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Foreword

Twenty years ago the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Practically every country in the 
world has since ratified it. Articles 13 and 17 stipulate that children have the 
right to access information, the right to freedom of expression, the right 
to participate in the media, and the right to protection from harmful media 
contents.

When the Convention was adopted in 1989, neither internet nor mobile 
telephones – not even computers – were readily available to ordinary peo-
ple. But that was then. Although there are media, digital and information 
divides in the world, more and more people have access to an enormous 
array of knowledge and diversions of many kinds – on television, on the 
internet, and in mobile telephones. Our perceptions of time and space, 
of the bounds between private and public, central and peripheral, have 
changed. Fragmentation, diversification and individualization are character-
istics that are frequently in the focus of studies on media culture. 

An interactive and mobile media society has grown up alongside the 
traditional mass media society. Media use is less a matter of exposure or 
consumption, but more and more an activity. Passive media consumers 
are becoming active media producers. Young people around the world have 
already opted into the new regime and they have a command of the media 
on hand today that far surpasses the knowledge and skills the rest of us 
have managed to develop. Much of the content that is accessible via, for 
example, the web and mobile telephones remains terra incognita to many 
adults. 

Access to a variety of media, telephony and online services is increas-
ingly recognized as a vital factor for political, economic, social and cultural 
development. At the same time television, internet, computer games, etc. 
arouse fears as to the influence they may have on young people. 

Many parents, teachers and policy-makers are concerned about the nega-
tive influence they believe media exert on children and adolescents. Such 
concerns have been voiced as long as mass media have existed, but the 
concern has grown in pace with developments in media technology. There 
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is particular concern about what we call harm and offence in media content 
– violent and pornographic fiction and non-fiction, but also offensive adver-
tisements, stereotypes, hate-mongering messages, and so forth. Interac-
tive media such as the internet also imply invitations to risky behaviour in 
real life in connection with media use. 

Different parties turn to Nordicom and the Clearinghouse on Children, 
Youth and Media with questions on the influences of especially mediated 
violence. From time to time the Clearinghouse has highlighted the main 
conclusions that can be drawn from research regarding such issues. In this 
publication, Dr. Cecilia von Feilitzen, Scientific Co-ordinator at the Clear-
inghouse, has attempted to classify research findings into a more concise 
form than is perhaps common. There are different types of mediated vio-
lence and different types of influences. We hope that this publication will 
answer some of the questions so often asked by various groups in society.

Göteborg in June 2009

Ulla Carlsson
Director
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Introduction

The subject of children’s and adolescents’ relations to media has been on 
the agenda as long as media – books, press, recorded music, film, radio, 
television, etc. – have existed. With each new medium come both hopes 
and fears. In the public debate, the hopes have been for better opportuni-
ties for information/education, culture/entertainment and social relations 
– even peace – between persons, groups, cultures and countries. The fears 
have concerned the possible injurious influences of media contents as well 
as of using the medium per se. 

Considering the possible offensive and harmful influences of film and 
television, two long-standing media, many kinds of risks have been under 
intensive discussion. However, it is no exaggeration to say that the issue 
given most attention both in the public debate and in the research, espe-
cially regarding children and young people, is the consequences of watch-
ing media violence. 

With regard to digital video/computer games as well, violent content is one 
concern in the forefront. However, the hopes and fears – and the direction 
of research – have not been altogether the same for all media, but depend 
on the contents and character of the medium, as well as on the role of 
the media user. Therefore, apprehensions about the internet and mobile 
phones are partly different. 

This booklet deals with research on media violence and will have little to 
say about research on other possible offensive or harmful influences – or 
the plentiful research on the media’s potentially positive and desired influ-
ences. The booklet also limits itself to the screen media – film and televi-
sion, digital games, and the internet (mobile phones included) dealt with 
in different sections – because at present, the risks of these media are the 
most debated issues in relation to young people. 

At this point, it must also be stressed that research on children, young 
people and media has been much more exuberant and has a longer tradi-
tion in richer countries, such as Australia and New Zealand, Europe (mostly 
Northern and Western Europe), Japan and other well-to-do countries in 
Asia, as well as North America, while in other countries such research is 
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often less common and sometimes non-existent. The knowledge we have 
about the influences of media violence originates, thus, from relatively few 
countries with specific media situations – and research findings cannot be 
automatically generalized across borders. Consequently, in most countries 
there is a great need for research on children and media in the changing 
local and global media landscape. Such research should be carried out both 
on the countries’ own social and cultural terms and through more interna-
tional comparative investigations. 
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Film and Television

On the concepts of  
media violence and aggression
The representations of media violence in film and television most often 
referred to in the public debate as well as in research are depictions of vis-
ible, manifest, physical violence, and the threat of such violence, intended 
to kill, hurt or inflict physical suffering on the victim(s), i.e., fights, shoot-
ings, murders, etc. 

However, there is no commonly accepted research definition of media 
violence. Some elements that vary across different investigations are: 
Whether media violence is used against oneself or other persons – or also 
includes violence used against (and by) animals, society and/or objects; 
whether the perpetrator has the intention to harm – or whether all ac-
tions with violent consequences should be included (which also means 
accidents); whether the violence is physical – or also includes verbal and 
psychological violence; whether the violence also includes anti-social 
behaviour (e.g., fraud); whether the violence is against the victim’s will or 
interest – or whether violence includes all actions intended to kill, hurt or 
inflict suffering. 

Because research on physical media violence predominates, we know in 
the media violence context little of other forms of symbolic violence – such 
as mental and structural oppression, and power relations – that are also 
represented in the media output. Furthermore, the research has been 
largely concentrated on depictions of violence in entertainment, fiction 
and drama as opposed to representation of violence in the news and other 
factual contents. The reason has been that we must know about reality, but 
if fictional violence is injurious it ought to be reduced. 

Traditionally, research on film and TV violence has centred on its influences 
on children’s and young people’s aggression or violent behaviour, where ag-
gression can be said to be a more comprehensive concept. This is because 
‘violence’ implies behaviour, but in addition to behaviour ‘aggression’ also 
implies aggressive feelings, ideas, values and norms. This has not always 
been made explicit in the research.



10

Here it should be mentioned that the definitions of aggression have not al-
ways been explicit in other senses either. Originally aggression (from the Lat-
in aggressio) means ‘attack’. Consequently, certain kinds of aggression may 
be constructive, for example attacking societal evils or defending oneself 
against oppression. What is implied in the media research – and in the public 
debate – seems, in fact, to be destructive aggression, for example, attack-
ing and oppressing in order to establish, maintain or strengthen a superior 
position, but this has not always been made clear. Furthermore, researchers 
have primarily measured physical aggression in audiences, which may entail 
more often finding aggression among boys or young people belonging to the 
working class. Girls and persons belonging to the middle or upper classes 
may partly express their aggression in other ways, for instance, verbally, 
through silence or individual exclusion, through competition, achievement or 
self-assertion at the expense of others – manifestations of aggression that 
research measures have less often taken into consideration. 

The media perspective – different kinds  
of influences of film and TV violence
Research on film and television violence has been conducted since the 
1920s, and three to four thousand studies on influences of violent contents 
in these media are said to exist in the U.S. alone. Thus, we can base our 
conclusions concerning the influences of film and TV violence on many 
studies starting from different theories and using different methods, but 
with findings pointing in the same direction. 

Many feel that the research findings on media violence are contradictory. 
This may be because they want a simple yes or no answer to the question 
of whether media violence leads to increased aggression or violence in 
society – however, research shows that the situation is more complex. It 
may also depend on the fact that different research studies have different 
perspectives and questions as starting points – as well as different meth-
ods – and therefore elucidate different parts of the problems. Moreover, no 
one study can cover ‘the whole reality’. In addition, different viewers have 
different impressions of media violence depending on their specific experi-
ences and the context and position in which they find themselves, which is 
why media violence has different kinds of influences. However, the per-
spectives and findings can also be said to complement one another, just 
like pieces in a puzzle.
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Traditional studies on the effects of film and TV violence on children and 
young people can be said to have ‘a media perspective’, that is, they spe-
cifically ask: ‘What is media violence doing to the individual?’. In brief, this 
line of research has generated the following results:1 

Imitation
There is considerable empirical research showing that portrayals of vio-
lent actions in film and television can lead to imitation, particularly among 
younger children. Most people who are around small children also notice 
that children often copy what they see on television or in films. But even if 
media contents often influence especially younger children to say, do or play 
something of what they have seen (or heard or read), these impulses are 
generally short term and diminish as the child gets older. And even if imita-
tion often has a modelling function, that is, is a process by which children 
learn things (imitation and play are fundamental factors in the socialization 
process, i.e., children imitate adults to learn how to behave), it does not 
mean that children have already internalized or incorporated ideas, values 
and norms from the media that have led to an intentional aggressive action. 

At times, imitation also helps in working through one’s impressions; 
younger children may sometimes need to free themselves from strong me-
dia impressions via body language. It is, thus, necessary to consider what 
aspects of imitation are undesirable – and what aspects might be impor-
tant for the child in his/her everyday life and social context. 

Young people and adults, too, can copy ‘tips’ and instructions concerning 
how violence can be committed – they can use these tips in a crisis situa-
tion if they feel they need that knowledge. These tips or instructions need 
not be of use immediately, but can be stored as ideas, ‘scripts’ or ’sche-
mas’ for how to act in a violent situation later on. However, the research 
does not show that the media are the sole cause of the need for such 
knowledge, nor of the crisis situation in which the need is felt. (See also 
under ‘Working through problems, understanding, knowledge’ p. 19f).

Aggression
The numerous studies focused on aggression as a consequence of viewing 
film and TV violence do not support the notion that media violence is the de-
cisive cause of violence (and violent crimes) in society. On the other hand, 
most studies do not indicate that media violence is of no importance at all. 



12

Media contents seldom have a direct or sole influence on our actions. Stud-
ies have shown that we definitely get mental impressions – conceptions, 
feelings, etc. – from the media. But these are mixed with all the other 
conceptions, norms, values, feelings and experiences we have already 
acquired and are acquiring from our own practice and from our family, 
school, peers, etc. Our own experiences, as well as impressions from 
other persons, are generally of greater importance than impressions from 
the media. It is this melting pot of collected impressions that increases or 
decreases our propensity to act in a certain way. 

The majority of studies on media violence and aggression in the U.S., as 
well as some studies in other countries, show that media violence – in an 
indirect and most often reinforcing way, in interaction with more significant 
impressions, both in the short and in the long run – contributes to increased 
aggression for certain individuals under certain circumstances. The longitudi-
nal studies carried out during recent decades, in which the same individuals 
have been followed for several years, indicate, in sum, that viewing media 
violence seems to statistically explain 5-10 per cent2 of children’s and young 
people’s increased aggression over time, whereas 90-95 per cent of that ag-
gression is due to other factors. These ‘other’ factors include the child’s per-
sonality and earlier aggression; insecure, tangled or oppressive circumstan
ces in the family, school and peer groups; socio-cultural background; unfavour- 
able societal conditions, etc. Included here are also factors such as youth 
unemployment, alcohol and drugs, access to weapons, ethnic segregation, 
adults’ diminished control, and a consumer-oriented society that stimulates 
theft and other economic crimes for which violence can be a means. 

Several participants in the public debate are ‘dissatisfied’ with these find-
ings and wish instead to make the media the sole scapegoat. Others wave 
the findings away and mean the opposite – that media violence is of no 
importance. But 5-10 per cent is not a negligible result.3 The fact that many 
factors interact is also true of most areas in life. The impact of violent repre-
sentations in the media is, thus, a phenomenon not to be disregarded. 

