
CHAPTER II -3-1.4 

Violence and the Medial 

HELMUT LUKESCH 

I. INTRODUCTION: TYPES OF VIOLENCE IN 
THE MEDIA 

Etymologically, the German word for violence-Gewalt-can mean three different things 
(Brockhaus, 196911970; Krey et aI., 1986): first, the "use of compulsion" (e.g., in the form 
of "crude" violence or unlawful "violent" behavior), secondly, a more neutral meaning of 
"force," "strength," or "momentum" (as in Redegewalt, forceful speech), and finally, thirdly, 
the additional meaning of "power" in the sense of authority (e.g., authority to act, parental 
authority, governmental authority). What all three meanings seem to have in common is 
the assertion of a third party's will over the inclination of the person at whom the act of 
Gewalt is directed (Eibl-Eibesfeld, 1990). In the first case, that assertion of the will is 
regarded as illegitimate, and in the third as legitimate (though the basis for its legitimacy 
will not be a subject for discussion in the specific context). 

These meanings of Gewalt differ from the everyday understanding of violence. Thus, 
Scheungrab (1993), for example, in the course of a number of interview studies, attempted 
to ascertain what young people understood by "violence in film." His resulting findings 
regarding the everyday psychological understanding of violence showed that it related 
primarily to the use of physical means of violence (typical answers were "someone is 
beaten to a pulp or gets his head chopped off," "if a person is treated cruelly, cut to pieces 
or something like that," etc.). In some cases the reference point was how extreme the act 
was: thus, if the acts in question were not particularly brutal, they were not interpreted as 
violence ("actual bloodshed ... if the director shows a person being slowly tortured," "not 
a brawl, then, and not a stabbing either, those are just ordinary (!) disagreements"). In 
specific cases, the use of mental violence was also taken as a reference point (for example, 

I Reprinted from: Angenendt, Steffen, & Wilhelm Kempf (Eds.) (2000). Konflikt und Gewalt: Ursachen, 
Entwicklungstendenzen. Perspektiven (pp. 157-188). MUnster: Agenda. 

W. Heitmeyer and 1. Hagan (eds.), International Handbook of Violence Research, 511-541. 
© 2003 Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

511 



512 HELMUT LUKESCH 

"it doesn't have to be physical, it can also be mental cruelty ... I think locking someone up 
or taunting them is really brutal," "just holding a gun to a person's head or something like 
that can be violent as well"). Violence against property is sometimes explicitly excluded 
from the concept of violence (e.g., "violence always means violence against people, not the 
destruction of things"). This view evidently overlooks the point that "things" are owned by 
people, or at least by society, so that damage to property (vandalism) does indeed involve the 
violation of other people's rights. A few respondents showed a degree of sensitivity toward 
acts of violence, evaluating the significance of the act in terms of advancing the action of the 
film ("so violence for me begins where the plot of a film is relegated to the background ... and 
you see nothing except shootings and killings or even just beatings"). The area of structural 
violence (meaning violence in the sense of unjust circumstances, the unfair distribution of 
opportunities in life, damage to the interests of others caused, for example, by atmospheric 
or water pollution), was never spontaneously mentioned. 

Friih (1995: 178) showed that the same event can be perceived by different persons 
as reflecting different levels of violence. According to his assessments, based on the evalua
tion of sequences from films, it can be concluded that violence shown directly is perceived 
as more violent than reported violence, that physical violence is interpreted as more violent 
than acts of mental violence, that real violence is seen as a higher level of violence than 
fictional violence, and that violence against people is classified as more serious than vio
lence against property. Violence in a humorous context (slapstick, comedy, and low-grade 
films, and in cartoons as well) is also perceived as violence. Structural violence (such as 
environmental pollution) is again assessed as having a relatively low violent content. In 
general, older respondents and women consider the level of violence shown to be more 
intense; level of education, on the other hand, seems to make little difference. 

Basically, this everyday understanding of the concept of violence largely equates it 
with the concept of aggression, in the sense that any kind of deliberately harmful behavior, 
or at least any kind of behavior calculated to cause harm (Selg, Mees, & Berg, 1988), once 
it exceeds a certain threshold, is understood as violence. This kind of use of the term, in the 
present context, has the advantages that (1) all lawbreaking directed against persons or 
property and penalized by criminal law can be included, as can forms of behavior which 
(2) are experienced as harmful, annoying, threatening, frightening, etc., even if they fall 
short of the threshold at which they become punishable by law. (3) In the context of the 
media, this term becomes still broader, in the sense that even the effects of violence not 
caused by human agency (accidents or natural disasters) are seen as additional forms of 
violence (KrUger, 1994:72). 

The types of violence reported in the media (see Fig. 11-3-1-4.1) relate in some cases 
to events in the real world,2 while in others they are literary fictions. 

1. One point to be noted is that even the documentation of real violence is influ
enced by creative elements. The presentation of real violence is not a mere image 

2The question of whether the presentation of real violence should in principle be restricted is a difficult one to 
answer. According to Rodding (1994), it seems clear that any act of violence portrayed in the media is an 
offence against Section 1 GG (Grundgesetz. the Basic Law or constitution of the Federal Republic of Ger
many), which provides that "Human dignity shall be inviolable." On the other hand, we do not live in a 
nonviolent world: therefore the reporting of acts of violence is part of press freedom. Rodding considers that 
the limit is exceeded when people are treated as things and lengthy scenes of torture are portrayed to satisfy 
sensation-seekers. But who is to determine when that happens? In the world of fiction, by contrast, no subjec
tive basic rights are being violated, so the issue here is not freedom of the press but freedom of opinion or 
artistic freedom. 
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FIGURE 11·3·1·4.1. Distinctions in the media's presentation of violence. Source: after KrUger (1994:72)* 
and Kepplinger and Dahlem (1990:384). *No attempt will be made here to consider the additional distinction 
introduced between simple portrayals and those that legitimize violence, because this is not a fundamental 
category but an additional, quantitatively variable aspect, which to a greater or lesser extent can be ascribed to 
all presentations of violence. Nor is it possible to deal here with all distinctions possible in terms of the struc
ture of violence (Groebel and Gleich 1993:44). 

of a social reality but always a creative image of a real social process (apart from 
"canards" and deliberately staged violence, which are admittedly entirely com
monplace media fodder). 3 This staging has become very apparent in reconstructed 
reports on real events ("reality TV").4 But even in documentary productions, visual 
commentary (selection of events, camera angles, cutting, and slow motion) and 
verbal commentary (the use of language with negative or positive overtones to 
qualify violent events) can be used to influence the wayan event is perceived 
(Kepplinger, 1987; Kepplinger & Giesselmann, 1993). The incorporation of en
tertainment aspects into a news context ("infotainment") and the use of (almost) 
real events for entertainment purposes ("entermation") have been used here in 
pursuit of the short-term maximization of audience figures, at the expense of a 
possibly far-reaching change in both fields. In addition, news reports are not un
related events; a single event is reported over an extended period. This can result 
in a sequence of action with a range of possible effects, not unlike the plot of a 
drama.s 

2. Fictional media products with violent or other content are (almost) always artifi
cially generated virtual realities that can deviate as much as their authors wish 
from the reality of the existing natural world. Hitherto, the diversity of the means 

'Probably the best known example in Germany is the forgery of the "Hitler Diaries" by Konrad Kujau, which 
took in the magazine Stern. Mention should also be made, though, of the forged television reports produced by 
the German journalist Michael Born, which were sold to stern-tv among others. Even the production of videos 
on the fictional private lives of celebrities actually happens: one example being the case of the Princess of 
Wales foisted off on the British Sun newspaper. But, as always, the 'gray area' remains gray. With a suffi
ciently powerful graphics program, anyone today can be spliced into a video film to create new and apparently 
real images. 

4Jonas and Neuberger (1996) have produced a detailed content analysis of programs of this type. 
'In 1991, we used the Bogardus scale to carry out a pilot study of social distance from various nations, incorpo
rating the factor of sex (in other words, social distance from a Dutchman/a Dutchwoman, a Jew/a Jewess, 
etc.). As was only to be expected in the context of the civil war in Bosnia, respondents felt themselves most 
remote socially from a Serbian man. 
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of media production, beginning with pictures and print, has broadened to include 
first the audio media and audiovisual data storage media and then the borderline 
area of interactive computer games and relatively realistic forms of experiencing 
cyberspace through whole-body activity (Lukesch, 1997:9); each of these media 
can use its own code to convey the subject of violence to the person experiencing 
it. Here again, hybrid products are possible: for example, the series "Faces of 
Death," in which real killings, failed stunts with grave consequences, motor-rac
ing accidents, etc., have been spliced together into feature film length and offered 
as entertainment, complete with inane commentary. Similarly, it is not obvious to 
every viewer that the TV program "Wrestling" is not reporting real fights but 
come under the heading of staged, fictional violence. 

In addressing the subject of violence in the media, questions that may be asked include the 
following: 

1. To what extent is violent material offered by the media? This question can be 
answered relatively precisely as far as television is concerned on the basis of a 
content analysis (Groebel & Gleich, 1993; Kriiger, 1994; Wilson et aI., 1997). 
Friih (1995: 173) admittedly regards the necessary "normative" (meaning con
ceptual and analytical) definitions of violence as problematic in content analyses, 
because the possibility exists that acts that were not conceived as violent may 
very well be perceived as violent by the recipient or, conversely, an act of vio
lence may subjectively be perceived as harmless; in our view, however, such 
unclear areas are no problem, as we are not concerned with the reconstruction of 
subjective theories of violence. 

