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The young men who opened fire at Columbine High School, at themovie theater in Aurora, 
Colo., and in other massacres had this in common: they were video gamers who seemed to 
be acting out some dark digital fantasy. It was as if all that exposure to computerized 
violence gave them the idea to go on a rampage — or at least fueled their urges.  

But did it really?  

Social scientists have been studying and debating the effects of media violence on behavior 
since the 1950s, and video games in particular since the 1980s. The issue is especially 
relevant today, because the games are more realistic and bloodier than ever, and because 
most American boys play them at some point. Girls play at lower rates and are significantly 
less likely to play violent games.  

A burst of new research has begun to clarify what can and cannot be said about the effects of 
violent gaming. Playing the games can and does stir hostile urges and mildly aggressive 
behavior in the short term. Moreover, youngsters who develop a gaming habit can become 
slightly more aggressive — as measured by clashes with peers, for instance — at least over a 
period of a year or two.  

Yet it is not at all clear whether, over longer periods, such a habit increases the likelihood 
that a person will commit a violent crime, like murder or assault, much less a Newtown-like 
massacre. (Such calculated rampages are too rare to study in any rigorous way, researchers 
agree.)  

“I don’t know that a psychological study can ever answer that question definitively,” said 
Michael R. Ward, an economist at the University of Texas, Arlington. “We are left to glean 
what we can from the data and research on video game use that we have.”  
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The research falls into three categories: short-term laboratory experiments; longer-term 
studies, often based in schools; and correlation studies — between playing time and 
aggression, for instance, or between video game sales and trends in violent crime.  

Lab experiments confirm what any gamer knows in his gut: playing games like “Call of  

Duty,” “Killzone 3” or “Battlefield 3” stirs the blood. In one recent study, Christopher 
Barlett, a psychologist at Iowa State University, led a research team that had 47 
undergraduates play “Mortal Kombat: Deadly Alliance” for 15 minutes. Afterward, the team 
took various measures of arousal, both physical and psychological. It also tested whether the 
students would behave more aggressively, by having them dole out hot sauce to a fellow 
student who, they were told, did not like spicy food but had to swallow the sauce.  

Sure enough, compared with a group who had played a nonviolent video game, those who 
had been engaged in “Mortal Kombat” were more aggressive across the board. They gave 
their fellow students significantly bigger portions of the hot sauce.  

Many similar studies have found the same thing: A dose of violent gaming makes people act 
a little more rudely than they would otherwise, at least for a few minutes after playing.  

It is far harder to determine whether cumulative exposure leads to real-world hostility over 
the long term. Some studies in schools have found that over time digital warriors get into 
increasing numbers of scrapes with peers — fights in the schoolyard, for example. In a 
report published last summer, psychologists at Brock University in Ontario found that 
longer periods of violent video game playing among high school students predicted a 
slightly higher number of such incidents over time.  

“None of these extreme acts, like a school shooting, occurs because of only one risk factor; 
there are many factors, including feeling socially isolated, being bullied, and so on,” said 
Craig A. Anderson, a psychologist at Iowa State University. “But if you look at the literature, 
I think it’s clear that violent media is one factor; it’s not the largest factor, but it’s also not 
the smallest.”  

Most researchers in the field agree with Dr. Anderson, but not all of them. Some studies 
done in schools or elsewhere have found that it is aggressive children who are the most 
likely to be drawn to violent video games in the first place; they are self-selected to be in 
more schoolyard conflicts. And some studies are not able to control for outside factors, like 
family situation or mood problems.  

“This is a pool of research that, so far, has not been very well done,” said Christopher J.  

Ferguson, associate professor of psychology and criminal justice at Texas A&M  

International University and a critic of the field whose own research has found no link. “I 
look at it and I can’t say what it means.”  

Neither Dr. Ferguson, nor others interviewed in this article, receive money from the gaming 
industry.  

Accompanying Prompts- 
-Annotate- Bracket and label main ideas, identify and explain key terms, read with two lenses- look first for pro support, then for 

con support. 
-On a separate sheet- Create a chart- listing short term and long term effects of violent video game play. 
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