
E S S E N T I A L FA C T S A B O U T G A M E S A N D Y O U T H  V I O L E N C E

To fully understand the debate about violence in games and place it in some
rational context, it is important to first understand basic facts about the industry.  

FACTS ABOUT GAME CONTENT AND CONSUMERS

■ The average American video game player is 33 years old.  The average game
buyer is 40 years old. 

■ Parents are involved in the purchase or rental of games 83 percent of the time,
according to a September 2000 FTC report, and industry research shows that
shows 83 percent of console games and 93 percent of PC games are actually
purchased by adults over 18. In other words, in an overwhelming majority of
instances, parents are ultimately making the decisions about what games their
kids acquire. 

■ Eighty-nine percent of parents report that they monitor the content of the
games their children are playing.

■ Computer and video games are rated by the Entertainment Software Rating
Board (ESRB) whose system includes age recommendations and content descrip-
tors.  Recent research by Peter Hart Research Associates measuring parental
awareness and use of the ratings for computer and video games shows that 83
percent of American parents of children who play video games are aware of the
ESRB ratings, and 74 percent use them regularly when buying games for their
families according to a study commissioned annually by the Entertainment
Software Rating Board (ESRB).

■ All new next generation video game con-
soles will include parental controls that
allow parents to limit a child’s access to
games based on their Entertainment
Software Rating Board (ESRB) ratings.
Parental control options already exist for
computer games. 

■ Just as there is a wide spectrum of
movies, music and books available to
consumers, the video game industry pro-
vides a variety of entertainment choices
for people of all ages.  In 2005, 49 per-
cent of games sold were rated “E” (for
“Everyone”), 32 percent were rated “T”
(for “Teen”), 15 percent were rated “M”
(for “Mature”), and 4 percent were rated
“E10+” (for Everyone 10+).

Average game player age:

33
Average game buyer age:

40
Percentage of time parents

are involved in purchase
or rental of games:

83%
Percentage of games 
purchased by adults:

88%
Percentage of parents who
monitor the content of the
games their children play:

89%

VIDEO GAME SALES, 2005
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“There is a paucity of evidence linking the availability of video
games with any harm to children at all.”

– Finding of Judge James M. Rosenbaum, US District Court, District Court of
Minnesota, ESA and EMA v. Hatch, 06-CV-2268 (JMR/FLN), July 31, 2006. 
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ESSENTIAL FACTS
ABOUT GAMES AND YOUTH VIOLENCE

Sources: The NPD Group / NPD Funworld®

TRSTS® and NPDTechworldSM / The ESA 
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WHAT ABOUT YOUTH VIOLENCE?  LOOKING AT THE STATISTICS 

■ Violent crime, particularly among the young, has decreased
dramatically since the early 1990s while video games have
steadily increased in popularity and use.  

■ Dr. Joanne Savage reviewed the research purporting to show
negative effects of media violence on youth.  She concluded
that there is no causal link between media violence and violent
crime.  From her 2004 article, “Does Viewing Violent Media
Really Cause Criminal Violence?  A Methodological Review”
that appeared in the journal Aggression and Violent Behavior:

“The question addressed here is not whether or not the effect is
plausible, but whether the effect has been demonstrated convinc-
ingly in the scientific literature-and the answer is ‘not so far.’...At
this point it must be said, however, that there is little evidence in
favor of focusing on media violence as a means of remedying our
violent crime problem.  Certainly video games haven’t had any sig-
nificant impact on real-world crime.”

■ Many games with violent content that are sold in the United
States — and some with far more violence — are also sold in
foreign markets. However, the incidence of violent crime in
these non-U.S. markets is considerably lower than in the
United States.  This suggests that the cause of violent crime
lies elsewhere.

WHAT DOES THE SCIENCE SAY?  INDEPENDENT RESEARCH FINDINGS:

Boyle, Raymond and Hibberd, Matthew. (2005) “Review of research on the impact of violent computer games on young
people.” Stirling Media Research Institute.

There are “many inconsistencies in the reported amount of research into media violence. Put simply there are a lot of myths, mis-
interpretations and mis-representations surrounding the quantity and quality of research on this issue.”

The authors reviewed academic research into violent video games “ensuring that all key studies examining the relationship between
playing violent computer games and real-world violence in young people carried out between 1985-2004, are covered.” In their
findings, Boyle and Hibberd write that “the research evidence of a direct link between video games and violent behaviour in socie-
ty remains contradictory . . . there is a body of evidence that shows playing violent video games increases arousal and the possibili-
ty of aggression in some players. However, this evidence is often disputed and cannot be simply read as evidence that game
playing translates into violent social behaviour.”