2. The next question deals with the way in which violent content is perceived by 
different user groups. The content offered and the way that content is utilized by 
the various groups of recipients are obviously not identical, though they are re
lated, in that the media want to sell their products at a profit and must therefore 
take account of, or create, their audience's requirements. 

3. There is no escaping the next question: does the way in which this product 
sector is used also result in predictable effects on audiences?6 As noted by 
Groebel and Gleich (1993: 13), such content does have the "potential from which 
possible effects may arise." Content analyses can justify assumptions about 
potential effects (in the sense of explaining or predicting individual events; 
Lukesch, 1997:35f.) only insofar as they specify, within the framework of 
Hempel and Oppenheim's explanatory model (Stegmiiller, 1969), the marginal 
or antecedent conditions under which the "laws" stated by a theory claim to be 
valid. The view that "what is not identified by the public as violent media con
tent cannot produce the same effect as violent media content" (Friih, 1995: 173) 
seems problematic. This statement disregards the possibility of latent learning 
or the learning of possible forms of action without the need also to encode them 
semantically. 

6In this context, we merely refer in passing to the farther-reaching questions of whether the findings of re
searchers on the effects of the media allow conclusions to be drawn regarding the prevention of violent dispo
sitions or whether such recommendations can be made on the basis of other areas of knowledge of technological 
change (Patry & Perrez, 1982). 
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a. FICTIONAL VIOLENT CONTENT IN THE MEDIA AND ITs USES. It is a specific prop
erty of film that violent acts (unlike pro social topics) can easily be pictorialised and used 
to create excitement. The quest for excitement, and its management, are in turn essential 
motives for turning to the media (Hassanein, 1995:56; Brosius & Schmitt, 1994). As a 
result of the demand for television programs that can be produced economically, there
fore, films with a high content of violence have become very widely distributed. In the 
United States, this quickly resulted in complaints that television showed too much crime. 
As a result, since the 1950s, the content of violence in television programs has been stud
ied objectively with methods of content analysis (Gerbner & Gross, 1973). 

In a recent analysis, Hickey (1992; quoted in Groebel & Gleich, 1993:40) gave the 
following count for a single day's content on ten American television stations: 1,846 acts 
of aggression, with 175 scenes in which the use of violence culminated in the death of an 
adversary, 389 scenes showed grievous bodily harm, 362 portrayed shootings and 673 
showed fights, beatings, and serious threats. In new types of program (music videos, film 
trailers, and reality TV), there was a significant increase in scenes of violence. Each broad
caster showed ten acts of violence per hour, one third of which were life-threatening as
saults. Until very recently, the United States has broadcast the most violent programs of 
any country, followed by Japan (Huesmann & Eron, 1986:21; Iwao, de Sola Pool, & 
Hagiwara, 1981:31). 

The latest "National Television Violence Study" (Wilson et aI., 1997:5) also con
tains the following conclusions: "(1) the context in which most violence is presented on 
television poses risks for viewers; (2) the negative consequences of violence are not often 
portrayed in violent programming; (3) perpetrators go unpunished in most scenes of vio
lence; (4) violent programs rarely employ an antiviolent theme; and (5) on the positive 
side, television violence is usually not explicit or graphic." 

As far as America is concerned, then, there is already a long tradition of analyzing 
television program content. The German television scene, however, has been the subject 
of systematic analysis only in recent years. According to these studies, however, the levels 
of violence in German television, too, are not insignificant. 

The study by Groebel and Gleich (1993; cf. Table 11-3-1-4.1) of the most important 
channels in 1991 makes it clear that at least mild forms of violence-such as threats, 
beatings, shouting, and violent, aggressive gestures-are encountered in half of all pro
grams. To put it another way, five acts of aggression are shown every hour; and extreme 
forms of violence are sufficiently represented in the form of 481 murders screened each 
week. As the authors say, "the taking of human life has in some cases become an automatic 
part of the program" (Groebel & Gleich, 1993:73). The fact that the proportion of violence 
is particularly high in programs broadcast by the private-sector channels is explained by 
the fact that these screen a great many American imports, for cost reasons, and use this 
method of generating excitement in an attempt to boost their share of the all-important 
advertising revenue. 

In addition, mention should be made of a few findings from the qualitative analysis 
of the acts of violence, which could be significant in terms of the potential effects of 
televised violence (Groebel & Gleich, 1993:83f.): most acts of violence comprise bodily 
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TABLE II -3-1-4.1. Acts of aggression on German television 

Violence shown Percent aggression Frequency 
Channel (as percent of all 

programming time) before prime time of murders/week 

RD 6.7 7.9 40 
ZDF 7.2 5.5 48 

RD 'ZDF (a. Ill.) 2.1 13 

SAT 1 7.3 3.9 62 

RT + 10.7 22. 93 

TELE 5 11.7 7.9 93 

Pro 7 12.7 2.0 

Source: Groebel and Gleich, 1993:68,72,81. 

attacks (32 percent) , with use of firearms (20.9 percent). Two thirds of all acts are moti
vated by factors not immediately apparent from the context, and the "aggression seems 
very often to be a way of achieving certain aims or resolving conflicts" (Groebel & 
Gleich, 1993:89). In the majority of cases (74.7 percent) the aggression entailed no 
consequences for the aggressor, who is more likely to experience satisfaction (lOA per
cent) than punishment (6.6 percent) or other consequences (4.3 percent). In addition, 
"frequently, there is no obvious empathy with the victims' sufferings and feelings" 
(Groebe1 & Gleich, 1993:93). 

Media violence is a global reality, and the rewarding aspects of the violence shown 
are a particularly strong contributory factor in the development of a "global aggressive 
culture" (Groebel, 1998:217). 

Kruger (1996) presented a similar study for children. This showed that 3.7 percent 
of total air time for all stations examined was taken up by acts of violence, transmitted 
mainly by the channels Pro 7 (33.2 percent), RTL 2 (19.0 percent), RTL (15.2 percent) 
and Sat I (12.9 percent); ARD (1004 percent) and ZDP (904 percent) account for compa
rable proportions of this overall content of violence. The more tightly the definition of 
violence is worded (cf. footnote 10), the greater Pro 7's share. If the programs analyzed 
are restricted to those with an audience share of over 4 percent in the target group of 
children, the violent sequences in these more frequently seen transmissions rise to 5.6 
percent of airtime. In other words, violence seems to be attractive to children and leads 
to selective viewing. Over 90 percent of the violence seen by children is screened by the 
private-sector TV channels (Pro 7 again occupying first place, with a proportion of 44.5 
percent). As children largely avoid watching informative programs, most of the vio
lence they experience is fictional; an exception here is RTL, where reality TV and tab
loid-style broadcasts are still relatively popular with children, so that 27.2 percent of the 
violence shown on this channel is to be found in nonfictional programs (especia\1y real
ity TV). Children, however, tend to avoid extreme levels of realistic violence ("hard 
violence"). 

In 1998, the UNESCO study on media violence and children, conducted in twenty
three countries, presented its first results (Groebel, 1998). The study confirmed that televi
sion was the most frequently used medium, irrespective of national boundaries. Worldwide, 
88 percent of children were familiar with the actor Arnold Schwarzenegger in his "Term i-
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nator" role. In countries with a highly aggressive environment, 51 percent of all children 
questioned wanted to be like Schwarzenegger; in less violent countries, the figure is still 
as high as 35 percent. 

The various other types of media outlet provide a great deal of additional violence 
for audiences, especially children and young people.' Of these, video is one means of 
distribution that has long been regarded with a degree of concern-after all, there are over 
16,000 video films available for rent in Germany, a substantial proportion of which are 
products that have been classified as endangering young people;8 the June 1998 
lugendmedienschutz (Media and the Protection of the Young-"JMS") report listed 2,686 
video films and 369 computer games that had been blacklisted; 138 data storage products 
had been impounded for portraying violence that expressed contempt for humanity and 
157 media products for hard pornography. 

Despite the restrictions on distribution caused by blacklisting, these products con
tinue to find their market-consumption of violent films is still flourishing. According to 
representative data provided by WeiB (1993), the proportion of eighth/ninth grade chil
dren in Germany who could be classified as "extreme" viewers of violence (which by the 
definition used means those who have seen more than fifty horror films or violent films) 
rose between 1989 and 1992 from 6.8 to 10 percent, while the segment of "regular view
ers" (children who have seen eleven to fifty such films) rose from 10 percent to 12 percent. 
The increase was particularly noticeable among pupils attending secondary schools that 
prepare for vocational training rather than for university. In addition, the age at which 
children first view violent films seems to have moved down into the elementary school 
range: nearly half of all children saw their first horror film or violent film before the age of 
nine. Those who later became "excessive" viewers also made an earlier start on watching 
this kind of film. Across the whole sample, one third of the films first seen were black
listed, meaning that the Bundesprufstelle fur jugendgefiihrdende Schriften (Federal Re
view Board for Publications Harmful to the Young-"BPS") had banned the distribution 
of these films to children and young people, while 15 percent had been impounded, mean
ing that they should no longer have been available on the market at all. 

According to our trend data (Lukesch et aI., 1989b: 73; 1989a: 132), about one third 
of all those under the age of eighteen spontaneously named blacklisted videos among their 
favorites. If selective sampling is used, this proportion becomes significantly higher still: 
rising, for example, to 57 percent (Scheungrab, 1989:263) among male Berufsschule (vo
cational school) students, and 62 percent among children/young people growing up in 
homes (Froschhammer, 1992). The eastern regions of Germany have already caught up 
with or overtaken those in the west (about 45 percent viewing blacklisted videos and 10 
percent impounded videos; Lukesch, 1992). 

