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Violence in Videogame-based and Basic Action Movies

Introduction


In 2000, The American Psychological Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the American Medical Association issued a joint statement that there is a “casual connection” between media violence and aggressive behavior (AAP, APA, AACAP, & AMA, 2000).  Two staples of American leisure activity, videogames and movies, are saturated with violence: about 89% of today’s most popular videogames contain some form of violence (Children Now, 2001, as cited in Gentile et al., 2004), and in 1994, the 100 top-grossing films depicted 2,184 violent events against bodies (Browne et al., 2002).  Indeed, violence has always been a part of American movies, starting from the first film to be distribute widely (The Great Train Robbery) which contained an optional reel of gunplay left to the discretion of the local projectionist (Browne et al., 2000).  Incited by such tragedies as the Columbine High School massacre, scholars alarmingly debate the effects of media violence on increased aggressive or violent behavior.  The violence in the joining of the two mediums, specifically movies based off of videogames, creates an interesting pariah for study.


“Violence in the United States began to increase fairly dramatically in 1965, exactly when the first generation of children raised in TV began to reach the prime ages for committing violent crimes” (Anderson & Bushman, 2001).  As such, there as been significant research into the effects of that violent film and television have on people’s behavior that “reveals unequivocal evidence that media violence increases the likelihood of aggressive and violent behavior in both immediate and long term contexts” (Anderson et al., 2003).  Indeed, Song & Anderson J. (2001) claim that “in more than 1,000 studies, researchers have used laboratory-based exposure, population-based observations, and longitudinal analysis, among other methods, to document that children exposed to violent programming are more likely to behave in an aggressive of violent manner and are more likely to become involved in the justice system than children who have not had such exposure.”  In fact studies by Anderson and Dill (2000), Gentile and Anderson (2003), Vessey and Lee (2000), Rosen (2001), Ko (2000), and Muir (2004) provide many reasons as to why the relation between videogame violence and behavior is a more significant threat than the relation of movie violence: the main character is synonymous with the game player, potentially highlighting the game’s impact; games require active participation rather than passive, and aggressive behavior usually increases later aggressive behavior; games have a greater addictive nature than television or movies; games provide practice of an entire behavioral sequence; violence in videogames are continuous; and rewards of violence increase imitation, physiological arousal, and aggressive cognitions.  This is all the more reason why the joining of the two mediums is of great interest for study, especially since gamers seeing the movie may identify with the characters they inhabit in the videogame and “the more often one thinks a particular way, or experiences a particular emotion, the more connected those thoughts and emotions become to other ideas and states” (Anderson, 1997).


Two particular problems with violence in movies and videogames are unrealistic portrayals of violence and desensitization caused by repeated viewings of this unrealistic violence.  Funk et al. (2004) note that screen-based media may affect empathy by desensitizing viewers to the true consequences of violent actions and that videogame play, because of its active, creative nature, has a particularly strong relationship with empathic responding.  Many also point to the fact that videogames and in particular movies create a particularly unrealistic view of violence (violence with a suppression of realistic consequences).  For example, Browne et al. (2002) states, “the Hollywood narrative, regardless of genre, methodically dissociates cause from effect, violence from injury, and in effect creates impossible images of the human body.”  The mergence of videogames and movies can provide even more of an unrealistic portrayal, with games like Mortal Kombat and Super Mario Bros. having particularly unrealistic portrayals of violence.  


Because a majority of the most popular videogames (those most likely to be adapted into movies) such as Doom and Mortal Kombat contain “bloodthirsty heroes” whom players identify with (Ko, 2000) and are so often solely based on the execution of violence to accomplish goals, our first four hypotheses are as follows:

H1:
Videogame-based action movies are more violent than nonvideogame-based action movies.

H2: 
Videogame-based characters are more violent and aggressive than characters not based on videogames.

H3: 
Videogame-based movies feature more scenes with blood than nonvideogame-based action movies do.

H4: 
Protagonists in videogame-based movies commit more unprovoked acts of violence then protagonists in nonvideogame-based action movies do.


Also, because some of the more popular videogames contained a main protagonist (often very sexual) female character (such as Tomb Raider and Resident Evil, two movies we are coding) our fifth hypothesis is as follows:

H5: 
Videogame-based movies depict women in positions in which they are initiators of violence more than action movies do.