Some studies also point to a reciprocal relation between viewing film and TV 
violence and aggression, that is, a circle or spiral effect. This implies both that 
children and young people who already are aggressive are attracted by media 
violence and that viewing media violence reinforces their aggression. 

At the same time, research supports the notion that children who have 
good relations with their parents, peers, etc., who do not live in a violent 
environment or a violent society, who have secure social conditions, who 
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like school, and are not frustrated or aggressive for some other reason, 
will most likely not become more aggressive through exposure to media 
violence. 

More research is, therefore, needed with groups at risk. A few such studies 
are mentioned below (see under ‘Working through problems, understand-
ing, knowledge’ p. 19f). Another growing body of at-risk research focuses 
on the negative role of media violence for children and adolescents with 
ADHD (Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder), AS (Asperger Syndrome) 
and DBD (Disruptive Behaviour Disorders). 

Different kinds of violence 
As mentioned earlier, it is essential that each country perform its own 
research – the findings cannot be generalized too hastily. 

For example, previous Japanese research has not found that TV violence 
contributes to aggression, despite the fact that such violent representa-
tions are extensive in Japan, as well. One reason for this discrepancy may 
be the different culture in society at large, another the fact that TV violence 
in Japan is often depicted in other ways than in Western media.4

Research in the U.S. shows that those depictions of violence that with 
greater probability contribute to aggression include:5

•	 an attractive perpetrator

•	 violence that stands out as justified (that is, the viewer finds it in or-
der when, for instance, the hero commits violence to settle accounts 
with the villain)

•	 use of weapons

•	 extensive/graphic violence

•	 violence that stands out as realistic 

•	 violence that is glorified or rewarded or not punished

•	 violence in which seriously painful or harmful consequences are not 
shown

•	 violence portrayed in a humorous way.

Previous comparative content analyses in the U.S. and Japan have shown 
that in Japanese TV violence the heroes are often subjected to more vio-
lence than the villains, why the viewer is less likely to perceive this media 
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violence as justified. Likewise, violence on Japanese television does not as 
often go unpunished, and the victim’s suffering – the consequences of the 
violence – is more often depicted, in fact, it may even be glorified. 

It should be mentioned here, however, that a few examples of more recent 
Japanese research on violent digital games indicate increased aggression 
in some players6 (see under ‘Aggression’ in the section ‘Video and Compu-
ter Games’ p. 30f).

One British study reveals that some of the above-mentioned kinds of vio-
lence in Western media, e.g., violence that stands out as justified, are not ex-
perienced as violence by adult viewers; they do not find such scenes violent 
because they are within the scope of what is customary. What constitutes 
violence for the adult audience is instead an act that breaks a recognized 
code of behaviour, for instance, that stands out as ‘unfair’ or ‘undeserved’.7 

How the viewer experiences media violence, however, is not in all respects 
the same as the influences of media violence. As mentioned, it is, among 
other things, media violence that stands out as ‘fair’ or ‘justified’ that in-
creases the likelihood of aggression among certain viewers. 

Media violence that the viewer perceives as ‘unfair’ may instead lead to 
uneasiness or dissociation. And, again, one’s own experience plays a role: 
Women who themselves had been subjected to real violence at home, 
interpreted and lived through a soap opera depicting such family violence 
on television differently: They found the media violence more violent and 
upsetting than did women who had not been subjected to violence in their 
homes.8 

Fear and uneasiness
Although in most children, young people and adults media violence does 
not contribute to aggression or convey useful tips about how violence can 
be committed, there are several other important types of influences of 
media violence that we should be aware of. 

One such influence is fear (or uneasiness, discomfort, becoming upset). 
Many children and young people like to be a little afraid, in a way that is 
exciting, when they watch fictive films and programmes. And some young 
people consciously seek out horror films in order to feel the horror. How-
ever, several studies have shown that entertainment violence can also give 
rise to fear that is stronger than what one was seeking. Murders, shooting, 
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fights, knives, mysterious environments, monsters, masks, darkness, horrid 
sounds, etc., can have an unexpectedly frightening effect. Children also 
often feel deep displeasure or horror when children or animals are hurt on 
the screen. The fear can, namely, be reinforced if, among other things, one 
identifies with the victim of the violence, if one feels that the violence is not 
justified, if the violence is graphic, or if it is experienced as realistic (both in 
fiction and factual films/programmes). Most children and young people say 
that they at some time, or several times, have been frightened or horror-
struck by entertainment violence, not seldom for an extended period. 

It is essential to stress in this context that many parents/adults take this 
kind of fear lightly – but all fear must be worked through. Repeated fear that 
is not treated but hidden away inside will sooner or later manifest itself in 
some way, for instance, as uncertainty, anxiety, depression – or aggression. 

Violence in news and factual programmes can also be frightening. We are 
all scared now and then by depictions of real violence. This is necessary; 
we have to be shocked sometimes by such representations of violence. 
Fear is a biological gift, something positive, a means of survival, of protect-
ing ourselves and counteracting dangers and societal evils. But it is obvi-
ously undesirable if our anxiety becomes so strong that our inclination to 
act is blocked. 

Research from some countries shows that children, when asked about 
what has frightened them in the media, more often mention violence in fic-
tive films and programmes. This is related, among other things, to the fact 
that we become more frightened if the violence is associated with our own 
experience and if it offers possibilities for identification. For children, the 
news does not offer possibilities of identification as often as fiction does. 
Much of what is shown on the news and other factual material is at a geo-
graphical, cultural and psychological distance from the child’s everyday life. 
But when children identify with or experience a violent situation in news/
factual programmes, when they feel that this can happen here or to me 
– then media violence about reality is more frightening. So even if enter-
tainment violence more often gives rise to fear, depictions of real violence, 
when they are frightening, frighten more intensively. This is because you 
cannot brush away (portrayals of) actual violence, persuade yourself that it 
is only make-believe, as you can entertainment violence. (See also under 
‘The media perspective – risks of harmful influences of violence on the 
internet’ in the section ‘The Internet’ p. 45ff.)
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Conceptions of violence in reality
There are also indications that media violence provides erroneous concep-
tions of real violence. However, there is less research on this kind of influ-
ence of media violence. 

For example, certain practical experience within school health services 
indicates that children may believe bodies are stronger than they actually 
are and that this understanding is based on what they have seen in action 
films. For this reason, children cannot foresee or understand how serious 
the consequences of kicks and blows can be.9

Furthermore, research results indicate that too much TV viewing can give 
audiences exaggerated ideas about the amount and type of violence in 
society.10 Thus, media violence can convey or reinforce ideas that there are 
more violent persons and more violence out there than is actually the case. 
Such erroneous conceptions, in turn, can give rise to fear within the viewer 
of personal encounters with violence – when riding the underground, walk-
ing in parks, and so on – as well as to adopt a pessimistic view that one 
cannot trust other persons. 

Not only fictive violence but also news violence can influence people’s 
conceptions of violence in reality. Press and TV news often exaggerate how 
violent the violence is. There are also examples in the research of how er-
roneous ideas about violence in society – underpinned by the media – have 
led to moral panic in the audience and calls for more law and order. 

Conceptions, fear, tips about violence  
– as concurrent influences
Several different theories have been presented concerning how human 
aggression generally arises. The research on imitation and aggression as 
a consequence of viewing film and TV violence has often emanated from 
various kinds of social learning theories (e.g., that we learn attitudes and 
behaviours from media violence via observation; or that media violence 
activates similar aggressive thoughts, norms, values and actions within us; 
or that it contributes to cognitive ‘schemas’ or ‘scripts’ for how we can or 
should act in a violent situation).11 Some researchers also mean that the 
likelihood of such learning is greater if we are already frustrated. 

Moreover, it is likely that among a minority of individuals it is precisely the 
combination of erroneous conceptions of real violence, fear of encoun-
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tering violence, the experience of threat in one’s surroundings and ideas 
about how one can commit violence – phenomena that media violence has 
contributed to – that can pave the way for destructive aggression in crisis 
situations.

Habituation
A further kind of influence that some studies have dealt with is emotional 
and cognitive habituation, that is, decreased excitement, decreased fear, and 
lowered inhibitions in response to violence. Certain U.S. studies indicate that 
media violence can make us more desensitized to or unconcerned about real 
violence. Studies from, for instance, Europe and Australia have not shown 
this, but the inquiries about this type of influence are quite few. 

However, studies show clearly that we become habituated to media vio-
lence itself. Young people even say so themselves. A great deal of viewing 
of media violence leads, accordingly, to decreased excitement in response 
to or decreased fear of media violence, such that the level of tolerance 
increases. Some people then seek other kinds of, and stronger, excitement 
and violence from the media. And because the media are competing for 
audiences, they spice films, programmes, etc., with more violence.

Constructive actions? 
It is highly likely that certain media violence also has positive influences. 
Dramatized and realistically depicted media violence ought to, e.g., give the 
audience insight into the real causes and consequences of violence and 
power in society, thereby contributing to realistic conceptions, democratic 
norms and values, and constructive actions. There are also, as mentioned, 
situations when fear – and even aggression – can be something construc-
tive, for example, if it helps us avoid real dangers or dissociate ourselves 
from, and fight against, abuse of power. However, no research focused on 
this issue has been found.

The user perspective  
– different uses of film and TV violence
Some research does not proceed from the perspective of media influence 
– as does most research hitherto mentioned – by asking ‘what media vio-
lence is doing to the individual’ (the media perspective), but has instead the 
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child’s, the young person’s or the adult’s perspective as a user or agent as 
its starting point (the user perspective). The question is then, simply stated: 
‘What are children, young people, etc., doing with the media violence?’ 
Such research builds on the fact that different individuals generally experi-
ence excitement, violence, horror and power – and other media contents 
– very differently, need it to different extents and give it different meanings 
depending on their experience and context. It is important to understand 
the fascination that many persons (but by no means everyone) feel for 
media violence. Some violent portrayals of today also have their roots in 
historical myths, folk tales and ancient drama. 

Let us give some examples of what empirical research on media violence 
from a user perspective has arrived at. 

Excitement 
Several studies show that, for some people, media violence means excite-
ment (or a little fear or ‘wishful fear’ – excitement and fear are extremes 
along the same continuum). Violence, hatred and death – and power, glory 
and money – are, just as love is, phenomena essential to human beings 
and therefore exciting. They often have a dramatic value in themselves, 
something that appeals to different audiences’ preferences and needs. The 
reason for watching violent action films or horror films can be as simple 
as, for instance, feeling that everyday life is boring and wanting a kick or 
stimulation. Some people are also more excitement seeking than others. 
For certain persons, excitement can instead serve to divert or calm their 
own uneasiness and somewhat relieve feelings of dissatisfaction or power-
lessness. 