7 Adults in Germany are not subject to any control (cf. the prohibition of censorship in Section 5 GG) in their 
consumption of media violence (with the exception of products deemed to undermine the social ethic such as 
hard pornography [including child pornography, among other forms], violence that degrades human beings, 
glorification of National Socialism, or an offense against the safeguarding of personal honor), so that there is 
no motivation to carry out user studies of this kind among adults. On the other hand, it would be completely 
mistaken to regard children as the only group potentially at risk from the influence of media violence (Huesmann 
et al.. 1997: 189); in fact, no age-group is immune to these influences. 

'Situations whose depiction is considered to be a threat to the young are: (1) extreme portrayals of violence in 
the media (e.g., vigilante-style justice). (2) glorification of the Nazi ideology, (3) incitement to racial hatred, 
(4) glorification of war, (5) discrimination against women and (6) pornography (it must be borne in mind here 
that even 'soft' pornography is classified as a severe risk to young people and therefore automatically placed 
on the index). 
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However, films with some claim to artistic merit are also marketing more and more 
violent action (for example, Pulp Fiction, Robocop, Die Hard, Natural Born Killers, The 
Silence of the Lambs). Van der Voort and Beentjes (1997:88) use the term "ultraviolent" 
films here; in this case, again, a great many rationalizations have been produced (using 
catchphrases such as "esthetics of violence" or viewing excessive portrayals of violence 
as a form of "media criticism" or "ironic treatment of media reality"). 

As viewing data from Germany confirm, legislation alone can produce only a lim
ited effect. Even so, it is not useless either, as has sometimes been suggested (cf. the ques
tionable argument that prohibiting something is in itself an incentive to use it); a law that 
imposes punishment for particular activities can never be a guarantee that those activities 
will cease. It would be nonsensical, though, to assert that the only reason people break the 
speed limit, for example, is because the speed limit is there. Statutory regulation at least 
sends out a signal to law-abiding citizens. 

b. REAL VIOLENCE IN THE MEDIA AND ITs CONSUMPTION. As regards the presenta
tion of real violence on television, again, the study by Groebel and Gleich (I 993:74f.) is 
informative (cf. Table 11-3-1-4.2). In terms of the program categories analyzed across the 
available TV spectrum, the portrayal of real violence again fluctuates greatly from chan
nel to channel. The highest levels of violence in German news broadcasting are to be 
found on the private-sector channel RTL, where the proportion (portrayal of physical vio
lence) is in some cases seven times higher than on ARD or ZDF. 

Quantitative differences in the proportions of violence exist by comparison with 
fictional programs (films and serials), the levels of violence in these genres being much 
higher than in the documentary genre; news programs account for only 10 percent of all 
acts of violence shown, while if documentaries and factual programs are included this 
figures rises to nearly 15 percent. These differences have also been found in studies con
ducted in other countries, the content of violence in fictional and nonfictional television 
again varying from country to country (American productions contain particularly high 
levels of violence; cf. also Dorfman et aI., 1997; Mustonen, 1997). 

In the news sector, the acts of violence shown relate mainly to warfare (24.3 per
cent), ethnic and minority conflicts (29.8 percent), reporting of crime, organized and oth
erwise (18.3 percent), political disputes (16.6 percent), and terrorism (6.4 percent), leaving 
an "others" category of 4.7 percent. Frequently, where violence (e.g., crime) is portrayed, 

TABLE 11-3-1-4.2. Levels of violence in news and documentary broadcasting* 

Channel Violence (general) 

ews Inro c 
ARD 8.1 % 5.8% 

ZDF II. °'0 4. 1% 

SAT 1 12.3 % 3.8% 

RTL+ I .4 0/0 2.0°'0 
TELE5 9.4% 2.8% 

Pro 7 10.2% 1\0 

*Percentages based on total time per channel and genre, 
Source: Groebel and Gleich 1993:76. 

Violence (physical) 

ew, Inli D c 
1.4% 0.5% 

0.7% I. °'0 

2.5% 2,7% 

7.6 0/0 1.9 0/0 

0,3% 1.4% 

2.6 10 
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there is no reference to any explanatory context, for example along the lines that violent 
crime is not a product of chance but takes place in accordance with particular social pat
terns (Dorfman et aI., 1997). There are significant differences in the quality of the presen
tation of violence by comparison with the fictional genres: although even here 55.3 percent 
of all acts of violence entail no consequences for the aggressor, there are 39.5 percent of 
cases in which punishment is shown and in 5.3 percent the perpetrator even shows re
morse. The victim's standpoint is also underrepresented in news reporting. If news reports 
are cut like fast-motion action video clips, it is difficult really to experience the suffering 
portrayed (as a result of war, famine, or disaster); in order to enable the viewer to empa
thize, however, victims should be identifiable as human beings in their pain. Here again, 
of course, reasonable limits would have to be observed. 

KrUger (1994) produced a study from a rather different angle, based on the year 
1993. This covered the genres of information (news and political and nonpolitical factual 
programs) and reality TV, and dealt with four ascending levels of the presentation of vio
lence.9 In terms of identified acts of violence (proportion of information/reality TV airtime 
taken up by portrayals of violence) the study agrees almost completely with the estimate 
of Groebel and Gleich (1993, see above): 9 percent of the content of information/reality 
TV is made up of portrayals of violence, although only 0.9 percent of the acts analyzed 
meet the "hard violence" criterion. The proportion of violence on RTL is 17.6 percent, far 
higher than on ARD (6.8 percent), ZDF (6.2 percent), or Sat.1 (9.3 percent); the order is 
unchanged when the focus is shifted to individual levels of violence. The relatively high 
proportion of violence in private-sector information broadcasts is attributable to the ex
tremely high content of violence in the subcategory of reality TV (a form of broadcasting 
that is almost entirely absent from the public-sector broadcasting channels in Germany, 
apart from the series Aktenzeichen XY). "Hard violence" on the public-sector channels is 
primarily concerned with political information "realistically/authentically presented in the 
interests of information;" on reality TV, however, the emphasis is on staged and emotion
ally charged portrayals, intended "primarily to create emotional excitement and attention" 
(Groebel & Gleich, 1993:80). 

It is interesting that similar results also apply to American television (Wartella et aI., 
1997): of the realistic categories of program, "only" 38 percent contain visual portrayals 
of violence, while violence is discussed in another 18 percent of programs; the public
sector TV channels broadcast less violence than the private-sector ones, and the authors 
recommend greater use of warning notices and the broadcasting of violence at later times. 

2. Effects of Consumption of Media Violence 

a. GENERAL ASSUMPTIONS. There is already a widespread belief that the many forms 
of permitted and approved violence in society (violence in the home, for example, com
mitted by abusive mothers, at school, and in the mass media) are creating habituation to 
violence and resulting in it being seen as a normal means of resolving conflict (Remschmidt 
et aI., 1990: 198): 

"The following distinctions were made: (1) all portrayals of violence including at least one visible violent 
element (perpetrator, act/event, victim/person affected, damage), (2) portrayals of violence including victims! 
persons affected, (3) portrayals of violence with a visible act/event, (4) portrayals of 'hard violence' , meaning 
that the act/event is seen, death/destruction or dead/injured people are seen, and the intensity of the violence, 
damage, or cruelty is very pronounced. 
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Dramatic, unusually spectacular portrayals of violence encourage, stimulate, and justify the use 
of violence. Even if the violence portrayed is not directly imitated, the constant flooding of the 
consciousness with violent stimuli leads to the trivialization of violence, which becomes an 
everyday event, not to be regarded as unusual or avoided. In their conflict resolution models, the 
justifiable anticipatory or even preventive use of violence is encouraged ... The constant por
trayal of violence is a stimulus to increased consumption of violence (Remschmidt et ai., 
1990:203). 

Many assumptions regarding the effects of violent media content have been formulated in 
more or less random and unrelated theories (cf. Fig. 11-3-1-4.2). These theories have been 
built up from individual observations and studies on an arbitrary basis, without any effort 
to provide a linking framework theory, and can be used by those interested in the debate to 
support any and all points of view. Selg (1987) pointed out at an early date that this boosted 
a trivializing interpretation of the results of research into the effects of violence, an inter
pretation that is beneficial to the interests of the media institutions. 

1. Catharsis thesis: 10 In this case we have a reference to the Aristotelian "theory" of 
classical tragedy regarding the purgative effect of observing violence; viewers of 
violence as portrayed by the media will supposedly be freed of their darker emo
tions by the vicarious working-off of negative tendencies. But violence as por
trayed by the media generally does not produce any cathartic effect (Charlton, 
1972: 165; Andison, 1977). The vicarious aggression catharsis hypothesis 
(Feshbach, 1961), even under specific preconditions (such as previous annoy
ance and no opportunity for revenge on the person who caused it), is so sweeping 
in its generalizations that it is regarded as one of the best-refuted assertions of 
media research (Lukesch & Schauf, 1990). 

2. Inhibition thesis: This observation, dating back to Berkowitz and Rawlings (1963), 
focuses on the finding that some people are deterred by the sight of violence (on 
this point, cf. also the differential effect identified by Brosius (1987) that watch
ing a horror film tends to make older viewers less willing to legitimize violence, 
whereas this is not the case with younger viewers). Berkowitz and Rawlings (1963) 
attributed this to an increase in fear of aggression (this finding, incidentally, would 
be phenomenologically indistinguishable from a cathartic effect). 

