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Abstract

Seventy-eight males were subjects in an investigation of
the effects of anger on preference for filmed violence. Half
of the subjects were insulted for their performance on a block
assembly task, while half were given possitive feedback. Pre-
ference for film violence was measured by ratings of four film
descriptions. Anger increased preference for film violence
while decreasing preference for nonviolent film content. Two
interpretations of the observed result were discussed in terms

of their practical implications.




The relationship between media-portrayed violence and viewer'é
subsequent aggression has been the focus of much social psychological
research in recent years. The evidence obtained from this research,
while not overwhelming, has consistently demonstrated the facilitory
and even instigating nature of this relationship (cf. Goranson,
1970). While no one study that has found this to be the case is
beyond criticism, the consistent results have been obtalned by
various researchers using markedly different theoretical wunder-
pinnings and methodologles (cf. Berkowitz, 1965; Bandura, 1973;
Tannenbaum & Zillman, 1975).

Concerned that the abundance of media-portrayed viclence may .
be contributing to increasing levels of violence in America, critics
of media violence have seized upon these research findings in
support of their urgings that the amount of violent programming
be curtailed. To the extent that this is done, they argue, the
adverse consequences of such programming will be correspondingly
reduced; in the persons prone to the instigation of aggression
by it are less likely to be exposed.

Although the research on the relationship between media
violence and aggression is prolific, it has, for the most part,
neglected the role of voluntéry and selective exposure to violent
programming. Weiss (1969) points out that exposure to the natural
media environment--unlike its laboratory counterpart--is highly
voluntary, and factors determining exposure may be the most import-
ant determinants of media effects in any given instance. Thus,
thevalidity of the reasoning that reduced media violence, in and
of itself, will result in less media-elicited aggression is depend-

ent on one implicit yet heretofore untested assumption: the
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probability of exposure to media violence iz independent of--does
not interact with--the probability of elicitation of aggression by
filmed violence. If, as has been assumed, probability of exposure
is unrelated to factors governing probability of elicitation (i.e.
whether or not the viewer is angry), then reducing the probability
of exposure by reducing the amount of violent programming will
have the desired effect. If, however, they are non-independent,
alternative recommendations might be in order. Thus, for example,
if angry persons avoid filmed vielence, forewarning of violent
program content might be as effective in reducing the incldence of
film-elicited aggression as reducing the overall proportion of
violent programs. Insuring the constant availability of non-
violent alternatives might also be desirable. On the other hand~
if angry persons seek out filmed violence, no reduction in media-
elicited aggression would result unless viclence was unavailable
on any channel. That is, incidence of film-elicited aggression,
on the average, would be a function of the proportion of time
violent programming is available, rather than the total viewing
time that contains violence.

The present study focuses on one factor found to affect
reactions to filmed violence, that of anger. Do angry persons
avoid fllmed violence, do they seek it out, or is there no
systematic effect of anger upon viewing preference? Surpris-
ingly, there iz little evidence in the literature on either
selective exposure or aggression upon which to base a prediction.
Research on selective exposure has been concerned primarily with
attitudes and values, rather than drive states such as anger

(cf. Freedman & Sears, 1965). There is some evidence that
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attention to a particular topic or media conient is motivated
by ite personal relevance. For example, Cactwright (1949)
reported that most of the people who accepted frew tickets to a
movie already showed the behavior the movie was designed to
encourage. Similayr findings are summarized by Freedman and Seats
(1965). Bron (1963) reported a significant positive relationship
between the aggressivenessz of third grade boye as judged by peers
and preference for violent television prosroms. Assuning aggres-
sive persons are move angyry, these findings sugpest that angry
persons seek cut £ilmed wiolance,

More pertinent, perhaps, is the fiading thot, ivmediately
following a murder, neighborhood attundance significantly

increased at the f£ilm In feld Blood, while it decveased slightly

at a control film, The Fox (Boyonowsky, Hewtson, and Welster,
1972) 'This also implies that persons seck out media relevant to
their immediate emotional state.

