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CHAPTER 5

Theory in the Study of Media Violence:

The General Aggression Model

Aggression Model
Nicholas L. Carnagey and Craig A. Anderson

A large portion of this book reviews empirical research on the effects of media
violence. Researchers have used many tools in this effort to understand the
media violence phenomenon. Creative lab designs and advancement of tech-
nology have allowed laboratory researchers to manipulate exposure to media
violence and view the short-term results of brief exposure. Cross-sectional and
longitudinal studies have allowed the research world to document the "real
life" consequences of repeated exposure to large amounts of filmed violence.
Although these empirical research tools have resulted in great advances in
understanding by media violence researchers, it is important to remember that
the theories guiding and being revised by such research are as important to the
scientific enterprise as the data they generate.

Theory is typically defined as an organized set of hypotheses that allow a
scientist to understand, explain, and predict a wide variety of phenomena
(Shaw & Costanzo, 1982). Theory serves the scientist in a number of ways.
First, theory organizes a researcher's thoughts, hypotheses, and existing
knowledge. Such organization has many benefits, such as making the re-
searcher more efficient in developing a strategic plan of analysis.

Not only does a good theory help organize concepts, but it also indirectly
organizes researchers and their products. Think of knowledge as a tower of
building blocks, with each block constituting a small piece of empirical knowl-
edge. The more blocks there are, the more is known about a subject. Without
theory to guide them, researchers are forced to individually build their own
knowledge about a subject, starting from the ground up. However, with one
theory guiding several researchers, they are empowered to build on each
other's blocks, with theory establishing the foundation and basic structure for
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