As mentioned, however, not everyone is attracted by film and TV violence. 
In a Russian study with 14- to 17-year-olds, for example, less than a third 
said they liked the violent films they had seen during the month before the 
survey.12

Identity seeking, group belonging
The signs and symbols of popular culture are also important constituents 
of children’s and young people’s everyday practice and learning processes 
– in play and identity work, development of lifestyles, group belonging and 
social action. Media violence, as well, can sometimes and in different ways 
play a role for identity seeking and the feeling of group belonging.
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Among other things, interviews with 15- to 16-year-olds show that watch-
ing certain selected violence and horror genres can be a way of measuring 
toughness, a test of manliness in the gang, as well as one of several ex-
pressions of a lifestyle that unites the group and a counter-cultural protest 
action against an adult world that, from the young people’s viewpoint, is 
oppressing or indifferent. This is more likely to be true of young people 
whose identity is not strengthened in school and whose low marks are a 
sign of competence and creativity that are being wasted.13 

Other examples of the meanings of media violence for identity seeking and 
group belonging are the following: Viewing horror films has been shown 
to fit into the socialization of gender roles. Young men have an opportunity 
to show that they are not scared – something expected of men – whereas 
girls can express their fear, lean against the boys to get protection, and ad-
mire them for their bravery – something expected of women.14 And among 
teenage boys, the competent interpreters of action films – those who are 
acquainted with the conventions and narrative structures of the films – 
maintain or create, through continuous commentary while viewing, their 
positions and relations in the group.15

Working through problems, understanding, knowledge
As previously mentioned, many studies show that people who are already 
aggressive have a tendency to be attracted to media violence. This may 
also be true of certain children who, e.g., have experienced violence at 
home, in war, or in other contexts. One of several possible explanations is 
that some persons use media portrayals in an attempt to work through and 
understand their situation, as well as factors that have contributed to the 
aggressive environment, or the fact that they feel anxiety, are oppressed, 
frustrated or aggressive. 

The motives for using media violence can be more or less unconscious. 
Research from Argentina suggests, for instance, that children who experi-
ence family conflict, or other social or individual conflicts, seek out and 
integrate violent elements from television to compensate for these con-
flicts and for their subjectively felt insufficiency. This may mean that these 
children feel a kind of temporary relief – even though the relief does not 
solve their conflicts in the long run. It is equally likely that viewing media 
violence also reinforces their aggression.16 
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The research also fails to support the idea that catharsis (from the Greek 
katharsis, i.e., ‘purification’) is a decisive influence of media violence, in the 
sense that one generally becomes released from one’s earlier aggression 
by means of the symbolic vicarious experiences of media violence. 

The motives for watching media violence can be more conscious and in-
tentional, as well. Two Scandinavian studies with juvenile delinquents show 
that these young people, depending on their group belonging and lifestyle, 
seek out particular violent genres and view these specific programmes or 
films repeatedly.17 It is not the case that chiefly the films or programmes 
make these young people violent – as mentioned previously, other factors 
are more decisive for aggression and crime – but their life situations imply 
the desire to learn special actions in order to master a possible violent 
situation in the future, for example, if they are threatened by another gang. 
Thus, for them, this is a question of competence development and survival, 
just as when other people, e.g., read books for their work or relax to soft 
music after a stressful day. These two studies also give examples of how 
people can copy instructions from violent depictions in the media (cf. under 
‘Imitation’ p. 11).

Summary of research findings on influences 
and uses of film and TV violence
Looking beyond direct and simple causal relations between media violence 
and aggression among viewers, it is clear that we all get impressions from 
and are influenced by film and TV violence – but in different ways based on 
our varying motives, intentions, wishes and life conditions. From the above-
mentioned examples of undesired influences – imitation, aggression, fear, 
erroneous conceptions and habituation – it is also evident that we all, in 
one way or another, are negatively influenced by media violence. 

Clearly, research on media violence has not only dealt with different kinds 
of influences – as mentioned, it also starts from different theoretical per-
spectives. Like other research within the social sciences and the humani-
ties, the perspectives have their origin in, among other things, the basic 
philosophical question of a human being’s free will. To what extent are we 
products of the environment – of parents, school, peers, media, religion, 
culture and social structure – and to what extent do we choose and act 
independently? Although most people agree that the truth lies somewhere 
in between, some put more emphasis on the structural perspective and 
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others on the agency perspective. The same applies to researchers. As 
mentioned, some choose to study how we are influenced by media vio-
lence in interaction with the rest of the environment (the media perspec-
tive). Others focus instead on how we – based on our different motives and 
interests in different contexts – choose, use and interpret media violence in 
order to orient ourselves in our surroundings and try to improve our situa-
tion (the user perspective). 

The media and user perspectives, however, are not contradictory. They 
simply have different locations on the theoretical map. Nor are the find-
ings from the studies contradictory. The same individual can appreciate and 
construct meaning from media violence while also getting less desirable 
impressions from it. The fact that we both are influenced by and seek to 
influence the environment is true of most contexts. 

Other film and TV contents  
contributing to aggression?
There are also other research perspectives on film and TV violence. For ex-
ample, some researchers have asked whether it is necessarily the violence 
in the programmes or films that contributes to aggression among some 
viewers. 

The theory of emotional arousal, supported by empirical studies with 
adults, points to the possibility that any film and TV content that is excit-
ing or inspires strong feelings reinforces the mood the viewer takes to the 
viewing situation (aggression, depression, erotic disposition, and so on). 
The viewing may, thus, in the short run mean more intensive action corre-
sponding to that very mood.18

Another assumption, which has empirical support, is that sustained view-
ing of very fast pace programmes contributes to aggressive and uneasy 
behaviour (hyperactivity) among young children.19

Furthermore, one hypothesis is that large parts of the entertainment and 
fiction output as a whole, as well as advertising, contribute to increased 
expectations of a more glamorous lifestyle – expectations that cannot be 
fulfilled for all groups due to their relative deprivation in society. The result 
may be frustration, which in its turn can contribute to aggression. Such a 
possible media influence is reinforced by societal development based on 
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steadily increasing expectations, that is, a development that emphasizes 
increased production, increased consumption, achievement, and individual 
competition, in spite of the fact that different groups have different eco-
nomic, social and cultural possibilities of realizing such goals.

The perspective of the culture at large
Another perspective within media violence research starts neither from the 
influence of depictions of manifest, physical violence (or other specific me-
dia contents) (the media perspective) nor from the individual as an agent 
(the user perspective), but focuses instead on the culture and media output 
at large. Such studies concern, among other things, values and myths, 
power and dominance relations, and different kinds of structural, latent or 
mental violence in the culture, as well as the representations and conse-
quences of these cultural expressions.

To take one of many examples: Latently embedded in violent representa-
tions in U.S. TV drama is a victimizing pecking order that includes those 
who commit the violence and those who are subjected to it. At the top, 
among the assailants, there are white male adults; at the bottom among 
the victims are women, people belonging to ethnic minority groups and to 
the working class, poor people, elderly people, children and adolescents.20 
Thus, the dramatized commission of violence actually seems to reflect 
the societal power hierarchy. Moreover, the groups who are victims in this 
violent narrative largely correspond to the groups who, according to con-
tent analyses all over the world, are underrepresented in the media output 
(while men, the middle and upper classes, and the ethnic majority are 
overrepresented). A common interpretation in much of the research is that 
underrepresented groups, who are also mostly portrayed in prejudiced and 
stereotyped manners, are generally ascribed a lower value in society. Thus, 
the fact that children, for instance, are greatly underrepresented in the 
media output can be regarded as the media expressing and exerting a form 
of symbolic violence against or cultural oppression of children.

Another example of this cultural research perspective is international, com-
parative content analyses showing that violent portrayals, and with these 
also norms and values, are different in different cultures (cf. American and 
Japanese media violence under ‘Different kinds of violence’ p. 13f).
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The political economy perspective
However, cultural or symbolic violence does not only have different mean-
ings in different nations and epochs, and different ways of glorifying and 
condemning violence do not only depend on different cultures, but also on 
economy, technology, politics and power groupings in society. Still an-
other perspective in media violence research is focused on precisely this, 
namely, how media violence and the values and power relations that are 
expressed in the culture are dependent on the media institutions’ owner-
ship situation, policies, economy and technology, which are in turn closely 
integrated with the economy, power and politics in society at large. Political 
economic factors in society and the media, thus, are regarded as decisive 
for what is conveyed and not conveyed in the media output – and ultimate-
ly also for the influences of media contents, including media violence. 

For instance, empirical analyses show that national foreign politics and 
trade, as well as the media industry’s anchorage in other companies that 
produce weapons, space technology, telecommunications, cars, food, etc., 
have an influence on what we can view, hear and read about. The compa-
nies that advertise in and sponsor the media also affect what is transmitted, 
as they encourage contents that attract the largest audience. Furthermore, 
increasingly often, television series are produced with accompanying toys, 
other gadgets, clothes, etc., and the same media content can be found on 
television, in films, computer games, comics, on the internet, and so on. Or 
TV series are built around, and therefore market, extra-television products 
(e.g., a special alcohol brand). The entertainment industry, including media 
violence, has an important economic function for society as a whole.

With ever more TV channels, digital games, internet sites, etc., the violent 
elements in the total media output are increasing. This is not only because 
violent depictions are accumulating with the establishment of new me-
dia, but also because of technological development, media competition, 
media globalization and the 1980s’ so-called de-regulation of the media. 
A large part of the media market is dominated by a few trans-national 
conglomerates that convey the same media contents to larger and larger 
audiences around the world. With media contents flowing across borders, 
the possibilities for single countries to regulate the media have diminished. 
Moreover, the media contents become more and more easily available due 
to greater numbers of apparatuses in the homes and due to digital media 
convergence (the fact that games, newspapers, magazines, books, radio, 
music, film and television also exist on the internet to an increasing extent).
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At the same time, research studies have shown that people on average 
prefer to watch TV programmes without violence. Most children and young 
people are not partial to violence in programmes and films either,21 and it 
is not in the first place the violence that makes young people fascinated 
with video/computer games.22 Several studies from around the world have 
also shown that people as a rule prefer to watch home-produced drama 
programmes, that is, soap operas and other fiction produced in their own 
country or native language. However, in most countries such domestically 
dramatized alternatives are few or completely lacking, because they are ex-
pensive to produce and do not generate sufficient revenues through sales 
to other countries. The opposite is the case especially in the U.S., which 
dominates world exports. A hybrid is format television, where the format 
(e.g., the design of reality shows) is purchased, but then filled with domes-
tic characters and interiors. 

Consequently, it is not primarily popularity with viewers that is the driving 
force behind media violence, but economic and global forces, including 
marketing. Media products that are to be sold to as many cultures as pos-
sible need a dramatic ingredient that does not require adaptation, but that 
‘speaks action’ in any language. That ingredient is often violence.23 
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Video and Computer Games

Background
Video and computer games have become a gigantic industry. The birth of 
electronic or digital games is said to have been in the late 1950s. How-
ever, it was during the 1990s that the video and computer game industry 
became the fastest growing and most profitable children’s entertainment 
business. Already at the end of the millennium, such digital entertainment 
won shares of the U.S. toy market larger than the Hollywood box-office 
gross and ten times the amount spent on the production of children’s tele
vision.24 While the U.S. and U.K. are the biggest computer game producers, 
Japan leads the world in the video game industry. 

During the 2000s, the rate of growth of digital games has further intensi-
fied, and nowadays playing also engages many adolescents and adults, 
although school-aged boys are the most active players. Forecasts of the 
international turnover of this business point at enormous figures (different 
press articles suggest 45 to 55 billion U.S. dollars in 2009), but it is difficult 
to find exact joint estimations covering all kinds of digital games in the 
world. 