Methodology

Twelve motion pictures formed our sample.  Six of these were based on videogames or bore the title of a videogame with which it had at least some intentional association (Final Fantasy: The Spirits Within, Lara Croft: Tomb Raider, Mortal Kombat, Resident Evil, Super Mario Bros, and Wing Commander).  The other six were films of the action genre that were released in the same respective years as the videogame-based films (Swordfish, Exit Wounds, Bad Boys, XXX, Last Action Hero, and The Matrix).  The films were viewed from the beginning, and every instance of violence up to ten was coded.  An instance of violence was defined as the action of one character or being intended to cause physical harm to another character or being.  After ten instances, coding was ceased.

Instances of violence were coded according to a number of variables.  At what point in the movie did the violent action occur?  How long did it last?  What were the respective genders of the perpetrator and the victim?  To what degree was the victim harmed?  Was the violence retaliatory or unprovoked?  Could violence have been avoided?  What type of violent action was used?  What type of weapon was used?  Was the perpetrator a lead character or not?  An antagonist or a protagonist?  What about the victim?  If the film was based on a videogame, was the perpetrator based on a character from that game?  Was the victim?  All of these questions were posed and the answers meticulously recorded for ten instances of violence in each of the twelve films, resulting in a sample pool of 120 violent actions—60 from videogame-based movies and 60 from their action counterparts.

Results and Analysis

The first hypothesis asserted that videogame-based movies are more violent than nonvideogame-based movies, or more simply, basic action movies.  The content of violence for each of the twelve sampled films was analyzed by the degree of violence imposed upon the victim in one single act of violence and by whether the act of violence itself was accidental or intentional.  The data produced mixed results (see tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. Degree of Violence in Videogame-based and Basic Action Movies (n=117)

Item



Videogame-based movies

Basic action movies

Not visibly in pain
20.3%
12.1%


(n =12)
(n =7)

Visibly in pain, not

bleeding, not seriously
22.0%
20.7%

injured
(n =13)
(n =12)

Bleeding
5.1%
5.2%


(n =3)
(n =3)

Seriously injured
16.9%
17.2%


(n =10)
(n =10)

Dead
35.6%
44.8%


(n =21)
(n =26)

Table 2. Intentional Violence in Videogame-based and Basic Action Movies (n=117)

Item
Videogame-based movies
Basic action movies

Accidental instance of

3.4%

0%

violence

(n =2)

(n =0)

Intentional instance of

94.9%

100%

Violence

(n =56)

(n =58)

No response

1.7%

0%



(n =1)

(n =0)


The higher percentages for basic action movies in both tables provide limited support for this hypothesis.  For instance, 44.8% of violent acts (n =117) coded from basic action movies resulted in death, whereas only 35.6% of violent acts from videogame-based movies resulted so.  Coded instances of undetectable pain, which imply a lesser degree of violence, also fail to thoroughly support this hypothesis: 20.3% of violent acts from videogame-based movies resulted in a victim “not visibly in pain,” whereas only 12.1% of violent acts from basic action movies resulted similarly.  At 0.505, the significance of this comparison proved to be relatively greater than 0.05.  Still, basic action movies generally yielded more instances with a higher degree of violence than videogame-based movies did.


Moreover, a full 100% of violent acts (n=117) from basic action movies were coded as intentional.  94.9% of violent acts from videogame-based movies were also coded as intentional, but because the entire sample of violent acts from basic action movies proved to be so, there is more support for an argument against the hypothesis.  Basic action movies not only feature a higher degree of violence, but also develop situations more conducive to deliberate acts of violence.  However, at 0.792, the significance of this comparison, too, is relatively higher than 0.05.


The second hypothesis claims that videogame-based characters are more violent and aggressive than characters not based on videogames.  Like the general amount of violence coded in the two types of movies, the violent and aggressive tendencies of a character were coded by the degree of his affliction upon his victim and by whether such an affliction was accidental or intentional.  Again, the data provided mixed results for this argument (see tables 3 and 4).

Table 3. Degree of Violence in Victim Instigated by Videogame-based and Nonvideogame-based Characters (n=120)

Item



Videogame-based characters

Nonvideogame-based characters

Not visibly in pain

33.3%

14.1%


(n =7)
(n =14)

Visibly in pain, not

bleeding, not seriously
33.3%
18.2%

injured
(n =7)
(n =18)

Bleeding
0%
6.1%


(n =0)
(n =6)

Seriously injured
19.0%
16.2%


(n =4)
(n =16)

Dead
14.3%
45.5%


(n =3)
(n =45)

Table 4. Intentional Violence Instigated by Videogame-based Characters and Nonvideogame-based Characters (n=120)

Item
Videogame-based characters
Nonvideogame-based characters

Accidental instance of

0%

2%

violence

(n =0)

(n =2)

Intentional instance of

100%

97%

Violence

(n =21)

(n =96)

No response

0%

1%



(n =0)

(n =1)


The data in table 3 provide little support for this hypothesis.  A majority of the violent acts coded (n=120) for videogame-based characters, 66.6%, resulted in victims “not visibly in pain” or “visibly in pain, not bleeding, not seriously injured.”  A high percentage for a low degree of violence in videogame-based characters challenges our argument and suggests that videogame-based characters are frequently less violent and less aggressive than characters not based on videogames.  Additionally, 45.5% of violent acts coded for nonvideogame-based characters resulted in death, while only 14.3% of violent acts coded for videogame-based characters resulted so.  The significance of this comparison held at 0.025, appropriately less than 0.05.  This brings more validity to this specific assessment and further disproves this hypothesis.