3. Stimulation thesis: In its simplest form, this assumes an increase in the viewer's 
own violent behavior, or propensity to it, as a result of viewing violence, along 
the lines of "like breeds like." This assumption, often alternatively circulated in 
the guise of the imitation thesis, disregards all the diverse knowledge available 
on differential media effects. In its simplicity, then, this thesis too is easily re
futed-which may be one of the reasons why it is constantly being addressed. 

4. Habituation or acclimatization thesis: This theory dwells on the habituation ef
fects of violence; watching violence blunts the sensitivities toward the frighten
ing acts of violence displayed in the media, and violence thus becomes routine. 
Here again, there are authors who try to find a favorable side to this effect
violent imagery, they say, would thus no longer be able to trigger the emotional
izing effects that depress the viewers. 

IOThe word "catharsis," incidentally, is used in different ways. This diversity of meaning may again lead lay
men to the conclusion that there might after all be something in the catharsis thesis (for example, releasing of 
emotional tension through physical action), and this conviction may then in turn be misapplied to the watch
ing of violent media content in the belief that it produces a cathartic etfect. 
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5. Imitation thesis: This psychoanalytically based thesis, which has its roots in the 
early days of psychology and holds that processes of imitation or identification 
allow the viewer to identify with the action and an attractive protagonist (the 
distinctions between anaclitic and aggressive identification may be noted here in 
passing), also seems to be referred to constantly because it is so self-evidently 
refutable. The customary argument is that despite tens of thousands of murders 
portrayed in the media, consumers of media violence have themselves committed 
such an act only in extremely rare cases. Even so, there are verifiable individual 
cases in which directly imitative acts can be assumed (an example being the kill
ing of a small child by two ten-year-olds in Liverpool in 1993). 

6. The thesis of ineffectiveness of media violence: Because of the diversity of the 
statements on record, it is tempting to reason that no conclusions whatsoever can 
be drawn regarding the effects of the media. This is a very popular point of view 
with the representatives of the media, since it implies that they have no need to 
take responsibility for their products. 

The "social cognitive theory of mass communication" (Bandura, 1989) provides a frame
work within which these unrelated individual theses can be integrated. There is room, too, 
for all the differential effects (such as the advancement of the "double-dose theory," whereby 
the mass media could only produce an effect that additionally reinforces the learning con
ditions of genuine experience, or the inclusion of value orientations that may be important 
for an assessment of presented model behavior, for example the fact that sympathy with 
the victims of an act of violence may inhibit aggression). It is clear, too, however, that this 
complex theory cannot be tested in its entirety but only in some of its aspects (for further 
analyses of aggression theory, cf. Kleiter, 1997). 
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FIGURE 11-3-1-4.2. From the individual theses on the effects of media portrayals of violence to the social 
cognitive theory of mass communication. 
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(l) Catharsis thesis 
(2) Inhibition thesis 
(3) Stimulation thesis 
(4) Habituation thesis 
(5) Imitation thesis 
(6) Thesis of the ineffectiveness of media violence 

etc. 

In the social cognitive theory of mass communication, it is assumed that four com
plexes of conditions intervene between a model event (whether this be the action of a real 
person or merely of a fictional one who is conveyed to a recipient by text or film) and a 
possible modeling performance (cf. Fig. 11-3-1-4.2). Depending on the course taken by 
these processes, the ability to behave in a particular way is acquired, or imitative acts at a 
behavioral level are stimulated, or no learning process takes place at all (for example, if 
the modeled action is already a fixed part of a person's repertoire and conditions that are 
important for the performance of the behavior have turned out unsatisfactorily). 

As an essential precondition for learning, a potential model must first attract attention 
to itself. (a) This requires the model person to meet numerous conditions (for example, 
persons of high social status are accorded greater attention than models of lesser status; 
similarly, behavior that stands out strongly from that of others in line with the figure-ground 
principle is also more clearly perceived; attractiveness, in the sense of possessing important 
characteristics desired by the observer, again increases the level of attention); (b) not every 
observer (meaning the viewer or reader of or listener to a media message) sees and hears the 
same message (for example, a timorous person will have a tendency to stimulus selection; a 
recipient with greater cognitive complexity is capable of more differentiated perceptions 
because of better prior knowledge; motivational dispositions and current motivations initiate 
selection and interference processes); (c) the structure of social interaction is also significant 
(which types of behavior are most commonly encountered in a social group or a mass medium). 

How much of the material perceived in the course of these observations remains in 
long-term memory depends on processes of retention and information processing. Some 
of the acts presented are symbolically coded (by being given names, for example) and 
transformed into more or less easily memorable cognitive schemes: the modeled event has 
to be classified within existing cognitive structures. In such cases, the observer and his 
memory structures play an extremely active part. Elaborated repetitions (enrichment with 
meanings, including the results of daydreams, for example) may have the specific effect of 
changing originally existing information. Modeled action schemes that can be repeated on 
a motor level thus become particularly difficult to forget. 

Processes of attention and memory make it possible to acquire the competence to 
perform a particular behavior pattern (we know, for example, from watching the film 
California how to slaughter a gas-station attendant); but this in itself still falls far short of 
translating the appropriate knowledge into action. Action first has to be practiced in the 
form of motor reproduction processes (which can also take place on a cognitive level, cf. 
the method of mental training and other forms of fantasy activity). It is helpful here to 
have the necessary physical capabilities, recourse to the partial reactions necessary to per
form an action, and differentiated feedback conditions (capacity for self-perception or 
external feedback on the accuracy of an imitative act). 

Ultimately, the overt performance of learned actions depends upon reinforcement or 
motivational processes. It is customary to refer first here to the influence (a) of vicarious 
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reinforcement (for example, has the model for one's behavior been reinforced, has it been 
able to achieve important goals?). 11 Then, possible (b) self-rewarding and/or self-penalizing 
mechanisms (known as "intrinsic incentives") have to be taken into account: because people 
want to live in conformity with their value systems (or individual standards), different evalua
tions may mean that the identical modeled behavior possesses a completely different personal 
valence. People may reward themselves (for example in the form of a positive self-evaluation), 
depending on whether or not they have complied with such standards, or they may penalize 
themselves (for example, in the form of self-criticism). Finally, in the performance of behavior, 
consideration must also be given to (c) external processes of reinforcement by genuinely exist
ing third parties. All these conditions may also be cognitively anticipated, because it is assumed 
that efficiency expectations (am I able to perform the behavior?) intervene between persons 
and their behavior and that outcome expectations (does a particular action also lead to the 
intended result?) are essential in determining an action and its possible outcome. 

Whether an imitative performance ultimately comes about is, under the theory out
lined above, a highly complex process. 

That process cannot be sufficiently reproduced by the concepts (derived from psy
choanalysis) of imitation and identification. 12 Many other terms have also been used in an 
attempt to capture the processes outlined here. This is associated, in part, with theoretical 
traditions from various disciplines. For example, Phillips (1983) refers from the sociologi
cal standpoint to a suggestion process, or image transfer phenomena are sometimes as
sumed in the field of advertising research. Basically, these concepts fail to capture the 
differentiated nature of the processes referred to in the social cognitive theory of mass 
communication; at best, they touch upon partial components of model learning. 

b. EFFECTS OF THE USE OF FICTIONAL VIOLENT MEDIA CONTENT. Depending on the 
recipients' prior experience and predispositions, the reception of media violence can be 
shown to act in two major ways: 

(1) For recipients with little experience of violence (who are generally more likely 
to be girls than boys and more likely to be younger children than older children or persons 
with a value system that does not legitimize acts of violence), in other words, as a whole, 
for recipients who have not yet undergone a process of habituation to violence, the large
scale consumption of violence leads to increased anxiety and depression (Cantor, 1991). 
This effect was first demonstrated on children in the classic study by Himmelweit, 
Oppenheim, and Vince (1958), and has been continued in a number of further findings 

11 Vicarious reinforcement has a primarily informative function and serves the purpose of environmental dis
crimination: for example, it is possible to distinguish between those situations in which activity meets with 
social approval and those where it meets with disapproval. However, it also produces incentive effects for the 
observer (anticipation of reward for identical behavior). In addition, vicarious conditioning effects, in accord
ance with the classical or operant paradigms, can arise as a result (for example, anxiety triggers can be acquired 
vicariously). Vicarious reinforcements may in some circumstances bring about a modification of the appear
ance of the model (penalties experienced reduce its prestige, rewards enhance its status). Finally, vicarious 
reinforcements also have their consequences for the reinforcer: depending on the observer's assessment of the 
legitimacy of reinforcements undertaken, the evaluation of the person performing the reinforcement changes. 

12 'Imitation' is understood as meaning the replication of individual forms of behavior, which is sustained by 
extrinsic reward; the presence of the model is important here. The concept of 'identification' relates to the 
adoption of behavior patterns, this process being maintained by intrinsic conditions. The model is, as it were, 
a charismatic person to whom one would like to be similar. It follows that the acts caused by identification 
also take place in the absence of the model. 
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from surveys (Brosius & Hartmann, 1988; Rieseberg & Martin-Newe, 1988; Me1chers & 
Seifert, 1984) and in controlled experimental studies (Gruber, 1993; Mezger-Brewka, 1993; 
for a summary, cf. Cantor, 1996). 