Video and computer games, or digital games, can be played on many plat-
forms – via a console connected to a television (a console that nowadays 
often includes online capabilities), via DVDs or downloads on the computer, 
online via the internet, and via mobile phones and certain other handheld 
devices. While offline games on the computer (or a mobile phone, etc.) 
are often designed as a single-player activity, game playing via the TV 
console is primarily intended for more than one player. Online games on 
the internet, in their turn, often engage hundreds or thousands of simul-
taneous players from all over the world. (For example, World of Warcraft 
had, according to its website, 11.5 million subscribers in December 2008.) 
Multiplayer games are also arranged via local area networks (LAN) where 
gamers connect their computers to each other. Furthermore, e-sport (elec-
tronic sport, digital game contests) with international championships has 
developed both as a leisure activity and as a professional field, sometimes 
involving valuable prizes. In certain countries, for example South Korea and 
Germany, such tournaments are shown on television. 
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The game player’s roles 
The digital games are not only an extension of moving images on film and 
television – but also of play. The role of the film and television viewer is 
mainly to receive (and sometimes consume) contents in primarily asym-
metrical one-way communication processes, although the viewer actively 
selects, interprets and recollects the contents in different contexts, often 
talks about them with other people, etc. Even if the TV viewer is at times 
also allowed to phone in, send text messages, chat on a TV series’ website, 
etc., for voting, reflecting on the story, changing the story, and the like, 
such activities are not the rule in relation to TV programmes and films. And 
when viewers are allowed to ‘participate’, they do so on the terms of the 
media company. 

Digital games, however, form a more (but not wholly) interactive medium 
in the sense that the player can steer, in several respects, the course and 
outcome of the game. And certain games, such as role-playing games 
online, can be said to allow participation, in that the player more or less 
creates the personality and actions of his/her avatar and contributes more 
profoundly to the narrative of the game.

Optimists in the public debate therefore believe that video and computer 
games constitute an educational revolution and a different kind of socializa-
tion. The games are regarded as a fabulous gateway to the future, training 
children and youth to cope with virtual reality – training that provides them 
with a greater sense of agency and control over the changing digital envi-
ronment, that even empowers them in their lives. 

Pessimists, however, remark that use of these games often leads to addic-
tion, and that the contents of many of them are overwhelmingly violent, 
sexist and racist.

Some general comments  
on the research on digital games
Naturally, research on digital games is much more recent than research on 
film and television. This means that whereas studies on film and television 
violence number in thousands, studies on digital game violence number 
in hundreds, perhaps fewer than a hundred if we single out those asking 
whether aggression could be a consequence of playing violent video/com-
puter games. 
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The concepts of ‘violence’ and ‘aggression’ have been defined similarly in 
relation to both digital games and film and television (see under ‘On the 
concepts of media violence and aggression’ in the section ‘Film and Televi-
sion’ p. 9f). And, just as with film and TV violence, the game studies have 
also used different theories and questions as their starting points, have 
focused on different games and age groups, used different methods, etc., 
which is why many studies are not comparable. Moreover, because games 
have developed technologically and because violent and other elements 
have become more detailed, graphic and ‘realistic’ over time, some of the 
earlier studies are not valid for today’s situation.

When talking about research on video/computer games, we must also 
state that it is not possible to simply generalize findings on the influences 
of film and TV violence to those of violent digital games, as the contents, 
formats and narratives of the games mostly deviate from film and TV 
contents, and as the role of the player is not only to ‘receive’ or ‘consume’. 
Game playing has, as mentioned, more features of interactivity and play 
and perhaps also implies another kind of identification, not least when play-
ing from a first-person perspective. 

There is also great variation in digital games (action, strategy, adventure, 
role playing, sports, simulators, pedagogical, play, puzzle, etc.), and content 
analyses show that by no means all video/computer games contain violent 
representations, or that many contain very few violent elements. However, 
several of the digital games that children and young people, above all boys 
and men, prefer belong to the genres of ‘action/combat’, ‘sports/racing’, 
‘strategy’ and ‘adventure’ – genres that more often contain representations 
of violence. Of these, the ‘action/combat’ genre contains most violent ele-
ments, which often target figures representing human beings (as opposed 
to machines, monsters, and the like). Salient sub-genres within the ‘action/
combat’ genre are ‘first person games/shooters’, where the represented 
violence is perpetrated from the perspective of the player, and ‘fighting 
games’, where the game violence is seen from a third person perspective.

Important lines of research on digital games focus on games for specific 
learning purposes in, e.g., school situations, as well as the possible con-
tribution of games to cognitive development, perceptual motor skills, and 
social interaction. Digital games have been tested for therapeutic purposes, 
as well. Of these potential beneficial outcomes, a certain agreement exists 
among researchers that playing digital games can help to improve percep-
tual-motor skills and reaction time, as well as promote relief in connection 
with some diseases. 
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In relation to concerns, on the other hand, the research has focused on 
possible player acceptance of violence as a useful means to solve conflicts, 
desensitization to violence, and, mainly, aggression. Fewer studies have 
dealt with gender stereotypes, racism, political and religious propaganda in 
games, and relationships between gaming and isolation, obesity and other 
health issues (such as epileptic fits and cramps). Addiction as a result of 
excessive gaming (regardless of type of game) has also attracted research-
ers’ attention. However, the growing amount of advertising/marketing in 
the games (e.g., product placements) has only to a certain degree been the 
object of research. 

Some notes on research methods
If we were to single out studies on the consequences of viewing and deal-
ing with violent depictions and elements in computer games, the relevant 
studies, reviews of studies, and so-called meta-analyses mostly concern 
the short-term influences. Many of the short-term studies have been criti-
cized because they are laboratory experiments, which means that subjects 
– for ethical reasons often college students – are invited to use a special 
game for a short while in connection with tests of different kinds and that 
all this takes place in an artificial, controlled milieu. Conclusions about 
causal relations can be drawn – but are they valid for everyday life, for life 
outside the laboratory? 

Other studies are surveys of different kinds – outside the laboratory, involv-
ing interviews, questionnaires, and the like – that can establish possible 
correlations between playing violent digital games and aggression. But 
such studies do not provide a sufficient basis for drawing conclusions 
about causal relations. Moreover, in these studies the kind of violent games 
played is often not studied in detail. 

Other studies are more ethnographic in style, which implies talking with 
children and adolescents and observing their playing. This approach gives 
an understanding of young people’s motives for and interpretations of play-
ing in different contexts. But even if these research designs also generate 
knowledge about what game elements the young people subjectively ex-
perience as offensive to them (e.g., what upsets them), they cannot reveal 
all kinds of possible harmful influences (e.g., increased aggression, racism, 
gender stereotyping, etc.). 
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Only a pocketful of investigations have used a causal approach in a realistic 
environment, e.g., field experiments or longitudinal studies. And the few 
studies seeking to track the long-term influences of playing violent games 
are ‘short-term longitudinal’ in design, covering weeks or months, not 
years.

Naturally, the weaknesses and strengths of the above-mentioned and other 
methods are also inherent in much of the research on influences of film 
and TV violence, as well as in the research on beneficial influences of digital 
games, film, television, etc. The reason for noting methodological short-
comings here, besides the other disparities between the game studies 
mentioned previously, is to give the reader an understanding of why find-
ings to date on the consequences of playing violent digital games are very 
meagre and fluctuating. 

In several respects, the current state of the research on digital games with 
violent elements can be said to resemble the state of the research on 
possible influences of films and television programmes with violent repre-
sentations before the early 1970s. For almost half a century, the research 
findings on possible aggression after viewing film and TV violence were 
also highly contradictory, despite the fact that many more studies had been 
performed then than have been conducted on digital games and aggres-
sion to date.

The media perspective – different kinds  
of influences of digital game violence
Like film and TV violence, the research findings on digital game violence 
represent both a media perspective and a user perspective (see ‘The user 
perspective – different uses of film and TV violence’ in the section ‘Film and 
Television’ p. 17f). We will begin with the media perspective. 

Imitation
Some studies show that small children have a tendency to imitate violent 
actions in digital games in their subsequent play.25 As mentioned, small 
children often imitate what they have experienced, both in real life and via 
the media (cf. the reasoning under ‘Imitation’ in the section ‘Film and Televi-
sion’ p. 11). 
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Aggression
Furthermore, surveys including both children and adults have found ‘posi-
tive’ correlations between heavy playing of violent digital games, on the 
one hand, and aggressive attitudes and behaviour, on the other – without 
being able to prove which factor comes first.26 That is, we do not know 
whether persons who are more aggressive seek out violent games, or 
whether the games have contributed to their aggression – or whether 
there is a third factor that explains both violent game playing and aggres-
sive tendencies within the player.

Research on causal relationships, which asks whether playing digital games 
with violent elements really contributes to increased aggression, has 
yielded different results. Thus, there is disagreement within the research 
community on how to interpret the findings, and several scholars maintain 
that there is not sufficient evidence on which to base any safe conclusions. 

Thus, some studies performed in the U.S. and Japan, often starting from 
social learning/social cognitive theory, indicate that digital game violence 
can contribute to increased aggression in the form of aggressive thoughts, 
emotions, attitudes and behaviour, particularly after repeated playing.27 
One study with three independent samples (12- to 15-year-olds and 13- to 
18-year-olds in Japan, and 9- to 12-year-olds in the U.S.) found that habitual 
playing of violent games early in the school year predicted physical aggres-
sion 3 to 6 months later (even after statistically controlling for influences 
of gender and previous physical aggressiveness). Furthermore, those who 

played video games including violence a great deal became relatively more 
physically aggressive. In addition, it seemed that the influence was larger 
among the younger children than among the older adolescents in the 
study.28 

At the same time, other studies fail to support or contradict findings 
showing that playing violent video/computer games contributes to aggres-
sion. Still other studies show increased aggressive thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour while playing, but these phenomena do not linger and are not 
transferred to people or things outside the game.29 

Some researchers stress that, just as with film and TV violence, even if 
playing violent digital games does contribute to aggression, there are many 
other factors at work that play a greater role. Thus, according to these re-
searchers, digital games with violent elements reinforce aggression when 
other important circumstances contributing to aggression are also at work.
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There is, as well, uncertainty as to how large the possible influence of 
game violence is. Some find it to be less than for film and television. 

Other researchers, not to mention debaters, however, stress the notion 
that digital games might provide more effective training in desensitization 
and aggression than watching film and TV violence, because games involve 
play that is pleasurable and enjoyable – combined with interactivity, indi-
vidual practice, repetition, engagement, and rewards for one’s own violent 
game actions. And not only are the violent game actions rewarded, in first 
person shooter games they are also represented as justified and seldom 
punished, which are content factors in film and TV violence that more likely 
contribute to aggression (cf. under ‘Different kinds of violence’ in the sec-
tion ‘Film and Television’ p. 13f). 

Although the body of research on game violence and later aggression 
within the player is still too fragmentary to suggest a highly probable causal 
link between playing violent games and violent behaviour in children and 
adolescents, a majority of 12- to 15-year-olds in the U.K. agreed with the 
following statements in a study carried out in 2007: ‘Violence in games af-
fects people’s behaviour outside the game’ (67%), and ‘Violence in games 
has more impact on people’s behaviour than violence in television or films’ 
(54%).30 The research report suggests that the children might have been 
affected by public concern such as it is outlined in the media.

Fear and uneasiness
Apart from imitation and aggression, a few studies on digital games have 
dealt with fear. According to a Danish study, children say they can become 
scared and have nightmares after playing digital games, but that movies 
and fiction on television and in film are more anxiety-provoking. The re-
searchers connect this finding with the type of identification. In the games, 
the characters do not react emotionally in the way they do in film and TV 
series, where the viewer feels and experiences along with the movie’s or 
series’ characters’ development, which is why identification with film and 
TV violence is thought to be stronger.31 

Other related influences
A few findings suggest that the violent elements in digital games contrib-
ute to desensitization against real violence. However, more research is 
needed if we are to draw such a conclusion.
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A few other findings suggest that, among heavy players of digital games 
with violent elements, gaming contributes to negative perceptions of the 
world outside the game (as more aggressive, frightening, dangerous and 
anxiety-provoking). But additional research is needed in this area as well.