However, the results in table 4 provide moderate support for this hypothesis, despite the comparison’s significance level of 0.722.  0% of videogame-based characters from the sample participated in accidental acts of violence, while 2% of nonvideogame-based characters did.  The results show that the full sample of videogame-based characters intentionally committed violent acts, which in turn, advance our hypothesis.


The third hypothesis contends that videogame-based movies feature more scenes with blood than nonvideogame-based action movies do.  The blood in each instance of violence analyzed from the twelve movies were coded as follows: drops of blood visible, blood seeping through clothes, blood spraying or spurting from body outwardly, blood contaminating surrounding area (ground, furniture, etc.), and no blood whatsoever.  The data fails to provide support for this hypothesis (see table 5).

Table 5. Appearance of Blood in Videogame-based and Basic Action Movies (n=119)

Item
Videogame-based movies
Basic action movies

Drops of blood visible

1.7%

10.3%



(n =1)

(n =6)
Blood seeping through

6.8%

13.8%

clothes

(n =4)

(n =8)
Blood spraying or spurting

6.8%

17.2%

from body outwardly

(n =4)

(n =10)

Blood contaminating surrounding
0%

1.7%

area (ground, furniture, etc.)

(n =0)

(n =1)
No blood

84.7%

56.9%



(n =50)

(n =33)


Although the significance of this comparison levels at 0.377, higher than the suggested 0.05 maximum, the results overwhelmingly argue against our third hypothesis.  84.7% of violent acts (n=119) from videogame-based movies were coded as “no blood,” significantly higher than the 56.9% of basic action movies coded the same.  More importantly, while the majority of violent acts coded from videogame-based movies were on average coded as “no blood,” a decent amount of violent acts from basic action movies were as follows: 10.3% were coded as “drops of blood visible”; 13.8%, “blood seeping through clothes”; and 17.2 %, “blood spraying or spurting from body outwardly.”  Only 15.3% of violent acts from videogame-based movies together were coded in those categories.


The fourth hypothesis suggests that protagonists in videogame-based movies commit more unprovoked acts of violence then protagonists in nonvideogame-based action movies do.  For each instance of violence in the twelve films, the instigator of violence was coded as either a protagonist or an antagonist, and each act was coded as either retaliatory (or in defense) or unprovoked.  The data provides mixed support for this hypothesis (see tables 6 and 7).

Table 6. Protagonist and Antagonist Instigators in Videogame-based and Basic Action Movies (n=116)

Item
Videogame-based movies
Basic action movies

Violence instigated by

57.1%

43.1%

protagonist

(n =32)

(n =25)

Violence instigated by

42.9%

56.9%

antagonist

(n =44)

(n =33)

Table 7. Rationale for Violence in Videogame-based and Basic Action Movies (n =118)

Item
Videogame-based movies
Basic action movies

Retaliatory

60.3%

37.9%



(n =35)

(n =22)

Unprovoked

39.7%

62.1%



(n =23)

(n =36)


The results in table 6 provide ample support for this hypothesis.  57.1% of the violent acts (n=116) coded from videogame-based movies were instigated by the protagonist, whereas only 43.1% of violent acts coded from basic action movies were.  While the significance of this comparison levels at 0.236, the data is reasonable.  Videogame-based movies often thrive on the actions of its protagonist, so it is logical that a majority of violent acts—for causes both good and bad—are committed by its protagonist.


The results in table 7 counter our hypothesis.  Only 39.7% of characters in videogame-based movies commit unprovoked acts of violence, while 60.3% of their actions are retaliatory.  In basic action movies, 37.9% of violent acts were coded as “retaliatory” and 62.1% of violent acts were coded as “unprovoked.”  The data suggests that, typically, violence in videogame-based movies is more retaliatory, while it is the opposite case in basic action movies.  This comparison has a significance level of 0.052, so its validity is relatively close to the suggested level.


