBreton, 2004; cf. Gentile & Bushman, 2012),
which takes into account both unique and shared variances.
As shown in Figure 3, media violence use was the second
most important predictor, behind peer delinquency. That is,
media violence was a more important predictor than abusive
parents, neighborhood violence, sex, and victimization by
peers.

Discussion

Main Findings and Implications

The main goal of this study was to examine whether media
violence relations with aggression are general across cultures.
This is the first cross-cultural study that directly examined the
question of cultural generality versus specificity of media
violence effects on aggression using the same methods and
measures in so many different cultures.

Four key findings emerged: First, violent media use
was positively and significantly related to aggressive
behavior in all countries. Second, these media violence
effects were similar in magnitude across the seven coun-
tries. Although these first two findings may seem like old
news to many media violence scholars, given that media

violence effects have been observed in many countries
over the past six decades, in fact the findings are new
and important because this is the first study of many dif-
ferent cultures (East Asian, Eastern European, Western
European) in which the same measures of media violence
exposure and of aggression were used. In short, this study
adds considerable weight to the argument that the rela-
tionship between media violence and aggression is quite
general.

A third key contribution involves the mechanisms through
which media violence may influence aggressive behavior.
More specifically, results suggest that the mechanisms also are
culturally general. Evidence was found that aggressive cogni-
tion partially mediates the linkage between media violence
consumption and aggression across cultures. These results
extend those from prior longitudinal studies (each within a
single country) establishing aggressive cognition as a media-
tor of long-term media violence effects in Western cultures
(e.g., Anderson et al., 2007; Gentile et al., 2014; Maller &
Krahé, 2009), suggesting that indirect effects of media vio-
lence on aggression through aggressive cognitions are similar
across cultures. The finding of a considerably smaller empathy
partial mediation path also fits well with recent longitudinal
results, as well as meta-analytic results (Anderson et al., 2010).
More broadly, these findings support a view of aggression as a
relatively universal phenomenon that is rooted in the same
basic social-cognitive mechanisms, despite cultural influences
on levels of aggression (Anderson & Bushman, 2002b; DeWall
& Anderson, 2011; Lonner, 1980).

The fourth key contribution—concerning the risk and
resilience framework—can be further subdivided into five
main findings: First, the media violence effect on aggression
remained significant even after controlling for a number of
known risk factors for aggression. Thus, arguments that
media violence effects are merely the result of confounds,
some type of selection effect (i.e., that aggressive people are
drawn to violent media and that violent media have no
impact) are greatly weakened. Second, the effect sizes of the
six risk and resilience variables were similar across cultures,
again supporting the idea that basic processes underlying
aggression are fairly general. Third, the magnitude of the
media violence relation with aggression was as large as other
known risk factors that are generally considered by the lay
public, policy makers, and most psychological scientists as
being major risk factors. Fourth, the examination of cumula-
tive risk revealed that predicting aggression from multiple
risk and resilience factors explains more variance, yielding
more accurate predictions, than from any single factor. Fifth,
there was a significant linear relationship between number of
risk factors experienced by an individual and their level of
aggressiveness. In sum, the findings strongly suggest that
media violence is similar to other known risk factors for
aggression, deserving neither special attention nor special
denial by researchers, policy makers, therapists, or parent/
child advocacy groups.
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Strengths and Limitations

This study had several key strengths. The large, cross-cultural
sample allowed for direct comparisons of media violence
effects across nations, comparisons which are lacking in past
studies. Even the best of meta-analyses in this area necessarily
suffer from the fact that studies done in different cultures usu-
ally use different measures of the key conceptual variables, and
thus are difficult to interpret. The seven countries that were
sampled in this study vary in terms of geographic location as
well as cultural values and practices (e.g., Hofstede et al., 2010)
but were assessed with the same measures, which our analyses
showed to meet standard criteria for measurement equivalence.
Finally, unlike most prior studies, a range of different risk and
protective factors were measured simultaneously, so that media
violence effects could be compared to them.

Several limitations of this study need to be noted. First, in
spite of the wide range of cultures in our sample, most coun-
tries that participated in the study have moderate or high lev-
els of economic and technological development. It would be
useful to include severely underdeveloped countries in future
studies to provide stronger tests of cultural universality; of
course, only countries that are sufficiently developed to
allow high levels of access to screen media violence can be
used. Moreover, including a larger number of countries could
increase the power to detect contextual effects (i.e., charac-
teristics of the country that may moderate individual-level
effects). One intriguing hypothesis is that people or countries
exposed to high levels of many risk factors for aggression
might show smaller media effect sizes.

