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Although many studies examine the behavioral effects of viewing media violence, there is
little research on whether such violence is perceived as offensive to viewers. Accordingly,
the current study examines whether media violence is offensive to viewers and whether
feelings of offense mediate the relationship between viewing media violence and aggressive
behavior. Participants consisted of 1,429 emerging adults from 2 different Universities in
the United States. Results revealed that compared with other content in the media, media
violence is perceived as relatively inoffensive. Certain situational (context, genre, and type
of violence) and viewer characteristics (gender and religiosity) influenced feelings of
offensiveness for media violence. Feelings of offensiveness mediated the association
between media violence and aggression, but for women only. Finally, qualitative analyses
revealed a host of reasons why viewers are offended or not by media violence. Results are
discussed in the context of the General Aggression Model.
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In the video game Manhunt, players are mur-
der, maim, and torture victims as they advance
through levels of the game, gaining rewards for
making the killings bloodier, more horrific, and
more gruesome. Manhunt represents one of
many games within the genre of extreme vio-
lence found in today’s gaming world. Such vi-
olence is not limited to video and computer
games, but finds expression in film, TV, music,
books, and advertising, raising concerns that
such ubiquity and intensity desensitizes and
promotes aggression (Anderson et al., 2003).
The potential impact on young audiences con-

tinues to alarm parents, policymakers, media
critics, and researchers alike.

Although a causal relation between media
violence and aggression has been established in
media studies (Anderson et al., 2003, Bushman
& Anderson, 2001), this offers only part of the
picture. Certainly, establishing connections be-
tween violent content and various outcomes is
critical in our understanding of the development
and expression of aggression. Nonetheless, prob-
ing more deeply into factors that influence con-
sumer perceptions of violence is equally valuable.
Not all portrayals of violence have the same ef-
fects, and individuals also differ in how they un-
derstand and learn from media portrayals.

Huesmann et al. (1983) demonstrated that chil-
dren’s aggressive behaviors could be reduced by
teaching children that violence is not as acceptable
in the real world as shown on TV and that imitat-
ing such violent portrayals is inappropriate. Thus,
changing or altering how children interpreted vi-
olent content led to attitudinal and behavioral
changes, providing insight into the potential me-
diating role of appropriateness judgments on vio-
lence and aggression.
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A related concept worthy of inquiry deals
with feelings of offensiveness. Although many
studies apply predetermined criteria for what
constitutes violent content, the reality that what
is grossly offensive to one may be good enter-
tainment to another is often left a peripheral
consideration (or accepted as statistical “noise”
in the experiment). It is likely, however, that
such judgments could mediate how consumers
respond to violent content. For instance, con-
sumers with limited exposure to violent media
may find such portrayals patently offensive, re-
jecting or denouncing such behaviors, whereas
those desensitized through heavy exposure may
prove less offended. Gender, religiosity, and
other demographic characteristics may similarly
contribute to perceptions of offensiveness.
These types of demographic characteristics
have been found to moderate how concerned
parents are about different types of content for
their children (Gentile, Maier, Hasson, & de
Bonetti, 2011). The medium displaying the vi-
olence may lessen or heighten feelings of of-
fensiveness simply by virtue of the fact that it
was read, listened to, or watched. The social
context, such as the presence of children in the
room, may also influence perceptions. These
types of factors have the potential to regulate
how consumption of violent media content
translates into emotional, cognitive, and behav-
ioral outcomes.

Research into offensiveness of media vio-
lence has, to some extent, taken backseat to
sexual content in the media (ASA, 2002). The
Advertising Standards Authority, for instance,
ranks sexual portrayals of children, degrading
sexual portrayals of women, words and images
that are unsuitable for children, and demeaning
(nonsexual) portrayals of women, higher in of-
fensiveness than violent portrayals. As ex-
pected, sexuality and indecent language are
hallmarks of offensive content, with content
that degrades human dignity or exploits chil-
dren being seen as particularly offensive (Shimp
& Stuart, 2004). This current study acknowl-
edges the importance and seriousness of this
type of research, while attempting to add to the
body of knowledge on the offensiveness of vi-
olent media content.

Thus, despite the prevalence of both graphic
violence in the media and research documenting
the harmful effect of such content (Anderson et
al., 2003), only a modicum of research examines

whether media violence is actually offensive to
viewers, what factors influence such judgments,
and whether feeling offended (or not) mediates
any associations with aggressive behavior.

Accordingly, the purpose of the current study
is threefold: (a) to examine how media violence,
sexual content, and profanity differ in terms of
offensiveness evaluations; (b) to explore how
contextual and personal variables (e.g., me-
dium, social context, gender, religiosity) relate
to perceptions of offensiveness in media vio-
lence; and (c) to examine whether feelings of
offense mediate relationships between exposure
to media violence and aggressive behavior.

Media Violence as Offensive Content

Research on feelings of offensiveness of me-
dia content is rare, and there is no clear accepted
definition. Several definitions describe offen-
sive content as material that violates community
norms regarding objectionable content (Tim-
mer, 2009) or refers to something that is un-
pleasant or objectionable to the viewer, in a
physical, emotional, or a moral sense (Christy &
Haley, 2008). Other authors describe feelings of
offensiveness as an experience of disgust that is
associated with feeling uncomfortable in a per-
son’s surrounding (Olivera La Rosa & Roselló
Mir, 2013). However, viewers may judge some
media content as merely annoying or unpleas-
ant—not reaching the level of disgusting—yet
still label such material as offensive. What is
ultimately deemed offensive to viewers, there-
fore, may arise from emotional responses that
range from milder annoyance, discomfort, or
unpleasantness to the stronger emotion of dis-
gust, reflecting a large range of potential re-
sponses.

Although shameful and embarrassing appear
to be companion terms with offensive, a close
examination of the terms reveals a distinction in
terms of the directed focus. Arguably, content
deemed shameful and embarrassing implies a
critical evaluation or condemnation of the
source of the objectionable material. Offensive,
on the other hand, points more to receiver ap-
praisals or judgments of the material as to its
alignment with personal values or codes of ap-
propriateness. This study focuses more on of-
fensiveness arising out of judgments of the me-
dia content.
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Judgments of offensiveness appear to lead to
a common behavioral response that runs
through the range of evoked emotions, which is
a feeling of repulsion or desire to distance one-
self from the content, either due to its discom-
forting organic or psychological characteristics.
In the current study, therefore, we use the term
offensive to involve feelings of disgust and/or
discomfort (Olivera La Rosa & Roselló Mir,
2013; Shimp & Stuart, 2004) that possess a
repulsive or repelling force in reaction to pro-
fanity, violent, or sexual material.

