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significance of the linkage between mass
media violence and human aggression. Their
criterion for this assertion is “scientific
knowledge” (p. 477) largely based on psy-
chological research. The authors then go on
to attribute media underreporting to “vested
interests of the news, a misapplied fairness
doctrine in news reporting, and the failure of
the research community to effectively argue
the scientific case” (p. 477). A fatal problem
with these causal attributions is that the hy-
pothesis of media underreporting is not sup-
ported by the authors’ own data.

Bushman and Anderson (2001) stated,

Over the past 50 years, the average news
report has changed from claims of a weak link
to a moderate link and then back to a weak
link between media violence and aggression.
However, since 1975, the scientific confidence
and statistical magnitude of this link have
been clearly positive and have consistently
increased over time. (p. 477)

To show that this conclusion merits the attri-
bution of media underreporting, the authors
must show that weak and moderate and clearly
positive denote significantly different phe-
nomena. Secondarily, they must show that
the discontinuity of weak-to-moderate-to-
weak versus clearly positive and increasing
over time is a significant one.

As to the first and primary issue, Bush-
man and Anderson’s (2001) Figure 2 (p.
481) depicted an average correlation coeffi-
cient between media violence and aggression
based on psychological research as a little
over .3. This means that—according to tradi-
tional analyses of correlation coefficients and
variance—a little over 9% of the variance of
aggression is, perhaps, explained by media
violence. Here, explained by denotes some
concatenation of being associated with and of
foreshadowing some possibility of actual
cause. Would not a discerning newspaper
reader conclude that the media is being accu-
rate in using the term weak and mighty char-
itable in using the term moderate?

Is there an effective rebuttal to this hy-
pothesized conclusion of a discerning news-
paper reader? Bushman and Anderson’s
(2001) placement of the average correlation
coefficient for media violence–aggression
within the context of correlation coefficients
from other research domains—for example,
smoking and lung cancer (almost .4), con-
dom use and sexually transmitted HIV (a
little over .2), and homework and academic
achievement (about .1)—is explicitly intend-
ed to support the conclusion that a little over
.3 is, indeed, more than weak or moderate.
After all, this value is the second largest in
Figure 2. However, this attempt at persua-
sion says more about what passes for large
correlation coefficients and measures of as-
sociation among social, behavioral, and other

psychological variables and constructs with-
in the world of scientific psychology.

Bushman and Anderson (2001) further
hurt their case when they stated, “Most peo-
ple would agree that the other correlations
displayed in Figure 2 are so strong that they
are obvious” (p. 480). To state that all the
coefficients from about -.06 to almost .4 are
“so strong” would certainly be good news to
researchers who fear perishing through not
publishing 0.0 coefficients between variables.
However, if one assumes that the authors
really mean that the hypotheses concerning
the relationships between pairs of variables
in Figure 2 are perceived as obvious to most
people, then one has succumbed to a lay
psychology that is reified to the exclusion of
empirical research.

And what of the discontinuity over time
between media and scientific reporting on the
relationship between media violence and ag-
gression? It turns out that there is less than
meets the eye. Figure 4 (Bushman & Ander-
son, 2001, p. 484) depicted a positive rela-
tionship between the two variables that in-
creased from 1975 to 2000 on the basis of
scientific reporting. However, the increase
from a little over .13 to a little under .15 from
1975 to 1995 is probably of little social utili-
ty, regardless of the sample sizes for the
studies that might allow an attribution of sta-
tistical significance. The larger increase from
a little under .15 to about .20 from 1995 to
2000 also is probably of little social utility.
(The authors chose not to focus on the de-
crease from a little under .14 to a little more
under .14 from 1980 to 1985.)

Moreover, Figure 5 (Bushman &
Anderson, 2001, p. 485) showed that the
increase through time in the average correla-
tion coefficients between media violence and
aggression are from nonexperimental studies
only! Experimental studies depicted a rise
and fall in the value of coefficients that are
isomorphic with the rise and fall of the rela-
tionship between the two variables as report-
ed by the media—even if asynchronous with
this reporting (cf. Bushman & Anderson,
2001, Figure 3, p. 483). Finally, the 1975–
2000 reduction in the relationship between
the two variables as reported by the media is
described as going from about 5 to 4 on a 10-
point scale—the 4 value being well within the
95% confidence interval of the 5 value (see
Figure 3, p. 483).

In conclusion, one can make a strong
case that the real story to be reported by
representatives of science and the media is
that the former is overreporting the relation-
ship between media violence and aggression.
The media may be getting it just right.
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We thank Mark S. Kiselica (2002, this issue),
Christopher J. Ferguson (2002, this issue),
and Richard W. Bloom (2002, this issue) for
their thoughtful comments on our article (Bush-
man & Anderson, June/July 2001). Our main
point was that there is little correspondence
between scientific knowledge about versus
news reports about media violence effects.
Since 1975, there has been no scientific doubt
that viewing violence increases aggression.
However, as scientific evidence grew stronger
from 1975 to the present, news reports moved
in the opposite direction.

Kiselica (2002) correctly noted a direc-
tional error in Figure 2 (Bushman & Ander-
son, 2001, p. 481). We caught and alerted
journal staff about it but apparently were too
late. Ferguson (2002) and Bloom (2002)
raised several commonly voiced criticisms
that we address below.

The Cigarette Smoking Analogy

Ferguson (2002) argued that the cigarette
smoking analogy is inappropriate. The analo-
gy is not necessary to the main point of our
article, but three main criticisms of the media
violence–aggression link apply equally to the
lung cancer–smoking link.

