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A long-running debate, sometimes acrimonious [1,2], formed around the assertion that media 
violence consumption has psychopathological effects on the general population. This debate is 
embedded in 40-plus years of media violence scholarship. A parallel debate has begun to form around 
the use of social media [3,4]. The debate centers on this crucial question: Does media violence (and 
now social media) have the potential to psychopathologically harm the general population, or does 
it only harm unwell populations while the general population is pathologically unaffected? Bergen 
& Grimes [5] were among the first to assert that only psychologically unwell people are vulnerable 
and that well people are not vulnerable (reiterated by [6,7]). Indeed, the American Psychological 
Association, which had once endorsed the media violence perspective, partially reversed itself and 
found benefits for psychologically well adolescents who play video games [8]. 

We want to explore the origins of the controversy surrounding media violence research and then 
apply the implications to social media scholarship. Our argument is that media violence scholars 
allowed inconsistent operationalizations of key constructs to proliferate, and they paid insufficient 
attention to individual psychological differences among people who consume media violence. 
Inattention to these issues can result in the incorrect calculation of summative error terms, which 
in turn can lead to replication problems. Those problems, we believe, also threaten social media 
scholarship. 

Abstract

Long-running debates over the psychological effects of media violence have exposed significant 
methodological problems embedded within 40-plus years of research. Parallel concerns have now 
emerged within contemporary social media research. This commentary expands on the observations 
recently published by Grimes and Lasser (2025) to show how social media scholars are in similar danger 
of relying too much on inconsistent operationalizations of key constructs and insufficient attention to 
individual differences among people who consume media. These same shortcomings led to oversimplified 
or unreliable conclusions in media violence research and could be contributing to an erroneous 
understanding of the relationships between social media usage and rising mental health concerns. The 
present work outlines a way to re-conceptualize media violence and social media research with a critical 
yet constructive emphasis on methodological rigor. 
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Improperly formulated error terms may appear to be an esoteric 
focus, but our critique is situated within broader concerns raised by 
the replication crisis (e.g., [9]). Recent calls for a new open-science 
agenda in communication research [10] emphasize the need for 
transparency in the way communication models are built. Similar 
issues have emerged recently regarding research into the effects of 
pornography consumption [11]. So, as arcane as this may appear, 
error terms play an important role in modelling and are central to the 
formulation of sampling distributions that do the work of parametric 
statistical analyses. 

So far, the outcomes for psychologically well social media users 
have been ambiguous. For instance, social media use has several 
positive attributes that bring adolescents together in a virtual 
community of mutual support, which also promotes the conveyance 
of important health information (e.g., [12]). On the other hand, 
Gupta et al. [13] enumerates several negative attributes, such as 
sleep deprivation (due to late night use), which can harm everyone 
– the psychologically well, unwell, and people with prodromal 
characteristics. Yet, the American Psychological Association, after 
having reviewed the current body of research on social media’s 
negative effects, suggests it is too early to conclude that using social 
media harms all users [14]. So, a consensus has yet to form. Our 
point is that whatever conclusion coalesces will be flawed if social 
media scholarship does not learn from the mistakes of media violence 
scholarship. The present work, therefore, outlines the methodological 
mistakes that media violence researchers made and how knowing 
what those mistakes are can help all media scholars better manage 
the integrity of their scholarship.

Background

Media violence research gained traction in the mid-20th century 
due to increased scholarly and governmental attention to Westerns 
on commercial television, a genre that featured frequent gunfights 
within a context of continuous interpersonal conflict [15]. Academic 
research began to emerge in the early 1980s, which was triggered by 
a second wave of congressional investigations into media violence 
[15] as well as investigations by the Surgeon General’s office [16]. 
As a result, a proliferation of grant opportunities emanated from 
the National Science Foundation and the National Institute of 
Mental Health. Media violence researchers took advantage of those 
opportunities and found that repeated exposure in childhood 
was associated with increased aggression in adulthood, even after 
controlling for other factors [2,17,18]. However, scholarship began 
appearing in the late 1990s that challenged these assumptions (as 
documented by [19]). That evidence strongly suggested that media 
violence exposure poses a psychopathological risk only for individuals 
with pre-existing conditions, while psychologically well consumers 
remain pathologically unaffected. 

Grimes & Lasser [19] reported that between the late 1970s and 
early 2000s media violence researchers increased the putative threat 
level of media violence exposure by equating it with life threatening 
somatic illnesses [20, see figure 11.5 p. 235]. Some media violence 
researchers strayed into hyperbole, such as when Strasburger and his 
colleagues compared scholars who disagree with them to Holocaust 
deniers [2]. And so tensions remained high between researchers who 
adamantly insisted that media violence can create psychopathological 
disturbances in otherwise well consumers [1,2,18,21], and those who 
believed the empirical evidence was simply not there to support that 
conclusion (e.g., [5,6,19,22]). 

