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STATEMENT REGARDING THE EFFECTS OF VIOLENT VIDEO GAMES

In considering the important policy decision of whether Australia should introduce an R18+
classification for computer games, it is my view that relevant scientific findings should be a part of
the above discussion and a factor that is considered by the Attorneys’ General when making their
decision.

For me, the key scientific findings are those related to (a) whether an R18+ rating will be effective in
restricting access to material with high levels of violence from children, (b) whether exposure to high
levels of media violence has a detrimental effect on children and adults, and (c) whether age-based
classification systems are the most helpful system for consumers of media.

Will an R18+ rating be effective in restricting access to material with high levels of violence?

In the US, the game Grand Theft Auto is rated M (17+) due to high levels of violence, and is thus, in
theory, unavailable to those under the age of 17. In the most recent large scale study of media habits
in US children, Roberts et al (2010) found that 56% of US children aged 8 to 18 played Grand Theft
Auto. Clearly, the M (17+) classification has not restricted access to the game for many children
aged under 17. Although the US is not Australia, the degree to which this game is played at ages well
below 17 raises the serious concern that an R18+ classification in Australia may not be effective in
keeping video games with high levels of violence from being played by children and youth under the
age of 18.

Does exposure to high levels of media violence have a detrimental effect on children and
adults?

There is a popular perception that amongst scientists who do research in this area, there is no
agreement as to whether exposure to violent media is causally linked with aggressive behaviour, and
that ‘the jury is still out” on this matter. Although there are a small number of scientists who do not
accept this link, this group is a tiny minority and there is wide consensus amongst researchers in this
area that violent media exposure is causally linked to increased aggression in both the short and long
term.

In terms of violent video game effects, this also applies. There are a small number of scientists who
do not accept the link between violent video game playing and aggression, with the most well known
being Chris Ferguson. Dr Ferguson cites three of his meta-analytic studies of 14, 17 and 24 video
game papers. The largest meta-analysis (Ferguson, 2007) analysed 25 studies involving 4205
participants. After making somewhat controversial data conversions, Dr Ferguson found that the
effect of video game playing on aggressive behaviour dropped to non-significance. These studies are
the evidence most cited as demonstrating that playing violent video games has not been shown to
lead to increased aggression.

The vast majority of scientists who do research in this area disagree, and believe that the current
evidence is now sufficiently strong to confidently claim that a causal link exists between playing
violent video games and aggressive behaviour (see Huesmann, 2010). In the best analysis of the
evidence to date, published in the prestigious Psychological Bulletin, Anderson et al (2010) analysed
136 papers on violent video game effects that detailed 381 studies involving over 130,000
participants. Their findings were unambiguous: playing violent video games increased aggressive
thoughts, feelings and behaviours, and decreased empathy and pro-social behaviour.

www.mg.edu.au



Email psy@psy.mqg.edu.au

Human Sciences
Department of Psychology
M AC QUA R I E MACQUARIE UNIVERSITY NSW 2109 AUSTRALIA
UN IVE RSlTY Phone +61 (0)2 9850 7111
Fax +61 (0)2 9850 8062

The consensus of scientists around this issue is demonstrated in an amicus curiae brief submitted in
relation to the US Supreme Court case brought by the State of California against the Video Software
Dealers Association and Entertainment Software Association regarding a proposed law to prohibit
the sale of violent video games to minors without parental consent.

For the brief, 14 respected researchers in the field, including a number of the world’s leading
researchers, collaborated to produce a statement that summarises the scientific evidence regarding
the effects of exposure to violent video games. This statement was also endorsed by a further 43
researchers in the field (a list of all authors and endorsers is appendicised). As one of the 14 authors,
it also summarises my own position, and is thus reproduced below.