However, anxiety and aggression-as ethological conceptions are sufficient to 
show-are related reaction cycles. This experience has also been transposed to the field of 
the media, insofar as it has been assumed that massive anxieties may lie behind media
induced aggression symptoms (Luca-Kruger, 1988). This assumption, first tested against 
individual observations, was subsequently confirmed in an evaluation method based on 
path analysis by Hopf and WeiB (1996); the latter showed that although aggressive person
ality dispositions are quite critically determined by the extent of consumption of horror 
and violence, nevertheless high levels of anxiety (especially guilt anxiety) also contribute 
to increased aggression. In addition, repeated exposure to frightening images can initiate a 
process of habituation which may also result in inurement to violence in everyday life 
(Drabman & Thomas, 1974). 

(2) Innumerable (a) field studies, (b) experimental studies, and (c) summarizing 
meta-analyses exist on the aggression-increasing effect of fictional portrayals of violence. 

(2a) Even the earliest studies from the first years of television, when media effects 
could still be tested with pre-posttest designs, suggest that portrayals of violence in the 
media have the effect of increasing aggression. For example, Himmelweit et al. (1958) 
found that portrayals of violence result in aggressive behavior in emotionally disturbed 
children, while in other children they trigger feelings of anxiety. Apart from the fact that 
the direct triggering of aggression affects only a small proportion of children, the authors 
believe that exposure to portrayals of violence eventually creates in children and young 
people the impression that violence in everyday life is a normal (and especially masculine) 
means of conflict resolution. Similar results were arrived at by Schramm, Lyle, and Parker 
in the United States (1961) and Furu (1971) in Japan. Probably the last study that was able 
to make use of these methods came from Canada, where Joy, Kimball, and Zabrack (1986), 
in the Notel, Unite!, and Multitel study (Williams, 1986), demonstrated the aggression
increasing effect of the introduction of television in a field experiment, noting that the 
effect in question occurred irrespective of the children's original level of aggression or 
their sex. They too see the general acceptance of violence and aggression produced by the 
programs in question as the most important causal mechanism. 

Another way of verifying the effects of the consumption of violent media content is 
the longitudinal assessment of media and aggression indicators and their evaluation on the 
basis of causal analysis with the aid of cross-lagged panel correlations or structural equation 
models. A classic study using these methods is that of Eron et al. (1972). It was shown here 
that the preference for violent programs in the third year of school was the best predictor of 
aggressive behavior ten years later. Viemero (1996) used a longitudinal study to show the 
significant contribution made by consumption of violent TV programs (as a separable com
ponent of an aggressive socialization atmosphere) on subsequent criminality. Other field 
studies are confined to cross-sectional data collection (Lamnek, 1995), but have recently 
attempted causal interpretations of correlative results (Lukesch, 1990) by testing the fit to 
model concepts, or excluding the effects of other possible intervening variables (such as 
social stratum, sex, etc.) by means of various statistical techniques (Lukesch, 1988). 

A significant study of the long-term influence of televised violence on young males 
was undertaken by Belson (1978) in London. His results support the hypothesis that a high 
level of consumption of televised violence leads to an increase in acts of relatively serious 
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violence. Interpretatively, Belson (1978) attributes his results to a process of demolition of 
the inhibitions acquired by socialization, a process that takes place not on a conscious 
level but subliminally.13 In this context, particular forms of violence have proven espe
cially stimulating, such as: 

• morally justified violence (i.e., violence for a beneficial purpose; Berkowitz & 
Rawlings, 1963; Berkowitz, Corwin, & Heironimus, 1963),14 

• the likeable aggressor, 
• the portrayal of the victims as cowardly and treacherous, 
• violence in the context of close social relationships, 
• the rewarding of acts of violence, 
• violence with no close relationship to the narrative structure of a film, 
• a Western with excessive scenes of violence, 
• the highly realistic portrayal of violence in a fictional plot, 
• the absence of positive nonviolent countermodels and 
• the establishment of great similarity between the situation of the aggressi ve model 

and the viewer, and, in the same way, between the victim of violence portrayed 
on film and a real person (Berkowitz & Geen, 1966). 

Lukesch et al. (1989a:329) gathered various measurements with procedures based on the 
same methodological tradition that were also indicative of the past extent of reception of 
television, cinema, and video violence, and related them to aggression indicators. It is striking 
that the indicators of violence for video and cinema explain more variance in the dependent 
variables than the consumption of television violence. Special features of the content and a 
situation in which the violence is received amid a peer group that appreciates acts of violence 
may be held responsible for these differential media effects. Real-life circumstances (social 
stratum, age, sex) admittedly reduce the closeness of the relationships found but do not 
eliminate them altogether. Correlations (after testing bidirectional relations using a two-stage 
least-square procedure) also permit a causal interpretation, in the sense that this quality of 
video consumption has a causative significance for the subjects' aggression. Other long-term 
effects of consumption of video violence, in particular, may be seen in an "underdevelopment 
of social and human skills" (Rieseberg & Martin-Newe, 1988:78) and a lasting personality 
change in the sense of increased excitability, aggressive ego assertion, and spontaneous ag
gression (WeiB, 1990). The multivariate studies of Kleiter (1994) can be similarly assessed. 15 

13 This is an important aspect for research methods: personality-impairing effects (for example in the stimula
tion of anxiety by the media) are close to consciousness; people feel disturbed and adversely affected by 
them; personality-enhancing effects that are perceived as pleasant (such as the feeling of strength gained 
from identification with a perpetrator of justified violence), which ultimately increase aggression, are not 
directly apparent to the recipient. meaning that they cannot be objectivized by survey techniques but have to 
be detected by means of other, empirical testing systems. 

14 Violence is, moreover, seen as less serious in a justifying context than in a nonjustifying one (Moore & 
Cockerton, 1996). 

IS "so one cannot say that 'screen violence makes our children aggressive', but one can certainly say 'screen 
violence encourages the propensity to aggressive conduct among a very particular group of children' -and 
does so quite clearly in certain constellations of additional moderator parameters or in the context of particu
lar types. However, it does not follow from this, conversely, that for the subgroups in question the consump
tion of on-screen aggression is merely an independent additive or catalyst or merely a harbinger of previously 
existing aggression, with no active function. The film is not 'innocent.' What happens is that the aggression 
seen on screen reacts with a cumulative vicious-circle effect on a threshold displacement of increasing toler
ance for aggression and may also simply result in an increase in aggressive behavior via processes of imita
tion" (Kleiter, 1994:53). 
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(2b) The experimental analysis of the effects of violent films is linked to the work 
of the research team centered on Bandura. Aggression-imitating effects of violent models 
were examined in numerous experiments. Findings that can be simplistically summarized 
to form a stimulation thesis and interpreted in the context of social cognitive learning 
theory (Bandura, 1989) are available both for children (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961; 
Bandura & Houston, 1961) and for adults (Walters & Thomas, 1962, 1963). 

The form of the paradigmatic research design for children is that, following a base
line assessment, a model person performs aggressive acts against a doll that are new to the 
children. The children are then mildly frustrated, left alone in a playroom, and observed. 
Children who have been able to look at an aggressive model generally react more aggres
sively in this play phase than children in a control group. The effects do not merely arise 
directly in the context of the experiment but-at least as far as their representation in 
memory is concerned-are more long term (Hicks, 1968). 

The experimental conditions have been varied in many ways and worked out to give 
a process model of the acquisition and performance of modeled behaviors (Bandura, 1989; 
cf. Fig. 11-3-1-4.2). Mussen and Rutherford (1961), for example, observed that even the 
perception of acts of violence in pictures increases the aggressive conduct of first-grade 
pupils in permissive situations. Pass (1983) confirmed the aggression-stimulating effect 
on preschool children of short violent stories played on an audiotape. Charlton (1972) and 
Charlton et ai. (1974) tested various model conditions using a Western series (Gunsmoke). 
It proved possible to demonstrate an increase in the propensity toward aggression after a 
screening of unpunished aggressive behavior models; an interaction effect with the do
mestic environment also occurred, in that, where domestic circumstances were unfavorable, 
even the screening of the punishment of aggressive behavior was reflected in an increase 
in the propensity toward violence, albeit a lesser increase. This finding can again be inter
preted on the lines of the "double-dose theory," whereby the effect of violent media con
sumption is particularly noticeable in children who are confronted with real models of 
violence (Gerbner et aI., 1980; Heath, Kruttschnitt, & Ward, 1986). 

An effect study specifically geared to the video medium was published by Brosius 
(1987). The study was designed to examine the effects of consuming an unrealistic horror 
film and a realistic violent film. The question asked was whether, after viewing such films, 
the "legitimization of violence," as a significant precondition for aggressive personal 
behavior, changed. The result was as follows: in the case of the unrealistic horror film, 
Willingness to accept violence increases after viewing the film. The effect persists over a 
prolonged period. The portrayal of realistic violence has no effect in the short term, while 
in the longer term it actually reduces acceptance of violence. This, however, must be seen 
in the context of the participants' ages: in all cases, in fact, the effect on younger viewers 
tends to be to increase acceptance of violence. It is only among older viewers that, where 
violence is realistically depicted, its acceptance is reduced after the screening of the film. 
The increase in legitimized violence in the case of the unrealistic zombie film can be 
attributed, among this group, to irritation, while its decrease after the realistic film can be 
attributed to concern. 