The potential role of offensiveness in re-
sponse to violent material is better understood
within the tenets of the general aggression
model (GAM; Anderson & Bushman, 2002).
The GAM emphasizes the “person in the situa-
tion” (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), highlight-
ing the importance of studying both the personal
characteristics and the situational variables con-
tained in a consumption “episode.” At the heart
of the model is the use of knowledge structures
(i.e., learned concepts). These structures de-
velop from experience, become automatized
with time, connect to affect and beliefs, influ-
ence behaviors, guide interpretations, and lead
to behavioral responses to our physical and so-
cial environment (Anderson & Bushman,
2002).

In examining more closely the “person” in
the situation, the GAM explains that person
variables may include all internal factors that an
individual brings to the consumption situation,
such as genetics, personal traits, current states,
scripts, attitudes, beliefs, aggressive orienta-
tions, and so forth (Carnagey & Anderson,
2003). In addition, situational variables exist
within the consumption setting, potentially af-
fecting responses to media content, such as the
social context, aggressive cues, rewards, pun-
ishments, and so forth. These input variables
combine to affect how individuals appraise and
interpret content, and influence the internal state
and ultimate responses of individuals to the
content.

Three routes, according to GAM, affect
internal states: physiological arousal, emo-
tional affect, and thoughts and accessibility of
learned concepts. These routes, in turn, influ-
ence how media content is appraised or
judged, leading ultimately to decision pro-
cesses that may involve thoughtful or impul-
sive action. For example, several research

studies show that heavy viewers of media
violence have reduced physiological or neu-
rological arousal to viewing media violence
(Bartholow, Bushman, & Sestir, 2006; Car-
nagey, Anderson, & Bushman, 2007; Engel-
hardt, Bartholow, Kerr, & Bushman, 2011;
Funk, 2005; Krahé et al., 2011; Thomas, Hor-
ton, Lippincott, & Drabman, 1977). Blunted
physiological or neurological responses tend
to be associated with increased aggressive
behavior after viewing (Bartholow et al.,
2006; Engelhardt et al., 2011). As for emo-
tional affect, viewers of media violence ex-
perience a reduction in feelings of sympathy
or empathy for victims of violence, leading to
greater likelihood of subsequent aggressive
behavior (Bushman, Chandler, & Huesmann,
2010; Fanti, Vanman, Henrich, & Avra-
amides, 2009; Funk, Baldacci, Pasold, &
Baumgardner, 2004; Krafka, Linz, Donner-
stein, & Penrod, 1997; Linz, Donnerstein, &
Penrod, 1998; Wilson, 1989). Finally, media
violence as a situational variable can influ-
ence internal states through cognitive script
activation. As individuals consume media vi-
olence with greater regularity, aggressive
constructs become more accessible, and the
threshold for activating aggressive scripts is
reduced. Research indicates that continued
exposure to violent content renders previ-
ously objectionable actions and events logi-
cally more acceptable with time. For exam-
ple, men are more accepting of rape myths
(i.e., blaming a woman for being raped) after
having viewed violent pornography (Linz &
Donnerstein, 1989).

Anderson and Bushman (2002) note that
studying personal and situational factors
within a GAM framework “leads to a simpler
and more comprehensive understanding of
human aggression than is possible using the
minitheory approach . . . [and] indicates the
types of underlying processes to examine to
see how various inputs lead to aggressive (or
nonaggressive) behavior” (p. 35). In the sec-
tions below, we examine some understudied
personal and situational inputs that poten-
tially mediate internal states and the appraisal
of media violence and broaden our under-
standing of consumer responses to such por-
trayals.
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Personal Inputs of Viewers

As noted, there is a paucity of research ex-
amining the role of personal inputs in determin-
ing the level of perceived offensiveness to me-
dia violence that may influence arousal,
cognition, and affect. A few studies suggest that
women tend to be more offended by certain
media content than men (ASA, 2002), and this
effect is particularly strong for women over the
age of 50 (Fahy, Smart, Pride, & Ferrell, 1995).
Women tend to assign higher offensiveness rat-
ings to all examples of indecent language (Sa-
polsky, Shafer, & Kaye, 2010), as well as nu-
dity, sexist, or racist themes (Waller, 1999).
From the content provider side, some studies
suggest that sexual content receives much
stricter ratings than does violent content (Gen-
tile, 2008; Leone, 2002). Other research has
enhanced our understanding of gender differ-
ences in aggressive tendencies and types of
aggression enacted (i.e., direct vs. indirect), but
issues focusing on feelings of offensiveness to-
ward violence are largely unknown. The re-
search into gender and offensiveness indicates
that women may prove more sensitized and men
more desensitized toward media violence, in
turn influencing cognition, affect, and arousal.

Several studies also suggest that religiosity
may influence feelings of offense. Sapolsky et
al. (2010) found that those who regularly at-
tended church were more offended by indecent
language than those who did not attend church
or attended church less regularly. Additionally,
religious individuals were also more offended
viewing advertisements of certain products
(Christy & Haley, 2008). Although there are
only a few studies regarding religion and offen-
siveness, these studies indicate that religiosity
may influence feelings of offense. In a national
study, more religious families were more inter-
ested in controlling children’s access to violent,
sexual, and other media content (Gentile et al.,
2011). Arguably, religious instruction often em-
phasizes peaceful resolution to interpersonal
conflict, the “turning of the other cheek,” and
showing love, compassion, and charity toward
others. The inculcation of such values, over
years of religious instruction, may influence the
framing and responses to violent media content.
The exact role of religiosity as an input variable
in the GAM and its influence on feelings of

offensiveness is unknown, but it may offer in-
sight into how consumers respond to violence.

Situation Inputs

In addition to personal factors, several under-
studied situational variables operating during
the consumption episode may be important. For
instance, the purpose to which the content is
used may affect actual perceptions. In a recent
study—although not specifically related to me-
dia violence—approximately three-quarters of
respondents indicated that using shocking con-
tent in order to make an important point was
appropriate for government, charities, and other
nonprofit organizations. However, when such
content is used within the context of advertise-
ments, for the same purposes, only 34% thought
it appropriate (ASA, 2002). This finding points
to the possibility that media type may influence
perceptions of offensiveness.

Unfortunately, research in this area is limited
to the realm of advertising instead of the more
traditional forms of media (film, TV program-
ming, video games, books, and music). None-
theless, a few comparisons indicate that more
invasive media types are more likely to promote
offense (ASA, 2002; Christy & Haley, 2008).
For instance, the Advertising Standards Author-
ity divides media into two types: invasive or
“push” media that is outside of the viewer’s
control, such as billboards, direct mail, or news-
papers; and “pull” media, which viewers find
less invasive and more easily controlled, such as
magazines and the Internet (ASA, 2002). As
expected, the more invasive and less controlled
the content, the more offensive. Similarly,
Christy and Haley (2008) found that Internet
pop-up advertisements and billboards were con-
sistently rated as the most offensive. Therefore,
the appearance of violent content in push media,
where consumers have limited control of expo-
sure, may lead to greater feelings of offensive-
ness.