“Both the American Psychological Association (APA, 2005) and the American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP, 2009) have issued formal statements stating that scientific research on violent
video games clearly shows that such games are causally related to later aggressive behavior in
children and adolescents. Extensive research has been conducted over many years using all three
major types of research designs (experimental, cross-sectional, and longitudinal). Numerous
original empirical research studies have been conducted on children and adolescents. Overall, the
research data conclude that exposure to violent video games causes an increase in the likelihood of
aggressive behavior. The effects are both immediate and long term. Violent video games have
measurable and statistically significant effects on both males and females. Theoretically important
effects of violent video games have been confirmed by many empirical studies. The effects have been
replicated by researchers in different settings and in numerous countries. The psychological
processes underlying such effects are well understood and include: imitation, observational
learning, priming of cognitive, emotional and behavioral scripts, physiological arousal, and
emotional desensitization. These are general processes that underlie all types of social behavior, not
just aggression and violence; they have been confirmed by countless studies outside of the media
violence domain. In addition to causing an increase in the likelihood of aggressive behavior, violent
video games have also been found to increase aggressive thinking, aggressive feelings, physiological
desensitization to violence, and to decrease pro-social behavior.”

Are purely age-based classification systems the most helpful system for media consumers?

In his analysis of classification systems, Gentile (in press) notes 7 distinct problems with purely age-
based classification systems:

Lack of consistency in ratings;

Ratings creep (the tendency for the same types of material to be given lower classifications
over time);

The lack of content information;

Incongruence with the scientific evidence regarding harmful effects, especially regarding the
effect of violent media;

Lack of agreement between classifications and parent ratings of the same material;

Lack of clarity around the meaning of the classifications and lack of publicity for the
systems;

The ‘Forbidden Fruit Problem’ whereby children and adolescents are particularly attracted to
material with a rating beyond their age.

N R DdDE

Introducing an R18+ category for video games will be subject to the same problems, with ratings
creep, the forbidden fruit phenomenon, lack of content information and being out of step with
scientific findings the most salient.
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In this brief paper | do not have the space to labour these points, but note that anecdotally many
parents, when faced with the content of games their children play, are very surprised at the level of
violence in some. Gentile notes that parents want comprehensive information about their children’s
media so that they can make an informed decision about whether their child should use that media.
Children, too, would benefit from clear guidance about media content. Current ratings systems do
not provide this. Cantor (2006) has suggested, and | agree, ‘that the descriptors should be much more
explicit and illustrative, such as “first-person shooter,” “blood-spurting,” “exposed brain matter,”
“sever heads with sword,” “shoot and kill police officers,” and “sex with prostitute,” rather than
broad euphemistic terms like “intense violence ” ’(Gentile, in press). In my view, rather than
consider a new video game category, an overhaul of the classification system should be considered,
one in which detailed content information is considered as part of any classification system.

Overall, the research findings suggest that (1) children and youth are likely to obtain and use R18+
video games should such games be made available in Australia, (2) that violent video games have
clear effects on children, adolescents and adults, including increased aggression and decreased
empathy and pro-social behaviour, and (3) that purely age-based classification systems have
significant limitations that reduce their effectiveness.

Thank you for taking this evidence into account as you discuss whether the introduction of a new
R18+ classification for video games would benefit Australia.

Dr Wayne Warburton

Lecturer, Department of Psychology

Deputy Director, Children and Families Research Centre
Macquarie University
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Appendix A
Statement on Video Game Violence

“Both the American Psychological Association (APA, 2005) and the American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP, 2009) have issued formal statements stating that scientific research on violent
video games clearly shows that such games are causally related to later aggressive behavior in
children and adolescents. Extensive research has been conducted over many years using all three
major types of research designs (experimental, cross-sectional, and longitudinal). Numerous
original empirical research studies have been conducted on children and adolescents. Overall,
the research data conclude that exposure to violent video games causes an increase in the
likelihood of aggressive behavior. The effects are both immediate and long term. Violent video
games have measurable and statistically significant effects on both males and females.
Theoretically important effects of violent video games have been confirmed by many empirical
studies. The effects have been replicated by researchers in different settings and in numerous
countries. The psychological processes underlying such effects are well understood and include:
imitation, observational learning, priming of cognitive, emotional and behavioral scripts,
physiological arousal, and emotional desensitization. These are general processes that underlie
all types of social behavior, not just aggression and violence; they have been confirmed by
countless studies outside of the media violence domain. In addition to causing an increase in the
likelihood of aggressive behavior, violent video games have also been found to increase
aggressive thinking, aggressive feelings, physiological desensitization to violence, and to
decrease pro-social behavior.”

