
ATTACHMENT 1 

LOW RISK CHECKLIST1 
 

                                                           
1 This process is intended to be used as a guide only, and there are other risks which may be associated with the 
procurement activity, including unforseen delays. Therefore, you should still consider these risks, and determine 
their likelihood and consequences. 

Yes 

The procurement is above the relevant threshold 
and you should carry out a detailed risk assessment. 

2. Is the procurement activity likely to be 
subject to public sensitivity or high level 
media scrutiny?  

You should carry out a detailed risk assessment. 

3. Do the products or services require 
development or independent research or 
assessment? 

4. After conducting market research has it 
been established that there are adequate 
suppliers to provide the products or 
services? 

This procurement activity could be 
considered low risk. Low risks can generally 

be accepted and managed by routine 
procedures. 

You should carry out a detailed risk assessment. 

You should carry out a detailed risk assessment and 
consider the likelihood that the product or service 
required may not represent value for money due to 
a lack of competition and fewer alternatives 
available, or the likelihood that there may be delays 
in delivery of the products or services due to limited 
availability of suppliers.  

No 

Yes 

No 

This procurement is not likely to be considered low 
risk, and you should carry out a detailed risk 
assessment. 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

Yes 

5. Is the contract likely to require any non-
standard terms or conditions beyond 
those applying to standard purchase 
orders? e.g. ClauseBank contract terms. 

This procurement is considered low risk as it passes the test above. 

Signed: 

Date: 

1. Is the value of the procurement less 
than $80,000 (GST inclusive)? 

DCON Number: TBC 

TITLE: Procurement of a literature review on 
violent video games via Panel SON3385995 
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  M I N U T E  

File/IMS Reference: PAD/19/111712  

 

Aaron O’Neill 

Assistant Secretary 

Classification Branch 

 

Procurement Plan Approval 

Procurement of a literature review on violent video games via The Department of 
Social Services Research and Evaluation Panel SON3385995 

Purpose 

To provide you with information to enable you to make a decision whether to grant 
approval to approach the market in support of the planned procurement process for 
the requirement identified above. 

Background 

The Government has tasked the Department with commissioning a literature review 
on the impacts of violent computer games from an Australian perspective. The review 
will inform decisions as to the need for original research on the link between violent 
games and violent behaviour and attitudes to be conducted specific to Australia.  

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

Our review of Austender has identified The Department of Social Services Research 
and Evaluation Panel (SON3385995), which is open to the Department, as an 
appropriate means of procuring the required services. The panel includes several 
providers who would be desirable to approach to submit an RFQ for this project.     

Consultant’s/Service Contractor’s Role 

The successful tenderer from the panel would be commissioned to conduct a review of 
academic literature from the last 10 years focussing on the following objectives: 

• Source, collate and synthesise relevant research conducted in Australia on any 
link between violent video games and aggression, and violent games and 
attitudes to women. 

• Source, collate and synthesise research conducted in Australia and 
internationally focussing on the impacts of extremely violent games. 

s47C - deliberative processes
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Procurement Plan – July 2019 

• Source, collate and synthesise relevant international research that compares 
findings across multiple countries and interrogates the role of cultural, political 
or other differences between countries in relation to the impacts of violent 
video games on attitudes and behaviour. 

• Form recommendations as to the generalisability of findings on the behavioural 
and attitudinal impacts of violent (and extremely violent) games between 
comparable countries and the utility of research conducted in other countries 
for policy makers in Australia.  

Total Cost 

The expected total cost of the process will be no more than $60,000 (GST inclusive).  

Expected Outcomes 

It is expected that the procurement will result in a high quality literature review 
conducted by a suitably qualified research provider, such as those included on the 
proposed panel. 

Procurement Process 

Based on our research into the capabilities of providers on panel SON3385995, we 
propose to request quotations from the following candidates, who all have experience 
in the conduct of literature reviews for government: 

• Behavioural insights (behaviour) 
• Garner Willisson P/L (mental health and population health) 
• Urbis (family violence and mental health) 
• Inca Consulting (mental health) 
• Australian Institute of Family Studies (child and adolescent development, family 

violence, gambling impacts) 
• Griffith University (includes the Violence Research and Prevention Program) 
• La Trobe University (includes the Reducing Violence Against Women and 

Children Research Program) 
• Monash university (includes the Gender and Family Violence Prevention 

Centre) 
• Australian National University (Social Research Centre) (violence against 

women) 
• University of NSW (includes the Social Policy Research Centre and School of 

Media and Communications)  
• Queensland University of Technology (includes the Digital Media Research 

Centre) 
• University of Canberra (includes the News and Media Research Centre) 

 
Please note that given the limited timeframe for conduct of the literature review, we 
anticipate that a proportion of the above candidates will not submit a quotation, and 
therefore propose a wide selection to ensure we receive multiple quotations. 

 

 

 

 

Quotations received will be evaluated according to the following criteria which are also 
set out in the RFQ: 
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No. Criterion Comments 
1 Proposed service 

delivery solution 
Quotation demonstrates a thorough 
understanding of the Department's requirements 
and addresses any risks to delivery of the project. 

2 Capability Quotation provides sound evidence of 
demonstrated previous experience and expertise 
in comparable areas. 

3 Capacity • Availability of the Tenderer's personnel 
with relevant qualifications and experience 

• Ability to draw on additional expertise 
(including skills, experience and 
qualifications) on an as required basis 

• Ability to meet the timeframes specified. 
4 Compliance The extent to which the Tender complies with the 

provisions of the RFT and the Draft Agreement and 
the assessed level of risk relating to the 
negotiation of an agreement acceptable to the 
Department. 

5 Tendered fees and 
costs 

Extent to which price and pricing structure/fees 
represent value for money to the Department. 

 

Following the evaluation process, as delegate you will be provided with a second 
minute (Commitment and Arrangement, as per s23 under the PGPA Act) to approve 
the commitment of expenditure reflected in the successful quotation and appointment 
of the selected tenderer.  

According to the terms of the panel, a work order specific to the panel will be issued to 
the successful tenderer which will act as a contract. The Classification Branch will 
manage this contract. 

Timeline 

It is planned to approach the market on Thursday 5 September with the final 
submission of responses by Thursday 12 September. 

Risk Assessment  

A risk assessment has been undertaken and it has been determined that the activity 
represents a low level of risk. A copy of the risk assessment is attached. 

The procurement is considered low value and low risk and will be undertaken using 
standard Commonwealth Purchase Order terms and conditions to safeguard the 
Commonwealth commensurate with the level of risk and value of the procurement. 

Legal Requirements 

Decisions to spend public money and to enter into agreements are subject to the 
statutory requirements of the Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 
2013 (PGPA Act). Commitment Approval (including Forward Commitment 
Authorisation if applicable) will be sought once a supplier(s) has been identified as 
representing best value for money, prior to entering into an appropriate arrangement. 

Recommendation 

Your approval is sought for the following: 
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To approach the market using selected providers from panel SON3385995, as 
described in this minute. 

 
 
Signed…………………………………………………………… 
 
Proposing Officer………………………………………………… 
 
Branch/Division…………………………………………………... 
 
       /      /20 
 
 
   ⃝ Approved ⃝ Not Approved 
 
Delegate Signature…………….……………………..…….  Name:................................................... 
Branch/Division……………………………………………….   Date:  / /20  

 
 

  



 
  M I N U T E  

Reference: DCON/19/91  

To:  Aaron O’Neill, Assistant Secretary, Classification Branch 

Approval to Commit Relevant Money under s23(3) of the Public Governance, Performance 
and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA Act) 

Purpose:  To provide information to enable you to decide whether to approve expenditure of 
not more than $65,092.50 (including GST) to engage a Contractor to conduct a literature review 
focussing on research into the impacts of violent computer games from an Australian 
perspective. 

Consultation:  The Office of the General Counsel. 

Background: The Government has tasked the Department with commissioning a literature 
review on the impacts of violent computer games from an Australian perspective. The review 
will inform decisions as to the need for original research on the link between violent games and 
violent behaviour and attitudes to be conducted specific to Australia. 

 
 
 
 

   

The Department has sought a suitably qualified and experienced provider to conduct the 
literature review within the required timeframe. The successful tenderer will be commissioned 
to conduct a review of academic literature from the last 10 years focussing on the following 
objectives: 

• Source, collate and synthesise relevant research conducted in Australia on any link 
between violent video games and aggression, and violent games and attitudes to 
women. 

• Source, collate and synthesise research conducted in Australia and internationally 
focussing on the impacts of extremely violent games. 

• Source, collate and synthesise relevant international research that compares findings 
across multiple countries and interrogates the role of cultural, political or other 
differences between countries in relation to the impacts of violent video games on 
attitudes and behaviour. 

• Form recommendations as to the generalisability of findings on the behavioural and 
attitudinal impacts of violent (and extremely violent) games between comparable 
countries and the utility of research conducted in other countries for policy makers in 
Australia.  

The Department submitted a request for quote to twelve members of the Department of Social 
Services Research and Evaluation Panel (SON3385995). Eight responses were received.  

We have evaluated the responses and identified Behavioural Insights Australia as the best 
candidate. 

Evaluation: A copy of the Evaluation Report for this procurement is at Attachment A of this 
Minute. 

s47C - deliberative processes

Document 2



- 2 - 

Commitment and Arrangement Approval - s23 PGPA Act (Procurements) 

Contract value:  The expected Contract value for the provision of the Services by Behavioural 
Insights Australia to the Department is $65,092.50 (GST inclusive).  

Contingent Liability: There is no contingent liability associated with this proposed contract.  

Payment Milestones: 

Milestone Payment % 
Provision of research plan to Department 20% 
Provision of draft report to Department 30% 
Provision of final report to Department 50%  

 

Timeline:  

Action  Date 
Closing date for submissions Monday 16 September 
Evaluation of submissions complete Thursday 19 September 
Delegate approval of evaluation outcome Friday 20 September 
Notification of successful tenderer Monday 23 September 
Execution of contract (working order) Thursday 26 September 
Inception meeting Tuesday 1 October 
Provision of research plan to Department Friday 4 October 
Provision of draft report to Department Friday 1 November 
Provision of Departmental comments following review of 
draft 

Friday 8 November 

Provision of final report to Department Friday 15 November  
 

Draft Agreement: A copy of the Official Order is at Attachment B of this Minute. 
 
Risk Assessment:  A risk assessment has been undertaken in relation to this procurement and 
that risk assessment has determined that this procurement represents a low level of risk.   

Risk Mitigation: The procurement will access services from an existing panel. The panel 
arrangements include terms and conditions to safeguard the Commonwealth. 

Funds availability:  Departmental funds for the current financial year against Cost Centre 3202 
are available for the current financial year’s proposed commitment. 

Legal Requirements:  Decisions to commit relevant money and to enter into arrangements are 
subject to the requirements of the PGPA Act.  

The Secretary has the following relevant powers:  

• under subsection 23(1) of the PGPA Act to  enter into any arrangement on behalf of the 
Commonwealth relating to the affairs of the Department and to vary and administer 
those arrangements; and 

• under subsection 23(3) of the PGPA Act to approve a commitment of relevant money in 
relation to those arrangements.   

The Secretary has a duty, under paragraph 15(1)(a) of the PGPA Act to promote the proper use 
and management of public resources (including relevant money) in relation to the exercise the 
Secretary’s powers under section 23 of the PGPA Act.  The Secretary also has a duty under 
section 21 of the PGPA Act to govern the Department in a way that is not inconsistent with the 
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policies of the Australian Government.  “Proper” in the context of paragraph 15(1)(a) of the 
PGPA Act means that the use is efficient, effective, economical and ethical.  

You have been delegated the Secretary’s powers: 

• as Commitment Approver to commit relevant money under subsection 23(3) of the 
PGPA Act by Schedule 1 of the applicable Secretary’s Instrument of Delegations  
(Spending and Arrangements Delegations); and  

• as Arrangement Approver to enter into, vary or administer arrangements under 
subsection 23(1) of the PGPA Act Schedule 2 of the applicable Secretary’s Instrument of 
Delegations (Spending and Arrangements Delegations); and 

• provided that the exercise of the delegated powers are in accordance with all applicable 
requirements under the PGPA Act, the Public Governance, Performance and 
Accountability Rule (June 2014) (the PGPA Rule), the Commonwealth Procurement Rules 
(July 2014) (the CPRs), and the applicable Department’s Accountable Authority 
Instructions. 

A commitment proposal and an arrangement should only be approved if the approver is satisfied 
(amongst other things) that the proposed commitment and the arrangement promotes the 
proper use and management of public resources (which includes relevant money).   

Publishing Obligations: As the total contract value in this instance is for an amount of $10,000 
or more (inclusive of GST), it will need to be reported on AusTender within 42 calendar days of 
the commencement of the Contract as required by paragraphs 7.6, 7.16 and 7.17 of the CPRs.  

Documentation: If you approve these recommendations, this Minute will represent the written 
record of your approval of:  

(a) the commitment of relevant money; and  
(b) the entering into an arrangement in this matter,  

for the purposes of section 23 of the PGPA Act and rule 18 of the PGPA Rule. 

In this case, approving the proposed expenditure of $65,092.50 (GST inclusive) and approving 
the proposed arrangement to be entered into are in accordance with:  

(a) the PGPA Act;  
(b) the PGPA Rules;  
(c) the CPRs; and  
(d) the applicable Secretary’s Instrument of Delegations (Spending and Arrangements 

Delegations).  The proposed expenditure represents value for money and is not 
inconsistent with the policies of the Australian Government.   As such, it promotes the 
proper use and management of the public resources (including relevant money) for 
which the Department is responsible.  

Recommendations:  Your approval is sought for the following: 

• the proposed commitment of up to $65,092.50 (GST inclusive), noting that, in giving 
such approval, you are exercising the Secretary’s approval power under subsection 23(3) 
of the PGPA Act, which has been delegated to you as a Proposal Approver under 
Schedule 1 of the applicable Secretary’s Instrument of Delegation (Spending and 
Arrangements Delegations); and 

• to enter into a Contract for the provision of content management services, by 
Behavioural Insights Australia to the Commonwealth of Australia as represented by the 
Department, for a period of 7 weeks, noting that, in giving such approval, you are 
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exercising the Secretary’s approval power under subsection 23(1) of the PGPA Act which 
has been delegated to you as an Arrangement Approver under Schedule 2 of the 
applicable Secretary’s Instrument of Delegation (Spending and Arrangements 
Delegations).   

Signed…………………………………………………… Date:     23 September 2019 
Proposing Officer:  Samantha  Assistant Director, Classification Policy and Research  

 
⃝   Approved ⃝   Not Approved 
 
 
…………….………………………………………………..   Date:      
Aaron O’Neill 
Delegate 
Assistant Secretary, Classification Branch     
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DCON/19/91 
 

 

COMPANY NAME 
ADDRESS 
Attention: XXXXXX 
 
Request for Quotation under the Deed of Standing Offer for Research Evaluation 
and Data (SON3385995) dated 1 January 2017 (the Deed) 
 
The Department seeks a quotation from [insert name of Supplier] pursuant to clause 3.2 of the 
Deed. 
The Department requires provision of the Services described below, within the timeframe and in 
accordance with the specifications detailed below. 
If [insert name of Supplier] is able to provide the Services in accordance with the Department’s 
requirements, please forward a quotation which details: 

a. the Services [insert name of Supplier] is able to provide; 
b. the fees to provide the Services (which must be based on the fee schedule specified in 

Schedule 3 of the Deed, unless more favourable rates are proposed); 
c. the names and roles of Personnel proposed to deliver the Services, including the part of the 

Services each person will undertake; 
d. any information the Supplier wishes to have designated as Additional Supplier Confidential 

Information in any subsequent Official Order for the Services (should [insert name of 
Supplier]’s quotation be accepted). Such a request will be dealt with in accordance with the 
clauses of the Deed; 

e. any Existing Material [insert name of Supplier] would utilise if engaged to provide the 
Services; and 

f. the name and contact details for [insert name of Supplier]’s contact officer for the purposes 
of this quotation. 

Services required by the Department 
The Department seeks quotations for the Services detailed at Attachment A. The timeframe for the 
provision of the Services is as follows: 
 
Action  Date 
Closing date for submissions Thursday 12 September 
Notification of successful tenderer Monday 23 September 
Execution of contract (working order) Thursday 26 September 
Inception meeting Tuesday 1 October 
Provision of research plan to Department Friday 4 October 
Provision of draft report to Department Friday 1 November 
Provision of final report to Department Friday 15 November  

 
 
 
Address and timeframe for lodgement of quotations 
Please forward a quotation to the email address below: 
policy@classification.gov.au 

Document 4



- 2 – 

Responses are to be received by close of business Thursday 12 September. 
Department Contact Officer 
All queries in relation to this request for quotation should be directed to the following Department 
contact officer: 
Name:  Samantha  
Telephone:  02 9289 7117 
Email address: Samantha. classification.gov.au 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Samantha  
Assistant Director, Policy and Research 
Classification Branch 
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Attachment A 
STATEMENT OF REQUIREMENT 
A1 Background 
 
Playing video games is a popular pastime for Australians. The Interactive Games and 
Entertainment Association (IGEA) reports that 2 out of 3 Australians play video games.1 
While most video games are not extremely violent (55 per cent of the games submitted to the 
Classification Board were G or PG in 2017-18), there exists an ongoing community concern that 
playing violent video games may normalise or encourage violent behaviour. Over time, 
technological advancements in games development have provided more realistic experiences for 
players, which can be positive and immersive in some cases, but can also make the experience of 
violence (such as real life warfare with guns or street violence) more impactful. In some games 
where the player’s character can freely explore a world, the players character can commit acts of 
violence against both men and women characters should the player choose. Such content has 
contributed to community debate about the potential impact of games on real-life behaviour and 
attitudes, including violence towards women.  
Over the last three decades, there has been considerable global research and case studies 
examined to further understand the possible effects of playing violent video games, in particular the 
extent to which these games cause aggressive behaviour or attitudes. Much of the research 
relating to the impacts of violent video games on behaviour and attitudes has been conducted in 
the United States and Europe.  
The Department of Communications and the Arts (the Department) is seeking to commission a 
review of academic research literature on the effects of violent video games to identify if there are 
any gaps in this research from an Australian perspective. The research will also assess the extent 
to which findings from international research can be used to inform an understanding of the 
potential impact of such games in an Australian setting. 

 

A2 Contract Services/outcomes required 
The Department is seeking a suitably qualified research provider to conduct a review of academic 
literature, focusing on material from the last 10 years, to address the following requirements:  

• Source, collate and synthesise relevant research conducted in Australia on any link 
between violent video games and aggression, and violent games and attitudes to women. 

• Source, collate and synthesise research conducted in Australia and internationally 
focussing on the impacts of extremely violent games. 

• Source, collate and synthesise relevant international research that compares findings 
across multiple countries and interrogates the role of cultural, political or other differences 
between countries in relation to the impacts of violent video games on attitudes and 
behaviour. 

• Form recommendations as to the generalisability of findings on the behavioural and 
attitudinal impacts of violent (and extremely violent) games between comparable countries 
and the utility of research conducted in other countries for policy makers in Australia. 

 
A research plan, detailing search criteria and sources to be used (such as online academic 
bibliographies) must be provided prior to submission of the draft literature review. 
A high quality draft literature review report, complete with recommendations as specified and 
appropriate referencing, must be provided to the Department by Friday 1 November 2019. 
All material to be reviewed is to be sourced by the research provider, and any costs incurred in 
procuring this material must be included in the costing given in this RFQ. 

                                                 
1 https://igea.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/DA20-Summary-Report.pdf 
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A3 Timeframe for completion of the Contract Services 
Action  Date 
Closing date for submissions Thursday 12 September 
Evaluation of submissions complete Thursday 19 September 
Delegate approval of evaluation outcome Friday 20 September 
Notification of successful tenderer Monday 23 September 
Execution of contract (working order) Thursday 26 September 
Inception meeting Tuesday 1 October 
Provision of research plan to Department Friday 4 October 
Provision of draft report to Department Friday 1 November 
Provision of Departmental comments following review of 
draft 

Friday 8 November 

Provision of final report to Department Friday 15 November  
 
A4 Special skills/knowledge needed 
The project requires a high level of expertise in the conduct of literature reviews that are of a 
publication standard in areas of enquiry related to those specified, such as studies of violence, 
violence against women, impacts of media content and consumption. It is expected that the 
successful tenderer will have the resources and skills to locate all relevant material for the review, 
critically and systematically analyse and synthesise the findings and be able to provide clear 
conclusions and recommendations that clearly stem from the findings.  
 
A5 Applicable service levels and standards 
Not applicable.  
 
A6 Resources/materials to be provided by the department 
No reference material will be provided by the Department for this review, however there is a 
literature review on the link between violent computer games and aggression commissioned by the 
then Office of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC) in 2010 which can be located on the 
Australian Classification website www.classification.gov.au.  
  
A7 Reporting requirements 
The supplier is to provide the following reports and documents to the Department: 

• A research plan detailing search criteria and sources of literature to be used 
• A high quality draft report complete with full referencing and recommendations 
• A final report incorporating comments from the Department. 

 
It is also anticipated that informal updates will be given throughout the project. 
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A8 Evaluation Criteria 
Submitted quotations will be evaluated using the following standard criteria: 

No. Criterion Comments 
1 Proposed service 

delivery solution 
Quotation demonstrates a thorough understanding of the 
Department's requirements and addresses any risks to 
delivery of the project. 

2 Capability Quotation provides sound evidence of demonstrated 
previous experience and expertise in comparable areas. 

3 Capacity • Availability of the Tenderer's personnel with relevant 
qualifications and experience 

• Ability to draw on additional expertise (including 
skills, experience and qualifications) on an as 
required basis 

• Ability to meet the timeframes specified. 
4 Compliance The extent to which the Tender complies with the 

provisions of the RFT and the Draft Agreement and the 
assessed level of risk relating to the negotiation of an 
agreement acceptable to the Department. 

5 Tendered fees and 
costs 

Extent to which price and pricing structure/fees represent 
value for money to the Department. 

 
 
References  
Please provide a list of at least two (2) customers (other than the Department) to which you have 
provided services similar to those described in this RFQ within the last three (3) years. The 
evaluation process may involve discussions with the nominated referees. 
 
A9 Fees, expenses and costs 
 
The total budget available for this project is $60,000 plus GST which will need to cover all expenses 
associated with delivery of the project. The Department proposes the following payment schedule. 
 

Milestone Payment % 
Execution of contract 10% 
Provision of research plan to Department 10% 
Provision of draft report to Department 30% 
Provision of final report to Department 50%  
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Evaluation summary: Quotations against RFQ DCON 19/91:  
Literature review on violent video games from an Australian perspective  
         

 Behavioural 
Insights 

Fees (ex GST) (highest to 
lowest) (Not to be weighted) 

$59,546 
 

$59,456 
 

$59,450 
 

$59,175 
 

$59,100 $57,900 
 

$52,800 
 

$52,300 
 

Panel member 1 
 
Compliance  
(Not to be weighted) 

Y Y Y IP preference 
for ‘broad 
licence’ 1 

Y Y Y Potential 
conflict of 
interest.2 

Proposed solution3 (35% 
weighting) 

80% 50% 80% 80% 60% 80% 50% 70%  

Capability (30% weighting) 90% 50% 70% 70% 60% 60% 60% 70% 
Capacity (35% weighting) 60% 70% 70% 80% 70% 70% 60% 80% 
Weighted total score4  76 57 74 77 63.5 70.5 56.5 73.5 
Rank by weighted total 2 7 3 1 6 5 8 4 
Panel member 2 
 
Compliance (Not to be 
weighted) 

Compliant Compliant Compliant Y. Requests 
extra terms in 
work order.5 

Compliant Compliant Compliant Potential 
conflict of 
interest. 