Regardless of media type, adults view adult
themes as more offensive when delivered
through a medium easily available to young,
impressionable audiences (ASA, 2002). Simi-
larly, adults may deem material as offensive
when children are present in a consumption
setting, whereas the same content may engender
little to no reaction when children are absent.
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Thus, the social context may exercise some
influence on perceptions of offensiveness.

Characteristics of each medium may also in-
fluence perceptions of offensiveness. For in-
stance, books stimulate the imagination, allow-
ing readers to construct the violent images as
described in writing and temper or enhance the
violence, offering some degree of control in
how the violence is portrayed. Violent images
provided in graphic detail in a visual format
(and perhaps accompanied with arousing mu-
sic), such as film and TV (Riddle, Eyal, Ma-
hood, & Potter, 2006), confront more of the
senses and viewers are under the control of the
content creators.

Additionally, the level of realism in the de-
pictions of potentially offensive content may
influence how that content is perceived. Fan-
tasy, animated, and comedic depictions of vio-
lence are generally seen as less offensive. In-
deed, such displays of violence are generally
viewed as acceptable for children’s TV pro-
grams and films (Pottler et al., 1995; Potter &
Smith, 2000; Wilson et al., 2002), despite the
fact that these types of displays can have the
same behavioral level effects as more realistic
or graphic displays (Anderson, Gentile, &
Buckley, 2007).

Aim of the Current Study

In sum, though there has been some research
on whether viewers are desensitized to viewing
media violence, there has been almost no re-
search to our knowledge on whether they feel
offended after viewing such content. Theoreti-
cally, the two are linked, but almost all desen-
sitization research has focused on obtaining
physiological or neurological measures as evi-
dence for desensitization (Engelhardt et al.,
2011), or asking whether they feel empathy
toward victims (Funk et al., 2004). Feeling of-
fended by media violence affects physiological,
emotional, and cognitive reactions. Although
other media content has been examined from an
“offensive” viewpoint, to our knowledge this is
the first study to examine media violence from
such a perspective in any detail.

The first aim of the study is to examine the
extent to which viewers are offended by vio-
lence in the media, specifically examining how
person factors relate to feelings of offense, such
as gender, religiosity, and amount of violent

media consumption. Based on previous re-
search, we predict that women will be more
offended by media violence (as a whole) com-
pared with men (ASA, 2002), that religiosity
would be positively correlated with feelings of
offensiveness (Sapolsky et al., 2010), and that
greater preference and reported viewing of me-
dia violence will be correlated with less offense.

In examining situation factors, based on pre-
vious research, we hypothesize that offensive-
ness ratings will be greater for more graphic and
realistic depictions of violence. We also antici-
pate that viewers will be more offended if vio-
lence is used in advertising, specifically as a
way to sell products (Christy & Haley, 2008).
We predict that violence in less visual media
(such as books or music) where the violence
would tend to be less graphic and more under
the control of the individual’s imagination may
render lower ratings of offensiveness. We also
predict that the social context will influence
perceptions of offensiveness, with viewers be-
ing most offended when viewing violence with
children (Shimp & Stewart, 2004).

We also examine how feelings of offensive-
ness toward media violence compare with other
media content, including sex and profanity.
Given the ratings by the ASA (2002), we pre-
dict that sexual content will receive the highest
ratings of offensiveness, followed by profanity,
and then violence.

Finally, this study explores participant rea-
sons for their reactions to media violence. We
use qualitative techniques to examine re-
sponses, treating such techniques as more ex-
ploratory in nature. To our knowledge, this
study represents one of the first qualitative stud-
ies on perceptions of violence in the media.
Finally, this study examines the potential medi-
ating role of offensiveness in the relationship
between media violence exposure and aggres-
sive behavior. Specifically, we predict that feel-
ings of offensiveness will mediate consumer
reactions to media violence.

Method

Participants

Participants consisted of 1,429 individuals
(60% female, M age � 20.49, SD � 2.992).
Approximately half of the sample was recruited
from undergraduate classes at a state university
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in the Midwest and about half the sample was
from a private religious university in the West-
ern United States of America. For stated reli-
gion, 46% reported being Latter-Day Saints
(LDS; Mormons), 14% Catholic, 13% Christian
(nondenominational), 7% atheist, and the other
20% reported being a variety of religions
(Methodist, Protestant, Baptist, Buddhist, Jew-
ish, Lutheran, and Hindu).

Measures and Procedures

Participants completed a series of online
questionnaires described below.

Media offensiveness. Participants were
first provided with a definition of “offended”
which was feelings of repulsion and/or feeling
uncomfortable/awkward. There appears to be
little consensus on how to measure feelings of
“offensiveness” in the field, but this definition
captures two aspects of offensiveness: feelings
of both disgust and feeling uncomfortable
(Shimp & Stuart, 2004). They were then asked
a series of questions regarding how offended
they were when exposed to various behaviors in
the media. All responses were measured on a
7-point Likert scale (1 � not offended to 7 �
highly offended). A portion of the questionnaire
is included in Appendix.

Genre. Participants were given a definition
of violence (See Appendix: Coyne, Nelson, &
Underwood, 2010) and were then asked how of-
fended they would be when encountering physical
violence in six different mediums (movies, books,
TV, advertising, music, and video games), as well
as in real life (e.g., you witness a fight or a mug-
ging on the street). Items were analyzed individ-
ually. Nonetheless, reliability tests were con-
ducted on overall levels of ratings of offensiveness
for the six genres and showed good reliability
(� � .92).

Context. Four questions measured how of-
fended participants would be if viewing media
violence with a variety of individuals (parents,
member of the opposite sex, peers, children).
Again, reliability scores were computed for all
context items and showed good reliability (� �
.91), though individual items were used in all
analyses.

Profanity and sexual content. Participants
were also given definitions of sexual content
(Ward, 2003) and profanity (Coyne, Stockdale,
Nelson, & Fraser, 2011) and were asked how

offended they are when exposed to sexual con-
tent and profanity in the media using the same
scale as used for media violence. Items were
analyzed individually in subsequent analyses.

Rationale. Participants were asked one fi-
nal open-ended question: “Why (or why not) are
you offended by violence in the media?”