Excessive gaming
Though not directly related to violent representations in games, it is worth 
mentioning that there is some agreement among researchers concerning 
one type of harm related to digital games – and that is the consequences 
of excessive gaming. Very intensive gamers, who constitute a minority of 
all players, report that they to varying degrees neglect sleep, eating, family, 
hygiene, study, work, and other leisure activities. There are also findings in-
dicating that excessive gamers meet with friends in real life less often than 
do those who do not play as much. Certain researchers, however, avoid 
the term ‘addiction’ or ‘dependence’ here, as such a phenomenon ought to 
be defined accurately;32 they speak instead of, e.g., ‘problematic usage’ of 
digital games. 

Note that, in this context, some (especially online) games are designed 
to take time. Such games cannot be played a little now and then, as the 
player, among other things, plays together with others in a social unit (guild, 
clan, etc.) for several hours at a time.33 

However, as mentioned, there are also findings indicating that heavy gam-
ing is associated with aggression (although a causal correlation has not 
been proved).34

The user perspective  
– different kinds of uses of game violence
Regarding findings from studies adopting a user perspective, empirical 
data show that what digital game players themselves find most motivating 
about the playing is not the violence itself, but the challenge, i.e., learning 
to master and advance in the levels of the game, overcoming difficult situ-
ations, solving problems, and competing. Essential is also the emotional 
excitement and immersion that the games give rise to (it is fun, exciting, 
a relief from everyday routines and demands, etc.). When playing with 
others, social motives are also important. Playing certain games in certain 
ways may also be an essential marker of one’s social and cultural group 
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belonging and lifestyle. However, the violent elements in the games have 
been shown to be a relatively motivating factor as well, primarily for boys.35 

Other researchers taking a user perspective have started from the hypoth-
esis that the essence of digital games is precisely their relation to children’s 
play, pleasure and fantasy. Child players report that the fictive violence they 
engage in is just for fun and does not entail any desire or inclination to hurt 
(or kill) on their part.36 

There are also speculations that playing games might serve as a vent for 
inner aggression, or at least help satisfy desires that are not allowed to turn 
into behaviour in everyday life. For instance, one interpretation of young 
men’s interest in video/computer games is that young boys live in a sub-
ordinate and powerless societal situation. Thus, playing violent electronic 
games may signify exercising resistance, giving expression to one’s mascu-
linity, creating power and gaining control – on a symbolic level. 

Summary of research findings on  
influences and uses of game violence 
In sum, although there is some research indicating a probable causal link 
between playing violent digital games and subsequent aggression among 
players, on the whole the research findings are inconclusive.

And even if, to date, some researchers have said that other risk and protec-
tive factors do not seem to intermediate between playing violent games 
and increased aggression among players, it is nevertheless probable that 
in the broad perspective different game players are influenced differently, 
because they use and interpret the games in different ways in different 
contexts. With regard to viewing film and TV with violent representations, 
personality, gender, social and ethnic affiliations, situational factors, rela-
tions with peers, school, family, community, etc., play a role, and these 
factors – together with different types of media violence – are connected in 
complex patterns. 

Furthermore, there is research indicating that persons who watch a great 
deal of television violence also tend to be heavy players of violent video 
games.37 Thus, it is important to carry out more research on the use of 
different kinds of media contents in combination. It is likely that certain 
individuals are more predisposed to risk than others are when it comes to 
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digital games as well, something that research might reveal if considering 
the overall profile of media use, lifestyle, etc. One hypothesis is that digital 
game violence can be problematic for some children and young people 
(and adults) under certain circumstances, but that digital game violence 
does not exert harmful influences on all or the majority of players – and 
that it is certainly not the sole cause of aggression. Thus, it is reasonable 
to assume that playing digital games with violent representations will most 
likely not be injurious if the amount of play is moderate and if one lives 
in a positive environment with good relations to family, peers and school, 
etc. It is also likely that parents’ insight into playing, and mediation of it 
(co-using, talking, restricting, and generally serving as a model), are fac-
tors that reduce the possible harmful influences of playing on children and 
adolescents. A few findings also show that certain kinds of media literacy 
education programmes in the schools can be of value in this respect. Just 
as in the case of film and TV violence, there is a need for more research on 
groups of young people at risk.
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The Internet 

Turning to the internet, it should be emphasized at the outset how few 
studies exist that focus on the possible influences of representations of 
violence on the net. The research to date that is relevant in this context has 
tended to take a more holistic approach, studying opportunities and bene
fits of the internet vs. risks of harmful influences and the internet user’s 
experiences of harm – but not harmful influences per se. Thus, in the stud-
ies, violence as pictured on the internet is regarded as one of a multitude 
of risks. 

Background
Although developed in the early 1960s to protect military communication 
from external interference, it was when a new generation of software – the 
World Wide Web (www) browsers – was launched that internet use started 
to explode in homes and workplaces at the beginning of the 1990s.38 Nev-
ertheless, the digital divide between countries in the world – in terms of 
access to and use of the internet – is still enormous.39 

The hopes and concerns about the internet – that is, about www – are 
many. Optimists point out that the internet offers gateways to a better 
societal, civil and personal life regarding health, security, education, culture, 
pleasure, self-improvement, social contacts, and careers, reducing inequali-
ties between population groups, and increasing democracy and participa-
tion among citizens – thereby bringing about economic growth. There are 
also hopes of, among other things, ‘reducing poverty’, ‘resolving terrorism’ 
and ‘achieving sustainable world markets’.40 

Others wonder whether the internet leads to user addiction and isolation 
from offline contacts, and it is a fact that many children and adults have 
come across offensive material, phenomena and persons on the net that 
they do not want to be acquainted with, subjected to, or meet. 
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User roles and communication forms  
related to the internet 
The fact that hopes and fears regarding the internet (www) are partly dif-
ferent from those regarding other media has to do with the fact that the 
internet is not only one (mass) medium alongside the other conventional 
media mentioned previously.41 Even if such a media definition of the inter-
net seemed helpful in the childhood of www, the net now encompasses 
so many practices that it is more suitable to regard it as a virtual space, or 
a platform, for an almost limitless quantity of diversiform (mass) media and 
(inter)personal or social media, as well as their intermediary forms. 

These different mass and (inter)personal/social media, in their turn, allow 
the internet user to take on many more roles than the film, television or 
game user can, and also different roles on different occasions. S/he can be 
a receiver or consumer when, e.g., using the conventional (mass) media 
– books, press, radio, recorded music, television, films – that are adapting 
to and assimilating their formats and distribution on the net. The user is 
often also a receiver when visiting websites and portals set up by authori-
ties, institutions, organizations, companies, groups, individuals, etc. On the 
other hand, the user can be a producer or creator as well as a sender of 
mediated communication, for instance, when e-mailing, instant messaging, 
chatting, social networking on sites such as MySpace, FaceBook, etc., writ-
ing blogs, uploading contents (his/her own pictures, video clips, low-budget 
films, music, etc.) or when starting, e.g., alternative, independent radio sta-
tions or net papers that are sometimes tied to resistance movements. And 
between these two extremes – the reception and sender roles – the user 
can be interacting or participating to different extents, e.g., in games and in 
communities owned, maintained and copyrighted by someone else. 

Thus, there is a whole gamut of different roles, from the traditional more 
‘passive’ user role in the conventional, asymmetrical, one-way (mass)medi-
ated communication process to the more ‘active’ role in the reciprocal, 
symmetrical, two-way (inter)personal or social mediated communication 
process. 

Furthermore, mass mediated and, especially, (inter)personally or socially 
mediated communication on the internet can also turn into face-to-face 
communication in real life, when meeting friends or strangers whom one 
first or previously met on the net. Given this, the internet is related to all 
main forms of communication. 
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A partly similar way of looking at the user’s different roles on the internet 
is with respect to the concepts of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0. The term Web 2.0 
was coined in 2004 to describe how people are increasingly contributing 
their own content on the internet (Web 2.0), so-called user-generated con-
tents, rather than simply downloading what is already there (Web 1.0). Web 
2.0 could be thought of as declaring ‘we are the media’, in the sense that 
the former audience, not a few people in the back room, decides what is 
important. Some characteristics of Web 2.0 (compared to 1.0) are that it of-
fers services, not packaged software; that it trusts users as co-developers; 
that it harnesses collective intelligence; and that it strives through its cus-
tomer service and algorithmic data management to reach out to the entire 
web (even to all small sites), that is, to the edges and not just the centre, 
to the long tail and not just the head.42

Thus, Web 2.0 stands for participation, for websites onto which the user 
can upload things, for social networking, for blogs, wikis, photo-sharing, 
video clips, and the like. However, this should not only be regarded as a 
more democratic web, because it is also controlled by powerful business 
interests.43 Media on the traditional Web 1.0 also sometimes offered the 
user moments of participation and interaction (e.g., chatting about certain 
TV programmes, fan sites on TV series) – but when all is said and done, 
this was within a framework conditioned by the medium, not by the user. 

Subjectively experienced  
benefits of the internet
If we combine all kinds of contents, communication forms and user roles 
related to the internet, the enormity of the field of benefits becomes clear. 
In countries where the net is widespread and the personal costs are not 
shooting up due to broadband or fixed fees, more and more people, espe-
cially adolescents, are coming to regard the internet as their best source 
of knowledge and information, compared to traditional media and personal 
contacts. (However, among teenagers, ‘information’ on the internet, be-
sides information for schoolwork, is often not what many adults mean by 
information, but often information related to entertainment and everyday 
practical things.) In these countries, the internet is also regarded by many 
teenagers as the second best source of entertainment, fun and pleasure 
(only surpassed by friends), which includes listening to and downloading 
music, watching and downloading video clips, movies, TV programmes, 
computer programs, playing games, and communicating with like-minded 
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individuals. Especially among children and youth, the internet is used 
intensely for social networking – mainly with friends, both old and new 
ones and also distant ones through, e.g., message systems and SNS 
(social networking sites) – explaining why communication and socializing 
in real life and on the internet become intertwined. That is, the borders of 
virtual and real life are becoming blurred (you yourself ‘are’ on the internet, 
you ‘are’ the avatar, etc.), something that also adds new dimensions to 
young people’s identity experiments and identity formation. In addition, the 
internet has many practical functions in ordinary users’ everyday life, such 
as fast information, shopping, etc. Actually, more than half of 17-year-olds in 
Stockholm in 2006 said that they found the internet addictive.44 

In countries with television access, television is the medium that tradi-
tionally has had the most subjectively experienced benefits for children 
and young people. However, in countries where internet access is widely 
spread, the internet has become a clear competitor. It has also been nes-
tling down to 2- to 5-year-olds.

In addition, during many internet activities, it is possible to do something 
else at the same time. Several research reports tell about advanced multi-
tasking among young people, which can involve using the internet, televi-
sion and mobile phone, and sometimes doing homework, simultaneously. 

Risks – in combination with user roles  
and communication forms
As alluded to above, the fact that all main forms of communication are re-
lated to the internet, in combination with the many different user roles, also 
means a greater spectrum of possible offensive and/or injurious influences 
of the internet than of conventional media. For children and young people, 
these harms may be aggravated by the fact, supported by several studies, 
that many parents have little idea of what their children, especially their 
teenagers, are actually doing on the internet. 