Proposed solution (35% 
weighting) 

80% 70% 80% 75% 70% 70% 30% 60% 

Capability (30% weighting) 90% 70% 70% 80% 60% 60% 60% 80% 
Capacity (35% weighting) 60% 70% 80% 80% 80% 50% 40% 70% 
Weighted total score   76 70 77 78.25 70.5 60 42.5 69.5 
Rank by weighted total 3 5 2 1 4 7 8 6 

                                                           
1 This has since been clarified with the supplier who accepts Department will need full intellectual property rights in this instance (Model 1 in the Deed). 
2 Study team lead is  who does ongoing work for . 
3 See detailed criteria on p3. 
4 Sum of scores for proposed solution, capability and capacity, with respective weights applied. 
5 Refers to IP stipulation (see footnote 1) and patented data analysis framework developed by Behavioural Insights Australia prior to this procurement. 
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Mean weighted scores from panel members: 
The weighted scores from the 2 panelists are shown below, with averages and rank by average score. It can be seen that Behavioural Insights Australia has the highest average, 
followed by . 
 

 Behavioural 
Insights 

Panel member 1 score 76 57 74 77 63.5 70.5 56.5 73.5 
Panel member 2 score 76 70  77  78.25 70.5 60     42.5    69.5 
Average  76 63.5 75.5 77.63 67 65.25 49.5 71.5 
Rank by average score 2 7 3 1 5 6 8 4 

 

Fees $59,546 
 

$59,456 
 

$59,450 
 

$59,175 
 

$59,100 $57,900 
 

$52,800 
 

$52,300 
 

 

Price comparison: 
The 3 lead candidates are similarly priced, however Behavioural Insights Australia’s quote $59,175 was slightly lower than those provided by  
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Detailed evaluation criteria 
Quotes were evaluated based on the following criteria which are contained in the Evaluation Matrix attached to the Department’s Procurement Guide of July 2019. 
 

1. Proposed Service Delivery Solution:  
 

• The suitability of the proposed solution 
• Demonstrates a thorough understanding of the Department’s requirements 
• Strengths and weaknesses of the proposed solution 
• Consider any gaps or risks in the proposal 
• Other (if applicable) 

 

2. Capability: 
 

• Technical and management capabilities to provide the services 
• Skills, experience and qualifications of proposed specified personnel and sub-contractors 
• sound evidence of demonstrated previous experience and expertise in comparable areas. 
• The Tenderer’s proven ability to deliver similar supplies and services of the required scale and complexity within time-frames similar to those set out in the Statement 

of Requirement 
• The proposed arrangements for the provision of technology, technical data and intellectual property (if applicable) 
• Other (if applicable) 

 

3.Capacity: 
 

• Availability of the Tenderer’s personnel with relevant qualifications and experience 
• Ability to draw on additional expertise (including skills, experience and qualifications) on an as required basis 
• Ability to meet the timeframes 
• Other (if applicable) 
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4.Compliance 

• The extent to which the Tenderer complies with the provisions of the RFT and the Draft Agreement, and the assessed level of risk relating to the 
negotiation of an agreement acceptable to the Department. 

• Financial viability of Tenderer (if applicable) 
• Potential for Conflict Of Interest (if applicable) 
• Adherence to all standards of conduct as indicated by the relevant professional organization (if applicable) 

 

5. Tendered Fees and Costs: 

Price and pricing structure/fees. 

 



From:  Samantha
To:  Shannon
Subject: FW: Commitment and Arrangement Minute for Literature Review for your approval [DLM=For-Official-Use-

Only]
Date: Tuesday, 24 September 2019 7:25:14 AM
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From: O'Neill, Aaron <Aaron.O'Neill@communications.gov.au> 
Sent: Monday, 23 September 2019 5:36 PM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Cc:  Barbara <Barbara. classification.gov.au>
Subject: Re: Commitment and Arrangement Minute for Literature Review for your approval
[DLM=For-Official-Use-Only]
 
Evening Sam, this is approved. 
You are welcome to notify the successful applicant. 
My sincere thanks to yourself and Shannon with the work to date you have both put into
this. 

Aaron 
Classification Branch
(02) 6271 1467

 
Sent from my iPad

On 23 Sep 2019, at 2:50 pm,  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
wrote:

Hi Aaron. Please find attached the approval minute for procurement of the
literature review for your approval. The minute confirms the successful
tenderer and their fees.
 
I have also attached The Official Order (which will serve as a contract under
the panel arrangement) and Summary report on the evaluation of tenders,
which form attachments to the minute.
 

Record
Title

PPT09 - Approval Minute PGPA s23 (Commitment and
Arrangement) - Violent Computer Games literature
review.docx

Record Number PAD/19/111631

 

Record Title Official Order DCON19-91.docx

Record Number PAD/19/116083

 

Record Title Evaluation panel summary report.docx
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Record Number PAD/19/117763

 
Once approved we will notify the successful tenderer (in accordance with our
timeline this should happen today).
 
Please let me know if you have any questions or would like any detail added to
the attached.
 
Thanks
 
Sam
 
 

Samantha 
Assistant Director / Policy and Research / Classification Branch
Department of Communications and the Arts
Ext 8117
Samantha. communications.gov.au
 

 
L6, 23-33 Mary Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

 
communications.gov.au / @CommsAu

arts.gov.au / @artsculturegov

 
I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise
and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past and
present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

 
For Official Use Only

<Evaluation panel summary report.docx>
<Official Order DCON19-91.docx>
<PPT09 - Approval Minute PGPA s23 (Commitment and Arrangement) -
Violent Computer Games literature review.docx>
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From:
To:  Samantha
Cc:   Barbara;  Indiana;  Shannon
Subject: Re: Inception meeting [DLM=For-Official-Use-Only]
Date: Monday, 30 September 2019 1:56:43 PM
Attachments: image001.png

Video Games- inception.pptx

Hi Samantha,

Please find attached the short deck we put together for the inception meeting. 

Thanks,

On Mon, 30 Sep 2019 at 11:54,  < bi.team> wrote:
Hi Samantha,

That agenda looks great and aligns with our presentation. I will bring along my PC to
present. 

Many thanks and speak soon,

On Mon, 30 Sep 2019 at 11:48,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

Hi  absolutely fine to bring  and there will be a screen you can present on. Is
it possible for you to present from a PC? Our system seems a bit unreliable with Mac
products. If you would like to email the slides through to me that is also fine.

 

Here is our proposed agenda. Please note Shannon  will be an apology as she is on
annual leave.

 

1. Introductions
2. Project background briefing
3. Research scope and aims discussion
4. Deliverables and timing confirmation
5. Contacts
6. Any other questions from BIT/other matters

 

We look forward to seeing you this afternoon.

 

Sam 
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Samantha 

Assistant Director / Policy and Research / Classification Branch

Department of Communications and the Arts

Samantha. communications.gov.au

 

 

L6, 23-33 Mary Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010

Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

 

 

 

For Official Use Only

From:  < bi.team> 
Sent: Monday, 30 September 2019 11:13 AM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Cc:  < bi.team>;  Barbara
<Barbara. classification.gov.au>;  Indiana
<Indiana. classification.gov.au>;  Shannon
<Shannon. classification.gov.au>
Subject: Re: Inception meeting [DLM=For-Official-Use-Only]

 

Hi Samantha,

 

We are very much looking forward to the kick-off meeting later today and getting
started on this exciting project. I wanted to flag two things in advance:

Firstly, we were wondering if there will be a screen in the room we can use to present
a short powerpoint? We have prepared a couple of slides to help structure our
conversation and make sure we are covering off on the key questions. 

Secondly, our colleague  Senior Advisor and evaluation expert, will be
joining the meeting to assist with the set-up of our research plan. Let me know if either
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of these will be a problem- I realise we are now bringing 5 team members so let me
know if there won't be enough space!

Many thanks,

 

On Tue, 24 Sep 2019 at 14:20,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

Hi  that’s great, see you on Monday afternoon. When you come to reception call my
extension on the list provided.

 

Sam

 

 

Samantha 

Assistant Director / Policy and Research / Classification Branch

Department of Communications and the Arts

Samantha. communications.gov.au

 

 

L6, 23-33 Mary Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010

Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

 

 

For Official Use Only

From:  < bi.team> 
Sent: Tuesday, 24 September 2019 1:47 PM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Cc:  Barbara <Barbara. classification.gov.au>;  Indiana
<Indiana. classification.gov.au>;  Shannon
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<Shannon. classification.gov.au>;  < bi.team>;
 < bi.team>

Subject: Re: Inception meeting [DLM=For-Official-Use-Only]

 

Hi Samantha,

Thank you for your email. The team are delighted to be working on this project with
you.

 

The team,   and I are all available on Monday at 2:30pm. We
look forward to meeting with you and your team then.

 

I have copied  who is leading the project, and  who is our Ops Manager,
who will sign off on the Official Order/contract when it is sent through.

Kind regards,

 

On Tue, 24 Sep 2019 at 13:20,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

Hi 

 

As discussed earlier, Behavioural Insights Australia has been successful in its
response to RFQ DCON 19/91. We would like to arrange a 1 hour inception
meeting with the project team on Monday 30 September at 2.30pm. If this time
doesn’t suit, we are currently available between 9.30 and 11.30 on Tuesday.

 

We will email the Official order shortly.

 

We look forward to working with Behavioural Insights on this project.

 

Regards
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Samantha 

Assistant Director / Policy and Research / Classification Branch

Department of Communications and the Arts

Ext 8117

Samantha. communications.gov.au

 

 

L6, 23-33 Mary Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010

Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

 

communications.gov.au / @CommsAu

arts.gov.au / @artsculturegov

 

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise and
respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past and present
and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

 

For Official Use Only

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
NOTICE: This email message is for the sole use of the intended recipient(s) 
and may contain confidential and privileged information. Any unauthorized 
review, use, disclosure or distribution is prohibited. If you are not the 
intended recipient, please contact the sender by reply email and destroy all 
copies of the original message. 

This message has been content scanned by the Axway MailGate.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 

--

Project Manager
Mob: 

bi.team
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Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000

https://www.bi.team

The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the
nation and the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures;
and to Elders both past and present. 

 
CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email and any attachments are confidential and may be subject to legal privilege. Any use, copying
or disclosure other than by the intended recipient is unauthorised. If you have received this message in error, please notify the sender
immediately by email (or to info-aus@bi.team) and delete this message and any copies from your computer and network.

 
The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd.
Behavioural Insights Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd
Floor, 4 Matthew Parker Street, London, SW1H 9NP
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This message has been content scanned by the Axway MailGate.
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Dr 
Advisor 

Mob: 

bi.team

 

Pronouns: she/her

 

Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000
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The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd. Behavioural Insights
Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd Floor, 4 Matthew Parker Street,
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From:

To:  Samantha

Cc:  Shannon;    Barbara;  Indiana; 

Subject: Re: Draft Research Plan [DLM=For-Official-Use-Only]

Date: Friday, 4 October 2019 4:17:21 PM

Attachments: image001.png
BIT Research plan v2.docx

Hi ,

Thank you for your helpful comments - I have updated the research plan attached to reflect
these. 

Let me know if you would like to make any other changes- in the meantime, we will start
working on the review. 

I hope you have a lovely long weekend. 

Many thanks,

On Thu, 3 Oct 2019 at 17:02,  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
wrote:

Hi 

Thanks for the draft research plan. Please find attached with our comments. Don’t be alarmed

by the volume of comments etc, it’s definitely on the right track.

If you would like to discuss I can be available tomorrow. Do you want to text me ( )

when you’ve had a look at the comments and we can set up a time?

Thanks

Sam

Samantha 

Assistant Director / Policy and Research / Classification Branch

Department of Communications and the Arts

02 9289 7117
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Samantha. communications.gov.au

L6, 23-33 Mary Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010

Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

For Official Use Only

From:  < bi.team> 

Sent: Thursday, 3 October 2019 10:35 AM

To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>

Cc:  Shannon <Shannon. classification.gov.au>; 

< bi.team>;  < bi.team>; 

< bi.team>;  Barbara <Barbara. classification.gov.au>; 

Indiana <Indiana. classification.gov.au>;  < bi.team>

Subject: Draft Research Plan

Hi Samantha, 

Please find our draft research plan attached, which we compiled based on the RFQ and
the inception meeting on Monday. 

It would be great to get any thoughts and feedback from your team. 

Many thanks, 

--

Dr 
Advisor 

Mob: 

bi.team
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Pronouns: she/her

Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000

https://www.bi.team

The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the nation
and the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures; and to Elders both
past and present. 

CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email and any attachments are confidential and may be subject to legal privilege. Any use, copying or
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by email (or to info-aus@bi.team) and delete this message and any copies from your computer and network.

The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd. Behavioural
Insights Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd Floor, 4 Matthew
Parker Street, London, SW1H 9NP
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copies of the original message. 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-- 

Dr 
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https://www.bi.team

The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the nation and
the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures; and to Elders both past and
present. 
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Executive summary 

 
 
Playing video games is a popular pastime among Australians, with 2 out of 3 Australians 
reporting that they play video games.1 There is ongoing concern internationally that playing 
violent or extremely violent video games (VVGs) may lead to negative outcomes, including 
increased aggression, negative attitudes to women and poor mental health outcomes for 
young players. While decades of research exists attempting to address these questions, 
concerns continue to grow alongside technological advances and increasingly realistic and 
immersive player experiences.   

The current review of academic research literature on the effects of violent video games to 
seeks to determine whether there are any gaps in this research from an Australian 
perspective. Much of the research relating to the impacts of violent video games on 
behaviour and attitudes has been conducted in the United States, Europe and Asia. Here, we 
assess the extent to which findings from international research can be used to inform an 
understanding of the potential impact of VVGs in an Australian setting. 
 
Research Finding 1: International research is generalisable to the Australian context  
 
Overall, given the small differences between results on the strength of these associations 
across cultures, international research is highly relevant and sufficient to our understanding 
of the relationship between VVGs and aggression in the Australian context. Some small 
effects of culture on the relationship between VVGs and aggression are apparent, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression tend to 
be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.2, 3, 4 However, 
the magnitude of these effects is small, and does not lead us to the conclusion that they are 
helpful in understanding the effects of VVGs in Australian players.  
 
Unlike the aggression literature, little research exists on the cross-cultural generalisability of 
findings concerning the impact of VVGs on youth mental health and attitudes towards 
women. However, what research does exist does not suggest that violent content results in 
VVG players having poor attitudes towards women or negative mental health outcomes.  
 
Research Finding 2: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on aggression, youth mental health or attitudes to women.  
  
                                                
1 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: Interactive 
Games and Entertainment Association. 
2 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
3 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
4  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 



Internationally, there is much debate over the nature of the relationship between violent video 
games and players’ behaviours and attitudes. The current review synthesises findings from 
the last decade to draw up-to-date conclusions as to the impact of violent video games. 
 
Interpreting contradictory findings in the research literature is challenging due to widely 
varying methodologies, the tendency to only measure short-term outcomes, an overreliance 
on correlational evidence, and inconsistent definitions and measurements of aggression and 
attitudes towards women. Much of the academic literature on VVGs is dominated by 
supporters5 and opponents6 of the hypothesised link between playing VVGs and aggression. 
Despite the ongoing controversy, high-quality individual studies that use meaningful 
measures of aggression, and meta-analyses that control for other likely causes of 
aggression, converge on the same conclusion: VVGs have little to no meaningful impact on 
real-world aggressive behaviour.  
 
There are also fears that VVGs have other negative effects, namely on players’ mental 
health and their attitudes towards women. The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women 
and the mental health of young players are less well studied than aggression. At present 
there are few high-quality studies and meta-analyses on these outcomes, and drawing 
conclusions from individual studies is limited by inconsistent definitions and measures. The 
limited high-quality studies that are available support the same general conclusion as the 
aggression literature: it is unlikely that violent content in video games meaningfully impacts 
attitudes towards women and the mental health of young players.  

Our recommendations based on the research findings 
 
Based on the above conclusions, we make the following recommendations to the 
Department of Communications and the Arts: 
 

● We do not recommend that further research is carried out in an Australian 
context to understand the relationship between VVGs and aggression. It is 
unlikely that additional research in Australia on the effect of VVGs on aggression 
would meaningfully add to the academic literature. Correlational, longitudinal and 
experimental research from generalisable populations in Europe, North America and 
Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there is little to no impact of violent 
video games on aggression.  
 

● We recommend that any additional research on the effect of VVGs on attitudes 
towards women focus on sexist and sexualised content, not on violent content. 
While there is no strong evidence that violent content causes players to develop 
negative attitudes towards women, the effect of sexualised or sexist content has not 
been adequately investigated, including in the Australian context. If further research is 

                                                
5 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
6 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 



to be conducted, the effects of sexualised and sexist content should be prioritised 
over investigating the impact of violent content. 
 

● We do not recommend that further research is carried out in an Australian 
context to understand the relationship between VVGs and mental health 
outcomes in young players. It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link 
between violent games and mental health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. 
International research from North America, Europe and Asia does not support the 
hypothesis that VVGs are related to poor youth mental health outcomes. There is 
some evidence to suggest that excessive video game play is related to poor mental 
health, however violent content does not affect mental health over and above general 
game play. 

 
 

  



01 / Introduction 
 

 
The purported link between violent video games (VVGs) and real-world violent attitudes and 
behaviours is a controversial and politicised issue. Mass shootings have been linked to 
VVGs since the infamous Columbine school shooting, as the perpetrators were avid players 
of Doom, a graphic first-person shooter game. Mass shootings continue to be linked to VVGs 
by some politicians and public commentators, despite evidence that not all perpetrators play 
VVGs, or played video games regularly.7 
 
The nature of the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
players’ attitudes and behaviours is also contentious amongst academics.8, 9, 10, 11 The 
controversy around VVGs is fuelled by the rapid pace of game development, which outstrips 
the pace of academic research. VVGs are increasingly complex, social, and graphic, such 
that academic studies from only 10 years ago may not apply to current games. Advances in 
video game graphics have greatly enhanced the realism of games, making them more 
immersive. Some researchers have argued that violent content12 and sexualisation of 
characters13 in immersive games have a greater impact on players. This has broadened 
community concerns about the effects of VVGs from aggression and violence to include 
attitudes towards women and mental health, particularly in young players. 
 
The purpose of this review is to determine the relationship between violent, and extremely 
violent, video games and aggression, attitudes towards women, and youth mental health in 
the Australian context. Due to the relative lack of studies in Australian cohorts, this review is 
also designed to determine to what degree international findings can be generalised to 
Australia. Finally, in light of the available evidence and generalisability to Australia, we will 
form recommendations as to whether further research is needed in Australians to cover gaps 
in the VVG research.  

                                                
7 Bogost, I. (2019). Video-Game Violence Is Now a Partisan Issue. The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/08/video-game-violence-became-partisan-issue/595456/ 
[Accessed 1 Nov. 2019]. 
8 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior, aggressive 
cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific 
literature. Psychological science, 12(5), 353-359. 
9 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
10 Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
11 Ferguson, C. J., & Kilburn, J. (2010). Much ado about nothing: The misestimation and overinterpretation of 
violent video game effects in Eastern and Western nations: Comment on Anderson et al.(2010). 
12 Krcmar, M., Farrar, K., & McGloin, R. (2011). The effects of video game realism on attention, retention and 
aggressive outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 432-439. 
13 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 



1.1 / Generalisability of international findings to the Australian 
context 
 
The impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health are 
questions of global interest. Internationally, a large body of research has been carried out to 
attempt to understand these associations, in particular relating to impacts on aggression. As 
with many questions in other policy areas, in order to reach the most robust conclusions we 
want to draw widely from the findings of international research. This is particularly the case 
for the Australian context, given that Australian research is still emerging in this space. 
Relying on Australian research alone is not sufficient for drawing robust conclusions. In order 
to draw from international research, we need to first think carefully about how and when 
findings are likely to generalise across countries and cultures; a question posed by social 
scientists in other contexts for decades. There is some consensus that generalising findings 
across contexts is most appropriate with rigorous quantitative methodologies, and among 
studies using large samples.14 Hence, when looking at the international literature, we have 
given higher weighting to these studies (refer to section 1.3 below on ‘Strength of Evidence’ 
for more information about the research we have highlighted in this review).  
 
Most research has been carried out in countries that are, like Australia, industrialised, 
economically stable and technologically advanced 
 
It is worth noting that the majority of countries in which research has been carried out on the 
impacts of violent video games have moderate or high economic strength and level of 
technological sophistication. A common criticism of attempts to generalise from psychological 
studies is that participants in psychology studies tend to be Western, Educated, 
Industrialised, Rich and Democratic (WEIRD). While Australians are classified as WEIRD, 
globally speaking, most people are not.15 While not all samples discussed in this review are 
WEIRD, they are predominantly educated, industrialised, rich and democratic. In other 
words, only countries that are sufficiently developed such that inhabitants have general 
access to VVGs and high usage characteristics can provide enough data from which to draw 
robust conclusions.  
 
Culture may have a small impact on the impacts of Violent Video games  
 
It is apparent that any cultural factors mediating the relationship between VVGs and 
aggression and mental health are small, if not trivial. Many explanations have been proposed 
for why culture would be a moderating factor on the impacts of VVGs on aggression, 
including differences in collectivistic values and moral discipline,16 how violence is 
contextualised in the media, the context in which video-games are played,17 and variation 

                                                
14 Generalizability and Transferability, The WAC Clearing house. Retrieved from: 
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/writing/guides/gentrans/. 
15 Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29. 
16 JIN, Y., & LI, J. (2014). Cultural Differences in the Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression 
Cognition: Based on the Perspective of Meta-analysis. Advances in Psychological Science, 22(8), 1226-1235. 
17Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 



across cultures in the meaning of being a perpetrator and a victim of aggression.18, 19 These 
studies predominantly explore the differences between research outcomes in Eastern 
(predominantly Japan, but also Singapore and China) versus Western (predominantly the 
USA, UK, Australia, Germany, and other European countries) cultures. 
 
Some small effects of culture are apparent, generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of 
VVGs on aggression tend to be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than 
Western cultures.20, 21, 22  For example, in a cross-cultural comparison of the impacts of VVGs 
in Eastern (primarily Japan, but also China, Singapore) and Western (primarily USA) 
cultures, Anderson23 found larger effects of VVGs on aggression in Western than Eastern 
countries. However, this finding was only marginally significant, and only apparent in 
longitudinal research studies. However, in these comparisons, cultural differences are often 
confounded with differences in research design, meaning that variance could in fact be due 
different ways of measuring aggression.  
 
This finding is supported by researchers who argue both that VVGs lead to increased 
aggression, and those who argue that there is an impact of VVGs on aggression. For 
example, Ferguson24 found Eastern samples returned smaller effect sizes, as did 
Latin/Hispanic samples, than did Western samples. Given that effect sizes across all studies 
analysed by Ferguson were generally small, the differences among culture as a moderating 
variable were also deemed small. It is also important to note that this meta-analysis looked at 
all video games, both violent and non-violent. However, they do corroborate Anderson’s 
argument that culture/ethnicity might somewhat moderate the impact on aggression, with 
Western samples showing greater effect sizes. Similarly, a subsequent meta-analysis from 
Prescott, Sargent and Hull25 (2018) focusing exclusively on the longitudinal outcomes of 
VVGs on White, Asian and Hispanic samples found strongest associations between White 
samples, intermediate associations with Asian samples and smallest with Hispanic samples 
(acknowledging that only a small number of studies exist that us Hispanic samples).  
 

                                                
18 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
19 Bartholow, B. D., Sestir, M. A., & Davis, E. B. (2005). Correlates and consequences of exposure to video game 
violence: Hostile personality, empathy, and aggressive behaviour. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
31(11), 1573-1586. 
20 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
21 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
22  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
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Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
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24 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
25 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
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While some studies suggest that rates of aggression vary26 across cultures,27 the size and 
direction of the association between the two factors (predictor and outcome) generally 
remains the same.28 More broadly, correlational research looking at the relationship between 
media violence exposure and aggressive behaviours across cultures has found few cross-
cultural differences.29, 30 One comparison of the impact of media violence among seven 
countries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, the United States) found no 
significant differences in the strength of the relationship with aggression across cultures.31  
 
There are few studies looking at cross-cultural variations in the impacts of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women and youth mental health.  
 
One cross-cultural study looked at the relationship between the amount of time spent playing 
VVGs and mental health in young children.32 Comparisons were made across Eastern and 
Western European countries (Germany, The Netherlands, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, and 
Turkey). Across cultures, differences were seen in usage patterns - but once these were 
controlled for, no differences were found in mental health outcomes across countries. 
Although there is a relative lack of cross-cultural studies investigating the effects of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women, as we outline in Section 3.1 below, any effects are more likely to 
be due to the sexist and sexualised content of games, not violence per se.  
 