Religiosity. Religiosity was measured using
four items from the Santa Clara Strength of Reli-
gious Faith Questionnaire (Lewis, Shevlin, Mc-
Gucklin, & Navrátil, 2001). Questions were based
on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Sample questions
include, “I pray daily” and “my faith impacts
many of my decisions.” Higher scores indicate
greater perceived religious influence on identity,
meaning, life decisions, and religious behaviors.
Reliability was highly acceptable (� � .96).

Aggression. Participants were asked to
read a series of statements and indicate how
well each described him or her on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 � very inaccurate to 5 � very
accurate; Leavitt, Nelson, Coyne, & Hart,
2013; Nelson, 2005; Nelson, Coyne, Swanson,
Hart, & Olsen, 2014; Stockdale, Coyne, Nelson,
& Padilla-Walker, 2013). The physical aggres-
sion subscale consisted of two questions that
measured physical forms of aggression against
others (e.g., “Threaten to hit [or hit] other peo-
ple”). Relational aggression consisted of three
items measuring indirect forms of aggression
(e.g., “Spread rumors about others”). Reliability
for both scales was acceptable (physical aggres-
sion, � � .72; relational aggression, � � .70).

Media violence exposure. Participants
were asked to list their three favorite TV pro-
grams. For each they indicated on a 7-point
scale (1 � less than once a month to 7 � 6 or
more times per week) how frequently they
viewed each program. Participants were also
provided with a definition of physical violence
and were asked to rate each program for violent
content (1 � none to 7 � very high amount).
The violent content for each program was mul-
tiplied by the frequency viewed to give each
participant a media violence exposure score
(with higher scores indicating high levels of
violent content that are viewed frequently).
Such a method is commonly used in media
violence studies (Anderson et al., 2007; Gentile,
Lynch, Linder, & Walsh, 2004) and has been
shown to correlate highly with expert ratings of
media violence (Gentile et al., 2010).
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

A series of mixed ANOVAs were conducted
to assess gender differences and general differ-
ences across medium, contexts, and content. For
medium, the ANOVA revealed significant main
effects for medium, F(6, 1355) � 508.41, p �
.001, partial �2 � .69, gender, F(1, 1360) �
243.43, p � .001, partial �2 � .15, and an
interaction between medium and gender, F(6,
1355) � 15.92, p � .001, partial �2 � .07. See
Table 1 for means and standard deviations. Post
hoc analyses revealed that participants were
most offended by real life violence compared
with any media violence (all post hoc compar-
isons p � .001). However, there were also dif-
ferences by medium. Overall, participants were
most offended by violence in advertising and
music as compared with other types (all com-
parisons are p � .001). Then, in order of offen-
siveness, video games, TV, movies, and finally
books (all comparisons are p � .001). For gen-

der, women were significantly more offended
by media violence in every genre and in real life
(all comparisons are p � .001). Regarding the
interaction, the pattern of results for men and
women were very similar except for music.
Men were most offended by media violence in
music, while women were most offended by
advertising. Men, compared with women, were
also substantially less offended by media vio-
lence in video games in comparison with other
types.

For context, the ANOVA revealed signifi-
cant main effects for context, F(3, 4173) �
702.44, p � .001, partial �2 � .34, gender,
F(1, 1391) � 140.59, p � .001, partial �2 �
.09, and an interaction between context and
gender, F(3, 4173) � 19.09, p � .001, partial
�2 � .01. See Table 1 for means and standard
deviations. For context, participants were
most offended when viewing media violence
with children, then with their parents, with a
member of the opposite sex, and finally, with
their peers (all comparisons against each
other are p � .001). Again, women were more
offended by media violence in all different
contexts than men (all comparisons are p �
.001). An inspection of the interactions re-
vealed a similar pattern for gender, except
that men were substantially more offended
when viewing media violence with a member
of the opposite sex, as compared with the
pattern set by women.

Finally, we compared feelings of offensive-
ness of media violence as compared with sex-
ual content and profanity in the media. These
are compared in the context of TV, because
this medium is used most frequently by this
age group. When compared with other poten-
tially offensive content in the media, a mixed
ANOVA revealed a significant main effect for
type of content, F(2, 2748) � 208.16, p �
.001, partial �2 � .17, gender, F(1, 1374) �
70.38, p � .001, partial �2 � .05, and an
interaction between content and gender, F(2,
2748) � 27.97, p � .001, partial �2 � .02.
See Table 1 for means and standard devia-
tions. Compared with men, women were more
offended by violence, sexual content, and
profanity in the media (all comparisons p �
.001). On the whole, participants were most
offended by sexual content, then profanity,
and least offended by violence in the media
(all comparisons p � .001). For the interac-

Table 1
Media Violence Offensiveness for Medium, Context,
and Content

Men Women Overall

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Mediuma

Real world 4.84 1.95 5.99 1.46 5.53 1.77
Advertising 2.78 1.70 4.23 1.78 3.65 1.88
Music 3.04 1.86 4.04 1.78 3.64 1.88
Video games 2.46 1.80 3.97 2.00 3.37 2.06
Television 2.52 1.61 3.73 1.76 3.25 1.80
Movies 2.44 1.63 3.58 1.76 3.12 1.79
Books 2.06 1.32 3.01 1.58 2.63 1.55

Contextb

Children 4.73 1.89 5.95 1.43 5.47 1.74
Parents 3.66 2.05 3.75 1.82 4.32 1.99
Opposite sex 3.79 2.04 4.50 1.87 4.22 1.97
Peers 3.05 1.88 4.24 1.83 3.77 1.94

Content (in TV)c

Violence 2.51 1.61 3.74 1.76 3.25 1.81
Sexual content 3.93 2.34 4.51 2.10 4.28 2.22
Profanity 3.53 2.26 4.18 2.11 3.92 2.19

Note. Gender differences are significant for every compar-
ison at p � .001.
a All comparisons for medium are significant (p � .001) for
every comparison except between advertising and mu-
sic. b All comparisons for context are significant for every
comparison (p � .001). c All comparisons for content are
significant for every comparison (p � .001).
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tion, this pattern was similar for men and
women; however, men were substantially less
offended by media violence than women, in
comparison with other content.

Correlations and Gender Differences for
Main Variables

Bivariate correlations were computed for me-
dia violence exposure, physical aggression, re-
lational aggression, media violence offensive-
ness, and religiosity. All media variables in this
analysis are in the context of TV; we collected
media violence ratings for each participant’s
favorite TV programs, and participants spend
more time viewing media content in TV pro-
grams than other media (Kaiser Family Foun-
dation, 2010). See Table 2 for correlation ma-
trix. The pattern of results was similar for men
and women. For both, media violence offen-
siveness was negatively correlated with viewing
media violence, physical aggression, relational
aggression, and positively correlated with reli-
giosity. Media violence exposure was positively
correlated with both physical and relational ag-
gression and negatively correlated with religi-
osity. Religiosity was also negatively correlated
with physical and relational aggression. Finally,
both subtypes of aggression were positively
correlated. All comparisons were significant at
the p � .001 level.