Problems with Methodology

The hypothesis that media violence consumption was a 
psychopathological threat to the general population began to fray 
in 1999 when the National Science Foundation’s Social, Behavioral, 
and Economic Sciences Division concluded that media violence 
aggression models would not replicate and therefore decided that 
there would be no more NSF grants until this problem was addressed 
(personal communication with the NSF Division head, fall 1999). 
What made contradictory claims about media violence confusing 
for the public was not only the fact that congressional hearings were 
still raising concerns during the late 1990s, but also the correlation 
people intuitively made between media violence, their own negative 
emotions elicited by it, and destructive behaviors they anecdotally 
attributed to it. 

Media violence scholars’ failure to put exposure in context with 
other environmental factors, such as a violent home life, living in 
violent neighborhoods, or violent public schools may have helped 
create an inflated estimation of media violence’s effect on consumers 
[19]. So, why did the powerful effects model appeal so strongly to 
media violence scholars, a model that may also influence social media 
research as well (see warnings about social media’s putative effects on 
psychologically well people from [23-26])? The deceptively prosaic-
sounding answer is that sampling distributions were distorted by 
improperly calibrated error terms and thus were feeding researchers 
misleading information.

The Importance of the Error Term

Nobel laureate Steven Weinberg’s The First Three Minutes [27] 
reviews the astrophysical challenges of explaining the origin of the 
universe. He argues that to make progress, there must be agreement 
among astrophysicists on fundamental concepts that tie together 
different studies from different laboratories. Without agreement, 
research becomes fragmented and laboratories risk talking past one 
another, which prevents the development of coherent cosmological 
models. So, there must be an underlayment of conceptual consistency, 
expressed statistically as a consistency of error terms that characterize 
independent and dependent variables. Media violence research never 
had that consistency. This was because different laboratories used 
different variables that lacked consistency across laboratories. That 
inconsistency marked the origin of the error term problem. 

The National Television Violence Study, (1996-1998) [28] 
classified nearly all commercial television programming as violent, 
ranging from cartoons, to slapstick comedies, to realistic police 
dramas. For instance, the Violence Study coded slapstick and 
realistic dramas as isometrically violent. One is justified in asking 
if slapstick comedies, and realistic police dramas, produce similar 
error terms. One can reduce it to this question: Are slapstick and 
realistic dramatic portrayals semantically similar or dissimilar? What 
does common sense tell us, error terms notwithstanding? If they are 
not semantically similar, then the error terms that they produce in a 
statistical analysis would probably be systemically unrelated.

The same issues arise on the dependent variable side. Are 
“aggressive behaviors,” which are triggered by different entertainment 
genres, derived from the same psychological processes? What – exactly 
– constitutes behavioral aggression? Which aggressive behaviors do 
slapstick and realistic dramas similarly invoke, thus suggesting similar 
error variances? Is “giving the finger” to someone in traffic linked 
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to media violence exposure? Is the accumulation of moving traffic 
violations a form of behavioral aggression, which is driven by what 
people see on television? Both of these were used by Huesmann et 
al. [18] as instances of aggression in reaction to long-term exposure 
to media violence. Is disparaging someone’s appearance an instance 
of aggression (as applied by [18])? These behaviors are commonly 
evoked by face-to-face, in-the-moment encounters, which raises 
the question as to whether they have a discernable relationship to 
media violence exposure. Would aggression provoked by face-to-face 
encounters, and aggression provoked by media violence, produce 
similar error terms?

Consider aggression and intent-to-aggress. Most laboratories 
in the psychological sciences use psychophysiological measures 
of aggression and intent-to-aggress instead of relying on observed 
or self-reported behaviors as have most media violence studies 
(e.g., [29]). The instrumentation to make these measurements is 
portable, affordable, and it can continuously produce data outside 
the laboratory. This offers a consistent standard against which to 
measure aggression as opposed to the interpretative differences 
researchers infer from the behaviors they coded as they made 
observations behind two-way mirrors (e.g., [30]), or recollections of 
participants in self-report studies [18]. But the important point is 
that psychophysiological measurements provide error terms rooted 
in species-typical endocrinological and coronary systems. These 
data compare apples to apples because all the apples come from one 
apple tree. Unfortunately, psychophysiological measures are not 
widely used in communication research, possibly due to the need for 
phlebotomy and specialized training. 