We are assessing generalisability to the Australian context based on whether research 
comes from ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’ contexts 
 
Given the above evidence, we have characterised the research outlined throughout the 
review as having ‘high’, ‘medium’ or ‘low’ generalisability to the Australian context (see Table 
1 below for an outline of the classification criteria). Below we have divided the research 
outlined in the review into that carried out in the international context (‘World’) and in an 
Australian context (‘Australia’).  
 
 
Table 1. How we have assessed generalisability to Australia 

                                                
26 Research into aggression has found common factor structures underlying aggression across cultures. 
Lansford, J. E., Skinner, A. T., Sorbring, E., Giunta, L. D., Deater‐Deckard, K., Dodge, K. A., . . . & Uribe Tirado, L. 
M. (2012). Boys’ and girls’ relational and physical aggression in nine countries. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 298-
308. 
27 Bergeron, N., & Schneider, B. H. (2005). Explaining cross‐national differences in peer‐ directed aggression: A 
quantitative synthesis. Aggressive Behavior: Official Journal of the International Society for Research on 
Aggression, 31(2), 116-137. 
28 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
29 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998.  
30 Ferguson, C. J., Colwell, J., Mlačić, B., Milas, G., & Mikloušić, I. (2011). Personality and media influences on 
violence and depression in a cross-national sample of young adults: Data from Mexican–Americans, English and 
Croatians. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 1195-1200. 
31 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998. . 
32 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children?. Social 
psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
 



Low generalisability to the 
Australian context  

Medium generalisability to the 
Australian context 

High generalisability to the 
Australian context. 

Studies that come from 
developing nations where 
social, cultural and political 
factors are contrasting to 
Western standards.  
 
In addition, access to 
technologies and games 
associated with gaming are 
markedly low.  
 

Research comes from 
countries (predominantly 
Eastern) that have similar 
socio-economic conditions to 
the Australian context, and 
most studies show cross-
cultural similarities in relation to 
Western contexts. However, 
some small differences in effect 
sizes between rates of game 
play and effect sizes (e.g. 
Japan). 
 
Countries include: Japan, 
Singapore, China, Taiwan. Also 
included are studies with 
Latin/Hispanic cultures 

Carried out in countries that 
have been shown to have 
similar gaming characteristics 
and cultural factors to Australia 
(primarily Western countries 
with similar patterns seen in the 
effects of VVGs). 
We are confident that the 
studies detailed can be helpful 
in understanding the Australian 
context.  
 
Countries include: UK, USA, 
Germany, Belgium, France, the 
Netherlands. 

 

1.2 / Strength of evidence 
 
Strength of evidence was assessed using the criteria in the table below. This review 
prioritised research conducted in the past 10 years which had the characteristics outlined in 
the green high column below. Where high quality evidence was not available, evidence that 
was categorised as medium or low was included in order to form conclusions and 
recommendations.  
 
Table 2. How we have assessed strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence 

Low Medium High 

Evidence of research bias or 
subject to peer-reviewed 
criticism. 
 
Studies with unvalidated 
measures of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Correlational studies where 
other known causes of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health are not 
controlled for. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with low 

Correlational studies with a 
small number of known causes 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health 
controlled for. 
 
Studies which rely on self-
report measures only. 
 
Studies with small samples with 
low generalisability. 
 
Meta-analyses with evidence of 
research bias, have been 
subjected to peer-reviewed 
criticism or have not been 
independently replicated. 
 

Correlational studies which 
have controlled for multiple 
known causes of aggression/ 
attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Longitudinal or retrospective 
studies which measure 
attitudes or behaviour over time 
 
Studies with large nationally 
representative samples. 
 
Studies or meta-analyses 
which have been independently 
replicated. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 



or undemonstrated association 
with real life attitudes or 
behaviour. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with high 
demonstrated association with 
real-life attitudes or behaviour. 
 
Studies which have adopted 
open science practices such as 
pre-registration. 
 
Studies which include multiple 
outcome measures such as 
self-reports, peer-report and 
validated measurement scales. 
 
Studies which have conducted 
cross-cultural comparisons or 
have generalised findings 
across different contexts. 

 
As stated above, each recommendation set out in this review was made using studies that 
span this spectrum of research quality. We prioritised studies that meet the criteria for high 
quality, and have made stronger recommendations where more high-quality research was 
available to draw on. In our recommendations, a high degree of research quality indicates 
that additional research is unlikely to meaningfully contribute to the existing literature. Low 
quality of available studies indicates that there may be some scope for additional research on 
that topic.   
 

  



02 / The effect of violent video games on 
aggression 

 

2.1 / Violent video games are unlikely to cause aggression 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

High High quality studies drawn from the US, UK, 
Germany, China, Singapore and Australia. 

The results of high-quality international and Australian studies suggest that the effect of VVGs on 
aggression is small to non-existent. 

 

World 

Recent high-quality studies indicate that the link between VVGs and aggression is 
small to non-existent. Studies that properly control for other known causes of aggression, 
and those that measure real-world behaviour either find no relationship, or a very small effect 
of VVGs on aggression.  

While only a recent phenomenon, recent pre-registered studies have mostly found no link 
between VVGs and aggression, nor any other negative effects. In a pre-registered trial 
conducted in the UK, researchers interviewed a large sample of British adolescents and their 
parents or carers. They found no association between exposure to VVGs over the past 
month and real-life aggressive behaviour as measured by carer assessment.33 Similarly, 
three pre-registered randomised controlled trials conducted in the USA found no effect of 
VVGs on short-term measures of aggressive inclinations34, hostility35 or aggressive 
behaviour.36 Two pre-registered longitudinal studies have also found no association between 
VVG exposure and aggression measured at a later time.37 For instance, a study of over 
3,000 Singaporean youth found no association between playing VVGs and aggression 

                                                
33 Przybylski, A. K., & Weinstein, N. (2019). Violent video game engagement is not associated with adolescents' 
aggressive behaviour: evidence from a registered report. Royal Society open science, 6(2), 171474. 
34 McCarthy, R. J., Coley, S. L., Wagner, M. F., Zengel, B., & Basham, A. (2016). Does playing video games with 
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Experimental Social Psychology, 67, 13-19. 
35 Ferguson, C. J., Trigani, B., Pilato, S., Miller, S., Foley, K., & Barr, H. (2016). Violent video games don’t 
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36 Ferguson, C. J., Colon-Motas, K., Esser, C., Lanie, C., Purvis, S., & Williams, M. (2017). The (not so) evil 
within? Agency in video game choice and the impact of violent content. Simulation & Gaming, 48(3), 329-337 
37 Ferguson, C. J. (2019). A preregistered longitudinal analysis of aggressive video games and aggressive 
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measured two years later.38 The authors concluded that it would take 27 hours per day of 
playing VVGs to produce clinically noticeable changes in aggression.  

In the past 10 years four meta-analyses have been conducted to synthesise the literature 
investigating the effect of VVGs on aggression.39 40 41 42 Combined, these meta-analyses 
cover hundreds correlational, experimental and longitudinal studies involving hundreds of 
thousands of participants. The overall conclusion to be drawn from these meta-analyses is 
that VVGs have a small effect on aggression. 
 
However there are several reasons to question whether any effect in fact exists:  
 

● These meta-analyses include many laboratory experiments with poor methodology. 
They rely on artificial measures of short-term aggression, with unproven correlation to 
real-life aggressive behaviour.  

● Effect sizes are smaller in studies with outcome measures that are more closely 
related to real-life aggressive behaviour, and research measuring long-term 
outcomes. 

● As research methodology and rigor has improved over the past 10 years, evidence of 
a link between VVGs and aggression has grown weaker.  

● When other known risk factors associated with aggression are controlled for (baseline 
aggression levels, gender, socioeconomic status) the association between VVGs and 
aggression diminishes almost entirely, suggesting that VVGs are not an independent 
cause of aggression.  

 
There is also substantial evidence of bias within this literature (see Appendix A), especially in 
experimental studies claiming to demonstrate that VVGs cause aggression.43 The 
aforementioned emerging research has begun to address these biases by adopting more 
rigorous methodology. Research which is pre-registered, measures real-life aggressive 
behaviour or long-term outcomes reports effects that are small to non-existent.   

Contrary to these findings, one recent pre-registered cross-sectional study found an 
association between playing video games and self-reported interpersonal violence in US 

                                                
38 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
39Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
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40 Greitemeyer, T., & Mügge, D. O. (2014). Video games do affect social outcomes: A meta-analytic review of the 
effects of violent and prosocial video game play. Personality and social psychology bulletin, 40(5), 578-589. 
41 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
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43 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., & Rouder, J. N. (2017). Overstated evidence for short-term effects of violent 
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university students.44 However the study did not address the impact of violence in video 
games, so it does not provide any evidence that violent content in games drives aggression.  

While experimental studies are useful to gather evidence about causality, they have mostly 
relied on short-term measures of aggression. To investigate whether VVGs cause 
aggression over time, researchers conducted a randomised controlled trial in Germany. 
Participants were assigned to play a VVG, a non-violent video game or no game at all. There 
was no difference between the groups across a range of measures of aggression 
immediately following eight weeks of gameplay, or two months after the experiment ended.45  
 
Research investigating the effects of VVGs have used a range of aggression measures, 
many of which are artificial behaviours in a laboratory setting (e.g. putting hot sauce into 
another participant’s food), or self-report scales of aggressive thoughts and emotions. There 
is no clear evidence that these measures relate to or predict real-world behaviours, which are 
the real concern to the community. If VVGs did in fact cause real-world aggressive 
behaviours, we would expect to observe a correlation between violent video game 
consumption and real-world violent incidents. In four separate analyses,46 researchers 
compared patterns of US crime data with measures of VVG consumption over the past 30 
years.47 They found no evidence of a relationship between VVG consumption and aggressive 
assaults or homicides. In fact, several measures of VVG consumption were associated with 
decreased crime-rates, a finding supported by other research comparing patterns of VVG 
consumption and US crime data.48, 49  
 
There are several possible explanations as to why VVG consumption would be associated 
with less violent crime. VVGs might have a cathartic effect, allowing healthy venting of 
aggression in a controlled and harmless environment. Alternatively, more aggressive people 
might prefer to play VVGs, and are therefore occupied by a non-violent activity following VVG 
releases.  It is important to note that these findings are correlational, and therefore cannot be 
used to draw causal conclusions. 

 

Australia 

Research on the link between VVGs and aggression conducted in Australia is 
largely consistent with international findings. A number of Australian studies find no effect of 
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violent or ultra-violent games on aggression,50 even if the participant was primed to take on a 
hostile cognitive state.51  
 
One 2019 Australian study found that playing violent video games for five to 15 minutes 
impaired players’ recognition of anger, enhanced their perception of their fighting ability and 
perception of a target as weak.52 However, consistent with international studies, the authors 
found that gender and baseline aggression mediated the effects of VVGs on these 
aggression measures. It is also important to note that these aggression measures are based 
on perception, not action. Another 2019 Australian study found that game competition, not 
violence, increased aggressive emotions.53 Moreover, the authors found that neither 
competition nor violence increased aggressive behaviour. This is consistent with international 
studies, which often find larger effects of violent games on aggressive emotions and 
perceptions than on actual aggressive behaviour. 
 
A very recent Australian study found that players find in-game aggression more acceptable 
than offline aggression.54 This suggests that players perceive in-game and real-world 
behaviour as governed by different norms, which may explain why acting out violence in a 
game does not cause real-world aggression. It is important to note that the authors recruited 
players online, and that only 11.5 per cent of their sample were Australian (the majority were 
American). The most common games played in their sample were World of Warcraft and 
World of Tanks, which have M and PG ratings respectively, so it is possible that the authors 
would have obtained different findings if their sample played more violent games. 
 
A study of young Australians found that boys were significantly more likely than girls to play 
violent video games (or watch other violent media), and to have used physical violence in the 
past year.55 However, this cross-sectional (and therefore non-causal) study also found that 
young people who committed acts of aggression were also more likely to have been 
threatened with physical violence in the community, at home, or at school. This study 
suggests that factors such as gender may predict VVG gameplay and exposure to 
experiences that are more likely to directly cause aggression. 
 
An Australian study of male and female violent video game players revealed complex 
reasons for why players are drawn to violent games.56 For example, women in this study 
reported playing VVGs to be more attractive to romantic partners. This study did not find any 
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relationship between violent video game play and aggression or dominance measures. 
However, as the authors note, their measure of aggression was acts of intimate partner 
violence, which is a more extreme measure than is typically used in VVG studies. This 
makes it difficult to relate this study to the wider violent video game literature.    

2.2 / Extremely violent games do not cause more aggression than 
violent video games 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
Germany and Canada 

The results of higher quality studies suggest that that extremely VVGs do not increase aggression 
more than VVGs.  

 
 

World 

Video game content can differ on a number of dimensions, including pace, realism 
and graphicness. Due to the difficulty in matching games to ensure that the effect of violent 
content can be measured, most of this research has been conducted in experimental 
laboratories. Several randomised controlled trials in Germany, Australia and the US have 
compared video games which only differ in the severity of violent content. They find that 
higher levels of violence do not affect player aggression. 
 
A trial in Germany varied the amount of displayed violence and the pace of action in a first 
person shooter game, ensuring that all other features of the game where otherwise the 
same. They found that neither pace nor displayed violence had any effect on aggressive 
behaviour, as measured by willingness to expose another participant to an unpleasant noise-
blast.57 Similarly, researchers in the US assigned 275 undergraduates to play a first person 
shooter game that was modified to be more or less violent. Neither game difficulty nor violent 
content was found to affect aggressive behaviour.58 Finally, across seven randomised 
controlled trials conducted on US university students, researchers found that competence-
impeding play increased frustration and aggression, however of levels of violent content had 
no impact.59  
 

                                                
57 Elson, M., Breuer, J., Van Looy, J., Kneer, J., & Quandt, T. (2015). Comparing apples and oranges? Evidence 
for pace of action as a confound in research on digital games and aggression. Psychology of Popular Media 
Culture, 4(2), 112. 
58 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., Rouder, J. N., Segert, I. L., & Bartholow, B. D. (2019). Null effects of game 
violence, game difficulty, and 2D: 4D digit ratio on aggressive behavior. Psychological science, 30(4), 606-616. 
59 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 



The results from these and other studies suggest that other video game variables have a 
greater influence on aggression. Level of competition60, 61 and perceived game difficulty62 
have been associated with increased player aggression. For instance, a Canadian study 
which measured patterns of gameplay over 3 years found that increased competitive 
gameplay was associated with increased self-reported aggressive behaviour.63 On the other 
hand, increased graphic realism of violence depicted in video games does not appear to 
increase player aggression.64  

 

Australia 

A series of Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent, and ultra-violent 
video games found no effect of the level of game violence on aggression,65 even if the 
participant was primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.66 The authors did, however, find 
that ultra-violent games significantly increase players’ self-dehumanisation. This replicates 
another Australian finding that playing (extremely violent) Mortal Kombat diminished players’ 
perceived humanity, but only if they were the target of violence.67 This self-dehumanisation 
effect does not appear to cause aggressive behaviour; in fact the authors argue that 
participants may have acted pro-socially to counteract their feelings of dehumanisation. 

2.3 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined international and Australian evidence suggests the effect of VVGs on 
aggression in Australia is small to non-existent, with high strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. The weight of evidence shows that even if VVGs do cause 
aggression, they would still only account for a very small proportion of aggressive behaviour, 
indicating little value in conducting additional research in this area. 
 
Similarly, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that higher levels of violence in 
VVGs do not affect aggression, with medium strength of evidence and high generalisability 
to Australia. Extremely-violent or ultra-violent games are unlikely to contribute to any 
increased risk of aggression or violence.  
 

                                                
60  Dowsett, A., & Jackson, M. (2019). The effect of violence and competition within video games on aggression.  
Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
61 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2011). The effect of video game competition and violence on aggressive 
behavior: Which characteristic has the greatest influence?. Psychology of violence, 1(4), 259. 
62 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 
63 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Demolishing the competition: The longitudinal link between competitive 
video games, competitive gambling, and aggression. Journal of youth and adolescence, 42(7), 1090-1104. 
64 Zendle, D., Kudenko, D., & Cairns, P. (2018). Behavioural realism and the activation of aggressive concepts in 
violent video games. Entertainment computing, 24, 21-29. 
65 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2014). Video games and prosocial behavior: A study of the effects of non-violent, 
violent and ultra-violent gameplay. Computers in Human Behavior, 41, 8-13. 
66  Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). 
University of Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
67 Bastian, B., Jetten, J., & Radke, H. R. (2012). Cyber-dehumanization: Violent video game play diminishes our 
humanity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(2), 486-491. 



03 / The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards 
women 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium Medium - small number of studies largely drawn 
from Australia, US, UK, Canada 

The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. However, at present there is a lack of high-quality studies on this topic. VVGs which include 
sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some players. 

 

3.1 / Violent video games do not change attitudes towards women 
 

World 

Content analyses have revealed that video games contain fewer female 
protagonists, portray overly sexualised female characters, and games which depict violence 
can involve aggressive acts towards women.68, 69 There is growing concern that these 
representations of female characters normalise the objectification and sexualisation of 
women. 
 
The highest quality evidence suggests that VVGs do not change attitudes towards women in 
the long-term for either men or women. A three year study on a representative sample of 
German youth found that preference for action or first person shooter video games was not 
associated with sexist attitudes. Amount of time spent playing video games also had no 
association with sexism.70 The study controlled for other known risk factors of negative 
attitudes towards women such as age and education. A 2008 study on US college students 
found a significant correlation between long-term exposure to VVGs and rape myth 
acceptance71 as well as tolerance of sexual harassment. However a more complete analysis 
controlling for other factors resulted in no correlation between VVGs and these outcomes.72 
 

                                                
68 Van Reijmersdal, E. A., Jansz, J., Peters, O., & Van Noort, G. (2013). Why girls go pink: Game character 
identification and game-players’ motivations. Computers in Human Behavior, 29(6), 2640-2649. 
69 Lynch, T., Tompkins, J. E., van Driel, I. I., & Fritz, N. (2016). Sexy, strong, and secondary: A content analysis of 
female characters in video games across 31 years. Journal of Communication, 66(4), 564-584. 
70 Breuer, J., Kowert, R., Festl, R., & Quandt, T. (2015). Sexist games= sexist gamers? A longitudinal study on 
the relationship between video game use and sexist attitudes. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 
Networking, 18(4), 197-202. 
71 Rape myth acceptance refers to holding prejudicial, stereotyped and false beliefs about sexual assaults, 
rapists, and rape victims. These beliefs often serve to excuse sexual aggression, create hostility toward victims, 
and bias criminal prosecution. 
72 Dill, K. E., Brown, B. P., & Collins, M. A. (2008). Effects of exposure to sex-stereotyped video game characters 
on tolerance of sexual harassment. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 44(5), 1402-1408. 



When researchers measure short-term attitudes towards women the results are more mixed. 
Two laboratory studies conducted in Italy73 and the USA have found that violent games can 
reduce empathy towards women74 and increase hostile sexism75 for some male players. 
However, the violent content appeared to have no independent effect on attitudes towards 
women. Sexist content, or combined sexist and violent content were necessary to change 
players’ attitudes towards women.  
 
Overall, this evidence suggests that if video games do cause negative attitudes towards 
women, this effect is driven by sexualised or sexist content, rather than violent content. This 
conclusion is supported by other research. Correlational studies conducted online and in 
France found that playing video games is associated with both benevolent sexism76, 77 and 
hostile attitudes78 towards women, a meta-analysis of 54 studies concluded that video games 
increase self-objectification for both men and women79 and an RCT found that sexualised 
avatars in an adventure game increased adolescent players acceptance of rape myths 
compared to non-sexualised avatars.80  
 
Increased levels of sexist or sexualised content within video games are also associated with 
more negative attitudes towards women. A correlational study found that male college 
students who played more sexist games held more sexist attitudes towards women,81 and a 
2018 systematic-review found that women experienced self-objectification and low levels of 
self-efficacy as a result of exposure to sexist content within video games, compared with 
video games which didn’t contain sexist content.82  
 
While violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women, these studies provide some evidence that sexualised content may impact attitudes 
towards women. The available evidence suggests that this is driven by sexualised or sexist 
content, rather than violence.  

                                                
73 Note this study has been criticised for poor methodology including failure to randomise participants into study 
conditions. 
74 Gabbiadini, A., Riva, P., Andrighetto, L., Volpato, C., & Bushman, B. J. (2016). Acting like a tough guy: Violent-
sexist video games, identification with game characters, masculine beliefs, & empathy for female violence victims. 
PLoS one, 11(4), e0152121. 
75 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
76 Benevolent sexism is a form of paternalistic prejudice (treating a lower status group as a father might treat a 
child) directed toward women. 
77 Bègue, L., Sarda, E., Gentile, D. A., Bry, C., & Roché, S. (2017). Video games exposure and sexism in a 
representative sample of adolescents. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 466. 
78 Fox, J., & Potocki, B. (2016). Lifetime video game consumption, interpersonal aggression, hostile sexism, and 
rape myth acceptance: A cultivation perspective. Journal of interpersonal violence, 31(10), 1912-1931. 
79 Interestingly, video games had a larger impact than television consumption. Karsay, K., Knoll, J., & Matthes, J. 
(2018). Sexualizing media use and self-objectification: A meta-analysis. Psychology of women quarterly, 42(1), 9-
28. 
80 Driesmans, K., Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2015). Playing a videogame with a sexualized female 
character increases adolescents' rape myth acceptance and tolerance toward sexual harassment. Games for 
health journal, 4(2), 91-94. 
81 Stermer, S. P., & Burkley, M. (2015). SeX-Box: Exposure to sexist video games predicts benevolent sexism. 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(1), 47-55. 
82 Gestos, M., Smith-Merry, J., & Campbell, A. (2018). Representation of women in video games: a systematic 
review of literature in consideration of adult female wellbeing. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social networking, 
21(9), 535-541. 



Australia 

An Australian experimental study found that low-skilled male Halo 3 players were 
more hostile towards female teammates, particularly when they were performing 

poorly.83 In contrast, high-skilled male players were more positive towards female 
teammates. This study therefore suggests that sexism elicited by gameplay is triggered by 
the player’s sense of their own ability, and not by in-game violence. Moreover, this study did 
not compare Halo 3 to a non-violent game.  

3.2 / Conclusions 
 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that violent video games don’t 
increase negative attitudes towards women with medium strength of evidence and medium 
generalisability to Australia. However some evidence suggests that sexist video game 
content is harmful, and that VVGs which include sexualised or sexist content may increase 
negative sexist attitudes for some players. 
 

04 / The impacts of VVGs on young peoples’ 
mental health 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
UK, Canada 

There is no high quality evidence of a causal relationship between VVGs and depression, anxiety, 
suicidal ideation, attention problems, academic achievement or pro-social outcomes.  

 

4.1 / Violent video games do not cause negative mental health 
outcomes in young players 

World 

Research into the impact of VVGs on young peoples’ mental health is the most 
recent form of a long history of concerns about the impact of violent media on aggression, 
particularly as video games become ubiquitous in children’s lives. The peak body for the 
Australian video game industry reported that young Australians play video games for an 
average of 100 minutes per day for boys and 75 minutes for girls.84 Researchers are 
increasingly interested in understanding the long-term psychosocial and developmental 

                                                
83 Kasumovic, M. M., & Kuznekoff, J. H. (2015). Insights into sexism: Male status and performance moderates 
female-directed hostile and amicable behaviour. PloS one, 10(7), e0131613. 
84 Interactive Games & Entertainment Association. 2016 report.  



impacts of playing video games, especially those with extremely violent content. These 
include impacts on peer-relations, internalising problems such as anxiety or depression and 
attentional problems such as ADHD. 
 