If we consider the traditional media, it is reasonable to believe that more 
or less similar desirable and undesirable experiences and influences may 
stem from using these media on the internet as from using them on their 
old platforms (the TV or radio set, the DVD player, the printed newspaper or 
book, the CD, etc.). 



39

However, with regard to websites, communities, newsgroups, chat rooms, 
etc., not all their originators reveal their identity – or the site, group, etc., 
may disappear and emerge again in another guise reachable via another 
link. Particularly on these anonymously offered but nevertheless often eas-
ily accessible sites and groups, the internet user may intentionally find, or 
non-intentionally come across, contents that are less common or non-exist-
ent in the conventional media – e.g., severe violence, violent pornography, 
child pornography, racism, hatred, etc. This may entail risks of influences 
other than those related to identifiable media, producers and senders.

Additional risks of harm are connected with the (inter)personally or socially 
mediated communication that often addresses specific others – e.g., bully-
ing, threats, violations of privacy and personal integrity, economic crimes, 
etc., which are often feasible due to the sender’s anonymity. 

Risks of harm may be even graver in subsequent face-to-face communica-
tion in real life. 

So alongside the internet’s capacity to offer greater freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of participation, its inherent capacity to offer anonymity 
means that certain individuals and groups can more easily violate society’s 
basic legal prohibition of certain material and behaviour than they could 
using conventional media.45 Or the contents and behaviour may belong to 
grey (immoral, unethical) areas that other, identifiable senders and produc-
ers would not stand for. 

The internet in a state of flux
Concerns about the internet are partly culturally determined, e.g., by the 
experiences, ideologies and values found in a certain society. For example, 
for many Israeli parents ‘internet safety’ means ‘political safety’ – they may 
be more concerned about the internet being used by terrorists than by 
paedophiles contacting their children.46 

Concerns about the internet also change over time. It seems, for instance, 
that apprehensions related to children and young people in many countries 
largely regard pornography and violence on the net. However, a certain shift 
is also noticeable. At the beginning, many people feared their child could 
be lured away and abused by an adult stranger. More recently, however, 
concerns about cyber-bullying and harassment of child victims by same-age 
perpetrators have been added to the list.
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Thus far, the great variety of media on the internet, and their converging 
and diverging contents, have been in a continuous state of change. New 
kinds of internet media, contents, uses, opportunities and risks have ap-
peared that did not exist, or were largely unknown, only a few years ago. In 
all likelihood, new phenomena that we cannot imagine today will develop 
on the net in the years to come. There are also predictions: Some guess 
that in a few years a quarter of all entertainment will consist of ‘circular 
entertainment’, that is, entertainment that has been created, edited and 
shared within a circle of peers rather than entertainment produced by the 
traditional media.47 And some more radical predictions claim that ordinary 
media will not exist at all in the not too distant future.48 

Expressed concerns about the internet
With the reservation that the hopes and fears concerning the internet’s op-
portunities and risks have appeared during a relatively short period of time, 
the following list contains some concerns expressed in the public debate, 
based on existing contents, instances and occurrences on the internet. The 
examples are not clear-cut and sometimes they overlap. Moreover, the list 
is not complete:

Concerns for pornography

•	 sexual contents (for adults, deemed not suitable for children)

•	 pornography (soft-core, hard-core)

•	 violent pornography

•	 child pornography

•	 non-desired personal sexual contacts 

•	 child grooming49 with sexual motives 

•	 paedophilia and other sexual exploitation, abuse and assault in real life 

Concerns for physical and mental violence

•	 obscene language 

•	 depictions of severe violence (both fictive and true-to-life, e.g., torture, execu-
tions)

•	 recipes for weaponry

•	 violence sects

•	 cyber-bullying

•	 ‘happy slapping’ (where a victim is filmed while being assaulted and the film 
is uploaded on the internet) 
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•	 stalking (obsessive following)

•	 other kinds of harassments or violations of personal integrity (e.g., posting 
insulting or humiliating pictures of others on the net)

•	 violent exploitation, abuse and assault in real life

Concerns for ideologies and values

•	 biased information/misinformation

•	 discrimination of all kinds (e.g., of gender, ethnic and religious minority 
groups, nations)

•	 expressions of xenophobia, racism, hatred 

•	 expressions of non-desirable political propaganda/ideologies

•	 terrorism

•	 expressions of non-desirable religious ideologies

•	 racist, political or religious exploitation, abuse and assault in real life

Concerns for non-desirable lifestyles

•	 representations of and incitements to unhealthy body treatment (e.g., ano-
rexia, bulimia, self-harm)

•	 recipes for drugs

•	 excessive gambling

•	 incitements to crime

•	 incitements to suicide 

•	 problematic user-generated contents 

Concerns for marketing and economy

•	 excessive marketing

•	 new forms of individually adapted marketing

•	 new forms of non-discernible marketing

•	 economic frauds and thefts

•	 virtual thefts

•	 violation of copyrights and intellectual property rights

•	 illegal file-sharing and downloading

•	 phishing (for passwords, credit card numbers, etc.)

•	 hacking

Concerns for control

•	 authorities censoring or regulating information and behaviour on the internet

•	 authorities controlling personal information and behaviour on the internet
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•	 commercial collection and ownership of personal information and behaviour 
on the internet

•	 uploading/posting private information that becomes public without the user 
understanding future consequences (such as, unwanted contacts, not being 
employed, etc.)

Concerns for using the internet per se

•	 excessive use

•	 isolation

•	 viruses

•	 spam (unwanted trash mail)

•	 etc.

The list gives rise to a couple of reflections. First, it clearly shows that the 
scope of the concept of ‘violence’ on and in connection with the internet 
far exceeds the usual ways of regarding media violence in film, television 
and digital games (see under ‘On the concepts of media violence and ag-
gression’ in the section ‘Film and Television’ p. 9f, as well as in the conclud-
ing section ‘Towards a Broader Definition of Media Violence’ p. 55ff).

Second, the list partly reflects concerns from an adult point of view. In a 
study of Swedish children’s spontaneous contacts via Children’s Helpline 
(by mobile phone, e-mail or chat) to the non-governmental organization 
BRIS (Children’s Rights in Society) in 2007, children also mentioned several 
of the above-mentioned concerns. But a considerable number of child con-
tacts to BRIS were also about parents’ use of IT: Some children had discov-
ered that their fathers visited pornographic websites, in several cases sites 
with child pornography; that the father – despite an ongoing relationship 
with the mother – had contact with other women (or younger girls) through 
various sites; or that the parent/s was/were unfaithful in real life. Other 
examples of children’s discomfort were when parents – owing to exces-
sive use of the internet generally or of gaming or gambling sites – did not 
devote enough time and attention to them; that the child had contact with 
one parent only via IT; that one parent said awful things about the other 
parent via the internet or text messages; or that a parent was terrorizing 
the child via the internet or text messages.50 
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Examples of research on risks  
related to the internet
Because research on children, young people and the internet in many 
respects has still not reached a level that allows results to be generalized, a 
few scattered examples of findings about risks are presented here. The pre-
sented studies mostly come from the U.S. and Europe, as it is there most 
research has been done.

Content analyses
In the internet’s (www’s) infancy, some research involved analyses of the 
prevalence and accessibility of contents or phenomena on the net. Thus, 
as regards risks, researchers mapped and detected, e.g., extreme vio-
lence, violent pornography, child pornography and paedophilia on the net, 
and found more and worse things out there than expected, and that these 
things increased in number over time.51 At present, some of these phe-
nomena are scrutinized by authorities or watch groups and/or are matters 
for the police. 

More recent analyses of the digital media have dealt with new forms of 
advertising, marketing and selling on the internet, via mobile phones and 
in computer games. Examples of such advertising are: personally tailored 
commercial stimuli via the cell phone; advertisers infiltrating instant mes-
saging systems; commercialization of online communities and social 
networking websites; integration of brands and contents; marketing to 
individuals on a one-to-one basis; short advertising video clips on, e.g., 
YouTube, that you can also forward to friends (viral video); peer-to-peer mar-
keting (viral marketing); young people becoming co-creators of and promot-
ing commercials; brands integrating their products into digital games; and 
advertising through game avatars.52

Adults’ concerns and mediation
Several surveys in different regions (for example, Singapore, Australia, Eu-
rope and North America) have dealt with the population’s or parents’ chief 
concerns for phenomena on the internet, with the parents’ own mediation 
and rules, and with their desire for different kinds of protection and regu-
lation. As mentioned, the findings are culturally determined to a certain 
extent, and the focus of concern has also shifted somewhat over time. 
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The user perspective – different uses of violence  
on the internet
Other research, both previous and ongoing, often involves quantitative sur-
veys or qualitative in-depth studies with internet users themselves. Much 
of this research focuses on the internet’s benefits (see ‘Subjectively experi-
enced benefits of the internet’ p. 37f).

Research on risks – just as research on the benefits and opportunities of 
the internet – has partly taken a media perspective, partly a user perspec-
tive (see ‘The user perspective – different uses of film and TV violence’ in 
the section ‘Film and Television’ p. 17f). 

As an example of a study with a user perspective focusing on internet 
violence, researchers in a Norwegian qualitative, in-depth study, conducted 
in the early 2000s, talked with 40 children aged 12-13 and 14-15 years, 
about, among other things, their possible habit of and interest in visiting 
websites with violence, pornography and other bizarre elements. The boys 
were consistently much more interested in these sites than the girls were 
and maintained that they were more curious than girls were, had a different 
sense of humour and took it less seriously. The boys had ‘travelling sites’ 
with controversial or shocking contents – hard-core porno, animal porno, 
sadism, morbid violence, mutilations, death, wounded persons, medical 
pictures of deformed or malformed persons or fetuses, etc. Several such 
websites mentioned by the boys are cited in the report.53 

According to the boys, their reason for visiting the sites was that they 
wanted to see the ‘worst’ things (sometimes simultaneously mentioning 
these sites with disgust). The researchers concluded that for many boys 
these sites – which the boys themselves called ‘unlawful’ or ‘forbidden’ 
– function as a kind of manhood test and entrance ticket into the male 
culture, a notion supported by the fact that the boys typically visited such 
sites in the company of other boys. Thus, the internet becomes an area of 
experimentation. The boys mentioned also other reasons for visiting these 
sites: the sites are easily accessible, there are huge numbers of them, they 
are free of charge, and one can access them anonymously. It appeared that 
the boys did not believe their parents knew such sites exist, and had never 
discussed them with their parents.54
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The media perspective – risks of harmful influences  
of violence on the internet 
In one study, Swedish 9- to 16-year-olds were asked: ‘Is there any content 
on television, film, games and on the internet, that you feel bad about?’. 
They could choose a maximum of five responses among the fixed re-
sponse alternatives. Slightly more than 40 per cent (more girls than boys) 
chose ’shocking pictures on the internet – real pictures or films with dead, 
bloody people and animals’ as content they feel bad about.55 

Studies with such a media perspective have mostly asked children, young 
people (and sometimes adults) whether they have deliberately searched 
for certain contents and contacts on the internet, whether they have 
unintentionally come across them, whether they have been addressed by 
others against their wishes, whether they themselves have behaved in 
one way or another on the net, how they felt when using or running across 
such phenomena, etc. In this manner, it is possible to get an idea of what 
contents, contacts and behaviours the user finds offensive or upsetting, 
as well as what influences that the user her-/himself experiences as harm-
ful. However, such direct inquiry methods do not allow us to detect influ-
ences that are harmful even though the user does not experience them as 
harmful. This requires different, indirect methods, and there is hardly any 
research of this kind concerning the internet. Furthermore, virtually no one 
has analysed the long-term consequences of internet contents, contacts 
and behaviours for users.