A MANOVA on these variables revealed a
significant overall effect for gender, F(5,
1274) � 37.41, p � .001, partial �2 � .13. See
Table 2 for means and standard deviations. Men
were exposed to significantly more media vio-
lence, F(1, 1278) � 26.16, p � .001, partial

�2 � .02, and were also more physically ag-
gressive, F(1, 1278) � 10.94, p � .001, partial
�2 � .01, than women. Conversely, women
were more offended by violence on TV, F(1,
1278) � 174.04, p � .001, partial �2 � .12, and
were more religious than men, F(1, 1278) �
12.90, p � .001, partial �2 � .01. There was no
gender difference for relational aggression, F(1,
1278) � .002, p � .96, partial �2 � .00.

Structural Equation Model

Using structural equation modeling with
AMOS software, a model was estimated exam-
ining whether feelings of offense mediated
the relationship between media violence ex-
posure and different subtypes of aggression
(see Figure 1). Latent variables were con-
structed where possible. Religiosity was used as
a control variable in the model. To examine
gender differences, multiple group analyses
were conducted comparing a fully constrained
model with a fully unconstrained model, which
resulted in a decrease in model fit. Analyses
suggested that model fit was best when inter-
cepts, factor loadings, residual variances, and
structural paths were allowed to vary across
groups. This final fully unconstrained model
had acceptable fit (�2(162) � 446.66, p � .001,
Comparative Fit Index � .97, Tucker–Lewis
Index � .96, Root Mean Square Error of Ap-
proximation � .04). Given that the model was
exploratory, paths where results failed to reach
the critical value of significance, but were
“trending” toward significance (p � .10), were
described as “marginally significant” in the in-
terpretation. According to Vogt (2000), margin-

Table 2
Correlations and Gender Differences Between Main Variables

1 2 3 4 5

M 2.44 11.57 1.59 2.24 3.41
SD 1.56 9.66 .83 .72 1.55
1. Media violence offensiveness� — �.22�� �.12�� �.17�� .28��

2. Media violence exposure� �.28�� — .33�� .18�� �.38��

3. Physical aggression� �.17�� .22�� — .38�� �.29��

4. Relational aggression �.22�� .18�� .34�� — �.22��

5. Religiosity� .35�� �.34�� �.18�� �.24�� —
M 3.73 9.66 1.44 2.25 3.71
SD 1.77 5.95 .77 .69 1.40

Note. M � Mean. SD � Standard Deviations. Upper diagonal: descriptive statistics and
correlations for men; lower diagonal: descriptive statistics and correlations for women.
� Significant mean gender difference at p � .001. �� p � .001.
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ally significant results in exploratory models
may be relevant, and should merit some discus-
sion.

Results suggested that for men, media vio-
lence exposure was positively associated with
physical (� � .44, p � .001) and relational
aggression (� � .14, p � .05) and was nega-
tively associated with offensiveness (� � �.24,
p � .001). However, men’s judgments of media
violence offensiveness were not related to either
physical or relational aggression. For women,
media violence exposure was also positively
associated with physical (� � .31, p � .001)
and relational aggression (� � .15, p � .05).
Women’s judgments of media violence offen-
siveness were negatively associated with rela-
tional aggression (� � �.13, p � .01), and with
physical aggression (� � �.09, p � .05). Boot-
strapping analyses for indirect effects based on
2,000 bootstrapping resamples and a 95% CI
revealed that offensiveness significantly medi-
ated the relationship between media violence
and relational aggression (p � .01) and was
marginally significant for physical aggression
(p � .07).

Religiosity was positively associated with
media violence offensiveness for both men
(� � .14, p � .05) and women (� � .22, p �
.001). It was also significantly negatively as-
sociated with media violence exposure for
both men (� � �.50, p � .001) and women
(� � �.54, p � .001). Finally, religiosity was

negatively associated with relational aggres-
sion for women (� � �.15, p � .05) and was
marginally negatively associated with physi-
cal (� � �.13, p � .06) and relational ag-
gression (� � �.13, p � .06) for men (at the
level of a trend).

Qualitative Data Analyses

We used grounded theory to analyze the
open-ended question (Lofland, Snow, Ander-
son, & Lofland, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
In particular, according to this approach coding
should be “pursued in a persistent and method-
ical fashion” (Lofland et al., 2006, p. 196)
where the researchers derive conceptual con-
structs and models from the data as opposed to
the coders’ preexisting conceptions. The coding
consisted of three major stages. In stage 1, 20%
of the data were coded by two coders using
“initial coding,” which involved coding the an-
swers for general themes (Lofland et al., 2006).
In stage 2, all answers were coded by two
coders using “focused coding,” which involved
breaking down the comments into conceptually
distinct categories. Categories were grounded in
the data and developed through the coding pro-
cess. Several categories were modified or omit-
ted during this stage. At the end of this stage,
categories that were seen as similar were col-
lapsed together. Categories were not mutually
exclusive and some responses could be coded in

 .53***/.62*** 

Media 
Violence 
exposure 

Religiosity 

Physical 
aggression 

Rela�onal 
aggression 

Media violence 
offensiveness 

.44***/.31*** 

.14+/.15* 

-.24***/-.26*** 

.14*/.22*** 

.02/-.09+ 

-.06/-.13** 

-.50***/-.54*** 

-.13+/-.15* 

-.13+/.05 

Figure 1. Associations between media violence exposure and aggression with media vio-
lence offensiveness as a mediator. All values represent standardized beta weights. The figure
before the slash represents associations for men, after the slash for women: �2(162) � 446.66,
p � .001, Comparative Fit Index � .97, Tucker–Lewis Index � .96, Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation � .04. † p � .10. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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more than one category. As a result of this stage
of analysis, we identified seven prominent rea-
sons for being offended (or not) by media vio-
lence. In stage 3, quotations that typified themes
were identified. Across the coding process, the
two coders met together frequently to discuss
the development of themes and any issues that
arose. Any disagreements with coding were dis-
cussed until both coders could agree upon a
response (100% of answers were agreed upon).

Across the sample, there were 1,360 valid
responses to this item (92% of the sample).
Reponses were first coded as to whether partic-
ipants felt they were offended by media vio-
lence or not. Based upon our coding, 32% of the
sample were offended by media violence, 35%
were not offended, and 18% were sometimes
offended. Approximately 93% of responses
were captured by seven different themes (7% of
responses were not classifiable into one of the
themes). Below, we delineate the different rea-
sons why individuals reported being offended
or not by media violence.