Berkowitz's (1965) formulation of anger as a drive state,
congisting of activated aggressive tendencies or habits and
heighitened sensitivity to aggression~elicitirg cues, also implies
an approach tendency. Anger is sald to activate aggressive
habits, which then make salient cues assoclated with their past
reinforcement. If this is so, then angry persons would seek out
violent films because of their evhanced value as secondary rein-
forcers.

Alternatively, aggressive stimuli may be sought for the
relevance to anticipated reinforcement, rather than thelyr enhanced
value as secondary reiuforcers. Berkowitz (1965) identifies

one component of anger as an intent to injure a specific targef
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(e.g., one's frustrator). If aggressive stimuli are sought on
the basis of anticipated reinfurcement, then expectation of
aggression oportunity may be an important factor in seledtive
exposure to violence. That is, angry persons may seek violent
stimuli when their frustrator is available for attack, thus
"priming' themselves for aggression, and aveoid them when no
opportunity to aggress is available.

Support for an avoidence tendency is scarce. Some norma-
tive date on preference for wiclent stimuli have beon provided
by Grossman and Chov (1971). Using non-angered subjects, they
found a strong negative corvelation between rated attractiveness
of pictures and their rated aggressive contenrt. These findings,
however, are hard to reconcile with the popularity of violence
as wedia content. Ths recent wave of oriental martial arts
movies, which are as blatantly wviclent as pornography ils sexual,
suggests that violence may have a strong appeal to at least part
of the population.

The present study investigated the influence of anger and
expectation of aggression opportunity on subject's preference
for violent films. Following either a pusitlive or highly
insulting evaluation of thelr performance on a task, subjects
were asked (in a different context) to indicate their preference
for four films., Two of these were degcribed as vielent, another
was described as serene and tranguil. In addition, subjects
anticipated sither a chance to evaluate the person who evaluated
them, a chance to evaluate a thizd person, or did not expect to

act as an evaluaior.




Mothod

Subjects

The subjects werse male undergraduates who weve pald for
thelr participation. Out of a total of 103 subjecir, 25 were
excluded from the analysisz., Of these, 14 were desmed susplcious
as to the nature of the ewperimenial menipulation. The decieinb
to exclude these subjects wis made duving a post-experimental
interview, by an intervicwer blind es to thewsr pariormance in
the expeviment., Bleven subjects were eumcludod on tle busis of
extremely low self-enteem ratings obtained neior tu administration
of the experiment. Thoy were run through in the nen-insult
conditions, and their data discarvded., ALL ~ueluded subjects
were replaced in the appropriate conditions, rroviding 78 subjects
13 in each of six experimental conditions.

Meagures

Subjects were fivst scresned by a seli-esteem measure
(Rosenberg, L965). Subiects scoring in the lower quartile on
this measure were eliminuted,

Six horizontal LU0 mn coutinua served a3 8 check on the
insult manipulation., Those cousisted of adiective paivs (sad-
happy, angry-not angry, bad-pood, tense-relaxed, self-confident-
insecure) assessing mood,

The measure of film preference employed four film descriptions,
as follows:

Film No. l--A brutal segment from a boxing film, deplcting

a savage heavyweight champlonship houal .



Film No. 2--A short film of a vicious and wmiprovoked attack
by one teenage boy upon another.

Film No. 3--An exciting track film, showing Roger Bannister
becoming the first man ever to vun a wmile in less than
four minutes. It's man against clock.

Film No. 4--A tranquil survey of the natural beauty and
variety of Burope's mountains and baaches.

Subjects rated these films, on the basis of the shove descrip-~
tions, on scales ranging from "would prefer net to see" (one) to
"would be very intervested in seeing” (nine). Subjects were told
they would view the film that they rated highest imnediately
after the rating.
Procedure

The subject was told that the experiment was concerned with
"interpersonal evaluaiion" and that he was one of two subjects
in his session. The subject was then informed that the experiment
consisted of evaluator-evaiuatee pairs, and that he had been assigned
randomly to be the evaluatee. The subject who was evaluator in
his session, he was further informed, wuas on the opposite side
of a one-way mirror at the other end of the room. The mirror was
covered by a curtain, which was raised only during the subject's
task performance.

The subject was then given a complex block assembly task.