According to an investigation in the U.S. carried out in 1999/2000 on how 
many 10- to 17-year-olds had run across unwanted phenomena on the 
internet, received solicitations or requests for unwanted activities, or been 
threatened via the net, 25-50 per cent of those who were surfing regularly 
had encountered such events ‘in the past year’, and about a quarter of 
those who reported these incidents rated themselves as very or extremely 
upset or afraid as a result of the incident.56

The study was followed-up in 2005 and asked children in the same age 
range about sexual material, solicitations, threats and harassment on the 
internet ‘in the past year’. A few summarizing findings are:57 

•	 One-third of the young internet users saw sexual material online they did not 
want to see. The youths rated one-forth of all exposure incidents as very or 
extremely upsetting and one-fourth as very or extremely embarrassing. 

•	 Approximately 1 in 7 (13%) received unwanted sexual solicitations and 4 per 
cent of all young internet users said online solicitors asked them for nude or 
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sexually explicit photographs of themselves. Nearly half of the sexual solici-
tations were from offline acquaintances, mostly peers. And generally, it was 
much more common for peers and young adults than for adult strangers to 
make the solicitation. One third of the youth who were solicited said the inci-
dent left them feeling very or extremely upset and/or very or extremely afraid. 
These percentages were higher among youth who had been aggressively 
solicited. 

•	 Nine per cent had been exposed to online harassment (i.e., threats or other 
offensive behaviour that was not sexual solicitation, sent online to them or 
posted online about them for others to see). More than one third of the in-
cidents were rated as very or extremely upsetting and/or very or extremely 
frightening. 

•	 During the past year, one third had communicated online with people they did 
not know personally and about one tenth had formed close online relations-
hips with people they met online.

The report also reveals that seeing sexual material online and online harass-
ment were more prevalent in 2005 than in 1999/2000 (while sexual solicita-
tions were less common). 

In general, U.S. research underlines that although the internet increases 
the risk of being exposed to unwanted sexual material, few such solicita-
tions lead to real-life encounters.58 

A 2007 overview of studies on harassment and bullying on the internet – in 
the report called electronic aggression – shows that victimization estimates 
in different U.S. studies range from about one tenth to about one third of 
youths, and perpetration estimates range from 4 per cent to 21 per cent 
of adolescents, where the variation is likely due in part to measurement 
differences. There is often a relationship between electronic aggression 
and real-life bullying, and acts of harassment and bullying are most often 
perpetrated by peers.59

As can be seen, percentages vary within the same country depending 
partly on methodology. Similar studies have been performed in a relatively 
large number of countries, and when comparing them, percentages vary 
not only because of the different methods used, but also because of the 
different cultures and the variation in the spread of and accustomedness to 
the internet.

In the project EU Kids Online, an overview and analysis of existing Euro-
pean studies on children and the internet in 21 countries, the researchers 
were specifically interested in identifying online risks. By the end of 2008, 
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408 studies had been identified, although by no means all treated risks. It 
appears that many risks have not been studied at all and that researchers 
have difficulties keeping up with developments on the internet.60 

Some of the researchers’ reflections are: Apart from considerable national 
variation, it seems that the most researched risks are content related. 
Generally, research on risks tends to be more concerned with mapping and 
quantifying risks than asking why children exhibit risky behaviour online. 
And there is little on the consequences of risk experiences online. Further-
more, most studies examine the nature and use of websites rather than 
more interactive, peer-to-peer, multi-user applications (i.e., most evidence 
is largely focused on Web 1.0 rather than Web 2.0).61

Bearing in mind that many risks have received little or no attention, the 
research suggests, according to these scholars, that some risks are more 
prevalent and/or more homogenous across countries than others are. The 
findings show an approximate ordering of online risks to teenagers as fol-
lows:62

•	 Giving out personal information: the most common risk in the European stu-
dies – around half of online teens do it, with considerable cross-national varia-
tion (13% to 91%)

•	 Seeing pornography: the second most common risk, with around 4 in 10 on-
line teens across Europe doing it, but again with considerable cross-national 
variation (25% to 71%)

•	 Seeing violent or hateful content: the third most common risk, with approx-
imately one third of teens doing it (apart from a much higher figure in one 
country, a fair degree of consistency across countries)

•	 Being bullied/harassed/stalked: generally around 1 in 5 or 6 teens online ex-
perience this (though there is also a group of high-risk countries here and one 
low-risk country)

•	 Receiving unwanted sexual comments: ranging from 1 in 10 teens in certain 
countries to 1 in 2 in one country

•	 Meeting an online contact offline: the least common but arguably most 
dangerous risk; there is considerable consistency in the figures across Eu-
rope, with around 8 per cent of online teens going to such meetings (in two 
countries, however, the percentages were much higher). Some research also 
indicates, however, that many of these contacts are with peers and end up as 
positive experiences.

A few findings from a later report from the EU Kids Online project are the 
following: 63
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•	 It is teenagers, rather than children in general, who are the digital pioneers in 
Europe. While children aged 12-17 are more likely to use the internet than are 
their parents (87% vs. 65%), this is not the case for those under 11 years of 
age. Hence, for younger children, it is reasonable to expect that parents will 
understand the internet sufficiently to guide their use, but this may not hold 
for teenagers.

•	 In several countries, a degree of distress or feeling uncomfortable or threate-
ned was reported by 15-20 per cent of online teens, suggesting, perhaps, the 
proportion for whom risk poses a degree of harm. It also seems that increa-
sing opportunities online tend to increase risks, while decreasing risks tend to 
decrease opportunities.

•	 There are gender differences in risk: Boys appear more likely to seek out of-
fensive or violent content, to access pornographic content or be sent links to 
pornographic websites, to meet somebody offline whom they have met on-
line and to give out personal information. Girls appear more likely to be upset 
by offensive, violent and pornographic material, to chat online with strangers, 
to receive unwanted sexual comments and to be asked for personal informa-
tion, but also to be wary of providing it to strangers. Both boys and girls are at 
risk for online harassment and bullying.

•	 There is a tendency for parents of higher socio-economic status (SES) to 
mediate their children’s internet use more than parents of lower SES do, and 
for such mediation to be directed more at girls than at boys. With regard to 
age, the consistent finding is that of a U curve: Parental mediation increases 
with age until around 10-11 years and then decreases again.

Patterns of relationships
As mentioned in the preceding section, the research demonstrates cer-
tain associations between electronic aggression and victimization, on the 
one hand, and bullying in real life, on the other. Several U.S. studies have 
also demonstrated associations between bullying and harassment on the 
internet and a range of psychosocial difficulties and risk factors, including 
emotional distress, school conduct problems, weapon-carrying at school, 
low caregiver-adolescent connectedness, and sexual solicitation.64 

Research points increasingly at the relationships between risky online 
behaviour, a troubled home and/or personal life, and corresponding risky 
offline behaviour. 

For example, a U.S. research review from 2008 states that those experi-
encing difficulties offline, such as physical and sexual abuse, and those 
with other psychosocial problems are most at risk online.65 As for ‘sexual 
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solicitation’, ‘online harassment’, and ‘problematic content’ – the themes 
of this review – some youths are consequently more likely to be at risk 
than others are. Generally speaking, the characteristics of youths who 
report online victimization are similar to those of youths reporting offline 
victimization, and those who are vulnerable in one online context are often 
vulnerable in multiple contexts. Similarly, those identified as ‘high risk’ 
(i.e., experienced sexual abuse, physical abuse or parental conflict) were 
twice as likely to receive online solicitations, and a variety of psychosocial 
factors (such as alcohol and drug use, sexual aggression, and poor bonds 
with caregivers) were correlated with online victimization.66 Furthermore, 
children and adolescents engaged in deliberate acts of self-harm are more 
likely to be contending with other psychosocial issues, have a history of 
physical or mental abuse as well as a high degree of parent-child conflict, 
and are more likely to engage in other risky online behaviours.67

Thus, these findings do not seem to contradict previous traditional media 
research (see under ’Aggression’ in the section ’Film and Television’ p. 11ff) 
showing that film and TV violence is more likely to contribute to aggression 
in children who are already aggressive, have a troubled home environment, 
conflicts at home, poor peer and school relations, etc. Other concurrent fac-
tors may be, for instance, use of alcohol and drugs and access to weapons.

One Swedish investigation compared adults’ sexual contacts with children 
via the internet to a pyramid.68 In an extensive survey conducted in 2006, 
one third of all 15-year-olds said that, during the past year, they had been 
the object of some form of sexual contact on the internet from a previously 
unknown person who they believed or knew was an adult. (Only two per 
cent had been the object of a sexual contact from an adult person only 
offline.) Examples of activities positioned on the base of the pyramid were 
sexual harassments via chat messages and indecent exposures by the 
perpetrator via the web cam. Most young people managed to handle these 
contacts, for instance, by blocking and avoiding the person, although some 
of these youths felt uneasy and disturbed for a long time. Further up in the 
pyramid, sexual harassments and the like occur, e.g., via mobile phones, 
meaning that the victim first must have been persuaded to divulge her/his 
phone number, or that the victim her-/himself is posing before the cam. At 
the top of the pyramid are encroachments in which the perpetrator must 
first make the victim meet him offline so that he can perpetrate the abuse.

The investigation also collected 315 notifications to the police, where the 
perpetrator and the victim had been in contact via the internet. In nearly 40 
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per cent of the notifications, a perpetrator who was unknown to the victim 
before the internet contact succeeded in extending the contact with the 
victim offline. More than half of these cases (or more than 20 per cent of 
all notices to the police) included a sexual crime against the victim commit-
ted during a meeting with the perpetrator outside the net. 

In line with the U.S. studies above, the Swedish investigation shows that 
youths who say they have been the object of sexual contacts initiated by 
adults on the internet generally tend to be more risk-taking (e.g., they drink 
alcohol to intoxication and test drugs). Problems within the family and 
in school, having been bullied in real life, and being involved in theft and 
violent crimes are also significantly more common within this group than 
among other youths.