Reasons for being offended. There were
four main reasons why participants reported
being offended by media violence. The first
reason participants reported for being offended
was that the violence was inhumane (represent-
ing 18% of all responses). This category iden-
tified violence in the media as being inherently
wrong or immoral because it was portraying
harm toward another person. For example, a
20-year-old LDS female responded, “It is dis-
respectful and hurtful to watch. There is rarely
any reason to use violence against another hu-
man being.” Another example from a 20-year-
old Atheist male reported, “I’m offended by
violence because it is two or more people pur-
posely injuring each other. The notion of ‘might
makes right’ deeply revolts and angers me, so
people using variations of it in media upsets me.
Thuggish and violent people being portrayed as
heroes because of their strength offends me,
because it is a terrible moral lesson.”

Participants also reported that they were of-
fended by media violence because they empa-
thized with victims. This reflected 10% of the
overall responses and participants mostly said
they did not like to see other people being hurt.
One participant reported, “It is almost physi-
cally painful for me to see someone else in
pain” (19-year-old Catholic female), while an-
other said “I imagine myself being in the posi-

tion of the victim. If I don’t like violence used
on me, then I do not like to be expose[d] to it”
(20-year-old Pentecostal female).

Other participants reported that they were
only offended by certain types of media vio-
lence (we collapsed two categories for this
code). For example, 7% reported being of-
fended by graphic forms of media violence, for
example, portrayals that were unnecessarily
bloody or extensive. For example, one partici-
pant reported, “I get offended by excessive vi-
olence (dismemberment, torture, domestic vio-
lence), but not normally by run of the mill
violence from everyday media” (22-year-old
nondenominational male). Another reported,
“Depends on how it’s used. Horror movies that
use bloody, gory, disgusting, VERY brutal vi-
olent torture scenes for the sole purpose to en-
tertain or to horrify is not what I want to see”
(24-year-old LDS male). Other participants re-
ported that they were not typically offended by
media violence, but it was conditional on the
context, for example if it was portrayed against
children, women, in a racist context, against
homosexuals, or other. This view represented
10% of overall responses. One participant re-
ported, “It depends on the situation the violence
is occurring. For example, killing the bad guy
versus a husband killing his wife or beating
her.” (20-year-old nonreligious female). An-
other reported, “Depends of the context. I ab-
solutely cannot tolerate sexual violence. It liter-
ally makes me sick to my stomach when seen in
movies or TV. Fighting does not bother me as
much.” (19-year-old Atheist female).

Finally, 5% of the sample specifically re-
ported they were offended by media violence
because they felt media violence had a direct
effect on viewer attitudes or behavior. One par-
ticipant reported, “because it can affect you in
your own life and make you more prone to
violence and can dull you toward violence,
which in my opinion is equally bad” (31-year-
old LDS male). A few specifically reported the
research on media violence as a reason for being
offended, for example, “I am offended by it,
because I have read studies and seen how it can
affect young children and the world” (21-year-
old LDS female).

Reasons for not being offended. There
were three main reasons why participants re-
ported that they were not offended by media
violence. Eighteen percent of all responses re-
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ferred to participants being desensitized in some
way, that they had viewed so much of it in the
media that they no longer had a reaction to its
portrayal. One participant reported, “Violence
in media is almost normal, so I am not offended,
but I know the difference with real life” (32-
year-old Hindu male). Another reported, “I’m
not offended. I imagine you would call it de-
sensitization. Really, I don’t care. In fact, I’m
fairly violent myself.” (19-year-old Atheist
male).

Other participants (11% of all responses) re-
ported that they were not offended by media
violence because they knew it was unrealistic,
though many reported they would be offended
by violence in the real world. For example, one
participant reported, “I am not generally of-
fended by violence when it is on TV show[s] or
a in a movie because I believe it to ‘not be real,’
but I would get offended if some people were
physically assaulting each other outside” (19-
year-old Christian male). Another reported, “I
find that witnessing violence in real life is of-
fensive and actually rather scary. Violence on
t.v. or other media is fake and staged. No one
really got hurt or it never really happened.”
(19-year-old Lutheran male).

Finally, 13% of participants reported that
they were not offended by media violence be-
cause it is a natural or expected part of human
life. Examples included “It’s human nature.
You can’t be offended by people because we are
a violent species (20-year-old nonreligious
male),” and “I’m not offended by violence, be-

cause violence is in everyday life. Whether we
like it or not, violence is a part of our world”
(19-year-old nondenominational female). An-
other participant quipped, “Violence is some-
thing as old as life. Get used to it.” (23-year-old
LDS male).

Sample differences. We analyzed the cod-
ing across a few different demographic vari-
ables. A series of chi-square analyses revealed
that men reported being significantly less of-
fended by media violence than women, �2(3) �
124.12, p � .001, and their reasons for being
offended (or not) also significantly differed,
�2(10) � 123.93, p � .001. An examination of
the standardized residuals revealed that men
were significantly more likely than women to
report being desensitized to violence and that
media violence was a natural part of human life.
Conversely, women were more likely to report
being offended because media violence was in-
humane, empathize with victims, and felt view-
ing such violence had an effect on their behav-
ior (all comparisons p � .05). No other
significant differences in other categories were
found.

For religion, we used a median split to di-
chotomize participants into low (n � 753) and
high (n � 710) religious involvement. Chi-
square analyses revealed that highly religious
participants were more offended by media vio-
lence compared with those with lower religious
participation, �2(3) � 57.31, p � .001. Again,
reasons for being offended or not being of-
fended differed by religious activity, �2(7) �

Table 3
Number of Reasons for Being Offended (or Not) by Media Violence by Religious
Involvement of Participant

Religious involvement

Low religious
involvement
(n � 753)

High religious
involvement
(n � 710)

Reasons for being offended by media violence
Inhumane 97 151
Empathy 46 78
Conditional on a certain type of violence (e.g., graphic) 97 90
Direct effect on viewer 31 23

Reasons for not being offended by media violence
Desensitized 157 138
Unrealistic 104 44
Expected part of life 76 74

Other diverse responses 66 33
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56.68, p � .001. See Table 3 for frequency of
responses. In particular, the answers of highly
religious participants reflected that media vio-
lence was more inhumane, graphic, and empa-
thized more with victims. Low religious partic-
ipants reported that media violence was more
unrealistic and were also more likely to report a
conditional reason for being offended (e.g., vi-
olence against children; all comparisons p �
.05). Interestingly, there were no differences for
the responses describing feelings of desensiti-
zation, the idea that violence was natural or
expected, or the idea that there was an effect on
viewers.