A brief reference should also be made to interrelationships between media consump
tion and delinquency (for a summary, see Lukesch & Scheungrab, 1995). Using important 
criminological variables, Scheungrab (1990) differentiated the relationship between me
dia consumption and delinquency among male vocational school students. As might be 
expected, close negative relationships existed between the acceptance of unlawful means 
and the preference for violence via television or video, or the number of blacklisted videos 
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consumed. Inverse relationships were demonstrated for the acceptance of social stand
ards. In addition, participants with a high preference for video violence estimated the 
probability of being caught for criminal acts (subjective risk of delinquency) as less than 
those with a low preference for violence. The negative valence of sanctioning is also seen 
as less significant by those with a strong preference for violence than those with a weaker 
one. A causal model, taking into account family climate, structural features of family life, 
and aspects of communication, used media experience to demonstrate the high signifi
cance of video consumption, especially in its violent variation, for features favoring delin
quency, by comparison with other media (television, comics, books). 

Finally, reference should be made to the direct effect of violent, horror, and porno
graphic videos in triggering acts of violence and sexual offences (Klosinski, 1987; 
Groebel, 1989). In individual cases, it can be assumed that observed acts of delinquency 
have been directly transposed into personal behavior (Glogauer, 1991). Although such 
direct transpositions of screened models are very rare and emerge only in a certain group 
of young people or adults, it is in the nature of a mass medium that such instances are 
not unique. Possible explanations for this are offered by identification with norm-violat
ing cinematic models, the neutralization techniques offered by these in films (Sykes & 
Matza, 1974), the reduction in the risks of delinquency suggested by the films, the por
trayal of the low relevance of sanctioning, and the acceptance of unlawful means 
(Scheungrab, 1990).16 

(2c) The studies mentioned are merely illustrative examples. It is clear that, in 
view of the very large number of studies available, some exist which do not demonstrate 
any such effect. This results simply from the logic of testing, which assumes a hypothesis 
to be confirmed provided that the percentage of findings contrary to that hypothesis does 
not exceed the 5 percent significance level. 17 The relevant reviews and meta-analyses there
fore need to be taken into consideration to supplement these individual studies. Thus, for 
example, Selg ("Risikothese," 1993, 1990), Roberts and Bachen (1981), Comstock et al. 
(1978), and Andison (1977) have found that, as far as the medium of television is con
cerned, portrayals of violence have a generally aggression-stimulating effect on children 
and young people. Huesmann, Moise, and Podolski (1997) also include violent video games 
and music videos in their analysis, saying that less powerful effects have been verified in 

]6The argument that "I too have seen such films and I haven't turned violent," which seems convincing in terms 
of everyday psychology, is an oversimplification. The performance of an act of violence obviously requires a 
number of situational circumstances (a topical conflict, a potential victim, propitious circumstances such as 
a violent group or loss of inhibitions through alcohol consumption) in addition to the appropriate personality 
dispositions on which the media are one influence (cf. on this point the results of research into personality 
structures propitious to delinquency; see above, and Lamnek, 1979; Losel, 1975). 

17 This simple fact is regularly forgotten by those who would claim that the media have no social responsibility. 
An illustrative example of this is supplied by Kunczik (1995), where he describes two studies that were 
unable to demonstrate any aggression-promoting effects as "exceptionally thorough panel studies" (Kunczik, 
1995:86) and tries to infer from this the conclusion of a "confused research situation." Also interesting is his 
argument that certain problems have been the subject of only a single study and no follow-up investigations, 
replications, or attempts at refutation, while at the same time he complains of the barrenness of research, which 
he says always examines short-term effects in the laboratory (Kunczik, 1995:106). This argument, again, is 
simplistic and simply mistaken (Wood et al.. 1991), because there are a sufficient number of studies that have 
demonstrated the aggression-increasing potential of violent films in interaction with friends, adults, etc., in 
unrestricted social situations. In addition, this article contains an irrational attack on content analyses, which are 
dismissed, contrary to better judgment, as "body counting." Although the subtitle of this article is "On the 
current state of the debate," the latest studies, especially the relevant meta-analyses. are not included. 
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the case of the latter media than in that of violent drama. The mechanisms referred to here 
relate, according to their analysis, to the learning of (1) behavior through observation (2) 
thinking patterns, (3) cognitive justification processes, (4) cognitive priming processes 
(e.g., stimulation of aggressive thoughts), (5) emotional and cognitive desensitization to
ward violence, and (6) emergence and transfer of arousal. 

In addition to these narrative summaries, particular mention must be made of the 
meta-analysis by Hearold (1986). This confirmed that antisocial media content had a sig
nificant effect on the recipients' antisocial behavior, the effects being much stronger in 
boys from the ages of six to eight than in girls, and effects being ascertained in the sense of 
a generalization to numerous and not merely specific dependent measurements (further 
meta-analyses with similar results have been produced by Andison (1977), Paik and 
Comstock (1994) and Wood, Wong and Chachere (1991).18 

Summarizing these findings again, a distinction can be made between two aspects of the 
effects of violent media content: first, an increase in the propensity toward violence, and 
secondly the triggering of anxieties and their perpetuation in the sense of a threatening 
perception of the environment. It remains open to debate under which conditions each 
of these aspects is dominant. The key to answering this question lies partly in individual 
learning histories: if early and optimally dosed habituation conditions in respect of vio
lent film consumption existed, the threshold above which a pleasantly exciting media 
event becomes one that creates a traumatizing impression was never crossed, 19 and if no 
counteracting stimuli, promoting empathy and moral development, came from the re
cipient's environment, then progressive habituation to violent images may take place. 
Such a development is also supported by early exposure to more harmless forms of 
violence, as seen, for example, on television. It is also promoted by a life world that 
reacts approvingly to audiovisual violence and itself actually contains such forms of 
conduct as part of its culture (for example, male peer groups). If these conditions
especially the small doses of graded habituation-do not exist, meaning that the media 
consumer is overexposed, the effect switches over toward the second aspect. It con
forms to existing gender stereotypes that this is more often the case with forms of 
socialization of girls. This will usually result in a shunning effect, meaning that the 
provocation of anxiety can be eliminated in the short term. By contrast, experiences 
above a threshold that cannot be precisely determined will require longer-term proc
esses of adaptation because of the traumatization that sets in. 

c. EFFECTS OF THE USE OF REAL MEDIA VIOLENCE. The "Bad News" Orientation 
of the Media. As far as the information domain is concerned, it must be emphasized 

18 "Our results demonstrate that media violence enhances children's and adolescents' aggression in interactions 
with strangers, classmates, and friends. Our findings cannot be dismissed as representing artificial experi
mental constructions because the studies included in our review evaluated media exposure on aggression as it 
naturally emerged in unconstrained social interaction" (Wood et aI., 1991:380). 

19 Reference should also be made here to the anxiety/pleasure thesis that dates back to Balint (1959). As we 
know, it is particularly exciting for children, and for adults too, to be exposed to a situation of danger but in 
the knowledge that nothing bad can happen. The visual media are particularly good at bringing about this 
kind of nervous thrill, because, after all, one is never exposed to any real danger and, indeed, always has the 
option of shutting one's eyes to the images or leaving the movie theater. It is only when this tightrope walk 
goes wrong (meaning, in the case of the media, if the images produce an excessive effect) that a psychologi
cally traumatizing fall can result. 
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that images are in the nature of products. They acquire a high value if they document, or 
at least illustrate, events transcending daily routine.20 For journalists (and others respon
sible for the media) the information value of scenes and reports of real violence (involv
ing demonstrations, sports events, or crime) is particularly high. This also suits the 
recipients, since in their case attentiveness and subsequent information analysis proc
esses are particularly highly developed in the case of negative news film (Lang, 
Newhagen, & Reeves, 1996). The media also use a language in which violent expres
sions are entirely commonplace (in sports reporting, for example, they refer to a "coun
terattack" or a "football war," etc. (Kerner et aI., 1990:546); in the case of asylum seekers, 
turns of phrase such as "onslaught" or "invasion" are used (Brosius & Esser, 1995:215). 
The media themselves thus become part of the (non)culture of violence. 

In a report on a demonstration, for example, the 99 percent of peaceful demonstra
tors have much less chance of featuring in the media than the other, violent 1 percent. 
Losel et al. (1990:39) consider that, because of this specific peculiarity of the press, it 
seems almost normal and inevitable for demonstrations to escalate into violence, "and in 
addition peaceful demonstrators may, because of the stereotype of violent actions pro
moted by the media, be stigmatized in their social environment and driven out toward 
militant subcultures." 

Particular cause for concern arises when-for example, in connection with the re
porting of crime, which is exaggerated in any case-certain minority groups (foreigners, 
asylum seekers, or Muslims) are portrayed as particularly dangerous and culpable. This 
kind of demonization is, in turn, a precondition for the use of violence against these mi
norities (in this connection, consider the neutralization techniques that precede a possible 
act in the realms of fiction). The subsequent act, then, requires a justification that provides 
absolution, and this is contributed by media reporting. 

This fundamental journalistic attitude, motivated by the desire for profits (advertis
ing revenue, high-selling newspaper headlines) can result in a media-driven escalation of 
violence (Brosius & Esser, 1995), which neither the ordinary citizen nor the politicians 
can escape. Even politicians are affected by the interpretation of social realities as por
trayed in the media, because they have to rely on the information provided by journalists 
and may feel driven to act (for example by deploying additional police or advocating draft 
legislation) by their electorate's anticipated reactions, even if a considered view suggests 
that there is no reason to do so. 

