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The Effects of Violent Video games on Child Development and Aggression 

            The effects of violent video games on children has been a popular and controversial 

topic that has been studied by many different researchers, colleges, etc. for quite some time. 

We have reached the year 2019 and can all agree that our society has reached the age that 

technology and its use are constant. Technology is so embedded into our everyday lives that 

we probably forget what it was like or imagine what it would be like without technology. We 

have reached the point in time that life would probably not be as enjoyable if we were to strip 

away all the everyday technologies. The impact technology has on us with its convenience 

and constant evolution is so great. We all realize the importance things such as 

telecommunications and social media have on us, but we disregard the importance and impact 

other forms of technology such as video games have on us, our youth, our culture, and 

lifestyle. 

            Video games have been apart of our culture for more than 50 years. In fact, a source of 

mine stated “in October 1958, Physicist William Higinbotham created what is thought to be 

the first video game. It was a very simple tennis game, similar to the classic 1970s video game 

Pong, and it was quite a hit at a Brookhaven National Laboratory open house.” (APS, 2008). 

Overtime video games have become more and more accessible and demanded. Video games 

has become a popular form of entertainment that is enjoyed by almost if not all of today’s 

youth. It is accessible to children through various forms such as consoles, arcades, internet, 
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virtual reality, and even cellphones. However, with the development and growth of video 

games, comes the development to more and more violent video games as well. The objective 

of my research paper is to take a closer look at various different studies that have been 

conducted on video game violence, look at the effects the exposure to these violent video 

games has on child development and aggression, and maybe determine if there is any 

connection between these video games and school shootings. 

            Growing up as a kid video games occupied a plethora of my time. Video games to me 

as a kid were always rewarding and stimulating. Although video games can seem often like a 

waste of time especially if it is used excessively, it also does have some educational purposes. 

Video games have been known to teach problem solving skills, memory, creativity, 

concentration, team building skills, coordination, resource management, and executive 

functioning skills. As I have gotten older, I do still occasionally enjoy video games however, I 

tend to play more of the shooter games that are popular and played by many of today’s youth. 

Some examples of these games would include Grand Theft Auto, Saints Row, Call of Duty, 

Walking Dead, etc. Although these games are quite enjoyable and mentally stimulating the 

effects it has on children can be detrimental. With that being said, I have become interested in 

the media debate over whether violent video games contribute to aggressive and sometimes 

fatal behavior such as school shootings. So, I wanted to further examine previous studies and 

evidence pertaining to the notion that violent video games bring about aggressive behavior. 

            It has been suggested by researchers that young children and teens are more 

vulnerable to the adverse effects of the exposure to and playing of violent video games. In 

fact, some argue that it can alter the brain of a developing child. This has become a grave 

concern amongst parents, mental health professionals and other medical professionals, and 
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even education systems. Over the years the number of school shootings has continued to 

grow, from shootings such as the Columbine shooting, Sandy Hook elementary shooting, 

Virginia tech shooting, Newtown and so many more. With these growing number of school 

shootings, has also grown the nation’s concern for youth violence, particularly in relation to 

school shootings. 

Youth violence is something that thousands all over the nation are faced with that 

affect the youth of our society, their families, communities, and even their schools. Following 

all these school shootings the society as a whole has tried to make sense of these shootings. 

According to Jeffrey Graham “three predominant explanations tended to be recapitulated by 

the media: 1) easy gun access, 2) mental health(Matthews, 2013), and 3) video game 

exposure(Payne, 2013)” (Graham, 2014). Considering all the shootings the notion that violent 

video games contributed to school shooter’s actions has been proposed. Jeffrey Graham also 

notes “A large component of the video game literature is fairly clear on the topic. Playing 

violent video games frequently increases the likelihood a person will behave aggressively in 

the ―real world‖ (Anderson, 2004; Anderson and Bushman, 2002; Anderson and Carnagey, 

2010; Anderson and Dill, 2000; Bushman and Gibson, 2011; Carnagey, Anderson, and 

Bushman, 2007)” (Graham, 2014). 