There is no high quality evidence to suggest that VVGs increase negative mental health 
outcomes for young players. A meta-analysis by Ferguson et al. of 101 studies found neither 
video games nor VVGs had any impact on depression, attention disorders, conduct 
disorders, pro-social behaviour or academic achievement for both children and 
adolescents.85 The meta-analyses included correlational, experimental and longitudinal 
studies measuring both short and long-term effects. This meta-analysis has been replicated 
by an independent research team, which is noteworthy given the above mentioned biases 
and flawed methodology prevalent in this literature.86  

Longitudinal research conducted in the USA, Europe and Singapore find VVGs are not 
associated with negative mental health outcomes for young players. For example a 
prospective longitudinal study of over 5000 UK children found no association between 
preference for first-person shooter games at 8 years old and depression in adolescence.87 A 
longitudinal study on 300 Dutch children reported that preference for violent video games 
was not associated with mental health outcomes (neither positive nor negative) 1 year later.88 
Similarly violent video game play was not associated with depression or anxiety over 1 year 
of measurement in 10-14 years olds in the USA.89 A recent pre-registered study of 3000 
Singaporean youth found that playing VVGs was unrelated to youth pro-social behaviour 2 
years later.90 

Contrary to these findings, a recent correlational study of over 5000 US 5th grade students 
reported that playing VVGs for more than 2 hours per day was associated with increased 
depressive symptoms. However these results compared high daily VVG play to low daily 
VVG play, and did not compare violent to nonviolent games. When time spent playing video 
games was matched, there was no relationship between violent content and symptoms of 
depression.91  

                                                
85 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
86 Adachi, P. J. C., & Willoughby, T. (2016). The longitudinal association between competitive video game play 
and aggression among adolescents and young adults. Child Development, 87(6), 1877-1892. 
87 Etchells, P. J., Gage, S. H., Rutherford, A. D., & Munafò, M. R. (2016). Prospective investigation of video game 
use in children and subsequent conduct disorder and depression using data from the Avon longitudinal study of 
parents and children. PLoS One, 11(1), e0147732. 
88 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., Burk, W. J., & Granic, I. (2017). Video gaming and children’s 
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89 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
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Research on suicidal ideation is more mixed. A recent correlational study in the USA found 
no relationship between VVGs and suicidal ideation.92 Whilst another study in a nationally 
representative sample of US high-school students found a correlation between excessive 
video game use and suicidal ideation,93 this was not explicitly related to violent video games.  
It is also unclear whether video games cause suicidal ideation, or whether children 
experiencing suicidal ideation video game play.  

Other risk factors such as prior youth depression, anxiety, family, socio-economic status or 
peer delinquency, are a more reliable predictor of mental health outcomes for children and 
adolescents. Many studies suggest that compared to other known socio-demographic risk 
factors, VVGs present minimal danger to the mental health of young players. A 1 year 
longitudinal study in the US94 found that anxiety and depression were predicted by parental 
aggression, delinquent peers and previous symptoms of depression, whereas exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with any negative mental health outcomes.95 Similarly, a US study 
found that gender, antisocial traits, family environment and prior mental health conditions 
predicted attention problems in children,96 whereas attention problems were not related to 
playing more video games or a preference for VVGs.  

Evidence suggests that other game characteristics such as competition,97 and excessive 
gameplay,98, 99 in particular pathological video-gaming,100 have a larger effect on mental 
health outcomes than violent content. Research carried out with 10-14 year olds in the USA 
over one year found that playing VVGs did not predict depression or anxiety,101 however, 
high levels of competitive gaming were associated with negative mental health outcomes 
such as depression and reduced pro-social behaviour.  
 
Emerging evidence suggests that video games might have a protective effect for children’s 
mental health. In a high quality correlational study surveying over 3000 young children 
across six European nations, increased video game usage (more than five hours per week) 
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was not associated with any negative mental health, social or behavioural outcomes. 
Children who played more video games had lower rates of internalising disorders and fewer 
thoughts of death, and experienced pro-social and academic benefits, including elevated 
intellectual functioning, high overall competence, and specific benefits in reading, 
mathematics and spelling.102 
 
While beyond the scope of this review, there is also increasing evidence that playing video 
games more generally provides many benefits for children and adolescents. Researchers 
have summarised the evidence for various cognitive, social and psychological benefits of 
video games for young players.103 
 

Australia 

To our knowledge, there are no Australian studies that compare mental health 
outcomes in young people for violent and non-violent games. Australian studies 

have found that young peoples’ mental health104 and academic performance105 decline as 
screen time increases. However, there is no evidence from the Australian context that violent 
game content mediates or exacerbates any negative impacts of playing video games. Below 
we have separated out Australian findings in relation to mental health outcomes: 
 
Pathological gaming. A study of over 1200 South Australian high school students found a 
rate of Pathological Video Gaming (PVG) of less than two per cent.106 Young people with 
PVG did not meet the criteria for clinical depression or anxiety, although this study did not 
specifically address video game violence.  
 
Sleep. Some Australian studies have found that playing violent video games before bed 
disrupts young players’ sleep.107, 108 These studies did not compare sleep quality after 
playing a non-violent game, and attribute effects on sleep to the arousing nature of the 
games chosen. These studies also used very small sample sizes (less than 20 participants). 
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Other Australian studies suggest that the general stimulation of computer use,109 duration of 
play,110 and the tendency of young gamers to enter a flow state111 while playing112 disrupt 
sleep, not necessarily violent content.  
 
Behavioural and emotional problems. Australian studies have found that children who play 
more video games are more likely to have behavioural and emotional problems,113 and less 
ability to self-regulate.114 However, these studies only measured video game play or media 
exposure (including all types of video games) overall, and did not distinguish between violent 
and non-violent games. 
 
Self-dehumanisation.115 Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent and extremely 
violent games have found that extremely violent games cause players to self-dehumanise.116 
Another Australian study found that an extremely violent game (Mortal Kombat) reduced 
players’ perception of their own humanity when they were the target, not the perpetrator, of 
violence in the game.117 However, these studies were conducted with an adult sample, so it 
is unclear whether young people experience dehumanisation due to game violence. 
 
Positive social outcomes. A laboratory study conducted in Australia found that playing a 
violent game (Left 4 Dead 2) increased players’ positive affect and sense of connection when 
their teammate was a human-controlled (not computer-controlled) character.118 This finding 
is consistent with international research on the prosocial benefits of playing cooperative 
VVGs. Other Australian studies have found no effect of violent119 or even prosocial120 games 
on prosocial behaviour, although their measures of prosocial behaviour have questionable 
relevance to real-world behaviour. In addition, these studies were conducted in an adult 
sample, so it is unclear whether young people experience the same benefits. 

4.2 / Conclusions 
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Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that video games do not cause 
negative mental health outcomes for young players with medium strength of evidence and 
high generalisability to Australia. However some evidence suggests that VVGs might have a 
positive impact on mental health outcomes. 

05 / Recommendations  
 
The aim of this literature review was to answer the question: 
 
“What are the main gaps in our understanding of the link between playing violent video 
games, and aggression and attitudes towards women, in Australia?” 

Below, we outline our conclusions and recommendations as to whether further research is 
needed to explore the impacts of VVGs in the Australian context in relation to aggression, 
attitudes to women or mental health outcomes for young players.  

5.1 / Aggression 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from 
international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
aggression in Australian research? 

 
Conclusions: 
 

● Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there 
is little to no impact of violent video games on aggression.  
 

● To date, limited research has been conducted in Australia. However, the strength of 
generalisable international research can fill any research gaps in the Australian 
context. This includes meta-analyses and emerging high quality research which 
converge on the conclusion that VVGs cause little or no real-world aggressive 
behaviour.  
 

● It is unlikely that additional research in Australia would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. 
 

Recommendation: At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression.  
  



5.2 / Attitudes towards women 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women 
emerging from international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
attitudes towards women in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 
 

● The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and 
attitudes towards women. There is only one Australian study on the effect of a VVG 
on attitudes towards women, and this study did not compare violent and non-violent 
video games.  
 

● Violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women. Some studies suggest that VVGs which contain sexist or sexualised content 
increase negative attitudes towards women. However, the available evidence 
suggests that this effect is driven by the sexualised or sexist content, rather than 
violence. While there is no strong evidence that violent content increases the 
negative impacts of sexist video games, the effect of sexualised or sexist content has 
not been adequately addressed in the literature. 
 

● Additional research on the effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women focus on 
sexist and sexualised content should be prioritised over the impact of violent content. 
Research suggests highly sexualised/sexist games may have an impact on attitudes 
towards women. Future research should compare the effects of matched video 
games with and without sexualised/sexist content to determine the independent effect 
of this content. 

 
Recommendation: As the available high quality evidence finds that violent content in VVGs 
alone has no effect on attitudes towards women, no further research is recommended to 
understand the relationship between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. 

 
  



5.3 / Mental health outcomes  
 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely violent 
games impact the mental health of young game players? 

2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young game 
players according in Australia? 

Conclusions: 
 

● There is no evidence in the international literature of a robust causal relationship 
between VVGs and depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, attention problems, 
academic achievement or pro-social outcomes. Other risk factors such as family 
environment, delinquent peers and prior mental health conditions are much more 
robust predictors of poor mental health outcomes. 
 

● It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
has not been shown to affect mental health over and above general game play. 

 
Recommendation:  At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and youth mental health.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Appendix A 
 
Different types of bias identified in the literature investigating the effect of VVGs on 
aggression: 
 

Bias Description Influence on the debate on whether VVGs 
cause negative outcomes 

Citation 
bias 

Authors selectively reference 
studies that support their 
hypotheses, and exclude studies 
that contradict their hypotheses.  

VVG meta-analyses selectively include studies 
which match the researchers’ pre-determined 
hypotheses. Evidence suggests that scholars 
who neglect to refer to research which 
contradicts their hypotheses report higher effect 
sizes.121 

Publication 
bias 

Statistically significant effects are 
more likely to be reported in 
journals than null effects. 

Studies that find an effect of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes towards women, and 
mental health outcomes are over-represented in 
the literature.122 Studies finding no relationship 
between VVGs and aggression are less likely to 
be published. This results in a false perception 
of the amount of evidence in favour of VVGs 
causing both positive and negative outcomes in 
players.  

Inflation 
bias 

Measures of aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and mental health 
outcomes are not standardised 
across studies and there is no 
consensus on how they should be 
interpreted.  

Study results can be selectively interpreted by 
authors to support their predetermined 
hypotheses. The authors of VVG meta-analyses 
may have biases which influence how they 
interpret and present evidence from the 
literature.123   

 

Greater transparency has been proposed as a way to address research bias and poor 
methodology.124 Pre-registration requires scholars to submit their research rationale, 
hypotheses, design and analytic strategy prior to conducting an experiment. This locks 
researchers into a pre-specified plan and reduces the opportunity for both explicit and implicit 
bias creeping in to the research process. Publicising research agendas ahead of time also 
prevents the failure to report results which contradict the original aims of the researchers. 

                                                
121 Ferguson, C.J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
122 Ferguson, C. J. (2018). The problem of false positives and false negatives in violent video game experiments. 
International journal of law and psychiatry, 56, 35-43. 
123 Ferguson, C. J., & Colwell, J. (2017). Understanding why scholars hold different views on the influences of 
video games on public health. Journal of Communication, 67(3), 305-327. 
124 Rahal, R. M., & Open Science Collaboration. (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. 
Science, 349(6251), aac4716. 
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Executive summary 

 
 
Playing video games is a popular pastime among Australians, with 2 out of 3 Australians 
reporting that they play video games.1 There is ongoing concern internationally that playing 
violent or extremely violent video games (VVGs) may lead to negative outcomes, including 
increased aggression, negative attitudes to women and poor mental health outcomes for 
young players. While decades of research exists attempting to address these questions, 
there is ongoing controversy on the effects of VVGs. Meanwhile community concerns 
continue to grow alongside technological advances and increasingly realistic and immersive 
player experiences.   

The evidence is therefore of interest to policy makers in Australia. The current review of 
academic research literature on the effects of violent video games seeks to determine 
whether there are any gaps in this research from an Australian perspective. At the time of 
publication, only a small number of studies investigating the impacts of violent video games 
on behaviour and attitudes have been conducted within Australia. The vast majority of 
research has been carried out in the United States, Europe and Asia. Here, we assess the 
extent to which findings from international research can be used to inform an understanding 
of the potential impact of VVGs in an Australian setting. 
 
Research Finding 1: International research is generalisable to the Australian context  
 
Most of the existing research on the effects of VVGs has been conducted in Western Europe 
and the United States. Australia shares many cultural and economic similarities with these 
countries and this research is therefore considered highly generalisable to the Australian 
context. Further, given the marginal differences in the strength of effects reported across 
cultures, international research from Asia and Hispanic cultures is also considered relevant 
to our understanding of the relationship between VVGs and aggression in the Australian 
context. Small effects of culture are apparent, with researchers generally finding that effect 
sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression are slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic 
cultures than for Western cultures.2, 3, 4 However, the magnitude of these effects across all 
cultures studied is small, and supports the conclusion that they are helpful in understanding 
the effects of VVGs on Australian players.  
 
Unlike the aggression literature, little research exists on the cross-cultural generalisability of 
findings concerning the impact of VVGs on youth mental health and attitudes towards 
                                                
1 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: Interactive 
Games and Entertainment Association. 
2 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
3 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
4  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
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women. However, what research does exist does not suggest that violent content results in 
VVG players having poor attitudes towards women or negative mental health outcomes.  
 
Research Finding 2: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on aggression.  
  
Internationally there is much debate over the nature of the relationship between violent video 
games and players’ behaviours and attitudes. The current review synthesises findings from 
the last decade to draw up-to-date conclusions as to the impact of violent video games. 
 
Interpreting contradictory findings in the research literature is challenging due to widely 
varying methodologies, the tendency to only measure short-term outcomes, an overreliance 
on correlational evidence, and inconsistent definitions and measurements of aggression and 
attitudes towards women. Much of the academic literature on VVGs is dominated by 
supporters5 and opponents6 of the hypothesised link between playing VVGs and aggression. 
Despite the ongoing controversy, high-quality individual studies that use meaningful 
measures of aggression, and meta-analyses that control for other likely causes of 
aggression, converge on the same conclusion: VVGs have little to no meaningful impact on 
real-world aggressive behaviour.  
 
Research Finding 3: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on youth mental health or attitudes to women. 
 
There are also fears that VVGs have other negative effects, namely on players’ mental 
health and their attitudes towards women. The high-quality studies that are available support 
the same general conclusion as the aggression literature: it is unlikely that violent content in 
video games meaningfully impacts attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players. The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players are less well studied than aggression, with few high-quality studies and meta-
analyses available at present.  

Our recommendations based on the research findings 
 
We were asked by the Department of Communications and the Arts to conduct a review of 
academic literature on the impacts of violent video games relating to attitudes to women, 
child and youth mental health and aggression to identify any gaps in the research from an 
Australian perspective that would necessitate the conduct of new research in Australia. 
Based on the above conclusions, we make the following recommendations to the 
Department of Communications and the Arts: 
 

● We do not recommend that further research is carried out in an Australian 
context to understand the relationship between VVGs and aggression. It is 

                                                
5 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
6 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
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unlikely that additional research in Australia on the effect of VVGs on aggression 
would meaningfully add to the academic literature. Correlational, longitudinal and 
experimental research from generalisable populations in Europe, North America and 
Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there is little to no impact of violent 
video games on aggression.  
 

● We do not recommend that further research is carried out in an Australian 
context to understand the relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. While there is a lack of Australian evidence addressing this research 
question, the highest quality international research from the US and Western Europe 
finds no strong evidence that violent content in itself causes players to develop 
negative attitudes towards women. If further research is to be conducted, the effects 
of sexualised and sexist content on attitudes to women should be prioritised over 
investigating the impact of violent content. 
 

● We do not recommend that further research is carried out in an Australian 
context to understand the relationship between VVGs and mental health 
outcomes in young players. It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link 
between violent games and mental health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. 
International research from North America, Europe and Asia does not support the 
hypothesis that VVGs are related to poor youth mental health outcomes. There is 
some evidence to suggest that excessive video game play is related to poor mental 
health, however violent content does not affect mental health over and above general 
game play. 
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01 / Introduction 
 

 
The purported link between violent video games (VVGs) and real-world violent attitudes and 
behaviours is a controversial and politicised issue. Mass shootings have been linked to 
VVGs since the infamous Columbine school shooting, as the perpetrators were avid players 
of Doom, a graphic first-person shooter game. Mass shootings continue to be linked to VVGs 
by some politicians and public commentators, however evidence suggests that not all 
perpetrators play VVGs, or played video games regularly.7 
 
The nature of the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
players’ attitudes and behaviours is also contentious amongst academics.8, 9, 10, 11 The 
controversy around VVGs is fuelled by the rapid pace of game development, which outstrips 
the pace of academic research. VVGs are increasingly complex, social, and graphic, such 
that academic studies from only 10 years ago may not apply to current games. Advances in 
video game graphics have greatly enhanced the realism of games, making them more 
immersive. Some researchers have argued that video game realism12 and sexualisation of 
characters13 in immersive games might lead to greater negative impacts of playing video 
games than more traditional, less immersive video game formats. This has broadened 
community concerns about the effects of VVGs from aggression and violence to include 
attitudes towards women and mental health, particularly in young players. 
 
The purpose of this review is to determine the relationship between violent, and extremely 
violent, video games and aggression, attitudes towards women, and youth mental health in 
the Australian context. Due to the relative lack of studies in Australian cohorts, this review is 
also designed to determine to what degree international findings can be generalised to 
Australia. Finally, in light of the available evidence and generalisability to Australia, we will 
form recommendations as to whether further research is needed in Australians to cover gaps 
in the VVG research.  

                                                
7 Bogost, I. (2019). Video-Game Violence Is Now a Partisan Issue. The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/08/video-game-violence-became-partisan-issue/595456/ 
[Accessed 1 Nov. 2019]. 
8 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior, aggressive 
cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific 
literature. Psychological science, 12(5), 353-359. 
9 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
10 Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
11 Ferguson, C. J., & Kilburn, J. (2010). Much ado about nothing: The misestimation and overinterpretation of 
violent video game effects in Eastern and Western nations: Comment on Anderson et al.(2010). 
12 Krcmar, M., Farrar, K., & McGloin, R. (2011). The effects of video game realism on attention, retention and 
aggressive outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 432-439. 
13 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
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1.1 / Generalisability of international findings to the Australian 
context 
 
The impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health are 
questions of global interest. Internationally, a large body of research has been carried out to 
attempt to understand these associations, in particular relating to impacts on aggression. As 
with many questions in other policy areas, in order to reach the most robust conclusions we 
want to draw widely from the findings of international research. This is particularly the case 
for the Australian context, given that Australian research is currently limited in this space. In 
order to draw from international research, we need to first think carefully about how and 
when findings are likely to generalise across countries and cultures; a question posed by 
social scientists in other contexts for decades. There is some consensus that generalising 
findings across contexts is most appropriate with rigorous quantitative methodologies, and 
among studies using large samples.14 Hence, when looking at the international literature, we 
have given higher weighting to these studies (refer to section 1.3 below on ‘Strength of 
Evidence’ for more information about the research we have highlighted in this review).  
 
Most research has been carried out in countries that are, like Australia, industrialised, 
economically stable and technologically advanced 
 
It is worth noting that the majority of countries in which research has been carried out on the 
impacts of violent video games have moderate or high economic strength and level of 
technological sophistication. A common criticism of attempts to generalise from psychological 
studies is that participants in psychology studies tend to be Western, Educated, 
Industrialised, Rich and Democratic (WEIRD). While Australians are classified as WEIRD, 
globally speaking, most people are not.15 While not all samples discussed in this review are 
WEIRD, they are predominantly educated, industrialised, rich and democratic. In other 
words, only countries that are sufficiently developed such that inhabitants have general 
access to VVGs and high usage characteristics can provide enough data from which to draw 
robust conclusions.  
 
Culture may have a small impact on the impacts of Violent Video games in relation to 
non –WEIRD countries 
 
It is apparent that any cultural factors mediating the relationship between VVGs and 
aggression and mental health are small, if not trivial. Many explanations have been proposed 
for why culture would be a moderating factor on the impacts of VVGs on aggression, 
including differences in collectivistic values and moral discipline,16 how violence is 
contextualised in the media, the context in which video-games are played,17 and variation 

                                                
14 Generalizability and Transferability, The WAC Clearing house. Retrieved from: 
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/writing/guides/gentrans/. 
15 Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29. 
16 JIN, Y., & LI, J. (2014). Cultural Differences in the Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression 
Cognition: Based on the Perspective of Meta-analysis. Advances in Psychological Science, 22(8), 1226-1235. 
17Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
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across cultures in the meaning of being a perpetrator and a victim of aggression.18 These 
studies predominantly explore the differences between research outcomes in Eastern 
(predominantly Japan, but also Singapore and China) versus Western (predominantly the 
USA, UK, Australia, Germany, and other European countries) cultures. 
 
Some small effects of culture are apparent, generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of 
VVGs on aggression tend to be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than 
Western cultures.19,20, 21  For example, in a cross-cultural comparison of the impacts of VVGs 
in Eastern (primarily Japan, but also China, Singapore) and Western (primarily USA) 
cultures, Anderson22 found larger effects of VVGs on aggression in Western than Eastern 
countries. However, this finding was only marginally significant, and only apparent in 
longitudinal research studies. However, in these comparisons, cultural differences are often 
confounded with differences in research design, meaning that variance could in fact be due 
different ways of measuring aggression.  
 
This finding is supported by researchers who argue both that VVGs lead to increased 
aggression, and those who argue that VVGs have no impact on aggression. For example, 
Ferguson23 found Eastern samples returned smaller effect sizes, as did Latin/Hispanic 
samples, than did Western samples. Given that effect sizes across all studies analysed by 
Ferguson were generally small, the differences among culture as a moderating variable were 
also deemed small. It is also important to note that this meta-analysis looked at all video 
games, both violent and non-violent. However, they do corroborate Anderson’s argument 
that culture/ethnicity might somewhat moderate the impact on aggression, with Western 
samples showing greater effect sizes. Similarly, a subsequent meta-analysis from Prescott, 
Sargent and Hull24 (2018) focusing exclusively on the longitudinal outcomes of VVGs on 
White, Asian and Hispanic samples found strongest associations between White samples, 
intermediate associations with Asian samples and smallest with Hispanic samples 
(acknowledging that only a small number of studies exist that us Hispanic samples).  
 

                                                
18 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
19 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
20 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
21  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
22  Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
23 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
24 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
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While some studies suggest that rates of aggression vary across cultures, 25 the size and 
direction of the association between the two factors (predictor and outcome) generally 
remains the same.26 More broadly, correlational research looking at the relationship between 
media violence exposure and aggressive behaviours across cultures has found few cross-
cultural differences.27, 28 One comparison of the impact of media violence among seven 
countries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, and the United States) 
found no significant differences in the strength of the relationship with aggression across 
cultures.29  
 
There are few studies looking at cross-cultural variations in the impacts of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women and youth mental health.  
 
One cross-cultural study looked at the relationship between the amount of time spent playing 
VVGs and mental health in young children.30 Comparisons were made across Eastern and 
Western European countries (Germany, The Netherlands, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, and 
Turkey). Across cultures, differences were seen in usage patterns - but once these were 
controlled for, no differences were found in mental health outcomes across countries. 
Although there is a relative lack of cross-cultural studies investigating the effects of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women, as we outline in Section 3.1 below, any effects are more likely to 
be due to the sexist and sexualised content of games, not violence per se.  
 
We are assessing generalisability to the Australian context based on whether research 
comes from ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’ contexts 
 
Given the above evidence, we have characterised the research outlined throughout the 
review as having ‘high’, ‘medium’ or ‘low’ generalisability to the Australian context (see Table 
1 below for an outline of the classification criteria). Below we have divided the research 
outlined in the review into that carried out in the international context (‘World’) and in an 
Australian context (‘Australia’).  
 
 
  

                                                
25 Research into aggression has found common factor structures underlying aggression across cultures. 
Lansford, J. E., Skinner, A. T., Sorbring, E., Giunta, L. D., Deater‐Deckard, K., Dodge, K. A., . . . & Uribe Tirado, L. 
M. (2012). Boys’ and girls’ relational and physical aggression in nine countries. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 298-
308. 
26 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
27 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998.  
28 Ferguson, C. J., Colwell, J., Mlačić, B., Milas, G., & Mikloušić, I. (2011). Personality and media influences on 
violence and depression in a cross-national sample of young adults: Data from Mexican–Americans, English and 
Croatians. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 1195-1200. 
29 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998. . 
30 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children?. Social 
psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
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Table 1. How we have assessed generalisability to Australia 

Low generalisability to the 
Australian context  

Medium generalisability to the 
Australian context 

High generalisability to the 
Australian context. 