Discussion

This study highlights the diversity in offen-
siveness reactions to media violence, ranging
from highly offended to no offense. In support
of the GAM, both person and situational inputs
influence offensiveness responses, which in turn
mediate aggressive behaviors.

First, we examined understudied person in-
puts related to offensiveness. As previously
mentioned, person variables include all internal
factors individuals bring to the consumption
situation, such as personal traits, current states,
scripts, attitudes, beliefs, aggressive orienta-
tions, and so forth (Carnagey & Anderson,
2003). In examining gender as a person input,
we confirmed our hypothesis that media vio-
lence is more offensive to women than men,
thus supporting previous research that women
are more sensitive to and offended by other
types of content (ASA, 2002). Given that
women view less violence than men do (both in
the media and potentially in the real world),
they may be more offended because of their
lesser familiarity with media portrayals of vio-
lence (Archer, 2004). Indeed, when examining
the reasons why men and women report not
being offended by media violence, men are sig-
nificantly more likely than women to report
being desensitized by media violence and that
violence is an expected part of life.

In addition, consumers’ history with violent
content relates to feelings of offensiveness. Spe-
cifically, lower exposure predicts greater of-
fense when exposed to media violence and ag-
gression (physical and relational). In the
structural equation model, media violence offen-
siveness partially mediates the effect of media

violence exposure on aggressive behavior, but
for women only. In other words, for both sexes,
higher media violence exposure predicts greater
aggressive behavior. In addition to this general
effect, if women are offended by media vio-
lence when they see it, this reduces the risk of
aggressive behavior. This was significant for
relationally aggressive, but only marginally sig-
nificant for physical aggression. For men, how-
ever, being offended by media violence did not
partially mediate the general effect for either
type of aggression.

There may be a few explanations for this
finding. First, media violence is less offensive to
men than women. Moreover, men show mark-
edly higher levels of media violence exposure
and are more physically aggressive in real life.
Accordingly, by emerging adulthood, compared
with women, men have seen quite a bit more
media violence and have had more experience
with physical aggression in their own lives. It
may be that media offensiveness may mediate
the relationship between media violence and
aggression for men, but only during childhood
or adolescence. Because women consume less
media violence (and possibly real-life violence),
they may prove more offended when seeing it
on screen; accordingly, we see these effects
even in emerging adulthood. It should be noted,
however, that the model being tested is with
cross-sectional data. It is possible that a short-
term experimental study would find a different
pattern.

Interestingly, religiosity as another person in-
put predicts a number of outcomes in the study.
First, religiosity is associated with diminished
levels of physical aggression (for men only) and
relational aggression (for both sexes). It is likely
that many religious teachings discourage ag-
gressive behavior in any form; accordingly, re-
ligious individuals may try more nonaggressive
approaches to resolve problems. Second, reli-
gious individuals view less media violence than
nonreligious individuals, and are accordingly
more offended when exposed to media vio-
lence. In some religions, church members are
encouraged to avoid media where there is gra-
tuitous violence or strong sexual content. As a
result of their religiosity and conscientious
choice to consume less violence, they are more
sensitized and therefore more offended when
exposed. Although other research has estab-
lished a connection between religiosity and
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level of offensiveness to other media content
(Sapolsky et al., 2011), and between religiosity
and media violence (Bushman, Ridge, Das,
Key, & Busath, 2007), to our knowledge this is
the first study to examine these three variables
concurrently.

As mentioned, the GAM also examines the
“person in the situation.” As such, this study
considered the context in which consumption of
media violence occurs. For instance, partici-
pants report feeling more offended when watch-
ing violence in the presence of children, fol-
lowed by parents, and then members of the
opposite sex, and to a lesser degree, peers. It
may be that participants are uncomfortable
viewing violent content deemed inappropriate
for children, especially if worried about poten-
tial effects on child development (ASA, 2002)
and their own responsibilities as caregivers and
protectors. This provides evidence that the so-
cial context of the consumption episode may
determine at least part of the viewer response
and experience with the violent content. Future
studies should test to see if the social context
also moderates the effects of media violence on
subsequent aggression, perhaps via changes in
the judgments of offensiveness.

Situational considerations also extend to how
the venues affect feelings of offense. Partici-
pants, regardless of gender, are most offended
by violence portrayed in advertising, confirming
our hypothesis that violence used to sell a prod-
uct would be perceived as more offensive. Us-
ing violence in advertising may be more offen-
sive if seen to glamorize violence or leveraged
to make a profit. There is, however, an interest-
ing paradox here. Most product advertising does
not include violence of any sort (Brocato, Gen-
tile, Laczniak, Maier, & Ji-Song, 2010; Jones,
Cunningham, & Gallagher, 2010; Maguire,
Sandage, & Weatherby, 2000), though this can
depend on genre (Gulas, McKeage, & Wein-
berger, 2010). The ads that show the most vio-
lence are ads for violent TV shows or movies. It
is unclear from our data how these types of ads
would be judged. It is likely that our data rep-
resent people’s beliefs about what they think
they would find offensive, perhaps more than
their memories of specific offensive content and
their remembered feelings of offense. Experi-
mental studies would be needed to test this,
however.

Individuals, especially men, are more of-
fended by violence in music than other genres,
perhaps as music typically stimulates the audi-
tory instead of the visual senses (except for in
the form of music videos). However, other re-
search shows that both the lyrics and the tone of
the music have an influence on affect, hostility,
and aggressive behavior (Brummert Lennings
& Warburton, 2011). Perhaps the combination
of violent lyrics with a particularly “heavy” tone
is more offensive to viewers than violence por-
trayed in other media. This contradicted our
hypothesis that media without visual aspects or
that allow the consumer to imagine the level of
violence would be seen as less offensive.

In contrast, and in accordance with that hypoth-
esis, violence in books was perceived as the least
offensive. Although books may contain graphic
portrayals of violence that can influence attitudes
and behavior (Bushman et al., 2007; Coyne et al.,
2011, 2012; Kirsh & Olczak, 2002), such portray-
als appear to be judged as less offensive. Although
books stimulate the imagination and readers can
construct images in their minds from violent pas-
sage, such text-based stimuli likely confronts less
of the senses as compared with other media.

These findings suggest that viewers have a va-
riety of reactions to and experiences with violence
depending on the social and media contexts in
which the violence is portrayed, even when the
core content of the violence may be hypothetically
the same. This suggests that research should di-
rectly compare media violence effects and the
viewer experience in terms of media type.