Time to completion was recorded., The subject was then informrd
that the experimenter would discuss the subject's performance
with the evaluator. When the experimenter veturned, he gave the
subject one of two bogus handwritten evaluations. Half of the

subjects received a mildly positive evaluation (the no-insult
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condition), while the other half rveceived an extremely negative

A

evaluation {(the insult condirion) Yhich of the two evaluations
the subject received was determined randownly prior to his arrival.

The evaluations consisted of ratings on three bipolar scales,
followed by additional comments. In the Tnsult Condition, the

ubject was rated as stupid, lazy, and dull, and the comments

continved, "Seems really patheric. He must be pretty stupid--
that kind of puzzle is reaily easy. L've seon hig kind before,
you know those mindless ratesnity cuvv wpse-geems like the kind of
person that can't follow anything through I wouldun't want to
work with hii on anything

In the No ITnsult Condition, the subject woesived ratings
as intelligent, hard-working, and perscnable. In addition, the
following comments were included: "He secwms a regular sort of
pergon., I thought he did pretty well on the blocks-~he probably
is pretty intelligent~-that kind of puzzle alwoys looks a lot

easier than it really 1

-n

Seems like a nice puy. I wouldn't
mind working with him on something at &lL."

At this point, the svbiccer was gilven the siz mood continua.
Upon their completion, the seoond ezperimentsl manipulation was
introduced. Subjects were asked to help o second esperimenter
wil - some worl on films. Three different exmplanations were given
for this request (one~third of the subjects were given each
explanation), These axplanations produced threc different
expectancies of future aggression opportunities.

In the RBetaliation Condition, J4bjects were told that the

roles in the experiment were to be revevsed, so that they would
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act as evaluator for the person who evaluated them. They were
then requested to help arother expervimenter while the first
experimenter was setting up the next part of the experiment.

In the No Retaliation Condition, subjects were told that
they would act as evaluator to a new subject, who had just arrived.
The request to help the second experimenter was then made.

In the No Opportunity Conditicn, subjects wera told that
their part in the experiment was essentially over, but that
the next pair of subjects had arrived. Thev weve then requested
to ald the sscond experimenter, and assured that the ezperimenter
would have time to debrief them upon their return.

All subjects were told that the second ewperimenter would
need about ten minutes of their cvime. No subjects refused the
request. The second experimenter was blind as to the experimental
condition. Thig second experimenter explained that he was
collecting standardization data for some £ilms. He asked the
subject to read four film descriptions amd to rate them on the
four none-point cecales described above., Subjiects were told that
they would see their most preferred choice.

Subjects weve then led to a third experimenter who assessed
suspicion and explained the study. ALl subjects claimed to
understand fully the manipulations and need for deception.

Design and Analysis

Scores for the twe vioclent films were summed, as were the
acores for the two nonviolent films. Data were then analyzed as

a2 x 3 % 2 mixed factional analysis of variance design. Between
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gubjects facteors were BEvalustion (Insulv ws. Yo Ingult),
Evaluation Opportunity (Ravaliscion ws. No Heialiation ve. Mo
Opportunity). The within-subjects factor was Film Content
{(Viclent vs. Nonwviolent).
Results

Results from the subjective mood continua confirm that
Insulted subjects weve significancly more sngry than von-insulted
subjects (F=27.38, df<1/76, p .01). Analysis off varience of
film preferencas (Table One) indicated a sipnificant effect of
Film Content (n «£.01) and a Film Content x Evaluation Condition
interaction {p <« GJ) Means Ffor this interaction ore
in Table Two,
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presented

Subsequent mems tests indicate that the efifect consists
of a convergence of preference for violen: and nonviolent film
content in the Ineult Condition. That s, significantly greater
prefarence for tho novviolsnt Filns in the Mo Insuli Condition
{(t=4.92, d£-72, p £.001) ig ecrenusted in the Insult Condition
(t=1.91, df-72, p £.20), This effect seems due to a simultaneous
tendency for increased prefevence for violent film content frum
the No Insult to the Insult condivion (t=1.7Z1, dfi=72, p £.23),
and a tendency for preference for nonviclent film content to
decrease from the No Insult to the Insult condition (p=1.80,
df=72, p <& 10) though neither chenge was significont in andof

itgself in the present instance. Difference scorves (the sum of
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ratings for violent films minus +be sum of vatinpge for non-
violent films) were comps ted tn more clearly demonstrate the
coverging preferences in the Insult Condition. Means for these
difference scores were -1.64 and -4,13 for imsulted and non-
insulted subjects, respectively (F=4.09, df=1/72, p £.05.)

