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For nearly half a century, psychologists, pediatricians and psychiatrists have studied the potential impact of
media violence on aggression and societal violence, particularly among youth. Despite hundreds of studies,
scholars have failed to find consensus on potential effects. Nonetheless, professional organizations such as the
AmericanAcademyof Pediatrics andAmerican Psychological Associationhave releasedpolicy statements conclu-
sively linking violent media to societal concerns. In reaction, some scholars have accused these professional
groups of distorting evidence and failing to inform the public of the inconsistent nature of studies in this field.
The current paper reviews recent research onmedia violence. It concludes that caution is recommended in public
statements regarding media effects and that professional groups risk serious reputation damage with policy
statements calling for behavioral change without clear reflection of the current evidence-base of the research.
Recommendations are provided for practitioners and for science policy.
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1. Introduction

The debate on media violence within the scholarly community has
waged, inmodern times, for at least fifty years. Despite that widespread
agreement on media violence effects among scholars never seemed to
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entirely coalesce, scholarly guilds and advocacy organizations, such as
the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (Council on Media and
Communication, 2009), American Psychological Association (APA,
2015), or the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues
(SPSSI, 2014) released policy statements conclusively linking media vi-
olence to aggression and violence in society. In each of these cases, pro-
fessional guilds and advocacy organizations released statements
ignoring considerable research conflicting with the policy statements.
In many cases, these policy statements may have been written by or in-
fluenced by individuals with potential conflicts of interest. Further, the
statements rarely acknowledge research examining the benefits of
media use, including violent media. Each of these organizations have
also endorsed potentially censorious or regulatory efforts directed at
media, despite judicial and constitutional prohibitions against the
same. This combination of citation bias in public policy statements (i.e.
failure to cite or recognize research contradicting the policy statements)
and calls for regulatory efforts that are unconstitutional arguably risk
damaging the reputation of these professional organizations and the
media psychology endeavor far more than it does the media industry.
Moreover, it contradicts the ethical, professional and social obligation
to provide the public, in this case parents, with sound, evidence-based
guidelines on the risks and potential benefits of activities that influence
child development. We argue in this review that the conclusions on the
dangers of media violence are unsubstantiated by rigorous scientific
research.

2. A brief overview of media violence research

Meta-analyses of both research on television/movies (Paik and
Comstock, 1994) and video games (Anderson et al., 2010; Ferguson,
2015a) suggest there may be several hundred studies in each of these
realms, though of varying and sometimes controversial quality
(Savage, 2004). Despite the size of this research field, considerable con-
cerns remain regarding endemic methodological quality problems for
the field, particularly when such quality limitations have been shown
to be associated with spurious effects (Ferguson, 2015a; Savage and
Yancey, 2008).

2.1. Meta-analyses of results

Regarding individual studies, there are certainly studies that find ev-
idence for relationships between media violence and aggression, but
there are also a greatmany (andpotentially increasing) number of stud-
ies that do not find evidence for such links, or suggest even that expo-
sure to violent media may be inversely related with some forms of
aggression (Colwell and Kato, 2003; Ferguson and Olson, 2014;
Feshbach and Tangney, 2008; Breuer et al., 2015). With such contradic-
tions between individual studies, scholars have sometimes turned to
meta-analyses. Meta-analyses of media violence literature suggest that
effects, averaged across studies, fall somewhere in the range of, roughly,
r=0.00 through r=0.20, effects that are either null or weak (Paik and
Comstock, 1994; Anderson et al., 2010; Ferguson, 2015a; Savage and
Yancey, 2008; Kanamori and Doi, 2016; Sherry, 2007). These observa-
tions are made with several further caveats, also identified through
meta-analyses namely:

First, as scholars move from studying artificial tests of aggression in
the lab to real-world aggression and violence, effect sizes diminish, ulti-
mately approximating zero (Paik and Comstock, 1994; Ferguson, 2015a;
Savage and Yancey, 2008). Second, the use of unstandardized measures
of aggression results in higher effect sizes (Ferguson, 2015a) as does
overuse of bivariate rather than controlled effect sizes (Kanamori and
Doi, 2016). Third, citation bias (the tendency for authors to cite only
studies supporting their personal views) is associatedwith higher effect
sizes (Ferguson, 2015a). Fourth, publication bias is a clear problem for
the field (Ferguson, 2015a). Thus, it is difficult to conclude from meta-
analysis, that media violence has a reliable or profound influence on
youth behavior.