To read the entire study please visit: http://tinyurl.com/lt9fs 

VIOLENT CRIME, PARTICULARLY JUVENILE CRIME, DECREASED
DRAMATICALLY FROM 1996 TO 2004 WHILE AT THE SAME TIME

COMPUTER AND VIDEO GAME SALES SOARED

Sources: U.S. Dept. of Justice: Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention / The ESA
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“Social scientific data to demonstrate a causative relationship between
perceived harms associated with violent video games remains unproven.”
– “The Safe Games Illinois Act: Can Curbs on Violent Video Games Survive

Constitutional Challenges?” By Lorraine M. Buerger, J.D., Loyola University 
Chicago, expected 2007, Loyola University Law Journal, Volume 37, 
No. 3. (2006)



“The Safe Games Illinois Act: Can Curbs on Violent Video Games Survive Constitutional
Challenges?” by Lorraine M. Buerger, J.D., Loyola University Chicago, expected 2007, Loyola
University Chicago Law Journal, Volume 37, No. 3. (2006)

“Social scientific data to demonstrate a causative relationship between perceived harms associated with vio-
lent video games remains unproven.” 

Lorraine M. Buerger examined whether statutory curbs on the availability of violent video games to minors can survive constitution-
al challenges, focusing primarily on the Safe Games Illinois Act (SGIA).  She writes: 

“Numerous authorities, including the United States Surgeon General, the Federal Trade Commission, and the Federal
Communications Commission, have noted the lack of consensus within the scientific community regarding a causal relationship
between violent programming and violent behavior.  Researchers, including those who frequently advocate in support of legislation
restricting access to video games, such as Dr. Craig Anderson, likewise acknowledge the difficulty in establishing a causal link.”

“The common sense driving the enthusiasm for video game restrictions is not supported by relevant crime statistics . . . the U.S.
Department of Education reports the rate of violent crime against students ages 12-18 dropped in half between 1992-2002.” 

“The conventional wisdom perceiving video games as a youth epidemic largely ignores evidence that games are becoming a larger
and more accepted part of modern culture . . . growing acceptance of gaming culture in high education is mirrored by research
acknowledging the positive role electronic gaming can play in early childhood development.”

“The similarity of the outcomes of previous federal cases regarding laws attempting to restrict access to video games by minors
has been suggested by some observers as signaling a “death knell” for the use of currently-available social science to demonstrate
causation and support statutory video game restrictions.”

To read the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/y6ml7n 

Salonius-Pasternak, Dorothy E. (2005).  “The next level of research on electronic play: Potential benefits and contextu-
al influences for children and adolescents.”  Human Technology, 1, 5-22.

“While most of the research on electronic play has focused on its possible negative influences on children and adolescents, partic-
ularly the possibility of increased risk resulting from games with violent content, electronic play may also have potential benefits
for young players.”

“Most research on electronic play has focused on its possible negative effects for children and adolescents, and contextual factors
such as socioeconomic status and culture are rarely considered.” This article considers the “potential benefits of electronic play
from a psychological perspective, as well as individual and contextual factors that may shape the influence of electronic play for
children and adolescents. Demographics of players and the games themselves are presented, and recommendations for research
and policy are discussed.”

The study explains how electronic games may also have “potential benefits for young players” that include “providing children with
the opportunity to negotiate society’s rules and roles, allowing children to experiment with aggression in a safe setting without real
world consequences, and facilitating children’s development of self-regulation arousal.”

To read the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/ov9km     

Williams, D. & Skoric, M. (2005). “Internet Fantasy Violence: A Test of Aggression in an Online Game.” June, 2005.    

Williams and Skoric set out to determine the effects, if any, of engaging in a violent massive multiplayer online role-playing game.
They found that there was no effect on levels of aggressiveness or in belief and behaviors of the gamers.

They wrote, “Research on violent video games suggests that play leads to aggressive behavior. A longitudinal study of an online
violent video game with a control group tested for changes in aggressive cognitions and behaviors. The findings did not support the
assertion that a violent game will cause substantial increases in real-world aggression.”

The results determined that, “game play-controlling for gender, age, and time one aggression scores-was not a significant predictor
of aggressive cognitions. Compared to the control group, participants after the experiment were not statistically different in their
normative beliefs on aggression than they were before playing the game.”

To read the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/9epfv 
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Lager, A. & Bremberg, S. (2005) “Health Effects of Video and Computer Game Playing-A
Systematic Review of Scientific Studies.”  National Swedish Public Health Institute.  2005.

