
 

Seeing and experiencing violence makes
aggression 'normal' for children

March 29 2011

The more children are exposed to violence, the more they think it's
normal, according to a study in the current Social Psychological and
Personality Science. Unfortunately, the more they think violence is
normal, the more likely they are to engage in aggression against others.

Researchers asked nearly 800 children, from 8 to 12 years old, about
whether they had witnessed violence at school, in their neighborhood, at
home, or on TV. They also asked the participants if they had been a
victim of violence with questions like "How often has somebody hit you
at home?" The survey also measured responses to whether aggression
was appropriate, such as in the statement: "Sometimes you have to hit
others because they deserve it." The final section of the questionnaire
measured how aggressive the child was, based both on their own report
and what their classmates said about them.

Six months later, they surveyed the children again, asking the same
questions. This allowed them to test whether witnessing violence—or
being a victim of it—led to higher levels of aggression half a year later.

The schoolchildren who had witnessed violence were more aggressive.
Witnessing violence also had a delayed effect—observing violence at the
first phase of the study predicted more aggression six months later, over
and above how aggressive the children were in the beginning.

The same effect occurred for being a victim of violence. Victimization
at the first phase of the study was associated with more aggression six
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months later, even given the high levels of aggression at the study's start.

The increased aggression was caused in part by a change in how the
children thought that violence was normal. Seeing violence—at home,
school, on TV, or as its victim—made it seem common, normal, and
acceptable. Thinking that aggression is "normal" led to more of it.

"Exposure to violence can also increase aggression regardless of whether
at home, at school, in or in the virtual world of TV, regardless of
whether the person is a witness or a victim," the authors wrote. "People
exposed to a heavy diet of violence come to believe that aggression is a
normal way to solve conflict and get what you want in life. These beliefs
lower their inhibitions against aggression against others."

  More information: The article "Monkey See, Monkey Do, Monkey
Hurt: Longitudinal Effects of Exposure to Violence on Children's
Aggressive Behavior" in Social Psychological and Personality Science is
available free for a limited time at spp.sagepub.com/content/early/ …
396586.full.pdf+html
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