2.2. Societal level and population-based data

One other source of data to consider is societal level data. With soci-
etal level data, researchers track society's use of violentmedia, alongside
societal problems theoretically related such as homicide levels, violent
crime, youth violence or bullying and often make direct claims regard-
ing their influence (Strasburger, 2007). Data do not support the associ-
ation between consumption of media violence and violence in society
(Ferguson, 2015b;Markey et al., 2015a). Indeed, evidence has now clar-
ified that, if anything, the release of violent movies (Dahl and
DellaVigna, 2009) and videogames (Markey et al., 2015b) are correlated
with decreases in crime. These results are consistent with routine activ-
ities theory which suggests that occupying the time of people at high
risk for offending gives them less time to offend. Graphs representing
the correlation between movie violence consumption and homicides
and video game violence and youth violence rates are presented as
Figs. 1 and 2 respectively.

Fig. 1 plots the frequency of violence in top grossing movies across
the 20th century against homicide rates (see Ferguson (2015b) for
methodology). As can be seen, these two phenomena did appear to cor-
relate in themid-20th century. However, both before this period aswell
as after 1993, movie violence consumption and homicide rates were in-
versely correlated. Similarly, as seen in Fig. 2, for the years inwhich data
are available consumption of violent video games and youth violence
rates are inversely related. Societal-level correlational data are just
one source of information, of course but coupled with the increasing
replication crisis among laboratory, longitudinal and correlational stud-
ies, point to overall weak data for assumptions of violent media effects.

3. Theories of media violence effects

3.1. Hypodermic needle models

Theories of media effects vary to the extent that they posit media as
a primary driver of behavior or a tool used by agentic individuals toward
specific motivational ends. Hypodermic needle models fall into the for-
mer category. The name derives from the basic view that behaviors are
injected into viewers by themedia,who passivelymodel viewed behav-
iors in a predictable and unidirectional way. Indeed, proponents of such
a theory may claim that the effects of violent media are no different
from experiencing violence in real life (Bushman andHuesmann, 2014).

Hypodermic needle models are obviously congruent with the fears
societymay have over newmedia, as they tend to emphasize that objec-
tionable media will create similarly objectionable behaviors in young
viewers. Such models may allow for some moderator effects, such that
some viewers may be influenced more than others, but generally take
a “no one is immune” type of approach. At the same time these models
have been critiqued for hidden assumptions within the model, such as
that aggression is mainly a learned, cognitive process rather than an in-
nate trait or stress response, that fictional media violence has the same
impact on viewers as real-life violence, and that any level of aggression
is “bad” (Ferguson and Dyck, 2012).

3.2. Motivational models

Motivational models posit that the media user is at the center of the
media experience. Such models, including Uses and Gratifications
(Sherry et al., 2006) and Self-Determination Theory (Przybylski et al.,
2010), suggest that individual users select media in order to meet spe-
cific motivational or emotional end goals, and that these may differ
from user to user. Thus, rather than a direct link between media expo-
sure and resultant behavior, the user's motivation, selection of media,
and processing of that media is more critical than the content of the



Fig. 1.Movie violence consumption and homicide rates in the United States. The left axis indicates the per-capita homicide rate, the right axis, a ratio of minutes during a movie in which
violent acts occurred, divided by total number of minutes.
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media. From such theories wewould expect idiosyncratic effects, that is
to say different userswill respond differently to the samemedia inways
that defy blanket condemnations of content. The match betweenmedia
and user is more critical than content, with congruent matches produc-
ing positive outcomes, incongruent matches producing negative out-
comes. With respect to violent media, some users may legitimately
use violent media to de-stress and calm down, so long as that media is
congruent with their own interests. Fig. 4 contrasts hypodermic with
motivational model approaches. Fig. 5 notes the idiosyncratic nature
of media effects as predicted by the “match” between media exposure
and usermotivations. Though still fairly simplistic, themodel suggested
by Fig. 5 notes that user/media interactions are more crucial than is
content.