Scientists, Scholars, and Researchers Who Authored the
Statement

Craig A. Anderson, Ph.D.

Distinguished Professor

Director, Center for the Study of Violence
Department of Psychology

lowa State University, Ames, IA

Bruce D. Bartholow, Ph.D.

Associate Professor

Director, Social Cognitive Neuroscience Lab
University of Missouri, Columbia, MO

www.mg.edu.au



MACQUARIE
UNIVERSITY

Human Sciences
Leonard Berkowitz, Ph.D.

Department of Psychology
MACQUARIE UNIVERSITY NSW 2109 AUSTRALIA
Phone +61 (0)2 9850 7111
Fax +61 (0)2 9850 8062
Email psy@psy.mqg.edu.au
Vilas Research Professor Emeritus

University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI

Jeanne Brockmyer, Ph.D.
Distinguished Professor
Department of Psychology
University of Toledo, Toledo, OH

Brad J. Bushman, Ph.D.

Margaret Hall and Robert Randal Rinehart Chair of Mass Communication
School of Communication

The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH

Karen Dill, Ph.D.
Director of the Media Psychology Doctoral Program
Fielding Graduate University, Santa Barbara, CA

Ed Donnerstein, Ph.D.
Professor of Communication
University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ

Douglas A. Gentile, Ph.D.
Associate Professor
Department of Psychology

lowa State University, Ames, IA

L. Rowell Huesmann, Ph.D.

Amos N. Tversky Collegiate Professor of Communication Studies and Psychology
Director, Research Center for Group Dynamics

Institute for Social Research

The University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Ml

Barbara Krahé, Ph.D.
Professor of Social Psychology
University of Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany

Ingrid Mdller, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
University of Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany
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Associate Professor of Psychology

Ochanomizu University, Tokyo, Japan

Wayne Warburton, Ph.D.

Department of Psychology

Deputy Director of the Children and Families Research Centre
Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia

Scholars, Researchers, and Professionals Who Endorse the
Statement

Phillip R. Shaver, PhD.
Distinguished Professor of Psychology
University of California, Davis, CA

Sherry Hamby, Ph.D.
Research Associate Professor of Psychology,
University of the South, Sewanee, TN

Barbara J. Wilson, Ph.D.
Vice Provost and Kathryn Lee Baynes Dallenbach Professor
University of Illinois, Champaign, IL

Professor Dr Willem Koops, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Jacquelyn W. White, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology
University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Greensboro, NC

Vic Strasburger, M.D.
Professor of Pediatrics
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM
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Ronald G. Slaby, Ph.D.

Senior Scientist, Education Development Center
National Center for Mental Health Promotion
and Youth Violence Prevention, Newton, MA
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David Myers, PhD.
Professor of Psychology
Hope College, Holland, Ml

Michael Rich, M.D., M.P.H.

Director, Center on Media and Child Health
Associate Professor of Pediatrics

Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA

Denise A. Hines, Ph.D.
Research Assistant Professor of Psychology
Clark University, Worcester, MA

Dimitri A. Christakis M.D., M.P.H.

Professor of Pediatrics, University of Washington

Director, Center for Child Health, Behavior & Development
Seattle Children's Research Institute, Seattle, WA

Silvia Bonino, M.A,,
Professor of Developmental Psychology
University of Torino, Italy

Kathleen A. Parks, Ph.D.