As previously stated, video games have continued to become a popular form of 

entertainment and leisure enjoyed particularly among young children and adolescents. They 

are often seen as rewarding and a break from the stressors of daily life such as work and 

school. Video games can be played solo or can even offer a social opportunity if chosen to 

play with friends. Video games can offer optimal learning opportunities, improve cognitive 

skills, and as well as challenge children. Even with these positive benefits to video games 
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there are also negative effects that video games, especially games involving violence have on 

children. As Brad Bushman, a psychology professor at Ohio State University and leading 

scholar in the field who has been published on the causes and consequences of human 

aggression, says “you are linked to the violent character. If it's a first-person shooter game, 

you have the same visual perspective as the killer. You get points when you kill people. If you 

kill enough people, you get to advance to the next level of the game” (PBS News Hour, 2013). 

Bushman even talks about how when playing these violent games players are often rewarded 

through accolades such as “nice shot” or “strong headshot”. It’s no surprise that hearing such 

praise would as Bushman suggests serve as reinforcement and increase the likelihood of 

aggressive behavior. Bushman concludes “the results clearly showed that playing a violent 

video game increases aggressive behavior, and also makes people numb to the pain and 

suffering of others” (PBS News Hour, 2013). Playing these video games repetitively will 

ultimately desensitize the players to violence and cause them to have a lack of empathy. As 

video games have continued to evolve with each new games, so has the graphics and content, 

making these games more and more realistic. 

For quite sometime the controversial debate over violent video game content and the 

display of violent and aggressive behaviors in children and teens has been present. I have 

found in my research that there is a great deal of research that suggests and supports the 

notion that exposure to the violent content in violent video games does lead to an increase in 

aggressive behavior in children and adolescents. However, I have also found a great deal of 

research suggesting that the violent video games and aggressive behavior displayed by 

children and teens have no connection. One thing that seems to be consistent though is the 

fact that when tragedies such as school shootings have occurred there almost always seems to 
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be suggested exposure to and playing of violent video games by the known shooters in these 

events. Now it could be coincidence but likely has been found that there is a connection. 

Research has suggested that violent video games may not and usually is not the sole cause of 

a school shooting or what drives someone to commit such an unspeakable act. However, 

research does suggest that these violent video games are contributing factor to such tragic 

outcomes. 

A great amount of concern has been expressed particularly among different medical 

associations, especially those of mental health. According to the American Academy of Child 

and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) spending and excessive amount of time playing these 

violent video games can lead to aggressive behaviors and/or thoughts, poor social skills and 

less time engaging in healthy socializing such as time with family, friends, sports, or hobbies, 

poor grades, lack of exercise and obesity. Children and teens spend quite a bit of time 

consumed by these video games and likely will fight their parents attempts to control or limit 

their time playing them. However, the AACAP suggest several tips for parents that can help 

the children be able to play these games but within moderation so to avoid these harmful 

effects. Some of these suggestions include checking the ESRB ratings to check for the type of 

content and maturity level, have set rules regarding the video games and content in the games 

that is appropriate for their children to play whether at home or not, monitoring online gaming 

activity and educating children on the potential dangers of online contacts, enforcing allotted 

screen time, only allowing children to play the games in common areas of the home rather 

than their bedroom, and being a good positive role model to our children as far as the games 

parents are playing and the amount of time they spend playing them. 
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The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) if another organization has continued to 

express their concern is what they refer to as “virtual violence”. They have said it can be 

difficult to really understand the risks associated with media violence, especially considering 

the amount of variance in results and different methods. However, according the AAP “meta-

analyses have been performed to combine the available research findings and to provide an 

overall estimate of the risks.9–11 Summarizing the results of >400 studies including violent 

media of all types, researchers found there was a significant association between exposure to 

media violence and aggressive behavior (effect size: 0.19; 95% confidence interval [CI]: 

0.19–0.20), aggressive thoughts (effect size: 0.18; 95% CI: 0.17–0.19), angry feelings (effect 

size: 0.27; 95% CI: 0.24–0.30), and physiologic arousal (effect size: 0.26; 95% CI: 0.20–

0.31)” (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2016). The American Academy of Pediatrics feels 

that it is critical that we have a national discussion regarding media violence and its 

associated risks for both the health and well-being of our youth. There is quite a bit of media 

coverage that does this issue quite a bit of injustice trying to state the evidence that science 

and research suggests. However, many researchers in both pediatrics and psychology have 

reached the consensus that the present existing data that has been collected shows a strong 

connection between violence portrayed on the screen and the aggression present in the real 

world. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics suggests that parents incorporate what they call 

“media diets”. They place a big emphasis that parents should monitor and limit the content of 

media their children is accessing as well as limit the quantity of time spent using these video 

games and content. They also suggest that parents take it a step further and actually play the 

games with their children, so they have a clear idea as to exactly what the game their child is 

https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/138/2/e20161298#ref-9
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/138/2/e20161298#ref-11
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playing is as well as the content the games contain. The AAP also points out that young 

children especially need to be shielded from the violence media. Children especially of young 

ages are impressionable and often lack the ability to be able to distinguish fantasy from 

reality. They also feel there should be legislations and laws passed prohibiting access of these 

games by minors. In addition, the AAP feels the government should do more towards 

overseeing the production of such games rather than entrusting the entertainment industry to 

do so. 