Studies that come from 
developing nations where 
social, cultural and political 
factors are contrasting to those 
of Western nations.  
 
In addition, access to 
technologies and games 
associated with gaming are 
markedly low.  
 

Research comes from 
countries (predominantly 
Eastern) that have similar 
socio-economic conditions to 
the Australian context, and 
most studies show cross-
cultural similarities in relation to 
Western contexts. However, 
some small differences in effect 
sizes between rates of game 
play and effect sizes (e.g. 
Japan). 
 
Countries include: Japan, 
Singapore, China, and Taiwan. 
Also included are studies with 
Latin/Hispanic cultures 

Carried out in countries that 
have been shown to have 
similar gaming characteristics 
and cultural factors to Australia 
(primarily Western countries 
with similar patterns seen in the 
effects of VVGs). 
We are confident that the 
studies detailed can be helpful 
in understanding the Australian 
context.  
 
Countries include: UK, USA, 
Germany, Belgium, France, 
and the Netherlands. 
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1.2 / Methodology 
This section outlines the methodology for the present review of academic literature on the 
impact of VVGs.  

Search Criteria 

A computerised literature search was conducted via Google Scholar, PubMed, 
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Proquest and PsycINFO, using relevant search terms (see 
Table 1 in Appendix A) to identify the most relevant literature.  
 
Using the above criteria over 200 original research articles were collected and reviewed, in 
addition to meta-analyses and systematic reviews. A large number of studies met the search 
criteria but were not included in this report as they did not meet the inclusion criteria detailed 
below. Therefore, the attached bibliography does not reflect an exhaustive list of all extant 
research on the impacts of VGGs. Rather it reflects research referenced in the body of the 
literature review, which synthesises and summarises the highest quality research conducted 
in the past 10 years.  
 

Inclusion Criteria 

This review synthesises the highest quality research investigating the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health. Due to the increased graphic 
realism, immersive experience and levels of violent content in modern video games only 
studies conducted in the past 10 years were included. A systematic scan of the literature 
revealed hundreds of studies investigating the impacts of VVG’s on aggression, attitudes 
towards women and youth mental health. Due to the volume of poor-quality studies 
identified, the inclusion criteria were restricted to prioritise only the most rigorous research. 
This was assessed using the criteria outlined in the Strength of Evidence Table (Table 2) 
below.  

Strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence was assessed using the criteria in the table below. This review 
prioritised research conducted in the past 10 years which had the characteristics outlined in 
the green high column below. Where high quality evidence was not available, evidence that 
was categorised as medium or low was included in order to form conclusions and 
recommendations. Low strength of evidence studies were included in only 7 occasions and 
only where higher quality studies were not available. Where low quality research is referred 
to this is explicitly labelled within this report.   
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Table 2. How we have assessed strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence 

Low Medium High 

Evidence of research bias or 
subject to peer-reviewed 
criticism. 
 
Studies with unvalidated 
measures of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Correlational studies where 
other known causes of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health are not 
controlled for. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with low 
or undemonstrated association 
with real life attitudes or 
behaviour. 
 
 

Correlational studies with a 
small number of known causes 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health 
controlled for. 
 
Studies which rely on self-
report measures only. 
 
Studies with small samples with 
low generalisability. 
 
Meta-analyses with evidence of 
research bias, have been 
subjected to peer-reviewed 
criticism or have not been 
independently replicated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Correlational studies which 
have controlled for multiple 
known causes of aggression/ 
attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Longitudinal or retrospective 
studies which measure 
attitudes or behaviour over time 
 
Studies with large nationally 
representative samples. 
 
Studies or meta-analyses 
which have been independently 
replicated. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with high 
demonstrated association with 
real-life attitudes or behaviour. 
 
Studies which have adopted 
open science practices such as 
pre-registration. 
 
Studies which include multiple 
outcome measures such as 
self-reports, peer-report and 
validated measurement scales. 
 
Studies which have conducted 
cross-cultural comparisons or 
have generalised findings 
across different contexts. 

 
As stated above, each recommendation set out in this review was made using studies that 
span this spectrum of research quality. We prioritised studies that meet the criteria for high 
quality, and have made stronger recommendations where more high-quality research was 
available to draw on. In our recommendations, a high degree of research quality indicates 
that additional research is unlikely to meaningfully contribute to the existing literature.  
 
 
 
 



14 
 

02 / The effect of violent video games on 
aggression 

 

2.1 / Violent video games are unlikely to cause aggression 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

High High quality studies drawn from the US, UK, 
Germany, China, Singapore and Australia. 

The results of high-quality international and Australian studies suggest that the effect of VVGs on 
aggression is small to non-existent. 

 

World 

Recent high-quality studies indicate that the link between VVGs and aggression is 
small to non-existent. Studies that properly control for other known causes of aggression, 
and those that measure real-world behaviour either find no relationship, or a very small effect 
of VVGs on aggression.  

While only a recent phenomenon, recent pre-registered studies have mostly found no link 
between VVGs and aggression, nor any other negative effects. In a pre-registered trial 
conducted in the UK, researchers interviewed a large sample of British adolescents and their 
parents or carers. They found no association between exposure to VVGs over the past 
month and real-life aggressive behaviour as measured by carer assessment.32 Similarly, 
three pre-registered randomised controlled trials conducted in the USA found no effect of 
VVGs on short-term measures of aggressive inclinations33, hostility34 or aggressive 
behaviour.35 Two pre-registered longitudinal studies have also found no association between 
VVG exposure and aggression measured at a later time.36 For instance, a study of over 3000 
Singaporean youth found no association between playing VVGs and aggression measured 

                                                
32 Przybylski, A. K., & Weinstein, N. (2019). Violent video game engagement is not associated with adolescents' 
aggressive behaviour: evidence from a registered report. Royal Society open science, 6(2), 171474. 
33 McCarthy, R. J., Coley, S. L., Wagner, M. F., Zengel, B., & Basham, A. (2016). Does playing video games with 
violent content temporarily increase aggressive inclinations? A pre-registered experimental study. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 67, 13-19. 
34 Ferguson, C. J., Trigani, B., Pilato, S., Miller, S., Foley, K., & Barr, H. (2016). Violent video games don’t 
increase hostility in teens, but they do stress girls out. Psychiatric quarterly, 87(1), 49-56. 
35 Ferguson, C. J., Colon-Motas, K., Esser, C., Lanie, C., Purvis, S., & Williams, M. (2017). The (not so) evil 
within? Agency in video game choice and the impact of violent content. Simulation & Gaming, 48(3), 329-337 
36 Ferguson, C. J. (2019). A preregistered longitudinal analysis of aggressive video games and aggressive 
behavior in Chinese youth. Psychiatric quarterly, 1-5. 
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two years later.37 The authors concluded that it would take 27 hours per day of playing VVGs 
to produce clinically noticeable changes in aggression.  

In the past 10 years four meta-analyses have been conducted to synthesise the literature 
investigating the effect of VVGs on aggression.38, 39, 40, 41 Combined, these meta-analyses 
cover hundreds of correlational, experimental and longitudinal studies involving hundreds of 
thousands of participants. The overall conclusion to be drawn from these meta-analyses is 
that VVGs have a small effect on aggression. 
 
However there are several reasons to question whether any effect in fact exists:  
 

● These meta-analyses include many laboratory experiments with poor methodology. 
They rely on artificial measures of short-term aggression, with unproven correlation to 
real-life aggressive behaviour.  

● Effect sizes are smaller in studies with outcome measures that are more closely 
related to real-life aggressive behaviour, and research measuring long-term 
outcomes. 

● As research methodology and rigor has improved over the past 10 years, evidence of 
a link between VVGs and aggression has grown weaker.  

● When other known risk factors associated with aggression are controlled for (baseline 
aggression levels, gender, socioeconomic status) the association between VVGs and 
aggression diminishes almost entirely, suggesting that VVGs are not an independent 
cause of aggression.  

 
There is also substantial evidence of bias within this literature (see Appendix B), especially in 
experimental studies claiming to demonstrate that VVGs cause aggression.42 The 
aforementioned emerging research has begun to address these biases by adopting more 
rigorous methodology. Research which is pre-registered, has been independently replicated, 
measures real-life aggressive behaviour or long-term outcomes reports effects that are small 
to non-existent.   

Contrary to these findings, one recent pre-registered cross-sectional study found an 
association between playing video games and self-reported interpersonal violence in US 

                                                
37 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
38Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
39 Greitemeyer, T., & Mügge, D. O. (2014). Video games do affect social outcomes: A meta-analytic review of the 
effects of violent and prosocial video game play. Personality and social psychology bulletin, 40(5), 578-589. 
40 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on psychological science, 10(5), 646-666. 
41 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
42 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., & Rouder, J. N. (2017). Overstated evidence for short-term effects of violent 
games on affect and behavior: A reanalysis of Anderson et al.(2010). Psychological Bulletin, 143(7), 757-774. 
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university students.43 However the study did not address the impact of violence in video 
games, so it does not provide any evidence that violent content in games drives aggression.  

While experimental studies are useful to gather evidence about causality, they have mostly 
relied on short-term measures of aggression. To investigate whether VVGs cause 
aggression over time, researchers conducted a randomised controlled trial in Germany. 
Participants were assigned to play a VVG, a non-violent video game or no game at all. There 
was no difference between the groups across a range of measures of aggression 
immediately following eight weeks of gameplay, or two months after the experiment ended.44  
 
Research investigating the effects of VVGs have used a range of aggression measures, 
many of which are artificial behaviours in a laboratory setting 45, 46, 47, 48 (e.g. putting hot 
sauce into another participant’s food), or self-report scales of aggressive thoughts and 
emotions 49 50, 51, 52, 53, 54. There is no clear evidence that these measures relate to or predict 
real-world behaviours,55 which are the real concern to the community. If VVGs did in fact 
cause real-world aggressive behaviours, we would expect to observe a correlation between 
violent video game consumption and real-world violent incidents. In four separate analyses,56 
researchers compared patterns of US crime data with measures of VVG consumption over 
the past 30 years.57 They found no evidence of a relationship between VVG consumption 
and aggressive assaults or homicides. In fact, several measures of VVG consumption were 

                                                
43 Ivory, A. H., Ivory, J. D., & Lanier, M. (2017). Video Game Use as Risk Exposure, Protective Incapacitation, or 
Inconsequential Activity Among University Students. Journal of Media Psychology, 29,42-53. 
44 Kühn, S., Kugler, D. T., Schmalen, K., Weichenberger, M., Witt, C., & Gallinat, J. (2019). Does playing violent 
video games cause aggression? A longitudinal intervention study. Molecular psychiatry, 24(8), 1220. 
45 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A. and Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video games on 
children’s helpful and hurtful behaviors. Aggressive Behavior 38: 281–287, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21428 
46 Anderson, C. A., Bushman, B. J., Bartholow, B. D., Cantor, J., Christakis, D., Coyne, S. M., ... & Huesmann, R. 
(2017). Screen violence and youth behavior. Pediatrics, 140(Supplement 2), S142-S147. 
47 Engelhardt, C. R., Bartholow, B. D., Kerr, G. T., & Bushman, B. J. (2011). This is your brain on 
violent video games: Neural desensitization to violence predicts increased aggression following violent 
video game exposure. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 47(5), 1033-1036. 
48 Hollingdale, J., & Greitemeyer, T. (2014). The effect of online violent video games on levels of 
aggression. PLoS one, 9(11), e111790. 
49 Sestir, M. A., & Bartholow, B. D. (2010). Violent and nonviolent video games produce opposing 
effects on aggressive and prosocial outcomes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46(6), 934-
942. 
50 Bösche, W. (2010). Violent video games prime both aggressive and positive cognitions. Journal of 
Media Psychology. 
51 Bucolo, D. (2010). Violent video game exposure and physical aggression in adolescence: tests of 
the general aggression model. 
52 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A., & Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video 
games on college students' affect. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 263-271. 
53 Gao, X., Weng, L., Zhou, Y., & Yu, H. (2017). The Influence of Empathy and Morality of Violent 
Video Game Characters on Gamers’ Aggression. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 1863. 
54 Ivory, A. H., & Kaestle, C. E. (2013). The effects of profanity in violent video games on players' 
hostile expectations, aggressive thoughts and feelings, and other responses. Journal of Broadcasting 
& Electronic Media, 57(2), 224-241. 
55 McCarthy, R. J., & Elson, M. (2018). A conceptual review of lab-based aggression 
paradigms. Collabra: Psychology, 4(1). 
56 The analyses compared US data on violent crime with release dates for major VVGs, VVG sales data and 
internet searches for VVG guides. 
57 Markey, P. M., Markey, C. N., & French, J. E. (2015). Violent video games and real-world violence: Rhetoric 
versus data. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(4), 277. 
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associated with decreased crime-rates, a finding supported by other research comparing 
patterns of VVG consumption and US crime data.58, 59  
 
There are several possible explanations as to why VVG consumption would be associated 
with less violent crime. VVGs might have a cathartic effect, allowing healthy venting of 
aggression in a controlled and harmless environment. Alternatively, more aggressive people 
might prefer to play VVGs, and are therefore occupied by a non-violent activity following VVG 
releases.  It is important to note that these findings are correlational, and therefore cannot be 
used to draw causal conclusions. 
 

Variable susceptibility to the effects of VVGs 
 
An area of increasing interest to researchers is whether individuals differ in their susceptibility 
to the impacts of VVGs. Valkenburg and Peter (2013) propose that individual differences in 
personality traits, social-context and mental health conditions might determine the size and 
nature of VVG effects.60 However there is currently a lack of strong evidence that this is the 
case.61 While some studies report variable effects on aggression based on peer factors,62 
age, 63 sex,64,65 personality traits66, 67 and family environment68, 69 the evidence is 
inconsistent. For example, one US correlational study found no evidence that children with 
                                                
58 Cunningham, S., Engelstätter, B., & Ward, M. R. (2016). Violent video games and violent crime. Southern 
Economic Journal, 82(4), 1247-1265. 
59 Ferguson, C. J. (2014). Does media violence predict societal violence? It depends on what you look at and 
when. Journal of Communication, 65(1), E1-E22. 
60 Valkenburg PM, Peter J. (2013a). The differential susceptibility to media effects model. J. Commun. 
63:221–43 
61 Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2013b). Comm Research—Views from Europe| Five Challenges for 
the Future of Media-Effects Research. International Journal of Communication, 7, 19. 
62 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., Lugtig, P., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). The role of perceived peer 
norms in the relationship between media violence exposure and adolescents' aggression. Media 
Psychology, 19(1), 4-26. 
63 Breuer, J., Vogelgesang, J., Quandt, T., & Festl, R. (2015). Violent video games and physical 
aggression: Evidence for a selection effect among adolescents. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 
4(4), 305-328. 
64 Hasan, Y., Bègue, L., & Bushman, B. J. (2012). Viewing the world through “blood-red tinted 
glasses”: The hostile expectation bias mediates the link between violent video game exposure and 
aggression. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(4), 953-956. 
65 Verheijen, G. P., Burk, W. J., Stoltz, S. E., van den Berg, Y. H., & Cillessen, A. H. (2018). Friendly 
fire: Longitudinal effects of exposure to violent video games on aggressive behavior in adolescent 
friendship dyads. Aggressive behavior, 44(3), 257-267. 
66 Markey, P. M., & Markey, C. N. (2010). Vulnerability to violent video games: A review and 
integration of personality research. Review of General Psychology, 14(2), 82-91. 
67 Greitemeyer, T., & Sagioglou, C. (2017). The longitudinal relationship between everyday sadism 
and the amount of violent video game play. Personality and individual differences, 104, 238-242. 
68 Shao, R., & Wang, Y. (2019). Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression: Moderated 
Mediation Effect of Family Environment and Normative Beliefs. Frontiers in psychology, 10, 384. 
69 Fikkers, K., Piotrowski, J., Weeda, W., Vossen, H., & Valkenburg, P. (2013). Double dose: High 
family conflict enhances the effect of media violence exposure on adolescents’ aggression. Societies, 
3(3), 280-292. 
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mental health symptoms constitute a vulnerable population for VVG effects. In a sample of 
377 children with either clinically diagnosed attention or depression symptoms, exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with increased levels of delinquency or bullying behaviour.70 
Another 3 year longitudinal study reported that sex, age, history of aggressive behaviour and 
family environment made no difference to the impact of VVGs on aggressive behaviour.71 
Where there is evidence of individual differences in susceptibility to VVGs, the effect is small 
and diminishes over time. For instance, two studies found that parental mediation style72 and 
family hostility had a small influence on VVG effects when measured cross-sectionally, 
however neither had any impact on the relationship between VVGs and aggression when 
measured longitudinally. 73, 74  

Overall conclusions from international research  
 

The highest quality evidence suggests that playing violent video games does not account for 
a meaningful proportion of observed aggression, if any at all. Even when the largest possible 
effect sizes are reported their level barely approaches levels deemed of practical or clinical 
importance.75, 76 This is particularly true when the effect of VVGs is compared to other known 
causal risk factors for aggression such as poverty, family violence and mental health.77, 78  In 
a longitudinal study conducted in the UK childhood mental health symptoms related to 
attention deficit disorder, depression and early conduct disorder predicted adolescent 
criminal behaviour 8 years later. In contrast, exposure to first person shooter games in 
childhood had no relationship with aggressive or criminal adolescent behaviour. 79 Similarly, 

                                                
70 Ferguson, C. J., & Olson, C. K. (2014). Video game violence use among “vulnerable” populations: 
The impact of violent games on delinquency and bullying among children with clinically elevated 
depression or attention deficit symptoms. Journal of youth and adolescence, 43(1), 127-136. 
71 Gentile, D. A., Li, D., Khoo, A., Prot, S., & Anderson, C. A. (2014). Mediators and moderators of 
long-term effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior: Practice, thinking, and action. JAMA 
pediatrics, 168(5), 450-457. 
72 Measured cross-sectionally, inconsistent restrictive mediation styles were associated with increased 
adolescent aggression, however no parental mediation styles were longitudinally related to media 
violence exposure and aggression.  
73 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). Beyond the lab: Investigating early 
adolescents' cognitive, emotional, and arousal responses to violent games. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 60, 542-549. 
74 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2017). A matter of style? Exploring the effects 
of parental mediation styles on early adolescents’ media violence exposure and aggression. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 70, 407-415. 
75 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
76 Drummond, A., & Sauer, J. D. (2019). Divergent meta-analyses do not present uniform evidence that violent video 
game content increases aggressive behaviour. 
77 Ferguson, C. J. (2011). Video games and youth violence: A prospective analysis in adolescents. 
Journal of youth and adolescence, 40(4), 377-391. 
78 Ferguson, C. J., San Miguel, C., Garza, A., & Jerabeck, J. M. (2012). A longitudinal test of video 
game violence influences on dating and aggression: A 3-year longitudinal study of adolescents. 
Journal of psychiatric research, 46(2), 141-146. 
79 Smith, S., Ferguson, C., & Beaver, K. (2018). A longitudinal analysis of shooter games and their relationship 
with conduct disorder and self-reported delinquency. International journal of law and psychiatry, 58, 48-53. 
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when studies control for these individual or socio-demographic risk factors the impacts of 
VVGs on aggression diminish80, 81 or disappear completely.82 
 
 

 

Australia 

Research on the link between VVGs and aggression conducted in Australia is 
largely consistent with international findings. Two Australian studies which were classified as 
find no effect of violent or ultra-violent games on aggression,83 even if the participant was 
primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.84 However both studies were classified as 
providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2).  
 
One 2019 Australian study found that playing violent video games for five to 15 minutes 
impaired players’ recognition of anger, enhanced their perception of their fighting ability and 
perception of a target as weak.85 However, consistent with international studies, the authors 
found that gender and baseline aggression mediated the effects of VVGs on these 
aggression measures. It is also important to note that these aggression measures are based 
on perception, not action. Another 2019 Australian study found that game competition, not 
violence, increased aggressive emotions.86 Moreover, the authors found that neither 
competition nor violence increased aggressive behaviour. This is consistent with international 
studies, which often find larger effects of violent games on aggressive emotions and 
perceptions than on actual aggressive behaviour. 
 
A very recent Australian study found that players find in-game aggression more acceptable 
than offline aggression.87 This suggests that players perceive in-game and real-world 
behaviour as governed by different norms, which may explain why acting out violence in a 
game does not cause real-world aggression. It is important to note that the authors recruited 
players online, and that only 11.5 per cent of their sample were Australian (the majority were 
American). The most common games played in their sample were World of Warcraft and 

                                                
80 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial 
behavior in eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol 
Bull 136:151–173. 
81 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent 
video game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
82 Ferguson, C. J., San Miguel, C., Garza, A., & Jerabeck, J. M. (2012). A longitudinal test of video game 
violence influences on dating and aggression: A 3-year longitudinal study of adolescents. Journal of 
psychiatric research, 46(2), 141-146. 
83 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2014). Video games and prosocial behavior: A study of the effects of non-violent, 
violent and ultra-violent gameplay. Computers in Human Behavior, 41, 8-13. 
84 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
85 Denson, T. F., Dixson, B. J., Tibubos, A. N., Zhang, E., Harmon-Jones, E., & Kasumovic, M. M. (2019). Violent 
video game play, gender, and trait aggression influence subjective fighting ability, perceptions of Men's 
toughness, and anger facial recognition. Computers in Human Behavior, 106175. 
86 Dowsett, A., & Jackson, M. (2019). The effect of violence and competition within video games on aggression. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
87 Hilvert-Bruce, Z., & Neill, J. T. (2020). I'm just trolling: The role of normative beliefs in aggressive behaviour in 
online gaming. Computers in Human Behavior, 102, 303-311. 
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World of Tanks, which have M and PG ratings respectively, so it is possible that the authors 
would have obtained different findings if their sample played more violent games. 
 
A study of young Australians found that boys were significantly more likely than girls to play 
violent video games (or watch other violent media), and to have used physical violence in the 
past year.88 However, this cross-sectional (and therefore non-causal) study also found that 
young people who committed acts of aggression were also more likely to have been 
threatened with physical violence in the community, at home, or at school. This study 
suggests that factors such as gender may predict VVG gameplay and exposure to 
experiences that are more likely to directly cause aggression. 
 
An Australian study of male and female violent video game players revealed complex 
reasons for why players are drawn to violent games.89 For example, women in this study 
reported playing VVGs to be more attractive to romantic partners. This study did not find any 
relationship between violent video game play and aggression or dominance measures. 
However, as the authors note, their measure of aggression was acts of intimate partner 
violence, which is a more extreme measure than is typically used in VVG studies. This 
makes it difficult to relate this study to the wider violent video game literature.    

2.2 / Extremely violent games do not cause more aggression than 
violent video games 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
Germany and Canada 

The results of higher quality studies suggest that that extremely VVGs do not increase aggression 
more than VVGs.  

 
 

World 

Video game content can differ on a number of dimensions, including pace, realism 
and graphicness. Due to the difficulty in matching games to ensure that the effect of violent 
content can be measured, most of this research has been conducted in experimental 
laboratories. Several randomised controlled trials in Germany, Australia and the US have 
compared video games which only differ in the severity of violent content. They find that 
higher levels of violence do not affect player aggression. 
 