Senior Research Scientist

State University of New York at Buffalo
Buffalo, NY

Kenneth A. Dodge, Ph.D.
William McDougall Professor of Public Policy, Psychology and Neuroscience
Duke University, Durham, NC

Farzaneh Pahlavan, Ph.D.
Professor of Social Psychology,
University of Paris, France

www.mg.edu.au

7 | CRICOS Provider No 00002J



Human Sciences

Department of Psychology

MACQUARIE UNIVERSITY NSW 2109 AUSTRALIA

Phone +61 (0)2 9850 7111

Fax +61 (0)2 9850 8062

Email psy@psy.mqg.edu.au
Joanne Cantor, Ph.D.

Professor Emerita and Director, Center for Communication Research
University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI
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David A. Nelson, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Human Development
Brigham Young University, Provo, UT

Angela Scarpa, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Psychology
Virginia Tech, S Blacksburg, VA

Natalia Kudryavtseva, Dr.Sci., Ph.D.
Institute of Cytology and Genetics
Russian Academy of Science, Russia

Jennifer E. Lansford, Ph.D.
Associate Research Professor
Duke University, Durham, NC

Zeynep Benderlioglu, Ph.D.
Department of Evolution, Ecology, and Organismal Biology,
The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH

Shintaro Yukawa, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Psychology
University of Tsukuba, Japan

Jeff Victoroff, M.D.

Associate Professor of Clinical Neurology and Psychiatry
University of Southern California Keck School of Medicine
Los Angeles, CA

Geraldine Larkins, M.Ed., Ph.D.
Senior Lecturer
Australian Catholic University, Australia

Thomas F. Denson, Ph.D.
School of Psychology
University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia
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Philip Birch, M.S.

Lecturer - Criminology and Social Science Research/Policy
The University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia
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Esther Calvete, Ph.D.
Department of Personality, Psychological Assessment and Treatment
University of Deusto, Bilbao, Spain

Wendy Craig, Ph.D
Professor of Psychology
Queen's University
Kingston, Ontario, Canada

Prof. Gunter L. Huber, Ph.D.
Tubingen University, Tubingen, Germany

Frank Vitaro, Ph.D.
School of Psycho-Education
University of Montreal, Canada

Simha F. Landau, Ph.D.

Professor Emeritus of Criminology
Faculty of Law

The Hebrew University, Jerusalem, Israel

Maren Strenziok, Ph.D.
Visiting Fellow, Cognitive Neuroscience Section
National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, MD,

Kaj Bjorkqvist, Ph.D.
Prof. of Developmental Psychology
Abo Akademi Univeristy, Turku, Finland

Frank Krueger, Ph.D.
Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience
George Mason University, Fairfax, VA

Prof. Dr. Ulrich Wagner, Pd.D.
Fachbereich Psychologie
Philipps University, Marburg, Germany
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Dominic J. Parrott, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
Georgia State University, Atlanta, GA

Karolina Konopka, M.A.
Institute of Applied Psychology
Academy of Special Education, Warsaw, Poland

Matthew S. Stanford, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology & Neuroscience
Baylor University, Waco, TX

Evan R. Harrington, Ph.D.

Associate Professor

Department of Forensic Psychology

The Chicago School of Professional Psychology
Chicago, IL

Klaus A. Miczek, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology, Psychiatry, Pharmacology and Neuroscience
Tufts University, Medford, MA

Marion K Underwood, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychological Sciences
University of Texas, Dallas, TX

Hal S. Bertilson, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology
University of Wisconsin, Superior, WI

Kenneth Leonard, Ph.D.

Vice Chair for Research and Research Professor of Psychiatry
Department of Psychiatry

University at Buffalo, Buffalo, NY

Thomas P. Gumpel, Ph.D.
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
Jerusalem, Israel
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Department of Psychiatry

McGill University, Montreal, Canada

C. Nathan DeWall, Ph.D.
Asst. Professor of Psychology
University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY

Paul Boxer, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Rutgers University, Newark, NJ

Kathryn B. Anderson, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology

Our Lady of the Lake University
San Antonio, TX

Gordon Bear, Ph.D.
Professor of Social Psychology
Ramapo College of New Jersey, Mahwah, NJ

Manfred Spitzer, MD, Ph.D.
Professor and Chairman
Department of Psychiatry
University of Ulm, Germany

Stephen B. Baird
Doctoral Candidate
Tennessee State University, Clarksville, TN

Carolyn L. Mears, Ph.D.
Researcher

Morgridge College of Education
University of Denver, Denver, CO

Roxana Marachi, Ph.D.