Second, the samples derived from all countries in the
present study were young, college- or high school-aged indi-
viduals with an average age of 21 years but a range of aver-
age ages from 17 (Romania) to 25 (Australia). The
representativeness of each country’s sample for the entire
country could certainly vary from country to country.
Generally speaking, the present findings best apply to the
age ranges included, but there is little evidence in the litera-
ture to indicate that media effects differ dramatically between
age groups, despite theoretical reasons to expect such differ-
ences (cf. Bushman & Huesmann, 2006).

Third, the present study was cross-sectional, thus making it
risky to draw strong causal conclusions. For example, the
mediation analyses should not be interpreted as providing
strong causal support for the hypothesized roles of aggressive
cognitions and empathy as mediators of media violence effects
on aggression.” Interestingly, this limitation does not substan-
tially weaken our basic findings and conclusions for at least
two reasons: First, past research in the media violence domain
has clearly demonstrated and replicated the same media vio-
lence effects in longitudinal and experimental contexts (e.g.,
Anderson & Bushman, 2002a). Second, the predominant
modern theories of human aggression all make very specific
predictions about the pattern of associations that should be
found in cross-sectional data of this type. Testing those

predictions provides an opportunity for falsification, as well as
an opportunity to test plausible alternative explanations (Prot
& Anderson, 2013). The present data and analyses tested these
causal theory—based predictions and strongly supported them,
while contradicting several key alternative explanations (e.g.,
that controlling for other known risk factors would eliminate
the media violence and aggression association). Nonetheless,
it would be useful to examine cross-cultural generality of
media violence effects using experimental and longitudinal
methodology in future studies, studies in which the methods
and measures are carefully tested to have the same meaning
and structure across cultures.

Finally, all measures in the present study were based on
self-reports. In future studies, it would be useful to employ
multiple measures of media habits and aggression (such as
partner or parent or teacher reports and behavioral measures,
as in Anderson et al., 2007, Study 3), although numerous past
studies show evidence of both internal and external validity
of our main measures (e.g., Anderson et al., 2007; Busching
etal., 2015; Bushman & Wells, 1998; Gentile et al., 2009).

Conclusion

Do media violence relations with aggression generalize
across cultures? The current findings suggest that the answer
is “yes.” The direct effect of screen media violence exposure
(TV, films, video games) on a composite measure of physi-
cal, verbal, and relational aggression was statistically signifi-
cant, of small to moderate size, and was very similar across
our seven-country samples. Similarly, the indirect effect of
media violence exposure on aggression through aggressive
cognitions and empathy was also significant and essentially
invariant across cultures.

Do media violence effects remain significant and of an
important magnitude when other important risk and resil-
ience factors are included in the analyses? Again, the answer
is “yes.” Indeed, the media violence effects were among the
largest uncovered in this study, even after controlling for sex,
abusive parenting, neighborhood violence, peer victimiza-
tion, and peer delinquency.

Finally, does a risk/resilience model with multiple risk
factors yield better prediction of aggression than any single
predictor? To the surprise of no one who works in the aggres-
sion/violence area, the answer is clearly “yes.”
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Notes

1. It is important to keep in mind that two correlations may differ
even though the two corresponding slopes may be essentially
the same. This can happen, for example, if the two samples
differ in the SD of the predictor variable. Usually, psychologi-
cal science researchers are primarily interested in differences
between slopes. That is, we are interested in whether the amount
of change in y for each unit change in x is the same or different
between samples. Our main analyses essentially test the differ-
ences in slopes, not correlations.

2. Due to concerns regarding the multidimensionality of the aggres-
sion construct (Bandalos, 2002), and the potential for idiosyn-
cratic influence of random parcels, all of the main analyses were
replicated using parcels created from the aggression subscales
(Physical, Verbal, Relational). All results were similar to the
original analyses regardless of the parcels used.

3. We also tested the models with participants’ sex being con-
trolled. It yielded similar patterns of result. Given that sex is
used as a risk factor in the risk factor model, we present results
without this control variable here.

4. We would like to thank a reviewer for noting that individual
country comparisons may have gone undetected by these omni-
bus tests. We therefore conducted a series of individual country
comparisons. These analyses did not reveal significant differ-
ences between any two countries, regardless of whether covari-
ates were included or whether random (vs. subscale) parcels
were used for the aggression measure.

5. Of course, recent work by MacKinnon and Pirlott (2015) on
assessing mediation shows a similar weakness in establishing
the causal role of a mediating variable even in experimental
studies.
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