                                                
88 Baxendale, S., Lester, L., Johnston, R., & Cross, D. (2015). Risk factors in adolescents’ involvement in violent 
behaviours. Journal of Aggression, Conflict and Peace Research, 7(1), 2-18. 
89 Kasumovic, M. M., Blake, K., Dixson, B. J., & Denson, T. F. (2015). Why do people play violent video games? 
Demographic, status-related, and mating-related correlates in men and women. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 86, 204-211. 
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A trial in Germany varied the amount of displayed violence and the pace of action in a first 
person shooter game, ensuring that all other features of the game where otherwise the 
same. They found that neither pace nor displayed violence had any effect on aggressive 
behaviour, as measured by willingness to expose another participant to an unpleasant noise-
blast.90 Similarly, researchers in the US assigned 275 undergraduates to play a first person 
shooter game that was modified to be more or less violent. Neither game difficulty nor violent 
content was found to affect aggressive behaviour.91 Finally, across seven randomised 
controlled trials conducted on US university students, researchers found that competence-
impeding play increased frustration and aggression, however of levels of violent content had 
no impact.92  
 
The results from these and other studies suggest that other video game variables have a 
greater influence on aggression. Level of competition93, 94 and perceived game difficulty95 
have been associated with increased player aggression. For instance, a Canadian study 
which measured patterns of gameplay over 3 years found that increased competitive 
gameplay was associated with increased self-reported aggressive behaviour.96 On the other 
hand, increased graphic realism of violence depicted in video games does not appear to 
increase player aggression.97  

 

Australia 

A series of Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent, and ultra-violent 
video games found no effect of the level of game violence on aggression,98 even if the 
participant was primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.99 The authors did, however, find 
that ultra-violent games significantly increase players’ self-dehumanisation.100 This replicates 
another Australian finding that playing (extremely violent) Mortal Kombat diminished players’ 
perceived humanity, but only if they were the target of violence.101 This self-dehumanisation 

                                                
90 Elson, M., Breuer, J., Van Looy, J., Kneer, J., & Quandt, T. (2015). Comparing apples and oranges? Evidence 
for pace of action as a confound in research on digital games and aggression. Psychology of Popular Media 
Culture, 4(2), 112. 
91 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., Rouder, J. N., Segert, I. L., & Bartholow, B. D. (2019). Null effects of game 
violence, game difficulty, and 2D: 4D digit ratio on aggressive behavior. Psychological science, 30(4), 606-616. 
92 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 
93  Dowsett, A., & Jackson, M. (2019). The effect of violence and competition within video games on aggression.  
Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
94 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2011). The effect of video game competition and violence on aggressive 
behavior: Which characteristic has the greatest influence?. Psychology of violence, 1(4), 259. 
95 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 
96 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Demolishing the competition: The longitudinal link between competitive 
video games, competitive gambling, and aggression. Journal of youth and adolescence, 42(7), 1090-1104. 
97 Zendle, D., Kudenko, D., & Cairns, P. (2018). Behavioural realism and the activation of aggressive concepts in 
violent video games. Entertainment computing, 24, 21-29. 
98 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2014). Video games and prosocial behavior: A study of the effects of non-violent, 
violent and ultra-violent gameplay. Computers in Human Behavior, 41, 8-13. 
99  Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
100 Self-dehumanisation is defined as the attribution of less human nature or human uniqueness traits to the self 
and has been regarded as a process that permits delegitimizing beliefs about others 
101 Bastian, B., Jetten, J., & Radke, H. R. (2012). Cyber-dehumanization: Violent video game play diminishes our 
humanity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(2), 486-491. 
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effect does not appear to cause aggressive behaviour; in fact the authors argue that 
participants may have acted pro-socially to counteract their feelings of dehumanisation. The 
above three studies have been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 
2). 

2.3 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined international and Australian evidence suggests the effect of VVGs on 
aggression in Australia is small to non-existent, with high strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. The weight of evidence shows that even if VVGs do cause 
aggression, they would still only account for a very small proportion of aggressive behaviour, 
indicating little value in conducting additional research in this area. 
 
Similarly, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that higher levels of violence in 
VVGs do not affect aggression, with medium strength of evidence and high generalisability 
to Australia. Extremely-violent or ultra-violent games are unlikely to contribute to any 
increased risk of aggression or violence.  
 

03 / The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards 
women 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium Medium - small number of studies largely drawn 
from Australia, US, UK, Canada and Germany. 

The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. However, at present there is a lack of high-quality studies on this topic. VVGs which include 
sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some players. 

 

3.1 / Violent video games do not change attitudes towards women 
 

World 

Content analyses have revealed that video games contain fewer female 
protagonists, portray overly sexualised female characters, and games which depict violence 
can involve aggressive acts towards women.102, 103 There is growing concern that these 

                                                
102 Van Reijmersdal, E. A., Jansz, J., Peters, O., & Van Noort, G. (2013). Why girls go pink: Game character 
identification and game-players’ motivations. Computers in Human Behavior, 29(6), 2640-2649. 
103 Lynch, T., Tompkins, J. E., van Driel, I. I., & Fritz, N. (2016). Sexy, strong, and secondary: A content analysis 
of female characters in video games across 31 years. Journal of Communication, 66(4), 564-584. 
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representations of female characters normalise the objectification and sexualisation of 
women. 
 
The highest quality evidence suggests that VVGs do not change attitudes towards women in 
the long-term for either men or women. A three year study on a representative sample of 
German youth found that preference for action or first person shooter video games was not 
associated with sexist attitudes. Amount of time spent playing video games also had no 
association with sexism.104 The study controlled for other known risk factors of negative 
attitudes towards women such as age and education.  
 
When researchers measure short-term attitudes towards women the results are more mixed. 
Two laboratory studies conducted in Italy and the USA have found that violent games can 
reduce empathy towards women105 and increase hostile sexism106 for some male players. 
However, the violent content appeared to have no independent effect on attitudes towards 
women. Sexist content, or combined sexist and violent content were necessary to change 
players’ attitudes towards women. It should be noted that one of these studies, Gabbiandini 
et al. (2016), was classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2 p#).  
 
Overall, this evidence suggests that if video games do cause negative attitudes towards 
women, this effect is driven by sexualised or sexist content, rather than violent content. This 
conclusion is supported by other research. Correlational studies conducted online and in 
France found that playing video games is associated with both benevolent sexism107, 108 and 
hostile attitudes109 towards women, a meta-analysis of 54 studies concluded that video 
games increase self-objectification for both men and women110 and a randomised control trial 
found that sexualised avatars in an adventure game increased adolescent players 
acceptance of rape myths111 compared to non-sexualised avatars.112  
 

                                                
104 Breuer, J., Kowert, R., Festl, R., & Quandt, T. (2015). Sexist games= sexist gamers? A longitudinal study on 
the relationship between video game use and sexist attitudes. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 
Networking, 18(4), 197-202. 
105 Gabbiadini, A., Riva, P., Andrighetto, L., Volpato, C., & Bushman, B. J. (2016). Acting like a tough guy: 
Violent-sexist video games, identification with game characters, masculine beliefs, & empathy for female violence 
victims. PLoS one, 11(4), e0152121. 
106 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
107 Benevolent sexism is a form of paternalistic prejudice (treating a lower status group as a father might treat a 
child) directed toward women. 
108 Bègue, L., Sarda, E., Gentile, D. A., Bry, C., & Roché, S. (2017). Video games exposure and sexism in a 
representative sample of adolescents. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 466. 
109 Fox, J., & Potocki, B. (2016). Lifetime video game consumption, interpersonal aggression, hostile sexism, and 
rape myth acceptance: A cultivation perspective. Journal of interpersonal violence, 31(10), 1912-1931. 
110 Interestingly, video games had a larger impact than television consumption. Karsay, K., Knoll, J., & Matthes, J. 
(2018). Sexualizing media use and self-objectification: A meta-analysis. Psychology of women quarterly, 42(1), 9-
28. 
111 Rape myth acceptance refers to holding prejudicial, stereotyped and false beliefs about sexual assaults, 
rapists, and rape victims. These beliefs often serve to excuse sexual aggression, create hostility toward victims, 
and bias criminal prosecution. 
112 Driesmans, K., Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2015). Playing a videogame with a sexualized female 
character increases adolescents' rape myth acceptance and tolerance toward sexual harassment. Games for 
health journal, 4(2), 91-94. 
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Increased levels of sexist or sexualised content within video games are also associated with 
more negative attitudes towards women. A correlational study found that male college 
students who played more sexist games held more sexist attitudes towards women,113 and a 
2018 systematic-review found that women experienced self-objectification and low levels of 
self-efficacy as a result of exposure to sexist content within video games, compared with 
video games which didn’t contain sexist content.114  
 
While violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women, these studies provide some evidence that sexualised content may impact attitudes 
towards women. The available evidence suggests that this is driven by sexualised or sexist 
content, rather than violence.  

Australia 

An Australian experimental study found that low-skilled male Halo 3 players were 
more hostile towards female teammates, particularly when they were performing 

poorly.115 In contrast, high-skilled male players were more positive towards female 
teammates. This study therefore suggests that sexism elicited by gameplay is triggered by 
the player’s sense of their own ability, and not by in-game violence. Moreover, this study did 
not compare Halo 3 to a non-violent game.  

3.2 / Conclusions 
 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that violent video games don’t 
increase negative attitudes towards women with medium strength of evidence and medium 
generalisability to Australia. However some evidence suggests that sexist video game 
content is harmful, and that VVGs which include sexualised or sexist content may increase 
negative sexist attitudes for some players. 
 

04 / The impacts of VVGs on young peoples’ 
mental health 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
UK, Canada 

                                                
113 Stermer, S. P., & Burkley, M. (2015). SeX-Box: Exposure to sexist video games predicts benevolent sexism. 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(1), 47-55. 
114 Gestos, M., Smith-Merry, J., & Campbell, A. (2018). Representation of women in video games: a systematic 
review of literature in consideration of adult female wellbeing. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social networking, 
21(9), 535-541. 
115 Kasumovic, M. M., & Kuznekoff, J. H. (2015). Insights into sexism: Male status and performance moderates 
female-directed hostile and amicable behaviour. PloS one, 10(7), e0131613. 
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There is no high quality evidence of a causal relationship between VVGs and depression, anxiety, 
suicidal ideation, attention problems, academic achievement or pro-social outcomes.  

 

4.1 / Violent video games do not cause negative mental health 
outcomes in young players 

World 

Research into the impact of VVGs on young peoples’ mental health is the most 
recent form of a long history of concerns about the impact of violent media on aggression, 
particularly as video games become ubiquitous in children’s lives. The peak body for the 
Australian video game industry reported that young Australians play video games for an 
average of 100 minutes per day.116 Researchers are increasingly interested in understanding 
the long-term psychosocial and developmental impacts of playing video games, especially 
those with extremely violent content. These include impacts on peer-relations, internalising 
problems such as anxiety or depression and attentional problems such as ADHD. 
 
There is no high quality evidence to suggest that VVGs increase negative mental health 
outcomes for young players. A meta-analysis by Ferguson et al. of 101 studies found neither 
video games nor VVGs had any impact on depression, attention disorders, conduct 
disorders, pro-social behaviour or academic achievement for both children and 
adolescents.117 The meta-analyses included correlational, experimental and longitudinal 
studies measuring both short and long-term effects. This meta-analysis has been replicated 
by an independent research team, which is noteworthy given the above mentioned biases 
and flawed methodology prevalent in this literature.118  

Longitudinal research conducted in the USA, Europe and Singapore find VVGs are not 
associated with negative mental health outcomes for young players. For example a 
prospective longitudinal study of over 5000 UK children found no association between 
preference for first-person shooter games at 8 years old and depression in adolescence.119 A 
longitudinal study on 300 Dutch children reported that preference for violent video games 
was not associated with mental health outcomes (neither positive nor negative) 1 year 
later.120 Similarly violent video game play was not associated with depression or anxiety over 

                                                
116 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: IGEA. 
117 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
118 Adachi, P. J. C., & Willoughby, T. (2016). The longitudinal association between competitive video game play 
and aggression among adolescents and young adults. Child Development, 87(6), 1877-1892. 
119 Etchells, P. J., Gage, S. H., Rutherford, A. D., & Munafò, M. R. (2016). Prospective investigation of video 
game use in children and subsequent conduct disorder and depression using data from the Avon longitudinal 
study of parents and children. PLoS One, 11(1), e0147732. 
120 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., Burk, W. J., & Granic, I. (2017). Video gaming and children’s 
psychosocial wellbeing: A longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 46(4), 884-897. 
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1 year of measurement in 10-14 years olds in the USA.121 A recent pre-registered study of 
3000 Singaporean youth found that playing VVGs was unrelated to youth pro-social 
behaviour 2 years later.122 

Contrary to these findings, a recent correlational study of over 5000 US 5th grade students 
reported that playing VVGs for more than 2 hours per day was associated with increased 
depressive symptoms. However these results compared high daily VVG play to low daily 
VVG play, and did not compare violent to nonviolent games. When time spent playing video 
games was matched, there was no relationship between violent content and symptoms of 
depression.123  

Research on suicidal ideation is more mixed. A recent correlational study in the USA found 
no relationship between VVGs and suicidal ideation.124 Whilst another study in a nationally 
representative sample of US high-school students found a correlation between excessive 
video game use and suicidal ideation,125 this was not explicitly related to violent video 
games.  It is also unclear whether video games cause suicidal ideation, or whether children 
experiencing suicidal ideation video game play.  

Other risk factors such as prior youth depression, anxiety, family, socio-economic status or 
peer delinquency, are a more reliable predictor of mental health outcomes for children and 
adolescents. Many studies suggest that compared to other known socio-demographic risk 
factors, VVGs present minimal danger to the mental health of young players. A 1 year 
longitudinal study in the US126 found that anxiety and depression were predicted by parental 
aggression, delinquent peers and previous symptoms of depression, whereas exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with any negative mental health outcomes.127 Similarly, a US study 
found that gender, antisocial traits, family environment and prior mental health conditions 
predicted attention problems in children,128 whereas attention problems were not related to 
playing more video games or a preference for VVGs.  

                                                
121 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
US. 
122 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
123 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., Burk, W. J., & Granic, I. (2017). Video gaming and children’s 
psychosocial wellbeing: A longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 46(4), 884-897. 
124 Jami M. Gauthier, Kelly L. Zuromski, Seth A. Gitter, Tracy K. Witte, Ian J. Cero, Kathryn H. Gordon, Jessica 
Ribeiro, Michael Anestis, and Thomas Joiner (2014). The Interpersonal-Psychological Theory of Suicide and 
Exposure to Video Game Violence. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology: Vol. 33, No. 6, pp. 512-535. 
125 Messias, E., Castro, J., Saini, A., Usman, M., & Peeples, D. (2011). Sadness, suicide, and their association 
with video game and internet overuse among teens: results from the youth risk behavior survey 2007 and 2009. 
Suicide and Life‐Threatening Behavior , 41(3), 307-315. 
126 Sample mostly identified as Hispanic 
127 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
US. 
128 Ferguson, C. J. (2011). The influence of television and video game use on attention and school problems: A 
multivariate analysis with other risk factors controlled. Journal of psychiatric research, 45(6), 808-813. 
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Evidence suggests that other game characteristics such as competition,129 and excessive 
gameplay,130 131 in particular pathological video-gaming,132 have a larger effect on mental 
health outcomes than violent content. Research carried out with 10-14 year olds in the USA 
over one year found that playing VVGs did not predict depression or anxiety,133 however, 
high levels of competitive gaming were associated with negative mental health outcomes 
such as depression and reduced pro-social behaviour.  
 
Emerging evidence suggests that video games might have a protective effect for children’s 
mental health. In a high quality correlational study surveying over 3000 young children 
across six European nations, increased video game usage (more than five hours per week) 
was not associated with any negative mental health, social or behavioural outcomes. 
Children who played more video games had lower rates of internalising disorders and fewer 
thoughts of death, and experienced pro-social and academic benefits, including elevated 
intellectual functioning, high overall competence, and specific benefits in reading, 
mathematics and spelling.134 
 
While beyond the scope of this review, there is also increasing evidence that playing video 
games more generally provides many benefits for children and adolescents. Researchers 
have summarised the evidence for various cognitive, social and psychological benefits of 
video games for young players.135 
 

Australia 

To our knowledge, there are no Australian studies that compare mental health 
outcomes in young people for violent and non-violent games. Australian studies 

have found that young peoples’ mental health136 and academic performance137 decline as 
screen time increases. However, there is no evidence from the Australian context that violent 

                                                
129 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., & Granic, I. (2019). Gaining a competitive edge: Longitudinal 
associations between children’s competitive video game playing, conduct problems, peer relations, and prosocial 
behavior. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 8(1), 76. 
130 Gentile, D. A., Swing, E. L., Lim, C. G., & Khoo, A. (2012). Video game playing, attention problems, and 
impulsiveness: Evidence of bidirectional causality. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 1(1), 62. 
131 Przybylski, A. K. (2014). Electronic gaming and psychosocial adjustment. Pediatrics, 134(3), e716-e722. 
132 Liau, A. K., Choo, H., Li, D., Gentile, D. A., Sim, T., & Khoo, A. (2015). Pathological video-gaming among 
youth: a prospective study examining dynamic protective factors. Addiction Research & Theory, 23(4), 301-308. 
133 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
US. 
134 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children?. Social 
psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
135 Granic, I., Lobel, A., & Engels, R. C. (2014). The benefits of playing video games. American psychologist, 
69(1), 66. 
136 Babic, M. J., Smith, J. J., Morgan, P. J., Eather, N., Plotnikoff, R. C., & Lubans, D. R. (2017). Longitudinal 
associations between changes in screen-time and mental health outcomes in adolescents. Mental Health and 
Physical Activity, 12, 124-131. 
137 Drummond, A., & Sauer, J. D. (2020). Timesplitters: Playing video games before (but not after) school on 
weekdays is associated with poorer adolescent academic performance. A test of competing theoretical accounts. 
Computers & Education, 144, 103704. 
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game content mediates or exacerbates any negative impacts of playing video games. Below 
we have separated out Australian findings in relation to mental health outcomes: 
 
Pathological gaming.138 A study of over 1200 South Australian high school students found 
a rate of Pathological Video Gaming (PVG) of less than two per cent.139 Young people with 
PVG did not meet the criteria for clinical depression or anxiety, although this study did not 
specifically address video game violence.  
 
Sleep. Some Australian studies have found that playing violent video games before bed 
disrupts young players’ sleep.140, 141 These studies did not compare sleep quality after 
playing a non-violent game, and attribute effects on sleep to the arousing nature of the 
games chosen. These studies also used very small sample sizes (less than 20 participants). 
They have therefore been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2). 
Other Australian studies suggest that the general stimulation of computer use,142 duration of 
play,143 and the tendency of young gamers to enter a flow state144 while playing145 disrupt 
sleep, not necessarily violent content.  
 
Behavioural and emotional problems. Australian studies have found that children who play 
more video games are more likely to have behavioural and emotional problems,146 and less 
ability to self-regulate.147 However, these studies only measured video game play or media 
exposure (including all types of video games) overall, and did not distinguish between violent 
and non-violent games. 
 
Self-dehumanisation.148 Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent and extremely 
violent games have found that extremely violent games cause players to self-dehumanise.149 
Another Australian study found that an extremely violent game (Mortal Kombat) reduced 

                                                
138 Pathological gaming is defined as the persistent inability to control excessive gaming habits despite 
associated social or emotional problems 
139 King, D. L., Delfabbro, P. H., Zwaans, T., & Kaptsis, D. (2013). Clinical features and axis I comorbidity of 
Australian adolescent pathological Internet and video game users. Australian & New Zealand Journal of 
Psychiatry, 47(11), 1058-1067. 
140 King, D. L., Gradisar, M., Drummond, A., Lovato, N., Wessel, J., Micic, G., ... & Delfabbro, P. (2013). The 
impact of prolonged violent video‐gaming on adolescent sleep: an experimental study. Journal of sleep research, 
22(2), 137-143. 
141 Weaver, E., Gradisar, M., Dohnt, H., Lovato, N., & Douglas, P. (2010). The effect of presleep video-game 
playing on adolescent sleep. Journal of Clinical Sleep Medicine, 6(02), 184-189. 
142 Harbard, E., Allen, N. B., Trinder, J., & Bei, B. (2016). What's keeping teenagers up? Prebedtime behaviors 
and actigraphy-assessed sleep over school and vacation. Journal of Adolescent Health, 58(4), 426-432. 
143 Smith, L. J., Gradisar, M., King, D. L., & Short, M. (2017). Intrinsic and extrinsic predictors of video-gaming 
behaviour and adolescent bedtimes: the relationship between flow states, self-perceived risk-taking, device 
accessibility, parental regulation of media and bedtime. Sleep medicine, 30, 64-70. 
144 Flow is “an experience of immersion and time distortion” while playing 
145 Smith, L. J., King, D. L., Richardson, C., Roane, B. M., & Gradisar, M. (2017). Mechanisms influencing older 
adolescents' bedtimes during videogaming: the roles of game difficulty and flow. Sleep medicine, 39, 70-76. 
146 Mundy, L. K., Canterford, L., Olds, T., Allen, N. B., & Patton, G. C. (2017). The association between electronic 
media and emotional and behavioral problems in late childhood. Academic pediatrics, 17(6), 620-624.  
147 Cliff, D. P., Howard, S. J., Radesky, J. S., McNeill, J., & Vella, S. A. (2018). Early Childhood Media Exposure 
and Self-Regulation: Bidirectional Longitudinal Associations. Academic pediatrics, 18(7), 813-819. 
148 Note that these studies were covered in the section on aggression.  
149 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia.  
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players’ perception of their own humanity when they were the target, not the perpetrator, of 
violence in the game.150 However, these studies were conducted with an adult sample, so it 
is unclear whether young people experience dehumanisation due to game violence. They 
were also classified as low strength of evidence studies (see Table 2). 
 
Positive social outcomes. A laboratory study conducted in Australia found that playing a 
violent game (Left 4 Dead 2) increased players’ positive affect and sense of connection when 
their teammate was a human-controlled (not computer-controlled) character.151 This finding 
is consistent with international research on the prosocial benefits of playing cooperative 
VVGs. Other Australian studies have found no effect of violent152 or even prosocial153 games 
on prosocial behaviour, although their measures of prosocial behaviour have questionable 
relevance to real-world behaviour. These studies were classified as providing low strength of 
evidence (see Table 2). In addition, these studies were conducted in an adult sample, so it is 
unclear whether young people experience the same benefits. 

4.2 / Conclusions 
 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that VVGs do not cause negative 
mental health outcomes for young players with medium strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. Some evidence suggests VVGs might have a positive impact on 
mental health outcomes. 

05 / Recommendations  
 
The aim of this literature review was to answer the question: 
 
“What are the main gaps in our understanding of the link between playing violent video 
games, and aggression and attitudes towards women, in Australia?” 

Below, we outline our conclusions and recommendations as to whether further research is 
needed to explore the impacts of VVGs in the Australian context in relation to aggression, 
attitudes to women or mental health outcomes for young players.  

5.1 / Aggression 
Research questions:  
 

                                                
150 Bastian, B., Jetten, J., & Radke, H. R. (2012). Cyber-dehumanization: Violent video game play diminishes our 
humanity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(2), 486-491. 
151 Vella, K. (2016). The social context of video game play: Relationships with the player experience and 
wellbeing (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Queensland University of Technology. Queensland, Australia.  
152 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
153 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2013). Failure to demonstrate that playing violent video games diminishes 
prosocial behavior. PloS one, 8(7), e68382.  
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1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from 
international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
aggression in Australian research? 

 
Conclusions: 
 

● Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there 
is little to no impact of violent video games on aggression.  
 

● To date, limited research has been conducted in Australia. However, the strength of 
generalisable international research can fill any research gaps in the Australian 
context. This includes meta-analyses and emerging high quality research which 
converge on the conclusion that VVGs cause little or no real-world aggressive 
behaviour.  
 

● It is unlikely that additional research in Australia would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. 
 

Recommendation: At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression.  
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5.2 / Attitudes towards women 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women 
emerging from international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
attitudes towards women in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 
 

● The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and 
attitudes towards women. There is only one Australian study on the effect of a VVG 
on attitudes towards women, and this study did not compare violent and non-violent 
video games.  
 

● Violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women. Some studies suggest that VVGs which contain sexist or sexualised content 
increase negative attitudes towards women. However, the available evidence 
suggests that this effect is driven by the sexualised or sexist content, rather than 
violence. While there is no strong evidence that violent content increases the 
negative impacts of sexist video games, the effect of sexualised or sexist content has 
not been adequately addressed in the literature. 
 

● Additional research on the effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women focussing on 
sexist and sexualised content should be prioritised over the impact of violent content. 
Research suggests highly sexualised/sexist games may have an impact on attitudes 
towards women. Future research should compare the effects of matched video 
games with and without sexualised/sexist content to determine the independent effect 
of this content. 