Although behaviors such as giving the finger in traffic, or 
disparaging someone’s appearance, have been widely used as 
dependent measures in media violence research, they present a set 
of problems. These behaviors were taken from the National Youth 
Survey [31]. The complication is that these National Youth Survey 
behaviors were triggered by face-to-face interactions, not media 
violence. Yet, media violence researchers treated them as equivalent 
to behaviors triggered by media exposure. Moreover, as Grimes and 
Lasser (2025) point out, “media violence” such as slapstick initiate 
behaviors unrelated to aggression, such as laughter or enjoyment 
(as documented by [29]). Realistic portrayals of aggression, on 
the other hand, often motivate behavioral restraint due to lessons 
one can learn about the harm violence can cause [32]. Indeed, for 
psychologically well viewers, aggression is not a typical response to media 
violence (as observed by [22,29,33,34]). Error term consistency 
among independent and dependent variables, which should bind 
different experiments from various laboratories in the way Weinberg 
described, does not exist in communication research. That, in turn, 
prevents a unified theory describing media effects. 

Implications for Social Media Research

Among the critiques of traditional media violence scholarship 
is that media violence exposure’s effects depend on who is watching 
[22]. Differentiating among viewers is the key to understanding 
how harm is defined as much for social media as for media violence. 
Harmful content is an amalgam of messages, their interaction with 
one’s psychological inventory, and cultural prevalences. For example, 
Lee et al. [35] found that individuals often follow social media 
influencers due to underlying feelings of envy and materialism—
traits that are not clinical disorders but may result in downstream 

effects on mood and outlook. Indeed, as scholars examine the 
impact of social media use on youth, a growing debate has emerged 
around data that correlates with cultural shifts, such as the rise 
in digital media consumption, which can displace face-to-face 
interactions, and declines in sleep that began in the mid-2000s and 
disproportionately affected younger generations [23]. On the other 
side of the debate, Gupta et al. [13] argues that much of this research 
remains ambiguous, though Gupta and colleagues acknowledge a 
small but significant negative relationship between social media use 
and mental health. And, as we noted, the American Psychological 
Association asserted that it is too early to conclude that using social 
media has psychopathological effects, broadly distributed, across the 
social media user population [14]. 

Calls for Future Social Media Research 

The difference between social media use and media violence 
consumption may have much to do with social media’s interactive 
features and their continuous availability by virtue of the portable 
platforms on which they appear (as outlined by [36]). Interactivity 
and continuous availability may eventually yield an empirically 
confirmed threat pattern that is different from that of media violence 
[19,34,37]. Moreover, there is growing agreement that current social 
media platforms are driven by data-centric business models, which 
are developmentally inappropriate for children under the age of 
13 [38]. Studies indicate that females, particularly adolescent girls, 
experience higher rates of body dissatisfaction and mental health 
issues linked to social media use compared to adolescent boys (e.g., 
[39]). This example illustrates the value of identifying people who 
are psychologically susceptible to cyberbullying, suicide ideation, 
cognitive and socioemotional impairments, all of which may interact 
with excessive screen time. And so it is that populations that coalesce 
around mutually shared characteristics will almost always share error 
variance as well. 

Researchers should employ multi-method approaches, including 
natural language processing (NLP) for content analysis and 
physiological or neurocognitive measures for psychological effect. 
NLP is used to interpret, analyze, and manipulate natural language 
data for a specific purpose by applying a range of computational 
methods, algorithms, and tools tailored to specific tasks [40]. This 
can provide richer, more accurate insights than self-report measures. 
As Bryan et al. [9] argues, understanding heterogeneous populations 
requires researchers to reconsider traditional one-size-fits-all 
approaches and instead openly acknowledge that frameworks need 
to account for individual variation. The one-size-fits-all approach 
was particularly damaging to media violence research. The a priori 
assumption that everyone in the population is susceptible to the 
putative pathogenic effects of media violence exposure discouraged 
multi-method approaches. It squeezed the immense psychological 
diversity of the general population into one thin – and we believe, 
fictional – cohort. Multi-methods are important in social media 
research where algorithmic personalization creates vastly different 
user experiences. By considering heterogeneous population 
characteristics, which expose different populations to different levels 
of personalization, scholars can more accurately assess how social 
media influences users in diverse contexts. Lastly, the use of field 
experiments and real-world data collection techniques rather than 
reliance on self-reports, such as the self-report driven and widely 
used Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale [41], offer ways to capture 
the dynamic nature of the social media experience. 
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Conclusion

There is good news, and a lot of it. As we mentioned, the reason 
for the good news is because AI-driven methodologies, such as 
natural language processing and machine learning, hold promise 
for analyzing large-scale, longitudinal datasets that can account 
for individual differences in user engagement and psychological 
response. Researchers use NLP to interpret, analyze, and manipulate 
natural language data by applying a range of computational 
methods, algorithms, and tools tailored to specific tasks [40]. These 
tools can help distinguish between correlational patterns and causal 
mechanisms, which address the issues that have hindered past media 
effects research. By leveraging AI, researchers will be able to develop 
a reliable framework for understanding social media’s impact on the 
people who use them. 
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