In the No Insult Condition, violent film content was ranked
first by 34.6% of the subjects compared to 41% in the Tmsult
condition. This difference, however, falled to reach acceptable
levels of significance (¥%=2.47, daf=1, p <.25).

No significant effect of aggression opportumity was
cbserved. Data were analyzed within the Insuli condition across
levels of aggression opportunity, as a check on the possibility
that variance in the No Insult condition, wihere the evaluation

procedure is not likely to be seen as an "

arpression' opportunity,
might have obscured differences. No signifiscant differsnces
were observed, however (F=,34, df=1/36).
BMscussion

An sbaolute approach tendency for violence as a function
of anger is not easily supported. Mean preferences for violent
films were not significontly higher 1o the Iunsult eonditlon than
in the No Insult condition, nor wog there a sigpnificant difference
across levels of Film Content within the Insult condition. None-
theless, inspection of means does suggest that violence is more
likely to be selected for viewing relative to nonviolence by an

angry person than a nonangry person.
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One possible ewxplanation for the lack of differences between
violent and nonviclent film content in the insult condition
becomas apparent when one congiders the initial (pre-insult)
preferences for violent and nounviolent £ilws. In order to
properly evaluate selective exposure as a function of anger ox
enything else, déviations from g baseline measurs of preference
must be determined (Freedmen und Sears, 1963)., In order to
insure that subjects perceived the aggresszive films s&s indeed
being violent in nature, other informetion poterntially relevant
to making a decieion of thae sort demanded by this ewperiment
was excluded. As a rvesult, the only thing each subject knew
about these filme was that they were viclent. Grossman and

Choy's (1971. findings suggeet that purely violent filws would
¥ - E833 p;
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be less preferred then would Fllms depicting violence in a
context other than pure aggression. Thus, It could hardly be
expected that, described as they were, a measure of perference
taken prior to thie arousal of anper would show the violent films
as more prefered; and in fact, the reverse was true. As is
evidenced by the No Insult condition preference means, the non-
violent alternatives were strongly preferi:d to the viclent

ones (t=3.48, df=Y2, p«.0Ll). Pilot data confirm that the
violent films were described so ags to depict them as unsttrac-
tive alternatives. These data were obtalned for the four £ilm
descriptions which comprised the dependent variable in the actual
experiment:, by asking 30 wmangered people to simply rank order

their preferences., O0Of these, seventy percent rated one of the




two nonviolent films as their must preferred choice. Seventy
three percent chose one of the same two Ffilime as thelr second
choice. Clearly then, the aggressive filme began at much lower
levels of preference than did nonaggressive films.

It may be, then, that the simultaneous tendency for vio-
lence to become more prefarfed)gnﬁ nonviclence to hecome less
preferred subsequent to anger arousal K served to equalize or at
least attenuate what began as a strong preference for nonviolence
prior to anger arousal. Had the two alternatives started out
a8 essentially equally preferable these simultaneous changes,
though neither significent in and of theweslves, wmight have
induced a statistically evident difference in the Insult condition
across levels of Film Content.

The latter situation is geemingly more representative of
the natural -nvivonment. It is reasonable to assume that
"advertisements, critical reviews, context, and the presence of
‘attractive movie stars offer to people information that might
offset the initial difference in praference found with the
measures used in this stuiy.