An interesting question arises when players of video games engage
in deliberate antisocial acts in video games, such as attackinghelpless ci-
vilians. There is some evidence that narrative context can influencemild
forms of aggression, although this appears to be independent of violent
Fig. 2. Video game consumption and youth violence rates in the United States. The left axis is a
right axis is per capita youth violence victimization rate.
content (Sauer et al., 2015). Other evidence has suggested that antiso-
cial acts in game play can actually promote moral evaluation rather
than desensitization (Grizzard et al., 2014). In either case, in-game anti-
social behaviors may be more a reflection of the player than the game,
whether the situational choice to act antisocially when a game does
not require it, or to purchase the game in the first place. Such acts may
still serve stress reduction purposes for some players andmaking global
attributions is difficult.

3.3. The Catalyst Model

The Catalyst Model is more a diathesis-stress model of aggressive
and violent behavior than a media effects model per se (Surette,
2013). The Catalyst posits the development of pathological aggression
as occurring as an interaction between inherited genetic risk with
harsh environment. Moments of violence are brought out particularly
during times of stress. Although the Catalyst Model certainly allows
composite of video game units sold adjusted for the violent content in top selling games,
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for some socialization, particularly through family and peers, automatic,
learned cognitive scripts are not a primary mechanism for this model.
Furthermedia influences are specifically considered too distal to impact
aggressive behaviors. Thus, the Catalyst Model, unlike hypodermic nee-
dlemodels, specifically distinguishes between the effects of violence ex-
posure in real life, and those viewed through fictional media.

3.4. Moral Panic Theory

Moral Panic Theory is less a theory about media effects and more
about how society responds to newmedia (Bowman, 2016). In particu-
lar, older adults who do not use new media may be particularly hostile
and fearful of this newmedia, an observation firmly established empir-
ically (Przybylski, 2014). From that point forward, various pillars of so-
ciety, mainly journalists, scholars and politicians, cater to the pre-
determined conclusions of older adults who subscribe to more news
media, vote more often, and control granting agencies to a greater de-
gree than do younger adults. In effect, journalists, scholars and politi-
cians (who themselves tend to be older adults) all profit in various
ways (whether financially, or through increased prestige) by indulging
the moral panic. This need not imply bad faith, only that moral panics
set up selective attention to and incentives for information supporting
that panic, ignoring or disincentivizing information conflicting with
the panic. Such panics only die out when the older generations them-
selves do, with the panic repeating with the next “new” media.

Moral Panic Theory helps to explain the behavior of professional ad-
vocacy organization such as the AAP, APA and SPSSI, when they have re-
leased policy statements claiming links between media and societal
aggression while engaging in citation bias and exaggerated claims. Put
simply, such organizations are not acting as arbiters of objective
“truth” but rather as professional guilds, promoting their professions
by finding problems for their members to “fix” and bringing prestige
to their own organizations.

4. Professional guild policy statements

First, it must be acknowledged that not all reviews ofmedia violence
research have concluded that media violence can be linked to societal
violence. Recent reviews by the governments of Australia (Australian
Government and Attorney General's Department, 2010), Sweden
(Swedish Media Council, 2011) and the UK (Cumberbatch, 2004) as
well as the US House of Representatives (Gun Violence Prevention
Task Force, 2013) and US Supreme Court (Brown v EMA., 2011), have
all acknowledged that it's not possible to link media violence to societal
violence with current evidence. The 2001 report on youth violence by
the Department of Health and Human Services largely relegated
media violence to a trivial role (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2001). Even the anti-media activist group Common Sense
Media has acknowledged that research evidence can't support conclu-
sive links between media violence and aggression in society (Common
Sense Media, 2013).