1. Some nonsmokers get lung cancer; some
smokers do not. Therefore, smoking is not a
necessary and sufficient cause of lung cancer.

2. Leading medical researchers decided
that smoking causes lung cancer long before
the exact mechanisms were well understood.

3. There are differences in susceptibility
to smoking-induced cancer.

In some ways, the media violence literature
is stronger than the smoking literature. Media
violence research includes true experiments with
human participants. To our knowledge, there are
no true experiments with humans being randomly
assigned to smoking or nonsmoking conditions
for a sufficient period of time for cancer (or pre-
cancerous states) to develop.

Three Critiques

Ferguson (2002) raised three additional cri-
tiques: (a) violent media are not necessary
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if even more conservative criteria were adopt-
ed (e.g., 99.99% vs. 99.9% CIs).

Bloom (2002) also implied that the de-
cline in news report scores from 1975 to
2000 is nonsignificant. However, we report-
ed that this decline was statistically signifi-
cant, “t(521) = 2.79, p < .01, d = 0.31”
(Bushman & Anderson, 2001, p. 483). The
downward shift of more than one full scale
point also seems important, especially when
the scientific data are moving in the opposite
direction.

A final point highlighted by Bloom
(2002) concerned the difference between the
results of experimental versus correlational
studies. Three comments are warranted. First,
it would be useful to know why different
patterns have emerged over time, but we have
no relevant data. Second, if Bloom is sug-
gesting that reporters know about the impor-
tant differences between these two types of
studies, he must speak to very different re-
porters than we do. Third, the correlational
studies are hardly irrelevant.

Conclusion

These further considerations highlight our
original point. Although we do not know
what is driving news reports on media vio-
lence effects, we can say with confidence and
disappointment that it is not primarily the
scientific literature.
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After 10 years of effort, the Kansas State
Board of Education approved new teaching
standards for the preparation of Kansas edu-
cators in September 2001 (Kansas State De-
partment of Education, 2001). In these new
standards was the endorsement for psychol-
ogy, ensuring the knowledge and performance
competence of those teaching high school
psychology courses. This success for psy-
chology was the result of having national
standards (Weaver, 2000b).

During the last half of 1994, subcommit-
tees made up of content area specialists deter-
mined the new endorsement areas. The social
studies subcommittee proposed a comprehen-
sive social studies endorsement to include
psychology. The draft standards for this en-
dorsement covered only developmental and
social psychology, neglecting all other areas.
For over four years, psychology teachers
around the state advocated without success
that psychology be a separate endorsement
because teaching high school psychology re-
quired more preparation than just developmen-
tal and social psychology.

Ernst and Petrossian (1996) wrote of
“great urgency” (p. 257) for the creation of
national standards for high school psycholo-
gy. They knew the standards would establish
“the legitimacy of high school psychology”
(p. 258) for state and local boards of educa-
tion throughout the nation. In August 1999,
the American Psychological Association
Council of Representatives approved the Na-

tional Standards for the Teaching of High
School Psychology (Maitland et al., 1999),
capping a remarkable summer (Weaver & Hes-
ter, 2000), which also included the National
Forum on Psychology Partnerships (Ameri-
can Psychological Association, 1999).

The timeliness of both these seminal
events was fortuitous in Kansas (Weaver,
2000a). In September 1999, all 10 members
of the Kansas State Board of Education and
the Kansas commissioner of education re-
ceived copies of the national standards. For
the next seven months, an expanded partner-
ship of high school, community college, and
college/university faculty wrote letters to the
state board of education, testified at public
hearings around the state, and spoke at state
board meetings in support of the separate
endorsement for psychology. The Kansas
Teachers of Psychology in Secondary
Schools and the Association of Psychologi-
cal and Educational Research in Kansas ap-
proved motions in support of the separate
endorsement. Nationally, the leadership of
Teachers of Psychology in Secondary
Schools and APA’s Science and Education
Directorates wrote letters of support to the
Kansas State Board of Education.

After a five-year campaign, the Kansas
commissioner of education recommended to
the state board at its May 2000 meeting that
psychology be removed from social studies
and made a separate endorsement. The com-
missioner’s rationale (Freden & Bungert, 2000)
was that “imbedding it with the social studies
was perceived as not providing enough depth
of preparation for those teaching psychology,
especially advanced placement classes, and not
supportive of national standards” (p. 9). The
separate endorsement in psychology ensures
the depth and breadth of preparation necessary
for a high school teacher to deliver the psy-
chology course as defined by the national stan-
dards (Weaver, 2000b).

In his review of unsuccessful attempts
to form a core curriculum for standardizing
graduate education in psychology, Benjamin
(September 2001) noted that the National
Standards for the Teaching of High School
Psychology (Maitland et al., 1999) is “not a
suggested plan of courses but is an incredibly
detailed lesson plan for the introductory psy-
chology course offered at the high school
level” (p. 741). Actually, although the entire
document includes a number of lesson plan
components (e.g., demonstrations, resourc-
es, etc.), the national standards address spe-
cifically what the student is expected to know
and do after completing a two-semester se-
quence of courses.

Pervasive throughout the initiatives re-
viewed by Benjamin (2001) was a conceptu-
alization of the core curriculum as course
work rather than student competencies. In-
stead of asking what a psychologist is, a
more instructive approach based on the na-

DOI: 10.1037//0003-066X.57.6-7.450