Exploitation of the Media by Violent Factions. The powerful media focus on acts of 
violence entails the risk that media reporting may be abused as a platform by politically 
oriented protest groups (organized squatters, protesters against shipments of nuclear waste, 
right-wing radicals, and skinheads), criminal gangs (Schneider, 1990:305 gives an exam
ple from New Zealand), or groups of fans with violent propensities (hooligans; on this 
point, cf. Weis, Alt, & Gingeleit, 1990). Either such groups may themselves instigate out
breaks of violence or, in the political context, they may stage a strategy of provocation 
against the police, causing the latter to resort to violence. In the political arena, such meth-

2°Winterhoff-Spurk (1994:58) lists the following "news value factors" based on American TV research: "(1) 
The story must be personalized or persona liz able. (2) The story must be dramatic, conflictual, and ideally 
violent. (3) The story must contain 'action' elements or at least observable events. (4) The story must be new 
and/or deviant from the norm. (5) The story must pick up certain almost archetypal long-term themes ... The 
constraints of the 'news business' involve an obvious temptation to invent or-worse still-stage such events 
if they seem reluctant to happen of their own accord." 
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ods are to be found mainly among groups who are assumed to see no way of achieving 
their aims by the institutional route (Eckert et a!., 1990:345). 

The staging of violence in the form of pseudo-events, i.e., events that are created 
primarily or exclusively for reporting purposes, is a highly suitable way of drawing the 
attention of society as a whole, inexpensively and with a high degree of predictability, to 
groups who feel that they, or their interests, are excluded from the "normal" process of 
political mediation (Eckert et a!., 1990:377) 

Similar considerations apply to groups of fans, who are well aware of their value 
as a subject of sensationalist reporting and so provide the cameras with the expected 
materiaI.21 

Finally, the media enthusiastically exploit lawyers for the accused, not only in cases 
of politically motivated violence but also in connection with unusual crimes (such as child 
murder with a sexual angle), because it seems to be particularly attractive to demonize the 
authorities (Wassermann et a!., 1990:775) or demonstrate their ineptitude. The interplay 
between journalists and lawyers may find expression in premature evaluations of evi
dence and partial assumptions regarding the outcome of the trial, thus exerting an influ
ence on the course of a trial through a created audience. 

"Scary World" Hypothesis. Among recipients, so it has been assumed, the specific ten
dency of the press to focus on negative events-"only bad news is good news"-may 
result in a negative world image. This empirically based dependence between highly in
tensive television consumption and the development of a degraded view of the world, 
postulated by Gerbner and Gross (1981) as the "scary world" hypothesis, has repeatedly 
attracted the attention of researchers. In a relatively recent survey, Cheung and Chan (1996) 
found that television produced cultivation effects of this kind in terms of materialistic 
attitudes and a trivialization of moral values. 

However, account must be taken of a differentiation pointed out by Winterhoff
Spurk (1989): the recipient seems fundamentally capable of making a distinction between 
various areas of experience, mental images of which are then filed in one memory for 
personal reality, one for media reality, and one for media fiction. This memory metaphor 
would be misleading, however, if one were to assume that the memories are three separate 
containers with no communication between them; to the contrary, even if, as a rule, a distinc
tion can be made between the threatening content of the immediate environment (= personal 
reality experience) and threats in the outside world (e.g., jeopardy in a war zone or as a result 
of crime = transmission of media reality experience), nevertheless, here again, correlations 
can be confirmed between media consumption (for example, frequency of use of television 
news broadcasting) and subjectively experienced general anxiety or fear of victimization, 
the advocacy of security measures, and the demand for greater law and order (Taschler
Pollacek & Lukesch, 1990). Similarly, transfer effects, reality confusions, and interactions 
between media fiction and personal reality experiences are conceivable. 

Different Effects of Media Messages on Different Recipients. The reporting of violent 
events does not produce the same effect on every recipient; that much is generally known. 

"These staged events, however, are not confined to the political arena. The entertainment world also provides 
a sufficiency of events that take place only because the cameras are running, or are motivated by the hope of 
securing an appearance on television (for example, a mother knocks over the chair containing her spinach
smeared baby while the father stands by with camera at the ready, hoping to find a slot for the film on German 
TV channels such as Pleiten, Pech und Pannen [Flops, Bad Luck and Mishaps]). 



VIOLENCE AND THE MEDIA 531 

Clearly, there are many features that differentiate people (examples being age, sex, 
socialization history, level of development, intelligence, values, and current well-being), 
and those features also affect the way in which a media message is received and processed. 
This point has been made emphatically and repeatedly by Herta Sturm (1989), who bases 
her recipient-oriented approach to media research, to use her own term, primarily on 
interactive effects with formal structural features of the media. This provides at least an 
indication of the possible effects of media messages on individuals. Which of those possi
bilities become reality, and in what way, depends on features of the message and the social 
situation as well as on the activities of the recipient. These relations have been described 
and tested both in earlier persuasion research and in the more recent social cognitive theory 
of the mass media (for a summary, cf. Lukesch, 1997). 

Kepplinger and Giesselmann (1993) show in an experimental study-and in invol
untary agreement with the social cognitive learning theory of the effects of the mass media 
(Bandura, 1989)-that the recipients' previous attitudes have a marked effect on the evalu
ation of actions: sympathizers with demonstrators take a particularly negative view of the 
police when demonstrators are portrayed as victims of police brutality, while believers in 
the authority of the state take the opposite view. In these cases, documentaries have the 
effect of consolidating existing images of the enemy and so possibly help to intensify 
conflicts. Comparable attribution patterns toward violent news content were found in the 
United States to be dependent on race (black versus white) and sex (Johnson et aI., 1997). 

This differential potency of effect recurs in other cases, too. For example, violent 
films also possess an affinity to the models, values, and objectives existing in youth sub
cultures. Lukesch and Habereder (1989: 138; similarly WeiB, 1994:266; 1997) found, among 
other things, a close correlation between frequency of video consumption, especially that 
of blacklisted videos, and support for nationalistic orientations. In the same way, there are 
youth cultures which, because of their values, consume significantly less violence (dem
onstrated, for example, in the case of adherents of the ecological movement or initiative 
groups; cf. also Lukesch et aI., 1989b:19lf.). In view of these results, it can be assumed 
that the ideas conveyed in violent films reinforce and build upon matching preexisting 
ideologies. To put it in positive terms, this also means that some value orientations may be 
incompatible with this use of leisure and may also be capable of providing immunization 
against the messages of violent films. 

A differential relationship can also be substantiated between violent content in tel
evision news broadcasting and anxiety reactions (in children) (Cantor & Nathanson, 1996): 
about one third of all children are confused by such content (especially by violence be
tween foreigners, reports of foreign wars, famine, and natural disasters), and reverse age 
trends (increase in anxiety reactions to violence between foreigners, decrease in fear reac
tions to reports on natural disasters) can be demonstrated. 

Imitative Acts. We have already referred, in the explanation of the social cognitive theory 
of the effects of the mass media, to many moderating conditions that intervene between 
the presentation of an act by a model and a corresponding act by an observer. Neverthe
less, reference should be made to a few examples in which a connection exists between the 
model event and the act; there is no need to establish clearly which intermediary processes 
played a part in the individual case. 

Phillips (1983) was able to confirm a link between the televising of heavyweight 
boxing and cases of unlawful killing (which peaked on the third day after a title fight). 
The wider the range of a broadcast, the more significant the increase. The results of 
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social cognitive learning theory are also partially confirmed here: there is a similarity 
between the loser of the fight and those killed in real life (if the loser was black, the 
killing of blacks increases, while ifhe was white, the number of white victims increases). 
In addition, boxing matches are ideal triggers of violence, because they justify it, indeed 
reward it, and do not criticize it. In exactly the same way, Phillips and Henshley (1984) 
were able to show that the punishment of aggression (in the form of real executions and 
guilty verdicts in murder trials) produces a deterrent effect as far as such acts are con
cerned (cf. also Stack, 1987). All this evidence does not mean that other influences do 
not play an important part in an act; as always, the processes involved are driven by 
multiple causes and cannot be explained solely by the interaction between features of 
individuals and situations. 

Another well researched area is skyjacking. According to Holden (1986), every suc
cessful hijack triggers approximately two imitations during the six weeks that follow. The 
criterion "successful" is important: the hijackers must have succeeded in achieving their 
financial or political goals through the hijack. 

Similarly, valuation methods based on time-series analysis have demonstrated that 
media reporting of acts of terrorism produces trigger effects (Brosius & Weimann, 1991). 
Here again, there seems to be extensive empirical support for this relation (Brosius & 
Weimann, 1991). 

The interaction between reporting and acts of xenophobic violence has been analyzed 
by Brosius and Esser (1995). They found a striking increase in the frequency of xenopho
bic criminal offences in Germany during the two months following high-profile offences 
(in the cities of Hoyerswerda, Rostock, MolIn, and Solingen); naturally, reporting (in na
tional newspapers and on television) focuses heavily on these acts. These parallels, how
ever, are not in themselves sufficient to prove that the media, through their reporting, 
prompted an escalation of the violence. But taking account of general social trends (in
creasing numbers of immigrants, change in the climate of opinion toward immigrants, 
increasing proneness to violence among social problem groups), it has been possible to 
show that persons who were already prone to violence were prompted by such reports to 
commit xenophobic offences of their own: 

The perpetrators were probably motivated by at least three aspects. First, the high media profile 
... provided them with an incentive to commit offences for themselves ... At least within their 
own reference group, they were guaranteed "honor and glory." Secondly, the nature of the re
porting lowered possible inhibition thresholds in line with social learning theory ... Thirdly, the 
xenophobic actions were successful from the perpetrators' point of view in that they caused the 
relocation of the asylum seekers (Hoyerswerda, Rostock) (Brosius & Esser, 1995: 193). 