Policy statements should promote healthy behavior based on known
principles and guidelines rather than using fear and guilt based anti-
media messages. However, they should also take care to note inconsis-
tencies in the literature and methodological weaknesses. Policy state-
ments should be constructed by neutral observers, free of conflicts of
interest, and in an atmosphere of full transparency. In no case thus far
has a professional guild (defined here as a professional representation
organization into which members of the profession pay dues so that
the organizationwill promote and lobby for their profession. Such orga-
nizations also are active in setting professional and ethical standards for
members) relied on neutral observers to carefully weigh the science re-
garding use of media. Instead, professional organizations have, each
time, specifically selected scholars with public anti-media views. It is
worth askingwhyprofessional guild organizations persist in such policy
statements despite that they are misrepresentations of the current
science.

As a matter of contrast, one example of policy aimed at prevention
and harm reduction based on sound scientific research is the study of
copycat phenomena of suicidal behavior in adolescents. Research sup-
ports an increase in completed suicides and attempts when there are
publicized suicides and attempts particularlywhen adolescents have re-
cently (within a two-week window) read about a suicide, particularly if
it was a peer. Research has shown that there is a greater copycat effect
when there is extensive media coverage and detailed descriptions and
if the event is glamorized or sensationalized. Copycat phenomena
have decreased if reports present a negative view of the event, e.g. de-
scribe a cult situation, disfigurement, or the condemnation from and
suffering of survivors (Sudak and Sudak, 2005). The outcome of multi-
ple research findings led the American Foundation for the Prevention
of Suicide and the CDC to propose guidelines for media coverage
grounded in evidence. On the other hand, others have made the jump
from guidelines on copycat suicides to copycat mass shootings when
the latter has not been fully understood through rigorous investigation.

The difficulties experienced by professional organizations in
balancing political incentives with objectivity may be illustrated by
the APA's recent scandal on a different matter entirely. In 2015, it was
revealed that theAPA had changed its own ethics code to allowpsychol-
ogists to participate in the torture of detainees at Guantanamo Bay and
other sites (Pope, 2016). In the ensuing “Hoffman Report” commis-
sioned by the APA itself, it was acknowledged that the APA had sought
both prestige and influence with the US military, as well as financial
gain for its members. Arguably, this scandal provides an illustration of
how political concerns may influence the decisions and public state-
ments of professional advocacy organizations.

This is not merely a hypothetical, but can once again be observed
with the APA's recent task force on video games (American
Psychological Association, 2015). From its creation, the task force
sparked conflict, from the opaque process of member nomination to
concerns about members' biases or conflicts of interest. To draw atten-
tion to and address these issues, over 230 scholars wrote an open letter
to the APA, asking them to retire and previous policy statements on
media violence. The scholars professed the hope that the APAwould re-
frain from releasing policy statements claiming definitive effects when
the research base was inconsistent. The APA did not reply to or ac-
knowledge this letter. The final task force report was itself controversial
(Wofford, 2015) both for the continued perception of a biased process
and the methodological shortcomings of the meta-analysis the task
force conducted.

5. Implications of policy statements for child/adolescent
practitioners

In the preceding argumentwe have offered a critique ofmedia based
policy statements by organizations such as the AAP and APA. These pol-
icy statements have important implications for practitioners. Such poli-
cy statements guide professional care and advice given to parents.
Below we express some of these issues with some practical thoughts
for how practitioners may address them.

5.1. User reactions are idiosyncratic

At presentmedia policy statements encourage practitioners tomake
broad, fear-based statements or gross generalizations to parents. This
presents several risks. First, advice given by practitioners may actually
be harmful if not applied to the needs and circumstances of a specific
child. Although some childrenmay, indeed, be best served by avoidance
of certain media, others may legitimately use media, even violent
media, to relax, reduce stress, as a form of sublimation to quell aggres-
sion, or to socialize with other youth (Kutner et al., 2008). Clinicians in
all cases need to provide guidance based on knowing the child and
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his/her emotional and behavioral strengths and vulnerabilities. Parents
and clinicians are best to avoid blanket rules for behavior and discuss
what activities may be worrisome. Interrupting media use for children
for whom such media is actually beneficial could cause unintended
harms (Olson, 2016). Similarly, inducing fear of media in parents
whose children have no difficulties with media could result in argu-
ments and difficulties that could lead tomissed opportunities for mutu-
al understanding (Kutner et al., 2008). A “one size fits all” approach has
the potential to do more damage than good (Olson, 2010).