A review of current research finds no link between video games and aggressive feelings, thoughts or behavior,
though positive effects to game play were found.

The authors state that the aim of their study was to clarify the health effects of playing computer and video games through a
systematic review of scientific studies.  Regarding youth violence and game play, they conclude: “[There is] no support for
links between computer game playing and aggressive feelings, thoughts or behavior although these outcomes are well studied.”

Further, they find that, “[this] review gives strong support for computer game playing having positive effects on spatial abilities
and reaction time.  Spatial abilities are traditionally considered one of the most important parts of our intelligence. “

To read the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/dgwbm

Olson, Cheryl (2004). “Media Violence Research and Youth Violence Data: Why Do They Conflict?” Academic
Psychiatry, 28:2, Summer, 2004.  

Cheryl K. Olson, professor of Psychiatry at the Harvard Medical School’s Center for Mental Health and Media, examines state-
ments about the relation between violent video games and real-life violence in a 2004 article in the journal Academic
Psychiatry.

First, Dr. Olson notes that “there is no evidence that targeted violence has increased in America’s schools.  While such attacks
have occurred in the past, they were and are extremely rare events.” She goes on to write that, “there’s no indication that vio-
lence rose in lockstep with the spread of violent games.”

Dr. Olson then details the limitations of current studies of the issue, including: vague definitions of aggression; failure to put
use of violent media in context with other known contributors to aggression (such as illegal substance use and family poverty);
results which are difficult to generalize to the real world; small, non-random, non-representative samples; and lack of consider-
ation of moderating factors such as the subjects’ age or developmental stage.

Dr. Olson concludes: “In summary, it’s very difficult to document whether and how violent video and computer games con-
tribute to serious violence such as criminal assault and murder . . .” She writes, “It’s time to move beyond blanket condemna-
tions and frightening anecdotes and focus on developing targeted educational and policy interventions based on solid data.  As
with the entertainment of earlier generations, we may look back on some of today’s games with nostalgia, and our grandchil-
dren may wonder what the fuss was about.” 

To view the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/9km2j

“Aggressive and Non-Violent Videogames: Short-Term Psychological and Cardiovascular Effects on Habitual
Players.”  Stress and Health, Vol. 20, July, 2004, pp. 203-208. Baldaro, Bruno,et al.

Researchers set out to evaluate the short-term effects of playing violent and non-violent videogames among young adults. The
results of the study determined that there were no increases in the participants’ hostility measurements.   

Specifically, the authors write: “The increasingly widespread use of videogames among young people has led to many studies
into their potential negative effects.  Research into progress in school and personality of young videogame players has partly
eased some general worries.  Owning videogames does not in fact seem to have negative effects on aggressive human behav-
iour . . . The results of [this] study showed a range of short-term effects of playing violent and non-violent video games on arte-
rial pressure and on the state anxiety of subject, but not on hostility measurements (emphasis added).”

To view the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/85ytt
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Tremblay, R. (2004). Physical Aggression During Early Childhood: Trajectories and Predictors.
Pediatrics.

Dr. Richard Tremblay, professor of Pediatrics, Psychiatry and Psychology, Canada Research Chair in Child
Development, and Director of the Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development and widely considered
one of the world’s leaders in aggression studies, has conducted research on thousands of subjects to determine that:

“Most children have initiated the use of physical aggression during infancy, and most will learn to use alternatives in the fol-
lowing years before they enter primary school. Humans seem to learn to regulate the use of physical aggression during the pre-
school years. Those who do not appear to be at highest risk of serious violent behavior during adolescence and adulthood.
Results from the present study indicate that children at highest risk of not learning to regulate physical aggression in early
childhood have mothers with a history of antisocial behavior during their school years, mothers who start childbearing early and
who smoke during pregnancy; parents who have low income, and have serious problems living together.”

To view the entire study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/ndjg8 

Vastag, Brian (2004). Does Video Game Violence Sow Aggression?  Journal of the American Medical Association.

In a summary of research, researcher, Brian Vastag, details the results of major studies and their findings.  His conclusion is
that:

“Consensus is lacking on whether video games with violent content fuel aggressive behavior in children and adolescents . . . 
If video games do increase violent tendencies outside the laboratory, the explosion of gaming over the past decade-from $3.2
billion in sales in 1995 to $7 billion in 2003, according to industry figures-would suggest a parallel trend in youth violence.
Instead, youth violence has been decreasing.”

To purchase the study, please visit: http://tinyurl.com/pycqf 
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