The authors attribute an escalating effect on violence to the structural properties of the 
media system (massive and unanimous reporting), to a number of significant circumstances 
(the fact that the perpetrators are "rewarded" by the fact that viewers are shown to ap
prove, the impotence of the police to punish the crimes committed, and instrumental suc
cess in the form of relocation of the asylum seekers), and to the way the primary reporting 
is processed among groups that are already xenophobic. 

The Role of the "Opinion Makers". In the processing and dissemination of information, 
journalists, in their efforts to give their product greater news value by increasing the con
tent of violence, are not the only influence to be considered. Associations, political parties, 
citizens' movements, "pressure groups," and so forth, also try to influence public opinion. 
But larger organizations too, even governments, try to use the media to gain publicity for 
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their important messages. It is especially those who wield power who regard the mass 
communication system as having "outstanding potential for exploitation" (Langenbucher, 
1979:9). Those who know how to play the instrument of the press-in other words, to 
provide attractive content-hold much stronger cards in a media democracy than other 
groupS.22 

In Germany, the federal government has set up its own machinery for analyzing 
published opinion and polishing its own image, in the form of the Bundespresseamt (Fed
eral Press Office or BPA), which is under the direct control of the German Chancellery 
(Bockelmann & Nahr, 1979). It is in the nature of things that this may involve the blurring 
of boundaries between information and tendentious whitewashing. Such attempts to exert 
influence through state-sponsored public relations exercises (Koschwik, 1988; Kunczik, 
1990) or "psychological warfare" can become massively manipulative. 

One notable example of this was reporting during the Gulf War. In this case, no 
picture was left to chance by the American military ("surgical strikes" by accurately tar
geted cruise missiles). It was of course possible to predict the countermeasures taken by 
Saddam Hussein in publishing images of the population's sufferings as a result of the 
hostilities-as always, children, weeping women, and the despairing elderly (Buhl, 1991). 
In the Western media, invented footage showing the alleged slaughter of new-born babies 
by the Iraqi soldiery in hospital incubators was also used as a measure of psychological 
warfare; as subsequently transpired, the reporter was anything but a hospital nurse, being 
a member of the Kuwaiti royal house. 

An extreme form of such attempts to influence public opinion is practiced by secret 
services. The routine disinformation measures and the associated attempt to "demonize 
the enemy" are difficult to penetrate, and it often takes years before this kind of abuse of 
information is uncovered. 

An illustrative example of this was the rumor that the AIDS virus had been devel
oped and released by an American research laboratory. This allegation was made in 1983 
in an anonymous reader's letter to a pro-Moscow Indian newspaper, and triggered a chain 
reaction of reciprocally escalating reports in the Soviet Union. Details varied in accord
ance with the powers of the editors' imaginations. These reports were also taken up by the 
press in other countries (particularly frequently in Africa). Scientists, however, even in the 
Soviet Union, clearly recognized the impossibility of producing the AIDS virus syntheti
cally (NZZ, November 6, 1987).23 

There are many other examples of the exploitation of the media, especially in the 
political arena, which cannot be discussed at length (in American elections, for example, it 
is customary to publicize titillating details of the private lives of prominent politicians 
shortly before the candidates are due to make important appearances, or merely to claim 
that such details exist, on the principle of aliquid semper haeret, mud sticks). Opinion 
makers of this kind are very well aware of the entertainment value of a news item and, 
because news is a commodity, they can be sure that the media will pass the stories on to the 
public. 

22 Dagobert Lindlau, a long-serving editor in chief of Germany's Bayerischer Rundfunk, once wrote that televi
sion had become "the henchman of unrealistic. delusion systems;" "public life has been degraded into a 
marathon public relations exercise. Advertising has become socially acceptable everywhere. and with it the 
venial Big Lie" (quoted in Langenbucher, 1979: 16). 

2J NZZ: Neue Zurcher Zeitung (Switzerland). 



534 HELMUT LUKESCH 

Re 'ponsibility orthe media 

Legislative m Inrrastru tural m asures 

a of exerting Influen e 

[n- ch I acti it ut-of- 'choal activity 

Family-related activity 

FIGURE 11-3-1-4.3. Ways of exerting influence on media consumption (especially consumption by chil
dren and young people). 

III. WAYS OF CHANGING AND INFLUENCING 
BEHAVIOR 

The media enjoy a high level of constitutional protection (cf. GG, Section 5(1)), Behind 
this protective screen, the media have evolved a life of their own, governed not so much 
by the criteria of responsible journalism or artistic standards as by the principles of profit 
making and profit maximization. As many examples have demonstrated, a focus on vio
lence increases the publicity value of a news item or, in the fictional sphere, offers a simple 
way of making a course of action more exciting. As a basic matter of survival, the media 
will be unwilling to renounce the use of these tools. As a consequence, they have become 
part of the social "culture" of violence, even if those responsible are reluctant to see it in 
those terms, rationalizing their output in many different ways. 

On the other hand, it would be conceivable, at least in principle, to expect the vari
ous social institutions to look for ways of intervening to remedy the problem. In principle, 
too, there are many conceivable forms of action that could be taken to influence the provi
sion and consumption of violence in the media (especially fictional violence) (cf. Fig. II-
3-1-4.3). A fundamental consideration here is that all the conditions that have an effect 
should be considered and that none of the institutions addressed should be exempted from 
responsibility; it should also be realized that mutual recriminations are an obstacle to pos
sible solutions. They are, of course, a great relief: whoever one is talking to, one can lay 
the problem on the shoulders of "the others." 

1. Responsibility of the legislator: Many of the trends reflecting the effects of the 
consumption of fictional violence could, and still can, prompt preventive action 
by the legislator. It could even be said that research into the effects of portrayals 
of violence in the media is better undertaken here than in the context of educa
tional activities, since knowing how something came about does not necessarily 
lead to knowing how to change it. It can also be assumed that any new techno
logical development will also be "abused" (cf. the Internet). It seems to be a 
regular temptation for producers and service providers to test-or push back
the boundaries of what a society will still accept. Remschmidt et al. (1990:266) 
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call for a dramatic reduction in portrayals of violence in the media as long as 
violence is still being used, almost as a matter of course, to increase the attrac
tiveness of the program. This problem also has a European or international di
mension (for example, satellite channels can be received irrespective of national 
frontiers), which means that international cooperation is needed. 

2. Responsibility oj the media: The principle guiding the activities of those respon
sible for the media should not be simply the avoidance of obvious violations of 
the law. Although there is, as yet, no product liability in the media sector, stand
ards of voluntary restraint can be developed whereby not everything that can 
possibly be produced is actually produced and placed on the market. The custom
ary press standards are in constant danger of being ignored in the interests of 
improved sales. Since the mass media can also encourage what can be regarded 
as positive social conduct (Hearold, 1986), this opportunity too should be uti
lized. It is worth pointing out here the interactive effect between film promotion 
policy and media production. One consequence of this would be to make it im
possible simply to take over cut-price offers from the United States. In addition, 
systematic monitoring of programs should be introduced, allowing an independ
ent disclosure, based on social sciences criteria, of a content analysis of impor
tant aspects portrayed in the programs (this is not a reference to Freiwillige 
Selbstkontrolle F ernsehen (Voluntary Self-Regulation of Television-FSF). 

3. InJrastructural measures: One of the reasons for indiscriminate media consump
tion is the unavailability of alternative leisure-time pursuits (consider, for exam
ple, the living and traffic conditions in major conurbations). We know that the 
many stimuli provided by the ecological environment tends to reduce excessive 
television viewing (Schneewind, Beckmann, & Engfer, 1983). From this angle, 
town planning and development also have an influence on use of the media. This 
even extends to the planning of accommodation (for example, open-plan living 
and eating areas have made it possible to eat while watching television; Lukesch 
et aI., 1989b). 

4. In-school measures: As far as schools are concerned, attention has often been 
drawn to the many disciplines of media education. Hell (1988:8, 117f.) distin
guishes four lines of action in media education: (a) media analysis (the planning, 
effect, and predictive criteria of media), (b) media production, (c) media reflec
tion (reflection of media reception and media consumption taking due account of 
alternative leisure-time activities), and (d) working with parents. The possibili
ties are limited, however, when we still have no independent school subjects for 
this, no coordinated interaction between existing school subjects, and no special
ist training for teachers. In addition, teachers are increasingly refusing to take 
responsibility for improving circumstances for which others are responsible. 

5. Out-oj-school activities: In youth groups, etc., (a) receptive media work can also 
be done; (b) projects can be undertaken as individual activities (for example, 
setting up a children's cinema with an appropriate range of films and activities, 
children's film weeks, etc.), and (c) active media work can be made available (for 
example, offering opportunities to record videos, radio features, etc. at youth 
meetings, etc.). An essential condition here is for staff to be competent and have 
the corresponding interests. 

6. Working with parents: Media use takes place primarily within the family group. 
Some parents provide media education intuitively, and others deliberately, but 
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many can be assumed to apply a "laissez faire" policy. In this case, measures for 
working with parents could be initiated by institutions (for example, schools, 
kindergartens, and even the media themselves, including the mass-circulation 
program magazines). 

As long as the media retain only a half-hearted commitment to acknowledging their respon
sibility (compare the laborious process of recognition and application of ecological stand
ards), the propagation of such activities will, however, be no more than a token gesture. 

Translated by Richard Sharp 
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