According Sasha Eamons, who discusses the latest research, “tt's virtually impossible 

to keep your kid in a violence-free bubble. "Ninety percent of movies, 68% of video games, 

and 60% of TV shows show some depictions of violence," says Caroline Knorr, parenting 

editor for Common Sense Media, the online resource for vetting kids media. Kids 8 and under 

watch an average of 1 hour and 40 minutes of TV or DVDs a day; older kids watch an average 

of 4 hours daily. Most kids start playing video games around age 4, according to their 

research.” (Eamons, 2013). As research suggests they are not able to say that there is one sole 

factor that could cause a child to behave aggressively, however, it is noted that extended 

exposure to the violence in these games and media certainly creates a risk factor. Not to 

mention add this risk factor to children who have other and possibly even several other risk 

factors, and you’re looking at a recipe for disaster.  

Eamons also talks about a study in Pediatrics which was published in the medical 

journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics, which showed that children who viewed 

shows that displayed cooperation and empathy rather than aggression to children ages three to 

five was shown to improve their behavior in six months. Overall the agreed upon census is 

that quantity to the exposure is key. Eamons talks about a study in New Zealand in Pediatrics 
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that shows that children and teens who watch TV excessively, meaning three hours or more 

has been linked to an increased risk for criminal convictions as well as anti-social behavior. 

In this article Eamons had also mentioned another meta-analysis. Eamons says “A 

recent meta-analysis in 2010 of 12 earlier studies found a link between time spent playing 

bloody video games and violent behavior later in life. A 2004 study in the Journal of 

Adolescence showed that video games, because of their physical activity and be-the-character 

interactivity, desensitized kids to violence even more than TV” (Eamons, 2013). 

            In my research I was able to come a crossed several different studies aimed 

towards violence in video games and its effects. One of my sources was an article published 

in the Frontiers of Psychology, volume 9 whose aim was to discussion a possible link to 

violent video games and the adverse personality traits such as interpersonal-effective deficits 

as well as disinhibition. The study does point out that these video games can be beneficial as 

far as problem solving skills, quick decision making, and improved cognitive functions, 

however, also discusses the negative effects these games have on the behavior and attitudes of 

the adolescents playing these games. This study talks about all the traits violent video games 

can affect such as empathy, delinquency, lying, manipulative types of behavior, aggression, 

etc This study like many others suggests that playing violent video games leads to aggressive 

behavior. 

Even though it seems the evidence is clear this topic continues to be a debate. Mainly 

since many feel these studies are conducted in laboratories and feel that these controlled 

environments would not produce valid results. However, there is no way to possibly conduct a 

real-world study that could show the link between virtual violence and real-world violence. 

There is no way to ethically do such a study, that would allow the manipulation of test 
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subjects in order to observe actual and real violence. However, there has been plenty of links 

found between video games violence and real-world violence in experiments. According to 

the AAP there was “a recent experimental study conducted in the real-world motivated 

parents to change their children’s media diet by substituting prosocial programs in place of 

violent ones. This study found decreases in aggression and improvement in overall behavior” 

(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2016). 

It certainly is possible that real-world violence such as school shootings has many 

other possible causes that far outweigh playing violent video games. While in many cases it 

has been found that the shooters did engage in playing these violent types of games it has also 

been found that they also displayed other maladaptive behaviors which would inhibit their 

ability to adjust to various situations. Not to mention some of these kids could have went 

through possibly traumatic experiences or events that shaped or molded them during crucial 

developmental stages or they may also have home lives that are not ideal and nurturing that 

rather foster hostility and violence. Children from broken homes often are ones who would 

develop such maladaptive behavior and traits. Another huge factor that contributes to school 

shootings is bullying. Those who are incessantly bullied often retaliate with violence and 

unfortunately more than none their retaliation costs the lives of many others. Regardless of 

what the sole cause of school shootings is and real-world violence, violence in the media is 

and should be a huge national concern. 
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