5.2. How rather than what media are used is more important

Increasingly it is clearer thatmedia content is not a reliable predictor
of viewer behavior. This is likely true in other realms such as sexual con-
tent in media (Steinberg and Monahan, 2011) and thin ideal media/
body dissatisfaction (Holmstrom, 2004). If practitioners are concerned
about media effects, it may be of greater value to understand how par-
ticular families are using media, perhaps more than what they are
watching specifically. Are media being used as a social activity? How
much time is spent using digital media vs. other academic, athletic
and social activities? Are parents and children discussing what they
are seeing in themedia? Ismedia use being balancedwell with other ac-
tivities such as homework and exercise? These questions may be more
valuable to consider rather thanwhether what children are watching or
playing is “naughty.” Cliniciansmight encourage parents to have discus-
sions with their children and if they bring in data on the use of media,
clinicians and parents might best come up with a set of guidelines tai-
lored to the needs of a particular child. As in all medicine and psycholo-
gy, treatment plans need to be highly specific to the patient.

5.3. Focus on media can distract from more crucial issues

Well-child visits (i.e. routine checkups) are notorious for being
crammed with recommended checks for various issues. One analysis
found that AAP policy statements suggested 192 discrete health direc-
tives pediatricians are supposed to address with parents, far more
than could be included in any well-visit (Belamarich et al., 2006).
Aside from injury prevention, media use was the most-frequent topic
for AAP health advice directives: more than substance abuse, emotional
health, sex/pregnancy, and nutrition, reflecting a particular focus (some
might say obsession) of the AAPwithmedia use and effects. The authors
noted that none of these directives provided any evidence for their util-
ity or effectiveness in preventing adverse outcomes.

This observation raises the potential that the AAP's unwarranted
focus on media issues has real potential to distract practitioners from
more pressing concerns such as emotional health, sexual health, sub-
stance use or even nutrition. This misaligned focus can be further trans-
mitted to parents who might invest considerable energy attempting to
manage a restrictive media diet, energy that might have been better
invested in other areas of their child's development.

5.4. Media moral panics can influence mental health diagnostics

Media moral panics related to content can spill over into other areas
influencingmental health diagnosticswhen suchmedia use is spurious-
ly considered pathological. The current controversy over the DSM-5
proposed category “Internet Gaming Disorder” is an excellent example.
The proposed category has been included in the DSM-5 (as a condition
warranting more clinical research and experience) despite evidence
suggesting that behavioral addictions related to gaming are rare
(Haagsma et al., 2012) and no similar proposals have been made for
other repetitive behavior problem areas such as sex,work, exercise, eat-
ing, etc.

Further, there are concerns that the proposed criteria for gaming ad-
diction, having been “borrowed” from substance use disorders, lack va-
lidity through inadvertently pathologizing normal behavior (Kardefelt-
Winther, 2015). This occurs because behaviors that are problematic for
the use of alcohol or heroin, such as thinking about the activity when
not using it, or using the activity to reduce stress are problematic signs
when dangerous substances are being used, but normative in other cir-
cumstances. Thinking about a hobby when not engaged in it, noting a
new hobby displaces old hobbies, or using a hobby to reduce stress
are no more problematic when the hobby is video games then when
the hobby is fishing, crocheting, or model trains. This misapplication
of internet gamingdisorder in theDSM-5 lacks precision,with consider-
able potential for false positives and pathologizing normal behavior.