We also examined the offensiveness of vio-
lence compared with other media content. Our
results reveal that participants are most offended
by sexual content, then profanity, and lastly vio-
lence. The pattern holds for both men and women,
although media violence compared with other
content is less offensive to men, confirming ASA
(2002) research, which found violence is less of-
fensive compared with sexual and profane con-
tent. Given the real-life consequences of violence
and the emotional, social, and economic costs of
societal violence (Hemenway, 2012; Kruse, Sø-
rensen, Brønnum-Hansen, & Helweg-Larsen,
2011), this finding was surprising. Generally, in-
dividuals are exposed to media violence far earlier
than sexual content or profanity. For instance,
Saturday morning cartoons contain ample vio-
lence and little to no explicit sexual content or
profanity. Indeed, the average preschooler in the
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United States can easily access violent content
from a number of programs (Pottler et al., 1995;
Potter & Smith, 2000; Wilson et al., 2002). Argu-
ably, across childhood and adolescence, the heavy
exposure to violent content is of such quantity and
intensity that by emerging adulthood, graphic por-
trayals have lost much of their power to offend.

Finally, we examined some of the reasons why
media violence was or was not considered offen-
sive. Our analysis reveals a rich set of responses
that center on a few main themes and support
some of the quantitative findings. The primary
reason cited is the perception that violence is in-
humane, although this was still only given by a
minority of participants. Many participants report
feeling offended specifically because of media
glamorization of an often cruel and brutal part of
human society. Other participants express empa-
thy toward victims, even fictional ones, vicari-
ously experiencing the pain resulting from vio-
lence. When viewers feel empathy for victims of
violence, they are less likely to be aggressive after
viewing media violence (Funk, 2005; Krahé &
Möller, 2010). Other participants report that
though media violence is not generally offensive,
the nature of the portrayal influences their reac-
tions. For example, participants note that ex-
tremely gratuitous portrayals or violence aimed at
women or children is particularly offensive. A
long research history supports this observation—
how the violence is portrayed affects subsequent
aggressive attitudes and behaviors (Anderson et
al., 2003). A few participants said that concerns
over the affect media violence may have on their
own and others’ behaviors often result in feeling
offended. Thus, triggered feelings of offensive-
ness, whatever the source, may negate or temper
the aggressive cognitions, emotions, and behav-
iors often resulting from exposure.

There are also varied reasons offered as to why
media violence is not offensive. The most com-
mon deals with desensitization. Though research-
ers repeatedly show that desensitization can occur
after continued exposure to media violence (Bar-
tholow et al., 2006; Carnagey et al., 2007; Engel-
hardt et al., 2011; Funk, 2005; Krahé & Möller,
2010; Thomas et al., 1977), it is interesting that
some viewers recognize this process in them-
selves, and cite it as a reason for not having a
reaction to media violence. Others felt that vio-
lence has a place in the media because aggression
is a natural and expected part of human nature.
This is in stark contrast to individuals who report

feelings of offense based on the idea that violence
was inhumane and should not be glamorized in
the media. And finally, others report that when
portrayals of violence or the settings in which it
occurs are unrealistic (e.g., fantasy), they feel less
offended.

The GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) pro-
vides a useful framework to understand how judg-
ments of offensiveness relate to violence and ag-
gression. As described earlier, person and
situation inputs involved in a consumption epi-
sode have a tremendous influence on internal
states, such as affect, arousal, and cognitions. In
other words, responses to violent content do not
always require an aggressive response, but rather
reflect the influences derived from a host of input
variables. These variables mediate responses to
violent content, often through perceptions of of-
fensiveness, which may mitigate the influence of
the violence. Our results speak to the core nature
of media violence and the viewer experience, and
may spark future research on why viewers expe-
rience media violence in certain ways.

Though the study had a number of strengths
including a large sample size and a mixed method,
there were several limitations. Most notably, the
data are cross-sectional, and thus, the direction of
effects is unknown. We have modeled the data
assuming that feelings of offense predict aggres-
sive behavior; however, it is equally plausible that
less aggressive people are more offended by por-
trays of violence in the media. Future longitudinal
or experimental research should attempt to disen-
tangle the direction of effects, though we suspect
it is likely a bidirectional one. It is also possible
that one or more third variables may be related to
both offensiveness and aggression (e.g., empathy,
physiological indicators, victimization). Further-
more, though we sampled participants in two dif-
ferent parts of the country and in two very differ-
ent universities, the sample is not entirely
representative of emerging adults as a whole, and
thus invites some caution. Finally, the definition of
“offensiveness” that we provided to participants
involved feelings of disgust and/or embarrass-
ment, two concepts widely discussed in the offen-
siveness literature (Shimp & Stuart, 2004). How-
ever, this definition did not capture potentially
related concepts, such as guilt or shame, which
may occur as a result of viewing media violence.
Though guilt and shame are closely related, they
appear to have substantially different behavioral
consequences (Shepherd, Spears, & Manstead,
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2013; Tangney, Stuewig, & Martinez, 2014). Ac-
cordingly, we hope that future research examines
whether feelings of guilt and/or shame influence
feelings of offensiveness and reactions to media
violence as do feelings of disgust and embarrass-
ment.

In sum, this study examines offensiveness and
variables related to it, applying the GAM in order
to more fully understand the mechanisms behind
how and why media violence may or may not
offend. These input variables combine to affect
how individuals appraise and interpret content,
and influence the internal state and ultimate re-
sponses of individuals to the content. The relation-
ship between violence and aggression is a com-
plex one, to be sure, yet exploring how personal
and situational factors operate on judgments of
offensiveness can expand our understanding of
how consumers come to appraise, interpret, and
ultimately respond to media violence.
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Appendix

Media Offensiveness Questionnaire

To the best of your ability, please answer the following questions pertaining to violence, sexual
content, and profanity in the media. Each question will be based on a scale of 1–7 (1 � not
offensive and 7 � highly offensive).

The word “offended” can be taken to mean “feelings of repulsion and/or feeling uncomfortable/
awkward.”

The following questions will pertain to violence in the media.�

Note: Violence involves physical force intended to hurt another person who does not wish to be
harmed. Examples include shooting, stabbing, punching, kicking, etc.

How offensive do you find violence in:
Movies? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Books? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Television? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Advertising? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Music? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Video games? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7

When exposed to violence outside of media (e.g. you witness
a fight or mugging on the street)? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7

How offended are you in viewing violence in the presence of:
Your parents? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
A member of the opposite sex (e.g. a date, your boyfriend/

girlfriend)? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Your peers? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7
Children? 1——2——3——4——5——6——7

Note. Participants also completed similar scales related to sex and profanity. These are not included here, though can be
obtained by contacting the first author.
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