While this explanation demands consideration, it is viable

only in sc far as a lack of discrimination interpretation is

not. That is, anger may have merely served to reduce discrimination

among the alternative items. This would suggest that the
observed simultaneous changes in preference for both violent and
nonviolent films are artifacts of insulted subjects' precccupa-
tion with their angexr. That avousal may vestrict the range of

cues among which attentlon may be divided, disrupting control of
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selective attention, is well docimented (Basterbwook, 1959;

Kahneman, 1973). Such effects have been demeovnstvated, it

should be noted, even on tasks demanding less than full attentional

canacity. Consistent with this interpretation, all observed

changes in preference ratings were toward the scale midpoint.
Moreover, within the No Insuli conditlon, preferences were

more differentiated than in the Insult condition when each film

choice was analyzed ss a sepavate item.
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As can be seen in Table Three, in the No Insuit condition,
preference was ordered as follows: Teenage F£ight filuw<Boxing
film<Track film = Travelogue.  T-values for these comparisons
(df=216) were, 4.36 (p <.01), 3.42 (p £.01) aad 0.44 respectively.
In the Insult condition, by comparison, the boxzing, track and
travel films were all about equally preferable, whereas the
teenage £ilm wae significently less preferred than the others.
T-values for the comparison of the teenage £ilm wich the boxing,
track and travel films within the Insult condition ware, res-
pectively, 4.99, 5.04, and 4.41 (d4i=216, p £.05).

However, results are not comwletely consistent with a lack
of discrimination interpretation. The teenage fight film, the
most extreme item prior to anger arcusal showed the least move-
ment of all the filws toward the scale midpoint (see Table Three).

The lack of an overall main effect of the Insult manipulation

indicated no overall change in preference for viewing films,
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ruling out interpretation in those terms.

Admittedly, evidence presently available does not strongly
confirm nor refute explanation of the observed effect in terms
of anger induced lack of discrimination. What is explicit
however, is that anger doves not function so as to make violence
increasingly aversive., Both a lack of discrimination hypothesis
and a simultanteous change in preference For violent and non-
violent films are cowpatible with the observed finding of no
difference within the Insult condition across levels of Film
Content, given the initial disparity in preference in favor of
nonviolent films in the present Instance.

With regard to the practical implications of the obsexved
effect, which explanation is actually operative is of consider-
able importance, If discrimination is reducad by anger, then
exposure to violencs would be independent of the probability
of ellcitation of sggression by wviclent media. Hence, reducing
Ehe"quantity of violence available in the media would corres-
pondingly reduce exposure to violewnce by those most prone to
its aggression facilitating effects, On the other hand, should
the observed preference rvatiugs be truly indicative of change
in at least relative preference for violent and nonviolent f£ilms
then probability of ewposure to viclence and the probability of
elicitation would be nonindependent. Thus, reducing the amount
of violence available for viewing would not necessarily have the
desired effect of reducing the amount of film elicited aggression
in the society at large.

Should further research judge against the reduced dis-
crimination explanation one other link in the exposure process
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would need to be investigated. A4s Weiss (1969) points out,
audience dlspositions may not only determine exposure, but
also may modualte the effects of that exposure. It remains
to be demonstrated that the effects of violent films on
subsequent aggression are the same when the film is chosen,
as in the natural communications environment, as when persons
have no choice to the kind of £ilm they wish to see, a3 in

laboratory studies of aggression to date,




Table 1
Analysis of Variance of Film Prefarence

by Evaluation, Ewvaluation Opporitunity, and Film Content

: Source df M3 F
Evaluation (4) 1 2.56 17
Evaluation Opportunity (B) 2 2.953 .67
AB 2 15.24 1.02
S (AB) 72 14.91
Film Conttent (C) 1 339.10 23,20%%
AC 1 66.59 4,.56%
BC 2 19.05 1.30
ABC - 2 5,79 40
S (ABC) 72 14,62

* p 4.05
*% p «.01



Table 2
Mean FPreference Rating
by Film Content and Evaluation

Film Content

Violent Nonviolent
Evaluation
Insult 9,1528b 10.808¢
~ No_Insult 8.10b 12.36¢

Note: S8cale is from 2 to 18; higher score indicates
greater preference., Means with different sub-

scripts differ p .05,
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Table 3
Mean Preference Ratings by
"Film Description” and Dvaluation Condition

Film Deseription

Condition Teenage Boxing Track  Travel
Insult 3.67, 3.49, 5,51, 5.28,
No Insult 3.26, 4.854 6.10, 6.264

Note: Means within Evaluation Conditions with different

subscripts differ p «.05.
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