6. Scholarly consensus?

Curiously, whethermedia scholars agree onmedia violence effects is
a controversy of its own. It has been common for scholars who argue for
the negative impact of media violence to claim a consensus exists.
Sometimes such claims are made remarkably aggressively, with ad
hominem comments that those scholars who are not part of the osten-
sible consensus are “industry apologists” (Anderson, 2013) or akin to
holocaust deniers (Strasburger et al., 2014). Claims of consensus are
often made with little backing data. However, some efforts to test this
through survey data have been made.

The earliest such survey was conducted by John Murray in 1984
(Murray, 1984). Murray conducted an informal poll of media scholars
and found that 90% of psychologists and 85% of communication scholars
agreedwith a rather sternlywordedwarning aboutmedia violence. The
wording of this statement by the National Institutes ofMental Health it-
self mentioned a consensus among scholars, linked media violence def-
initely to societal aggression and suggest the effect was as strong as any
other known influence on aggression. Murray acknowledged his survey
was “informal” and the wording of the statement implying a consensus
may have set up demand characteristics. Further, polling only individ-
uals involved in the field of television violencemay have involved selec-
tion bias, as it could be argued that individuals with preexisting beliefs
about media violence being harmful may be more prone to doing re-
search in that field. Nonetheless, with these caveats in mind, Murray
(1984) presents a compelling snapshot of the mood of the field in the
mid-1980s.

Beginning after 2011, a rash of surveys once again examined scholar-
ly opinions. These surveys may have been sparked by a 2011 US Su-
preme Court case (Brown v EMA, 2011) which considered the issue of
video game violence. In this case, the court declared efforts to regulate
violent media (including government sanctioned ratings systems) to
be unconstitutional. Further, the court, in its majority decision, declared
that the evidence linking violent media to harm to minors was uncon-
vincing. This outcome potentially was frustrating to advocates of hypo-
dermic needle models of media violence, as evidence by several “Why
don't they believe us?” themed papers and conference presentations
in subsequent years.

Thirty years after Murray's survey, evidence for a consensus has be-
come murkier, at best. One survey study (Bushman et al., 2015) found
that only 58% of media researchers agreed or strongly agreed with a
vague statement causally linking media violence to aggression (left un-
defined), and only 35.2% agreed that media violence influenced real-life
violence. Indeed, a larger proportion of researchers disagreed (41%)
with this last statement than agreed. In examining the question linking
media violence to real-life violence (the question arguably most similar
to Murray's, 1984 survey), agreement among scholars dropped from
roughly 87.5% to 35.2%.

To make the picture more complex, in another analysis (Quandt et
al., 2015) only 10.1% of media scholars agreed or strongly agreed that
digital game violence effects on aggression were a problem for society.
Also in 2015 a survey of clinicians (Ferguson, 2015c) found that only
39.5% agreed that video game violence contributes to youth violence.
This survey also revealed a striking generational divide, with older clini-
cians far more inclined to hold negative opinions about games than



Fig. 3. Percent agreement among scholars in various fields regarding statements on global warming and media violence effects. Participants in Lefsrud and Meyer (2012) were climate
scientists. Participants in Ferguson (2015c) were clinicians working with youth and/or families. All other participants were media scholars.
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younger clinicians. Further, clinicians who held negative attitudes to-
ward youth themselves were more inclined to endorse negative beliefs
about video games. Fig. 3 presents the various surveys of scholars and
clinicians, contrasting thesewith a survey of climate scientists' opinions
on climate changes as a means of comparison.

Further, in 2013 a group of approximately 230media scholars wrote
an open letter to the American Psychological Association asking them to
remove their policy statements regarding media violence (Consortium
of Scholars, 2013). From multiple sources of data, evidence for a schol-
arly consensus on media effects or media violence has not emerged.
When professional advocacy organizations such as the APA or AAP re-
lease policy statements related to media violence, two pitfalls recur:
they present research findings as more consistent than they are, and
they project an aura of consensus where none exists.