Associate Professor

College of Education

San Jose State University, San Jose, CA
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Professor of Education

University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA

M. L. Corbin Sicoli, Ph.D.
Emerita Professor of Psychology
Cabrini College, West Chester, PA

Dale Kunkel, Ph.D.
Professor of Communication
University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ

Roger Johnson, Ph.D.
Professor Emeritus
Ramapo College of New Jersey, Mahwah, NJ

John Knutson, Ph.D.
Professor and Director of Clinical Training
University of lowa, lowa City, 1A

Tobias Greitemeyer, Ph.D.
University of Innsbruck, Innsbruck, Austria

Alfonso Ledesma-Jimeno, M.D.
Chairman Professor of Psychiatry
University of Salamanca, Spain

Mark S. Saviano, Ph.D.
Statistical/Technical Director for Psychology
The Colorado College, Colorado Springs, CO

Sarah Coyne, Ph.D.
Professor of Human Development
Brigham Young University, Provo, UT

Georges Steffgen, Ph.D.
Professor of Social Psychology
University of Luxembourg, Luxembourg

André Melzer, Ph.D.
Université du Luxembourg, Luxembourg
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Professor of Management

St. Cloud State University, St. Cloud, MN

Helen Boucher, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Bates College, Lewiston, ME

Sara Konrath, Ph.D.

Research Center for Group Dynamics
Institute for Social Research

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Ml

Jean M. Twenge, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology
San Diego State University, San Diego, CA

Eugene Burnstein, Ph.D.

Research Scientist Emeritus

Institute for Social Research

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Ml

Zoé Chance
PhD. Candidate
Harvard Business School, Cambridge, MA

Mary C. Starke, Ph.D.
Professor of Clinical Psychology
Ramapo College of New Jersey, Mahwah, NJ

Laurie O'Brien, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Tulane University, New Orleans, LA

Ryan P. Brown, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
The University of Oklahoma, Norman, OK

Stephen L. Franzoi, Ph.D.
Professor of Social Psychology
Marquette University, Milwaukee, WI
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Professor, Department of Psychology & Social Behavior
University of California, Irvine, CA
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Julianne Holt-Lunstad, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Psychology
Brigham Young University, Provo, UT

Douglas P. Fry, Ph.D.
Adjunct Research Scientist
University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ

Aaron Wichman, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Western Kentucky University, Bowling Green, KY

Debbie S. Ma

Doctoral Candidate

Department of Psychology

The University of Chicago, Chicago, IL

Kathryn C. Oleson, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology
Reed College, Portland, OR

Anthony Hermann, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
Bradley University, Peoria, 1L

Bryan Gibson, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
Central Michigan University
Mount Pleasant, Ml

Paul Conway

Ph.D. Candidate

Department of Psychology

The University of Western Ontario, London, Ontario, Canada
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Kelly Danaher, M.A.

Doctoral candidate

Department of Psychology
University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS

Amy Hackney, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Georgia Southern University, Statesboro, GA

Jodi Whitaker, M.A.

Doctoral Candidate

Department of Communications

The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH

Lisa Romano-Dwyer M.S.W., R.S.W.
Doctoral Candidate

Education

York University, Toronto, Canada

Judith G. Chapman, Ph.D.
Professor of Psychology
Saint Joseph's University
Philadelphia, PA

Maire Ford, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, CA

Ron Baenninger, Ph.D.
Professor Emeritus
Temple University, Philadelphia, PA

Kris Calvin, M.A.

Chief Executive Officer - CA
American Academy of Pediatrics, Los Angeles, CA
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Professor, Curry School of Education and Department of Psychiatry
and Neurobehavioral Sciences
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