 
Recommendation: As the available high quality evidence finds that violent content in VVGs 
alone has no effect on attitudes towards women, no further research is recommended to 
understand the relationship between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. 
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5.3 / Mental health outcomes  
 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely violent 
games impact the mental health of young game players? 

2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young game 
players in Australia? 

Conclusions: 
 

● There is no evidence in the international literature of a robust causal relationship 
between VVGs and depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, attention problems, 
academic achievement or pro-social outcomes. Other risk factors such as family 
environment, delinquent peers and prior mental health conditions are much more 
robust predictors of poor mental health outcomes. 
 

● It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
has not been shown to affect mental health over and above general game play. 

 
Recommendation:  At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and youth mental health.  
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Appendix A 
Table 1: Search Criteria and Search Terms  
 

 Research Question Search Criteria Working Search Terms  

1 What are the main 
gaps in our 
understanding of the 
link between playing 
violent video games, 
and aggression and 
attitudes towards 
women, in Australia? 

Academic research conducted in Australian 
cohorts on any link between violent and 
extremely violent video games and 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  

“Violent Video games” 
“Violent computer games” 
“Extremely violent Video 
games” 
“First-person shooter” 
“Aggression” 
“Aggressive behaviour” 
“Attitudes towards 
women” 
“Gendered” 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
“Causational” 
“Intervention study” 
“Randomised controlled 
trial” 
“Meta-Analysis” 
“Systematic Review” 
“Longitudinal”  
“Impacts 
Behaviour/behaviour” 
 

2 What is the 
relationship between 
violent and 
extremely violent 
video games and 
aggression and/or 
attitudes towards 
women in 
international 
contexts? 

Academic research conducted in overseas 
contexts and cohorts on any link between 
violent and extremely violent video games 
and aggression, and attitudes towards 
women. We will give special attention to 
high quality systematic reviews or meta-
analysis, or research measuring longitudinal 
outcomes. We will prioritise research 
conducted in comparable countries to 
Australia on social, cultural and political 
dimensions. High quality research 
conducted in countries which are not 
generalisable to the Australian context will 
supplement this search, however receive 
lower prioritisation.  
 
We will also give consideration to academic 
research which identifies and 
operationalises levels of violent content or 
realism of violence in video games and 
explores the variance in impact on 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  
 

We will use the same core 
search terms (in Row 1) 
removing references to 
Australia, with additional 
terms to explore levels of 
violence in games: 
“MA15+” 
“R18+  
“R”  
“Very violent” 
“Extremely violent” 
“Ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs extremely 
violent” 
“Violent vs ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs very violent” 
“Level of violence”  
“Unrated” 
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4 Do violent or 
extremely violent 
games impact the 
mental health of 
young game 
players? 

Academic research conducted exploring 
any link between violent and extremely 
violent video games and mental health 
outcomes for young people. We will give 
special attention to longitudinal research, as 
well as including both positive and negative 
mental health impacts. 

We will use the same core 
search terms (in Row 1), 
with additional terms 
relevant to mental health: 
“Mental health” 
“Young people” 
“Adolescents” 
“Suicide” 
“Anxiety” 
“Depression” 
“Cognitive benefits” 
“Social benefits” 
“Cognitive development” 
“Emotional development” 
“Cognitive impacts” 
“Social impacts” 

3 How can 
international and 
cross-jurisdictional 
research on the 
impact of violent 
games be 
generalised to the 
Australian context? 

Cross-cultural academic studies on violent 
video games, especially those involving 
countries likely to be compared to Australia.  
 
Any other research on the generalisability of 
international findings cross-culturally, and if 
available, to the Australian context and 
relating to aggression, attitudes to women 
and gaming. 

“Generalisable” 
“Generalisability” 
“Applicability” 
“Comparable”  
“Research” 
“Cross-cultural research”  
“Violent video games” 
“Attitudes to women” 
“Gaming“ 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
 
(we will also include here 
names of countries that 
come up as most 
comparable to Australia) 
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Appendix B 
 
Different types of bias identified in the literature investigating the effect of VVGs on 
aggression: 
 

Bias Description Influence on the debate on whether VVGs 
cause negative outcomes 

Citation 
bias 

Authors selectively reference 
studies that support their 
hypotheses, and exclude studies 
that contradict their hypotheses.  

VVG meta-analyses selectively include studies 
which match the researchers’ pre-determined 
hypotheses. Evidence suggests that scholars 
who neglect to refer to research which 
contradicts their hypotheses report higher effect 
sizes.154 

Publication 
bias 

Statistically significant effects are 
more likely to be reported in 
journals than null effects. 

Studies that find an effect of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes towards women, and 
mental health outcomes are over-represented in 
the literature.155 Studies finding no relationship 
between VVGs and aggression are less likely to 
be published. This results in a false perception 
of the amount of evidence in favour of VVGs 
causing both positive and negative outcomes in 
players.  

Inflation 
bias 

Measures of aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and mental health 
outcomes are not standardised 
across studies and there is no 
consensus on how they should be 
interpreted.  

Study results can be selectively interpreted by 
authors to support their predetermined 
hypotheses. The authors of VVG meta-analyses 
may have biases which influence how they 
interpret and present evidence from the 
literature.156   

 

Greater transparency has been proposed as a way to address research bias and poor 
methodology.157 Pre-registration requires scholars to submit their research rationale, 
hypotheses, design and analytic strategy prior to conducting an experiment. This locks 
researchers into a pre-specified plan and reduces the opportunity for both explicit and implicit 
bias creeping in to the research process. Publicising research agendas ahead of time also 
prevents the failure to report results which contradict the original aims of the researchers. 

 

  

                                                
154 Ferguson, C.J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
155 Ferguson, C. J. (2018). The problem of false positives and false negatives in violent video game experiments. 
International journal of law and psychiatry, 56, 35-43. 
156 Ferguson, C. J., & Colwell, J. (2017). Understanding why scholars hold different views on the influences of 
video games on public health. Journal of Communication, 67(3), 305-327. 
157 Rahal, R. M., & Open Science Collaboration. (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. 
Science, 349(6251), aac4716. 
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Executive summary 

 
 
Playing video games is a popular pastime among Australians, with 2 out of 3 Australians 
reporting that they play video games.1 There is ongoing concern internationally that playing 
violent or extremely violent video games (VVGs) may lead to negative outcomes, including 
increased aggression, negative attitudes to women and poor mental health outcomes for 
young players. While decades of research exists attempting to address these questions, 
there is ongoing controversy on the effects of VVGs. Meanwhile community concerns 
continue to grow alongside technological advances and increasingly realistic and immersive 
player experiences.   

The evidence is therefore of interest to policy makers in Australia. The current review of 
academic research literature on the effects of violent video games seeks to determine 
whether there are any gaps in this research from an Australian perspective. At the time of 
publication, only a small number of studies investigating the impacts of violent video games 
on behaviour and attitudes have been conducted within Australia. The vast majority of 
research has been carried out in the United States, Europe and Asia. Here, we assess the 
extent to which findings from international research can be used to inform an understanding 
of the potential impact of VVGs in an Australian setting. 
 
Research Finding 1: International research is generalisable to the Australian context  
 
Overall, given the small differences between results on the strength of these associations 
across cultures, international research is highly relevant and sufficient to our understanding 
of the relationship between VVGs and aggression in the Australian context. Some small 
effects of culture on the relationship between VVGs and aggression are apparent, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression tend to 
be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.2, 3, 4 However, 
the magnitude of these effects across all cultures studied is small, and supports the 
conclusion that they are helpful in understanding the effects of VVGs on Australian players.  
 
Unlike the aggression literature, little research exists on the cross-cultural generalisability of 
findings concerning the impact of VVGs on youth mental health and attitudes towards 
women. However, what research does exist does not suggest that violent content results in 
VVG players having poor attitudes towards women or negative mental health outcomes.  
 
                                                
1 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: Interactive 
Games and Entertainment Association. 
2 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
3 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
4  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
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Research Finding 2: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on aggression.  
  
Internationally there is much debate over the nature of the relationship between violent video 
games and players’ behaviours and attitudes. The current review synthesises findings from 
the last decade to draw up-to-date conclusions as to the impact of violent video games. 
 
Interpreting contradictory findings in the research literature is challenging due to widely 
varying methodologies, the tendency to only measure short-term outcomes, an overreliance 
on correlational evidence, and inconsistent definitions and measurements of aggression and 
attitudes towards women. Much of the academic literature on VVGs is dominated by 
supporters5 and opponents6 of the hypothesised link between playing VVGs and aggression. 
Despite the ongoing controversy, high-quality individual studies that use meaningful 
measures of aggression, and meta-analyses that control for other likely causes of 
aggression, converge on the same conclusion: VVGs have little to no meaningful impact on 
real-world aggressive behaviour.  
 
Research Finding 3: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on youth mental health or attitudes to women. 
 
There are also fears that VVGs have other negative effects, namely on players’ mental 
health and their attitudes towards women. The high-quality studies that are available support 
the same general conclusion as the aggression literature: it is unlikely that violent content in 
video games meaningfully impacts attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players. The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players are less well studied than aggression. At present there are few high-quality studies 
and meta-analyses available on these outcomes, and drawing conclusions from individual 
studies is limited by inconsistent definitions and measures.  

Our recommendations based on the research findings 
 
We were asked by the Department of Communications and the Arts to conduct a review of 
academic literature on the impacts of violent video games relating to attitudes to women, 
child and youth mental health and aggression to identify any gaps in the research from an 
Australian perspective that would necessitate the conduct of new research in Australia. 
Based on the above conclusions, we make the following recommendations to the 
Department of Communications and the Arts: 
 

● At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression. It is unlikely that additional research 
in Australia on the effect of VVGs on aggression would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from 

                                                
5 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
6 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
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generalisable populations in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the 
same conclusion - that there is little to no impact of violent video games on 
aggression.  
 

● At present, no further research is recommended to understand the relationship 
between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. While there is a 
lack of Australian evidence addressing this research question, the highest quality 
international research from the US and Western Europe finds no strong evidence that 
violent content in itself causes players to develop negative attitudes towards women. 
If further research is to be conducted, the effects of sexualised and sexist content on 
attitudes to women should be prioritised over investigating the impact of violent 
content. 
 

● At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and mental health outcomes in young players. It is 
unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
does not affect mental health over and above general game play. 
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01 / Introduction 
 

 
The purported link between violent video games (VVGs) and real-world violent attitudes and 
behaviours is a controversial and politicised issue. Mass shootings have been linked to 
VVGs since the infamous Columbine school shooting, as the perpetrators were avid players 
of Doom, a graphic first-person shooter game. Mass shootings continue to be linked to VVGs 
by some politicians and public commentators, however evidence suggests that not all 
perpetrators play VVGs, or played video games regularly.7 
 
The nature of the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
players’ attitudes and behaviours is also contentious amongst academics.8, 9, 10, 11 The 
controversy around VVGs is fuelled by the rapid pace of game development, which outstrips 
the pace of academic research. VVGs are increasingly complex, social, and graphic, such 
that academic studies from only 10 years ago may not apply to current games. Advances in 
video game graphics have greatly enhanced the realism of games, making them more 
immersive. Some researchers have argued that video game realism12 and sexualisation of 
characters13 in immersive games might lead to greater negative impacts of playing video 
games than more traditional, less immersive video game formats. This has broadened 
community concerns about the effects of VVGs from aggression and violence to include 
attitudes towards women and mental health, particularly in young players. 
 
The purpose of this review is to determine the relationship between violent, and extremely 
violent, video games and aggression, attitudes towards women, and youth mental health in 
the Australian context. Due to the relative lack of studies in Australian cohorts, this review is 
also designed to determine to what degree international findings can be generalised to 
Australia. Finally, in light of the available evidence and generalisability to Australia, we will 
form recommendations as to whether further research is needed in Australians to cover gaps 
in the VVG research.  

                                                
7 Bogost, I. (2019). Video-Game Violence Is Now a Partisan Issue. The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/08/video-game-violence-became-partisan-issue/595456/ 
[Accessed 1 Nov. 2019]. 
8 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior, aggressive 
cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific 
literature. Psychological science, 12(5), 353-359. 
9 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
10 Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
11 Ferguson, C. J., & Kilburn, J. (2010). Much ado about nothing: The misestimation and overinterpretation of 
violent video game effects in Eastern and Western nations: Comment on Anderson et al.(2010). 
12 Krcmar, M., Farrar, K., & McGloin, R. (2011). The effects of video game realism on attention, retention and 
aggressive outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 432-439. 
13 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
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1.1 / Generalisability of international findings to the Australian 
context 
 
The impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health are 
questions of global interest. Internationally, a large body of research has been carried out to 
attempt to understand these associations, in particular relating to impacts on aggression. As 
with many questions in other policy areas, in order to reach the most robust conclusions we 
want to draw widely from the findings of international research. This is particularly the case 
for the Australian context, given that Australian research is currently limited in this space. In 
order to draw from international research, we need to first think carefully about how and 
when findings are likely to generalise across countries and cultures; a question posed by 
social scientists in other contexts for decades. There is some consensus that generalising 
findings across contexts is most appropriate with rigorous quantitative methodologies, and 
among studies using large samples.14 Hence, when looking at the international literature, we 
have given higher weighting to these studies (refer to section 1.3 below on ‘Strength of 
Evidence’ for more information about the research we have highlighted in this review).  
 
Our criteria for assessing the generalisability of international research to Australia 
 
Most research on the impact of violent video games has been carried out in countries that 
are, like Australia, industrialised, economically stable and technologically advanced.  A 
common criticism of attempts to generalise from psychological studies is that participants in 
psychology studies tend to be Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic 
(WEIRD). While Australians are classified as WEIRD, globally speaking, most people are 
not.15 While not all samples discussed in this review are WEIRD, they are predominantly 
educated, industrialised, rich and democratic. In other words, only countries that are 
sufficiently developed such that inhabitants have general access to VVGs and high usage 
characteristics can provide enough data from which to draw robust conclusions.  
 
While effect sizes are very small across cultures, studies on WEIRD samples tend to 
produce similar effect sizes,  confirming that evidence from these culturally, economically 
and politically similar countries as highly generalisable to Australia. Samples from socio-
economically similar but culturally different countries tend to produce smaller effect sizes in 
relation to VVGs and aggression and therefore we would consider them less generalisable, 
and non-WEIRD countries with few socio-economic similarities are associated with even 
smaller effect sizes, indicating they are the least generalisable. However, it is apparent that 
any cultural factors mediating the relationship between VVGs and aggression and mental 
health are small, if not trivial, and therefore even studies classes as having medium 
generalisability are relevant for understanding the relationship between VVGs and 
behavioural and attitudinal outcomes. 
 
In this review we have divided the research outlined in the review into that carried out in the 
international context (‘World’) and in an Australian context (‘Australia’). 

                                                
14 Generalizability and Transferability, The WAC Clearing house. Retrieved from: 
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/writing/guides/gentrans/. 
15 Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29. 
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Table 1. How we have assessed generalisability to Australia 

Low generalisability to the 
Australian context  

Medium generalisability to the 
Australian context 

High generalisability to the 
Australian context. 

Studies that come from 
developing nations where 
social, cultural and political 
factors are contrasting to those 
of Western nations.  
 
In addition, access to 
technologies and games 
associated with gaming are 
markedly low.  
 

Research comes from 
countries (predominantly 
Eastern) that have similar 
socio-economic conditions to 
the Australian context, and 
most studies show cross-
cultural similarities in relation to 
Western contexts. However, 
some small differences in effect 
sizes between rates of game 
play and effect sizes (e.g. 
Japan). 
 
Countries include: Japan, 
Singapore, China, and Taiwan. 
Also included are studies with 
Latin/Hispanic cultures 

Carried out in countries that 
have been shown to have 
similar gaming characteristics 
and cultural factors to Australia 
(primarily Western countries 
with similar patterns seen in the 
effects of VVGs). 
We are confident that the 
studies detailed can be helpful 
in understanding the Australian 
context.  
 
Countries include: UK, USA, 
Germany, Belgium, France, 
and the Netherlands. 

 
 
 
 
Many explanations have been proposed for why culture would be a moderating factor on the 
impacts of VVGs on aggression, including differences in collectivistic values and moral 
discipline,16 how violence is contextualised in the media, the context in which video-games 
are played,17 and variation across cultures in the meaning of being a perpetrator and a victim 
of aggression.18 These studies predominantly explore the differences between research 
outcomes in Eastern (non-WEIRD; predominantly Japan, but also Singapore and China) 
versus Western (WEIRD; predominantly the USA, UK, Australia, Germany, and other 
European countries) cultures. 
 
While some studies suggest that underlying rates of aggression vary across cultures, 19 the 
size and direction of the association between the two factors (predictor and outcome) 
generally remains the same.20 More broadly, correlational research looking at the relationship 
between media violence exposure and aggressive behaviours across cultures has found few 

                                                
16 JIN, Y., & LI, J. (2014). Cultural Differences in the Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression 
Cognition: Based on the Perspective of Meta-analysis. Advances in Psychological Science, 22(8), 1226-1235. 
17Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
18 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
19 Research into aggression has found common factor structures underlying aggression across cultures. 
Lansford, J. E., Skinner, A. T., Sorbring, E., Giunta, L. D., Deater‐Deckard, K., Dodge, K. A., . . . & Uribe Tirado, L. 
M. (2012). Boys’ and girls’ relational and physical aggression in nine countries. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 298-
308. 
20 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 



10 
 

cross-cultural differences.21, 22 One comparison of the impact of media violence among seven 
countries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, and the United States) 
found no significant differences in the strength of the relationship with aggression across 
cultures.23  
 
Some small effects of culture are apparent in the violent video game literature, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression are 
slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.24,25, 26  For example, 
in a cross-cultural comparison of the impacts of VVGs in Eastern (primarily Japan, but also 
China, Singapore) and Western (primarily USA) cultures, Anderson27 found larger effects of 
VVGs on aggression in Western than Eastern countries. However, this finding was only 
marginally significant, and only apparent in longitudinal research studies. However, in these 
comparisons, cultural differences are often confounded with differences in research design, 
meaning that variance could in fact be due different ways of measuring aggression.  
 
This finding is supported by researchers who argue both that VVGs lead to increased 
aggression, and those who argue that VVGs have no impact on aggression. For example, 
Ferguson28 found Eastern samples returned smaller effect sizes, as did Latin/Hispanic 
samples, than Western samples. Given that effect sizes across all studies analysed by 
Ferguson were generally small, the differences among culture as a moderating variable were 
also deemed small. It is also important to note that this meta-analysis looked at all video 
games, both violent and non-violent. However, they do corroborate Anderson’s argument 
that culture/ethnicity might somewhat moderate the impact on aggression, with Western 
samples showing greater effect sizes. Similarly, a subsequent meta-analysis from Prescott, 
Sargent and Hull29 (2018) focusing exclusively on the longitudinal outcomes of VVGs on 
White, Asian and Hispanic samples found strongest associations between White samples, 
intermediate associations with Asian samples and smallest with Hispanic samples 
(acknowledging that only a small number of studies exist that use Hispanic samples).   
                                                
21 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998.  
22 Ferguson, C. J., Colwell, J., Mlačić, B., Milas, G., & Mikloušić, I. (2011). Personality and media influences on 
violence and depression in a cross-national sample of young adults: Data from Mexican–Americans, English and 
Croatians. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 1195-1200. 
23 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998. . 
24 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
25 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
26  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
27  Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
28 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
29 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
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There are few studies looking at cross-cultural variations in the impacts of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women and youth mental health.  
 
One cross-cultural study looked at the relationship between the amount of time spent playing 
VVGs and mental health in young children.35 Comparisons were made across Eastern and 
Western European countries (Germany, The Netherlands, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, and 
Turkey). Across cultures, differences were seen in usage patterns - but once these were 
controlled for, no differences were found in mental health outcomes across countries. 
Although there is a relative lack of cross-cultural studies investigating the effects of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women, as we outline in Section 3.1 below, any effects are more likely to 
be due to the sexist and sexualised content of games, not violence per se.  
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
35 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children?. Social 
psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
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1.2 / Methodology 
This section outlines the methodology for the present review of academic literature on the 
impact of VVGs. 

● Definitions for ‘aggression’ and ‘extremely violent’ 
● Criteria and search terms for scan of the literature  
● Inclusion criteria 

 
Definitions: 
 
Aggression 
“Any behaviour directed toward another individual that is carried out with the proximate 
(immediate) intent to cause harm. In addition, the perpetrator must believe that the behaviour 
will harm the target, and that the target is motivated to avoid the behaviour.”36 
 
Extremely violent games 

Games involving depictions of violence which are classified as MA15+ or R18+ in 
Australia, or equivalent in the international context. Search Criteria 

A computerised literature search was conducted via Google Scholar, PubMed, 
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Proquest and PsycINFO, using relevant search terms (see 
Table 1 in Appendix A) to identify the most relevant literature.  
 
Using the criteria outlined in this section, over 200 original research articles were collected 
and reviewed, in addition to meta-analyses and systematic reviews. A large number of 
studies met the search criteria but were not included in this report as they did not meet the 
inclusion criteria detailed below. Therefore, the attached bibliography does not reflect an 
exhaustive list of all extant research on the impacts of VGGs. Rather it reflects research 
referenced in the body of the literature review, which synthesises and summarises the 
highest quality research conducted in the past 10 years.  
 

Inclusion Criteria 

This review synthesises the highest quality research investigating the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health. Due to the increased graphic 
realism, immersive experience and levels of violent content in modern video games only 
studies conducted in the past 10 years were included. A systematic scan of the literature 
revealed hundreds of studies investigating the impacts of VVG’s on aggression, attitudes 
towards women and youth mental health. Due to the volume of poor-quality studies 
identified, the inclusion criteria were restricted to prioritise only the most rigorous research. 
This was assessed using the criteria outlined in the Strength of Evidence Table (Table 2) 
below.  

                                                
 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2002). Human aggression. Annual review of psychology, 53. 



13 
 

Strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence was assessed using the criteria in the table below. This review 
prioritised research conducted in the past 10 years which had the characteristics outlined in 
the green high column below. Where high quality evidence was not available, evidence that 
was categorised as medium or low was included in order to form conclusions and 
recommendations. Only eight low quality studies have been included, and only where higher 
quality studies were not available. Where low quality research is referred to this is explicitly 
labelled within this report.  The eight studies we labelled low quality relate to: international 
study on the link between VVGs and attitudes towards women (one study), and Australian 
studies on the impacts of VVG and aggression (three studies) and mental health of young 
players (six studies of which two are also referenced in the section on the impact of VVGs on 
aggression). 
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Table 2. How we have assessed strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence 

Low Medium High 

Evidence of research bias or 
subject to peer-reviewed 
criticism. 
 
Studies with unvalidated 
measures of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Correlational studies where 
other known causes of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health are not 
controlled for. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with low 
or undemonstrated association 
with real life attitudes or 
behaviour. 
 
 

Correlational studies with a 
small number of known causes 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health 
controlled for. 
 
Studies which rely on self-
report measures only. 
 
Studies with small samples with 
low generalisability. 
 
Meta-analyses with evidence of 
research bias, have been 
subjected to peer-reviewed 
criticism or have not been 
independently replicated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Correlational studies which 
have controlled for multiple 
known causes of aggression/ 
attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Longitudinal or retrospective 
studies which measure 
attitudes or behaviour over time 
 
Studies with large nationally 
representative samples. 
 
Studies or meta-analyses 
which have been independently 
replicated. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with high 
demonstrated association with 
real-life attitudes or behaviour. 
 
Studies which have adopted 
open science practices such as 
pre-registration. 
 
Studies which include multiple 
outcome measures such as 
self-reports, peer-report and 
validated measurement scales. 
 
Studies which have conducted 
cross-cultural comparisons or 
have generalised findings 
across different contexts. 

 
As stated above, each recommendation set out in this review was made using studies that 
span this spectrum of research quality. We prioritised studies that meet the criteria for high 
quality, and have made stronger recommendations where more high-quality research was 
available to draw on. In our recommendations, a high degree of research quality indicates 
that additional research is unlikely to meaningfully contribute to the existing literature.  
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02 / The effect of violent video games on 
aggression 

 

2.1 / Violent video games are unlikely to cause aggression 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

High High quality studies drawn from the US, UK, 
Germany, China, Singapore and Australia. 