As mentioned, there is also need for more research on the use of different 
media and their contents, and opportunities and risks in combination (i.e., 
not only singling out specific media) and for more research focused on at-
risk children. One example of findings on such a pattern is the following:

•	 According to Swedish survey performed with ca. 4,350 18-year-olds in 2003, 
the most common way of viewing pornography among boys of this age was 
via the internet (86%), followed by cable/satellite TV (81%) and porno maga-
zines (75%). Among girls of the same age, the most common ways to come 
into contact with pornographic material was cable/satellite TV (61%), porno 
magazines (40%) and the internet (30%). Nearly 10 per cent of the boys 
reported that they looked at pornography almost every day (no similar group 
was found among the girls), and they were categorized as high consumers of 
pornography. As it turned out, the high consumers’ mental health was worse 
than that of other boys, they had serious behavioural problems to a greater 
extent, and they had a background including considerably more asocial be-
haviour. They also had exposed other persons to sexual transgressions and 
sexual injustices more often than their peers had.69 

•	 Furthermore, the high consumers of pornography looked more often than 
other boys did at violent pornography, child pornography and animal por-
nography. In addition, these boys were more likely to state that they expe-
rienced pornography as exciting and thrilling, that they felt like trying out what 
they had seen, and that they actually had also tried out sexual acts they had 
learnt about via pornography.70

•	 It must be stressed that the questions were not formulated in a way that could 
support a direct relationship between exposure to violent pornography, child 
pornography and animal pornography, on the one hand, and trying out such 
sexual acts, on the other, but the authors stated that the research findings do 
give rise to second thoughts and that more research in this area is required. 
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For ethical reasons, studies on the (causal) influences of using pornography 
have hardly been conducted with children and younger adolescents. But 
experiments from the 1980s with young adults in the U.S. found that porno
graphy combined with violence causes men to adopt more callous attitudes 
towards rape and sexual coercion.71 And other studies from that period found 
desensitization to violence in general and sexual violence in particular after 
viewing sexually explicit content containing violence.72 More recent survey 
research with adolescents, among other countries in The Netherlands, has 
also taken the internet, in addition to television and magazines, into consider-
ation. The Dutch analysis implies that consuming sexual material, particularly 
in online movies, is related to beliefs that women are sex objects – the study, 
thus, provides evidence of correlations, not of causal relationships.73

Another example of a pattern of media uses and other activities is a U.S. 
online study with 10- to 15-year-olds (who, thus, used the internet). The aim 
of this study was to examine the association between watching depic-
tions of physical violence in the media, including the internet, and seriously 
violent behaviour. The survey was conducted in 2006 with 1,588 youths. 
Although online surveys often do not allow sufficient control of the popu-
lation, sample and non-responses to produce statistically representative 
results, the patterns of correlations in the study are worth mentioning: Five 
percent of these youths reported engaging in seriously violent behaviour in 
the past 12 months, including shooting or stabbing someone, aggravated 
assault, robbery, and sexual assault. Thirty-eight percent reported exposure 
to violence online. Exposures to violence in the media, both online and 
offline, were associated with significantly elevated odds of concurrently 
reporting seriously violent behaviour. Compared with otherwise similar 
youths, those who indicated that many, most, or all of the websites they 

visited depicted real people engaged in violent behaviour were significantly 
more likely to report their own seriously violent behaviour. After controlling 
for underlying differences in youth characteristics, it was found that re-
spondents’ alcohol use, propensity to respond to stimuli with anger, delin-
quent peers, lack of parental monitoring, and exposures to violence in the 
community were associated with significantly increased odds of concur-
rently reporting seriously violent behaviour.74 

Thus, although the above findings do not provide evidence of causal influ-
ences, the correlational pattern indicates a syndrome in which reports of 
seriously violent behaviour are associated with use of mediated violence 
across different media, where violent representations on the internet seem 

to be of particular concern.75 
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Mobile phones

Background
It was during the first half of the 1980s that mobile phones started to be-
come available for the larger parts of the population, although the history of 
mobile telephony is much older. Nowadays such phones have appeared in 
several ‘generations’, refined with more and more subtleties and gadgets. 
Use of mobile phones has also continuously reached lower ages. Children’s 
and young people’s use of mobiles means, among other things, intensified 
social contacts and entertainment (music, games, photos, films, etc.) – via 
SMS (short message service, text messages), MMS (multimedia message 
service, messages containing text, photos, music, video, etc.) and ordinary 
phone calls. 

Because of the huge digital divide in the world in terms of access to and 
use of the internet, in recent years some have set their hopes on mobile 
phones as an alternative medium and as an entrance to the internet. The 
number of mobile customers around the world by far supersedes the 
number of internet users, and cell phones are also widespread in poor 
countries.76 

Accessing the internet via mobile phones
However, actual use of the internet via the mobile phone is still relatively 
rare in most groups and countries. There are exceptions, though – Japa-
nese teenagers use internet e-mail on their phones to a much higher 
degree than on the computer. For instance, in 2006 teenage girls in Japan 
spent on average nearly one hour daily e-mailing via their mobile phones, 
most frequently in the evenings and with friends. The most common simul-
taneous activity was watching television.77 It appears that mobile e-mailing 
has a similar function as text messaging, a popular mobile phone activity 
among young people in many other countries. According to the Japanese 
researchers, the cell phone also seems to have entered into and become a 
fixture in the relationship between television and the computer. This multi-
screen relationship means that the simultaneous combinations of using 
these three screens are becoming more and more varied.78 

Some expressed concerns about mobile phones
While optimists mean that the cell phone could bridge or diminish the inter-
net divide in the future, there are also concerns. For young people, these 
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relate, among other things, to health (such as over-exposure to radiation 
from mobile phones) and to the fact that text messages and pictures are 
also used for bullying, for ‘happy slapping’ and for hanging out peers (or not 
privately known persons) on the internet. All kinds of risks related to the in-
ternet will also be valid for mobile phones when they, in the future, enable 
smooth and easy entry to the net. 

Specific to the use of mobile phones is also that they can fall outside the 
realm of parental control, even more so than use of the fixed internet from 
the home computer. Moreover, cell phones encourage marketers to pro-
duce new, more individual and intimate forms of advertising aimed at child
ren and young people, who are increasingly viewed as promising targets in 
attempts to raise consumption.

Research on mobile phones sometimes overlaps research on the internet, 
for example with regard to bullying. Different mobile phone studies yield 
different findings in this respect, however.79

Summary of research findings on the risks of 
harmful influences of violence on the internet
Our scientifically based knowledge about the possible harmful influences 
of internet violence is limited to studies in which internet users report how 
they have experienced coming across or being subjected to such violence 
(becoming upset, afraid, offended, embarrassed, etc.). One reason for this 
scarcity of research is, at least in part, that the internet entails many risks 
of harm – the flipside of its many opportunities and benefits – which is 
why most research has sought to map the manifold risks associated with 
the internet. Of these, possible encounters in real life (face-to-face com-
munication and related behaviour with strangers whom one first met on 
the internet, as well as the possible harmful consequences of this) have 
been regarded as the most serious risk. A relatively great amount of at-
tention has also been paid to cyber-bullying and other kinds of harassment 
between peers on the internet and via mobile phones (interpersonally or 
socially mediated communication). The possible harm resulting from use 
of violent texts, pictures, films, etc., on websites and in the conventional 
mass media placed on the internet (mass communication) has, thus, been 
outdistanced by other research interests or has not been clearly singled out 
in relation to other risks.
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At the same time, there are many risks associated with the internet that 
have not been investigated at all.

However, this does not mean there is no need to study violent internet 
representations. On the contrary, many parents are concerned that their 
children will see violently explicit images on the net.80 And the research ex-
amples mentioned in this section on the internet reveal that many children 
and adolescents actually see or search for violent content on the net, and 
that relatively many children also feel particularly bad about seeing realistic 
pictures and films with violence on the internet.

The research also points out that some young people are more likely to be 
at risk than others are, namely those with, among other things, a conflict-
ridden and troubled home environment. Moreover, there is often a cor-
relation between (risky) offline behaviours and (risky) online behaviours. It 
would seem that studies taking a multiple media approach – studying the 
overall media user profile in combination with background variables and the 
media users’ ideas, feelings and behaviours – are necessary in the future. 
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Towards a Broader Definition 
of Media Violence 

There seems not only to be a need for research that takes a multiple media 
approach (see the preceding paragraph), but, as alluded to previously, we 
may also need a broader definition of media violence when considering the 
internet. In relation to film, television and video/computer games, the vio-
lent representations most often referred to in the public debate, as well as 
dealt with in research, are depictions of visible, manifest, physical violence, 
and the threat of such violence. However, definitions of media violence 
are hypothetical constructs, and because the internet comprises almost an 
infinity of contents, is related to all main forms of communication and of-
fers a great number of user roles – and therefore implies different kinds of 
violence and aggression – it may be relevant to discuss when it is appropri-
ate to use different definitions of media violence (violent representations) 
and, for instance, electronic/digital aggression (e.g., cyber-bullying), respec-
tively, and when it is appropriate to use a more comprehensive definition of 
mediated violence and aggression. 

Naturally, research aimed at studying specific violent contents or aggres-
sive communication or actions on the internet may benefit from specific 
definitions. But if we wish to study people’s use of multiple media contents 
and overall violent or aggressive communication and behaviour, as well as 
its influences in a broader context (different user profiles, lifestyles, posi-
tions in the social hierarchy, etc.), then a broader approach to all kinds of 
mediated violence and aggression may well be appropriate.

Such an approach to or definition of mediated violence could be: ‘every 
mediated act intended to hurt or the consequences of such an act’ (bear-
ing in mind that in mediated contents we cannot always see or know 
everything about the act, its intention and its consequences). The defini-
tion includes visual, audio and printed representations of violence, hatred, 
etc., in mass media, digital games, on websites, in net communities, and 
so on, as well as acts of destructive aggression through (inter)personal 
and social media – and also offline ‘in real life’ if the act was initiated on 
the internet. Furthermore, the definition includes physical, verbal (e.g., 
threat) and nonverbal (e.g., exclusion) violence/destructive aggression 



56

that can lead to physical and/or mental harm or suffering. The violence/
destructive aggression can also be societal (e.g., war, police abuse, the 
power of authorities and institutions over the individual, arbitrary depri-
vation of liberty) and can be directed at societies, groups or individuals, 
oneself, animals, nature, and objects. It can also exist within the individ-
ual (e.g., strong feelings of guilt owing to inadequate insight into the true 
nature of a problem).

If we interpret such a definition in a more traditional way, the figure below 
gives examples of what could be considered mediated violence/destructive 
aggression on the internet. 

It may also be important to think about mediated violence/destructive ag-
gression in an even broader way – that is, oppression and structural vio-
lence (arising from gender roles, majority-minority relations, etc.) – mean-
ing every mediated intentional act that works against

meeting and acting 
in real life (as a con- 
sequence of com- 
munication on the internet)

send

upload

produce

create

participate

interact

receive

consume

‘traditional’ film 
and TV violence

traditional 
massmedia

massmediated 
communication

violent user- 
generated contets 
xenophobia 
racism 
hate speech

game violence

incitement 
to crime 
xenophobia 
racism 
hate speech 
portrayals of 
severe violence 
violent pornography 
child pornography

traditional websites, 
certain communities, 
etc.
intermediary forms

child grooming 
cyber-bullying 
‘happy slapping’ 
stalking 
putting out humiliating 
pictures of other persons 
violent user- 
generated contets

violence in 
role-playing games

child grooming 
cyber-bullying 
‘happy slapping’ 
stalking 
putting out humiliating 
pictures of other persons

instant messaging, chat, 
social networking sites, 
blogging, e-mail, etc.

(inter)personally or socially 
mediated communication 

paedophilia 
sexual abuse 
violent abuse 
terrorist abuse 
racist, political, 
religious abuse 
bullying

face-to-face communi- 
cation (and behaviour) 
in real life

EXAMPLES OF MEDIATED VIOLENCE/DESTRUCTIVE AGGRESSION ON THE INTERNET

FORMS OF COMMUNICATION RELATED TO THE INTERNET

T
H

E
 I

N
T

E
R

N
E

T
 U

S
E

R
 R

O
L

E
S



57

•	 the realization of human rights,81 e.g., ‘All human beings are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights’ (Article 1) 

•	 the realization of children’s rights,82 e.g., ‘In all actions concerning 
children […] the best interests of the child shall be a primary conside-
ration’ (Article 3) 

•	 ensuring environmental stability by reversing the loss of environmen-
tal resources (Goal 7)83 

In this way, most acts related to the concerns expressed about the internet 
would be included in the concept of mediated violence/destructive aggres-
sion. 
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