The fifth and final hypothesis claims that videogame-based movies depict women in positions in which they are initiators of violence more than action movies do.  For each instance of violence from the twelve film sample, the gender of the instigator was coded as male, female, or no gender, which refers to aliens, robots, or other such characters (see table 8).

Table 8. Videogame-based and Nonvideogame-based Instigators by Gender (n=110)

Item
Videogame-based characters
Nonvideogame-based characters

Female

59.1%

40.9%



 (n =13)

(n=9)

Male

85.4%

14.6%



 (n =70)

(n=2)
No gender (alien,

100%

0%

robot, etc.)

 (n =6)

(n=0)

At 0.10, the significance of this comparison is nearly double its suggested level.  However, the data in table 8 still provides mixed support for hypothesis.  59.1% of the females coded as violence instigators (n=22) were videogame-based characters, but only 22 female characters from the entire sample (n=110) were coded as instigators.  Of the videogame-based characters coded as instigators (n=89), a majority of them were males.  These calculations counter the arguments of our hypothesis.

Discussion

There was little to no research dealing with the degree of violence in videogame based movies.  There was significant research, however, that dealt with both movies’ and videogames’ unrealistic portrayal of violence (“separating cause from effect, violence from injury” (Browne et al., 2002)) and bloodthirsty heroes of games who are by nature celebrated for their violent deeds (Ko, 2000).  Even though, generally speaking, all of our hypotheses were proven wrong, there is no question as to the extreme levels of violence in movies and videogames.


The first hypothesis predicted that videogame-based movies are more violent than nonvideogame-based movies, but the data from our content analysis of an evenly-distributed twelve film sample provided little support to prove this correct.  After examining the factors we created to determine the degree of violence within one violent act, it became evident that a higher degree of violence is present more often in basic action movies than in videogame-based movies.  Moreover, another comparison showed that while both types of movies featured more acts of intentional violence, the full sample of basic action movies featured all acts of intentional violence and no instances of accidental violence.  It is possible that because videogame-based movies to some degree rely on the original image of the videogame marketed toward consumers, which includes children, producers must be more cautious and purposeful with the violence they include in the film adaptations.


The second hypothesis suggested that videogame-based characters are more violent and aggressive than characters not based on videogames.  The data from the content analysis generally disproves our hypothesis.  The results showed that videogame-based characters inflict a lesser degree of violence upon their victims than characters not based on videogames.  Also, there is little difference between the violent intentions of videogame-based characters and those of characters not based on videogames.  Again, perhaps because of the image a videogame-based movie must uphold, producers must be very selective of the acts of violence a videogame-based character commits.  It is possible that such acts of violence must only be essential to the script of both the movie and the original videogame.


The third hypothesis suggested that videogame-based movies feature more scenes with blood than nonvideogame-based action movies do.  We were once more surprised to find that the results challenged our intuitions.  An overwhelming amount of coded instances for videogame-based movies proved that acts of violence often featured no blood, while the same acts of violence for basic action movies displayed blood to some degree.  Besides maintaining the original image of the videogame, it is probable that, as with the first hypothesis, movie producers consider the consumers the film is to be marketed to, which may include children, while developing its most violent scenes.


The fourth hypothesis predicted that Protagonists in videogame-based movies commit more unprovoked acts of violence then protagonists in nonvideogame-based action movies do, and again, the mixed results brought forth no concrete conclusion.  While the data showed that protagonists in videogame-based movies commit more acts of violence, it also showed that most acts of violence committed in videogame-based movies are retaliatory.  It is possible that the protagonists in videogame-based movies are more often defending themselves or committing acts of violence, just as they do in videogames, in order to advance to another level or to retrieve some sort of object.


Finally, the fifth hypothesis stated that videogame-based movies depict women in positions in which they are initiators of violence more than action movies do.  While we were led to believe this under our own analyses of recent videogame-based movies like Lara Croft: Tomb Raider and Resident Evil, it became evident that only in the sample of videogame-based movies were instigators of violence frequently females.  In both videogame-based movies and basic action movies, instigators of violence were more often males.  This may be the result of a limited output of videogame-based movies; perhaps at this point, only a few videogames which feature females as strong, dominating protagonists have been released or adapted into films.


Elvis Mitchell said of movie violence in The New York Times: “the debate about film violence is conducted without acknowledging a sad fact: violence creates a genuine excitement.  And the bold, sweeping inventiveness of action sequences, the one thing that American movies consistently do well, has grown over the years.  The vicarious thrills deliver the kind of goose bumps that we used to experience by reading violent fairy tales.”  The merging of two mediums that create violence in a world of fantasy, movies and videogames, is an area that should be researched more, especially with the ever-growing videogame industry.
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