7. Conclusion

At present, research evidence linking media violence to societal ag-
gression and violence is, at best, inconsistent. Further, media violence
Fig. 4. Contrasting hypodermic needle theories of media effects with motivational models. Top
research appears to be part of a “replication crisis” embroiling much of
social science, in which previous held “truisms” are proving to be diffi-
cult to replicate under more rigorous methods (Asendorpf et al.,
2016).With this inmind several steps should be considered.Webelieve
that these steps, if taken, would help curb misinformation spread, if
with good intentions, by professional guilds that may have detrimental
impact on scientific progress, policy and their own reputations.

First, professional guilds such as the APA, AAP and SPSSI should im-
mediately retire all policy statements related to media effects. These
should be replaced with practical guidelines for clinicians and parents,
indicating which are substantiated by research and which are opinions
of leaders in thefield. Policy statementsmay be neutral or have pros and
cons based on clinical experience. This recommendation has precedent
in the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP)
Practice Parameters for the treatment of psychiatric disorders. Not all
clinical decisions may realistically be grounded in rigorous science, but
to be useful, clinical recommendations must be informed by the avail-
able science, with areas of opinion and uncertainty openly
acknowledged.
model is the hypodermic needle approach, bottommodel is the motivational approach.



Fig. 5.The interaction betweenmedia and users in amotivationalmodel. Dotted lines indicate “bad”matches leading to negative outcomes… straight lines indicate “good”matches leading
to positive outcomes.
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Second, our field needs to be clearer that citation bias, whether by
individual scholars or professional guilds themselves should not be tol-
erated. Such bias appears to be directly linked to distorted research re-
sults (Ferguson, 2015a), and is dishonest to the general public and
policy makers.

Third, we need to recognize the problem of publication bias in pub-
lished research. Journal editors can take steps along these lines by en-
couraging the publication of null results from methodologically sound
studies.

Fourth, our field needs to adopt clearer standards of transparency.
Experiments should be pre-registered in advance to prevent data
snooping, HARKing (hypothesis after results are known) and other
questionable researcher practices. Studies that are preregistered could
be given extra consideration during the peer review process, whatever
their outcome. All data and communications (e.g. emails between
guild staffers and task force members) within professional guilds relat-
ed to policy statements should be made available upon request. This
would further transparency in the development, purpose and proce-
dures undertaken in the creation of policy statements.

Fifth, we need to begin to focus on newer, more sophisticated theo-
ries. Hypodermic needle models of media violence effects have pro-
duced underwhelming results. It is time to move on.

Sixth, our field needs to have a clearer understanding ofwhat consti-
tutes trivial effects. At present, we are often advertising very weak re-
sults as if they were meaningful on a societal scale (often with
fallacious comparisons to important medical effects.) We need a clearer
understanding of when a “statistically significant” finding is, nonethe-
less, unimportant. For instance, datasets with large samples may have
enough power to detect very small effects (r of 0.1 or less) as “statistical-
ly significant.” However, in many cases, these effects are likely due to
methodological noise… spurious correlations caused by response sets,
survey question wording, inattention on the part of respondents, etc.
Having a healthy skepticism of smaller effect sizes as unlikely to repre-
sent “true” effects in the real world will help with overinterpretation of
some spurious research findings. The recent statement by the American
Statistical Association on statistical inference and interpretation pro-
vides an excellent guideline related to these matters (Wasserstein and
Lazar, 2016).

Finally, we need to provide guidelines for clinicians and parents that
present known findings, and potential benefits and concerns. Rigid pol-
icy statements surrounding behavioral recommendations are not gen-
erally useful, particularly with regard to the impact of media.
Clinicians and parents need to appreciate the complexities of media
and their impact (for healthy or dysfunctional outcomes) on youth. If
we as professionals do not know the answers, we need to be clear that
the jury is out. Thenwe need to help our professionals and patients con-
verse together in a meaningful fashion. With a new emphasis on meth-
odological rigor and honest communication of results, media
psychology, and media violence research specifically, can set a new
standard for objective science. Until it does, however, it will continue
to resemble pseudo-science more than it does true science. The current
path will only further damage the reputation of media research in the
eyes of the general public, courts and policy makers. Moreover, simply
focusing on media violence may obscure new research on the potential
benefits of modern media, particularly digital media on child
development.
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