The results of high-quality international and Australian studies suggest that the effect of VVGs on 
aggression is small to non-existent. 

 

World 

Recent high-quality studies indicate that the link between VVGs and aggression is 
small to non-existent. Studies that properly control for other known causes of aggression, 
and those that measure real-world behaviour either find no relationship, or a very small effect 
of VVGs on aggression.  

While only a recent phenomenon, recent pre-registered studies have mostly found no link 
between VVGs and aggression, nor any other negative effects. In a pre-registered trial 
conducted in the UK, researchers interviewed a large sample of British adolescents and their 
parents or carers. They found no association between exposure to VVGs over the past 
month and real-life aggressive behaviour as measured by carer assessment.37 Similarly, 
three pre-registered randomised controlled trials conducted in the USA found no effect of 
VVGs on short-term measures of aggressive inclinations38, hostility39 or aggressive 
behaviour.40 Two pre-registered longitudinal studies have also found no association between 
VVG exposure and aggression measured at a later time.41 For instance, a study of over 3000 
Singaporean youth found no association between playing VVGs and aggression measured 

                                                
37 Przybylski, A. K., & Weinstein, N. (2019). Violent video game engagement is not associated with adolescents' 
aggressive behaviour: evidence from a registered report. Royal Society open science, 6(2), 171474. 
38 McCarthy, R. J., Coley, S. L., Wagner, M. F., Zengel, B., & Basham, A. (2016). Does playing video games with 
violent content temporarily increase aggressive inclinations? A pre-registered experimental study. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 67, 13-19. 
39 Ferguson, C. J., Trigani, B., Pilato, S., Miller, S., Foley, K., & Barr, H. (2016). Violent video games don’t 
increase hostility in teens, but they do stress girls out. Psychiatric quarterly, 87(1), 49-56. 
40 Ferguson, C. J., Colon-Motas, K., Esser, C., Lanie, C., Purvis, S., & Williams, M. (2017). The (not so) evil 
within? Agency in video game choice and the impact of violent content. Simulation & Gaming, 48(3), 329-337 
41 Ferguson, C. J. (2019). A preregistered longitudinal analysis of aggressive video games and aggressive 
behavior in Chinese youth. Psychiatric quarterly, 1-5. 
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two years later.42 The authors concluded that it would take 27 hours per day of playing VVGs 
to produce clinically noticeable changes in aggression.  

In the past 10 years four meta-analyses have been conducted to synthesise the literature 
investigating the effect of VVGs on aggression.43, 44, 45, 46 Combined, these meta-analyses 
cover hundreds of correlational, experimental and longitudinal studies involving hundreds of 
thousands of participants. The overall conclusion to be drawn from these meta-analyses is 
that VVGs have a small effect on aggression. 
 
However there are several reasons to question whether any effect in fact exists:  
 

● These meta-analyses include many laboratory experiments with poor methodology. 
They rely on artificial measures of short-term aggression, with unproven correlation to 
real-life aggressive behaviour.  

● Effect sizes are smaller in studies with outcome measures that are more closely 
related to real-life aggressive behaviour, and research measuring long-term 
outcomes. 

● As research methodology and rigor has improved over the past 10 years, evidence of 
a link between VVGs and aggression has grown weaker.  

● When other known risk factors associated with aggression are controlled for (baseline 
aggression levels, gender, socioeconomic status) the association between VVGs and 
aggression diminishes almost entirely, suggesting that VVGs are not an independent 
cause of aggression.  

 
There is also substantial evidence of bias within this literature (see Appendix B), especially in 
experimental studies claiming to demonstrate that VVGs cause aggression.47 The 
aforementioned emerging research has begun to address these biases by adopting more 
rigorous methodology. Research which is pre-registered, has been independently replicated, 
measures real-life aggressive behaviour or long-term outcomes reports effects that are small 
to non-existent.   

Contrary to these findings, one recent pre-registered cross-sectional study found an 
association between playing video games and self-reported interpersonal violence in US 

                                                
42 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
43Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
44 Greitemeyer, T., & Mügge, D. O. (2014). Video games do affect social outcomes: A meta-analytic review of the 
effects of violent and prosocial video game play. Personality and social psychology bulletin, 40(5), 578-589. 
45 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on psychological science, 10(5), 646-666. 
46 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
47 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., & Rouder, J. N. (2017). Overstated evidence for short-term effects of violent 
games on affect and behavior: A reanalysis of Anderson et al.(2010). Psychological Bulletin, 143(7), 757-774. 
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university students.48 However the study did not address the impact of violence in video 
games, so it does not provide any evidence that violent content in games drives aggression.  

While experimental studies are useful to gather evidence about causality, they have mostly 
relied on short-term measures of aggression. To investigate whether VVGs cause 
aggression over time, researchers conducted a randomised controlled trial in Germany. 
Participants were assigned to play a VVG, a non-violent video game or no game at all. There 
was no difference between the groups across a range of measures of aggression 
immediately following eight weeks of gameplay, or two months after the experiment ended.49  
 
Research investigating the effects of VVGs have used a range of aggression measures, 
many of which are artificial behaviours in a laboratory setting 50, 51, 52, 53 (e.g. putting hot 
sauce into another participant’s food), or self-report scales of aggressive thoughts and 
emotions 54 55, 56, 57, 58, 59. There is no clear evidence that these measures relate to or predict 
real-world behaviours,60 which are the real concern to the community. If VVGs did in fact 
cause real-world aggressive behaviours, we would expect to observe a correlation between 
violent video game consumption and real-world violent incidents. In four separate analyses,61 
researchers compared patterns of US crime data with measures of VVG consumption over 
the past 30 years.62 They found no evidence of a relationship between VVG consumption 
and aggressive assaults or homicides. In fact, several measures of VVG consumption were 

                                                
48 Ivory, A. H., Ivory, J. D., & Lanier, M. (2017). Video Game Use as Risk Exposure, Protective Incapacitation, or 
Inconsequential Activity Among University Students. Journal of Media Psychology, 29,42-53. 
49 Kühn, S., Kugler, D. T., Schmalen, K., Weichenberger, M., Witt, C., & Gallinat, J. (2019). Does playing violent 
video games cause aggression? A longitudinal intervention study. Molecular psychiatry, 24(8), 1220. 
50 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A. and Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video games on 
children’s helpful and hurtful behaviors. Aggressive Behavior 38: 281–287, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21428 
51 Anderson, C. A., Bushman, B. J., Bartholow, B. D., Cantor, J., Christakis, D., Coyne, S. M., ... & Huesmann, R. 
(2017). Screen violence and youth behavior. Pediatrics, 140(Supplement 2), S142-S147. 
52 Engelhardt, C. R., Bartholow, B. D., Kerr, G. T., & Bushman, B. J. (2011). This is your brain on 
violent video games: Neural desensitization to violence predicts increased aggression following violent 
video game exposure. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 47(5), 1033-1036. 
53 Hollingdale, J., & Greitemeyer, T. (2014). The effect of online violent video games on levels of 
aggression. PLoS one, 9(11), e111790. 
54 Sestir, M. A., & Bartholow, B. D. (2010). Violent and nonviolent video games produce opposing 
effects on aggressive and prosocial outcomes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46(6), 934-
942. 
55 Bösche, W. (2010). Violent video games prime both aggressive and positive cognitions. Journal of 
Media Psychology. 
56 Bucolo, D. (2010). Violent video game exposure and physical aggression in adolescence: tests of 
the general aggression model. 
57 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A., & Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video 
games on college students' affect. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 263-271. 
58 Gao, X., Weng, L., Zhou, Y., & Yu, H. (2017). The Influence of Empathy and Morality of Violent 
Video Game Characters on Gamers’ Aggression. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 1863. 
59 Ivory, A. H., & Kaestle, C. E. (2013). The effects of profanity in violent video games on players' 
hostile expectations, aggressive thoughts and feelings, and other responses. Journal of Broadcasting 
& Electronic Media, 57(2), 224-241. 
60 McCarthy, R. J., & Elson, M. (2018). A conceptual review of lab-based aggression 
paradigms. Collabra: Psychology, 4(1). 
61 The analyses compared US data on violent crime with release dates for major VVGs, VVG sales data and 
internet searches for VVG guides. 
62 Markey, P. M., Markey, C. N., & French, J. E. (2015). Violent video games and real-world violence: Rhetoric 
versus data. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(4), 277. 
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associated with decreased crime-rates, a finding supported by other research comparing 
patterns of VVG consumption and US crime data.63, 64  
 
There are several possible explanations as to why VVG consumption would be associated 
with less violent crime. VVGs might have a cathartic effect, allowing healthy venting of 
aggression in a controlled and harmless environment. Alternatively, more aggressive people 
might prefer to play VVGs, and are therefore occupied by a non-violent activity following VVG 
releases.  It is important to note that these findings are correlational, and therefore cannot be 
used to draw causal conclusions 

Variable susceptibility to the effects of VVGs 
 
An area of increasing interest to researchers is whether individuals differ in their susceptibility 
to the impacts of VVGs. Valkenburg and Peter (2013) propose that individual differences in 
personality traits, social-context and mental health conditions might determine the size and 
nature of VVG effects.65 However there is currently a lack of strong evidence that this is the 
case.66 While some studies report variable effects on aggression based on peer factors,67 
age, 68 sex,69,70 personality traits71, 72 and family environment73, 74 the evidence is 
inconsistent. For example, one US correlational study found no evidence that children with 
mental health symptoms constitute a vulnerable population for VVG effects. In a sample of 
                                                
63 Cunningham, S., Engelstätter, B., & Ward, M. R. (2016). Violent video games and violent crime. Southern 
Economic Journal, 82(4), 1247-1265. 
64 Ferguson, C. J. (2014). Does media violence predict societal violence? It depends on what you look at and 
when. Journal of Communication, 65(1), E1-E22. 
65 Valkenburg PM, Peter J. (2013a). The differential susceptibility to media effects model. J. Commun. 
63:221–43 
66 Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2013b). Comm Research—Views from Europe| Five Challenges for 
the Future of Media-Effects Research. International Journal of Communication, 7, 19. 
67 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., Lugtig, P., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). The role of perceived peer 
norms in the relationship between media violence exposure and adolescents' aggression. Media 
Psychology, 19(1), 4-26. 
68 Breuer, J., Vogelgesang, J., Quandt, T., & Festl, R. (2015). Violent video games and physical 
aggression: Evidence for a selection effect among adolescents. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 
4(4), 305-328. 
69 Hasan, Y., Bègue, L., & Bushman, B. J. (2012). Viewing the world through “blood-red tinted 
glasses”: The hostile expectation bias mediates the link between violent video game exposure and 
aggression. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(4), 953-956. 
70 Verheijen, G. P., Burk, W. J., Stoltz, S. E., van den Berg, Y. H., & Cillessen, A. H. (2018). Friendly 
fire: Longitudinal effects of exposure to violent video games on aggressive behavior in adolescent 
friendship dyads. Aggressive behavior, 44(3), 257-267. 
71 Markey, P. M., & Markey, C. N. (2010). Vulnerability to violent video games: A review and 
integration of personality research. Review of General Psychology, 14(2), 82-91. 
72 Greitemeyer, T., & Sagioglou, C. (2017). The longitudinal relationship between everyday sadism 
and the amount of violent video game play. Personality and individual differences, 104, 238-242. 
73 Shao, R., & Wang, Y. (2019). Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression: Moderated 
Mediation Effect of Family Environment and Normative Beliefs. Frontiers in psychology, 10, 384. 
74 Fikkers, K., Piotrowski, J., Weeda, W., Vossen, H., & Valkenburg, P. (2013). Double dose: High 
family conflict enhances the effect of media violence exposure on adolescents’ aggression. Societies, 
3(3), 280-292. 
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377 children with either clinically diagnosed attention or depression symptoms, exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with increased levels of delinquency or bullying behaviour.75 
Another 3 year longitudinal study reported that sex, age, history of aggressive behaviour and 
family environment made no difference to the impact of VVGs on aggressive behaviour.76 
Where there is evidence of individual differences in susceptibility to VVGs, the effect is small 
and diminishes over time. For instance, two studies found that parental mediation style77 and 
family hostility had a small influence on VVG effects when measured cross-sectionally, 
however neither had any impact on the relationship between VVGs and aggression when 
measured longitudinally. 78, 79  

Overall conclusions from international research  
 

The highest quality evidence suggests that playing violent video games does not account for 
a meaningful proportion of observed aggression, if any at all. Even when the largest possible 
effect sizes are reported their level barely approaches levels deemed of practical or clinical 
importance.80, 81 This is particularly true when the effect of VVGs is compared to other known 
causal risk factors for aggression such as poverty, family violence and mental health.82, 83  In 
a longitudinal study conducted in the UK childhood mental health symptoms related to 
attention deficit disorder, depression and early conduct disorder predicted adolescent 
criminal behaviour 8 years later. In contrast, exposure to first person shooter games in 
childhood had no relationship with aggressive or criminal adolescent behaviour. 84 Similarly, 

                                                
75 Ferguson, C. J., & Olson, C. K. (2014). Video game violence use among “vulnerable” populations: 
The impact of violent games on delinquency and bullying among children with clinically elevated 
depression or attention deficit symptoms. Journal of youth and adolescence, 43(1), 127-136. 
76 Gentile, D. A., Li, D., Khoo, A., Prot, S., & Anderson, C. A. (2014). Mediators and moderators of 
long-term effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior: Practice, thinking, and action. JAMA 
pediatrics, 168(5), 450-457. 
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adolescent aggression, however no parental mediation styles were longitudinally related to media 
violence exposure and aggression.  
78 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). Beyond the lab: Investigating early 
adolescents' cognitive, emotional, and arousal responses to violent games. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 60, 542-549. 
79 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2017). A matter of style? Exploring the effects 
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Computers in Human Behavior, 70, 407-415. 
80 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
81 Drummond, A., & Sauer, J. D. (2019). Divergent meta-analyses do not present uniform evidence that violent video 
game content increases aggressive behaviour. 
82 Ferguson, C. J. (2011). Video games and youth violence: A prospective analysis in adolescents. 
Journal of youth and adolescence, 40(4), 377-391. 
83 Ferguson, C. J., San Miguel, C., Garza, A., & Jerabeck, J. M. (2012). A longitudinal test of video 
game violence influences on dating and aggression: A 3-year longitudinal study of adolescents. 
Journal of psychiatric research, 46(2), 141-146. 
84 Smith, S., Ferguson, C., & Beaver, K. (2018). A longitudinal analysis of shooter games and their relationship 
with conduct disorder and self-reported delinquency. International journal of law and psychiatry, 58, 48-53. 
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when studies control for these individual or socio-demographic risk factors the impacts of 
VVGs on aggression diminish85, 86 or disappear completely.87 
 
 

 

Australia 

Research on the link between VVGs and aggression conducted in Australia is 
largely consistent with international findings. Two Australian studies which were classified as 
find no effect of violent or ultra-violent games on aggression,88 even if the participant was 
primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.89 However both studies were classified as 
providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2).  
 
One 2019 Australian study found that playing violent video games for five to 15 minutes 
impaired players’ recognition of anger, enhanced their perception of their fighting ability and 
perception of a target as weak.90 However, consistent with international studies, the authors 
found that gender and baseline aggression mediated the effects of VVGs on these 
aggression measures. It is also important to note that these aggression measures are based 
on perception, not action. Another 2019 Australian study found that game competition, not 
violence, increased aggressive emotions.91 Moreover, the authors found that neither 
competition nor violence increased aggressive behaviour. This is consistent with international 
studies, which often find larger effects of violent games on aggressive emotions and 
perceptions than on actual aggressive behaviour. 
 
A very recent Australian study found that players find in-game aggression more acceptable 
than offline aggression.92 This suggests that players perceive in-game and real-world 
behaviour as governed by different norms, which may explain why acting out violence in a 
game does not cause real-world aggression. It is important to note that the authors recruited 
players online, and that only 11.5 per cent of their sample were Australian (the majority were 
American). The most common games played in their sample were World of Warcraft and 

                                                
85 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial 
behavior in eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol 
Bull 136:151–173. 
86 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent 
video game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
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Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
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Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
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World of Tanks, which have M and PG ratings respectively, so it is possible that the authors 
would have obtained different findings if their sample played more violent games. 
 
A study of young Australians found that boys were significantly more likely than girls to play 
violent video games (or watch other violent media), and to have used physical violence in the 
past year.93 However, this cross-sectional (and therefore non-causal) study also found that 
young people who committed acts of aggression were also more likely to have been 
threatened with physical violence in the community, at home, or at school. This study 
suggests that factors such as gender may predict VVG gameplay and exposure to 
experiences that are more likely to directly cause aggression. 
 
An Australian study of male and female violent video game players revealed complex 
reasons for why players are drawn to violent games.94 For example, women in this study 
reported playing VVGs to be more attractive to romantic partners. This study did not find any 
relationship between violent video game play and aggression or dominance measures. 
However, as the authors note, their measure of aggression was acts of intimate partner 
violence, which is a more extreme measure than is typically used in VVG studies. This 
makes it difficult to relate this study to the wider violent video game literature.    

2.2 / Extremely violent games do not cause more aggression than 
violent video games 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
Germany and Canada 

The results of higher quality studies suggest that that extremely VVGs do not increase aggression 
more than VVGs.  

 
 

World 

Video game content can differ on a number of dimensions, including pace, realism 
and graphicness. Due to the difficulty in matching games to ensure that the effect of violent 
content can be measured, most of this research has been conducted in experimental 
laboratories. Several randomised controlled trials in Germany, Australia and the US have 
compared video games which only differ in the severity of violent content. They find that 
higher levels of violence do not affect player aggression. 
 

                                                
93 Baxendale, S., Lester, L., Johnston, R., & Cross, D. (2015). Risk factors in adolescents’ involvement in violent 
behaviours. Journal of Aggression, Conflict and Peace Research, 7(1), 2-18. 
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Differences, 86, 204-211. 
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A trial in Germany varied the amount of displayed violence and the pace of action in a first 
person shooter game, ensuring that all other features of the game where otherwise the 
same. They found that neither pace nor displayed violence had any effect on aggressive 
behaviour, as measured by willingness to expose another participant to an unpleasant noise-
blast.95 Similarly, researchers in the US assigned 275 undergraduates to play a first person 
shooter game that was modified to be more or less violent. Neither game difficulty nor violent 
content was found to affect aggressive behaviour.96 Finally, across seven randomised 
controlled trials conducted on US university students, researchers found that competence-
impeding play increased frustration and aggression, however of levels of violent content had 
no impact.97  
 
The results from these and other studies suggest that other video game variables have a 
greater influence on aggression. Level of competition98, 99 and perceived game difficulty100 
have been associated with increased player aggression. For instance, a Canadian study 
which measured patterns of gameplay over 3 years found that increased competitive 
gameplay was associated with increased self-reported aggressive behaviour.101 On the other 
hand, increased graphic realism of violence depicted in video games does not appear to 
increase player aggression.102  

 

Australia 

A series of Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent, and ultra-violent 
video games found no effect of the level of game violence on aggression,103 even if the 
participant was primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.104 The authors did, however, find 
that ultra-violent games significantly increase players’ self-dehumanisation.105 This replicates 
another Australian finding that playing (extremely violent) Mortal Kombat diminished players’ 
perceived humanity, but only if they were the target of violence.106 This self-dehumanisation 

                                                
95 Elson, M., Breuer, J., Van Looy, J., Kneer, J., & Quandt, T. (2015). Comparing apples and oranges? Evidence 
for pace of action as a confound in research on digital games and aggression. Psychology of Popular Media 
Culture, 4(2), 112. 
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violence, game difficulty, and 2D: 4D digit ratio on aggressive behavior. Psychological science, 30(4), 606-616. 
97 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
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99 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2011). The effect of video game competition and violence on aggressive 
behavior: Which characteristic has the greatest influence?. Psychology of violence, 1(4), 259. 
100 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 
101 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Demolishing the competition: The longitudinal link between competitive 
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effect does not appear to cause aggressive behaviour; in fact the authors argue that 
participants may have acted pro-socially to counteract their feelings of dehumanisation. The 
above three studies have been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 
2). 

2.3 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined international and Australian evidence suggests the effect of VVGs on 
aggression in Australia is small to non-existent, with high strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. The weight of evidence shows that even if VVGs do cause 
aggression, they would still only account for a very small proportion of aggressive behaviour, 
indicating little value in conducting additional research in this area. 
 
Similarly, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that higher levels of violence in 
VVGs do not affect aggression, with medium strength of evidence and high generalisability 
to Australia. Extremely-violent or ultra-violent games are unlikely to contribute to any 
increased risk of aggression or violence.  
 

03 / The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards 
women 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium Medium - small number of studies largely drawn 
from Australia, US, UK, Canada and Germany. 

The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. However, at present there is a lack of high-quality studies on this topic. VVGs which include 
sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some players. 

 

3.1 / Violent video games do not change attitudes towards women 
 

World 

Content analyses have revealed that video games contain fewer female 
protagonists, portray overly sexualised female characters, and games which depict violence 
can involve aggressive acts towards women.107, 108 There is growing concern that these 

                                                
107 Van Reijmersdal, E. A., Jansz, J., Peters, O., & Van Noort, G. (2013). Why girls go pink: Game character 
identification and game-players’ motivations. Computers in Human Behavior, 29(6), 2640-2649. 
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representations of female characters normalise the objectification and sexualisation of 
women. 
 
The highest quality evidence suggests that VVGs do not change attitudes towards women in 
the long-term for either men or women. A three year study on a representative sample of 
German youth found that preference for action or first person shooter video games was not 
associated with sexist attitudes. Amount of time spent playing video games also had no 
association with sexism.109 The study controlled for other known risk factors of negative 
attitudes towards women such as age and education.  
 
When researchers measure short-term attitudes towards women the results are more mixed. 
Two laboratory studies conducted in Italy and the USA have found that violent games can 
reduce empathy towards women110 and increase hostile sexism111 for some male players. 
However, the violent content appeared to have no independent effect on attitudes towards 
women. Sexist content, or combined sexist and violent content were necessary to change 
players’ attitudes towards women. It should be noted that one of these studies, Gabbiandini 
et al. (2016), was classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2 p15).  
 
Overall, this evidence suggests that if video games do cause negative attitudes towards 
women, this effect is driven by sexualised or sexist content, rather than violent content. This 
conclusion is supported by other research. Correlational studies conducted online and in 
France found that playing video games is associated with both benevolent sexism112, 113 and 
hostile attitudes114 towards women, a meta-analysis of 54 studies concluded that video 
games increase self-objectification for both men and women115 and a randomised control trial 
found that sexualised avatars in an adventure game increased adolescent players 
acceptance of rape myths116 compared to non-sexualised avatars.117  
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112 Benevolent sexism is a form of paternalistic prejudice (treating a lower status group as a father might treat a 
child) directed toward women. 
113 Bègue, L., Sarda, E., Gentile, D. A., Bry, C., & Roché, S. (2017). Video games exposure and sexism in a 
representative sample of adolescents. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 466. 
114 Fox, J., & Potocki, B. (2016). Lifetime video game consumption, interpersonal aggression, hostile sexism, and 
rape myth acceptance: A cultivation perspective. Journal of interpersonal violence, 31(10), 1912-1931. 
115 Interestingly, video games had a larger impact than television consumption. Karsay, K., Knoll, J., & Matthes, J. 
(2018). Sexualizing media use and self-objectification: A meta-analysis. Psychology of women quarterly, 42(1), 9-
28. 
116 Rape myth acceptance refers to holding prejudicial, stereotyped and false beliefs about sexual assaults, 
rapists, and rape victims. These beliefs often serve to excuse sexual aggression, create hostility toward victims, 
and bias criminal prosecution. 
117 Driesmans, K., Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2015). Playing a videogame with a sexualized female 
character increases adolescents' rape myth acceptance and tolerance toward sexual harassment. Games for 
health journal, 4(2), 91-94. 
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Increased levels of sexist or sexualised content within video games are also associated with 
more negative attitudes towards women. A correlational study found that male college 
students who played more sexist games held more sexist attitudes towards women,118 and a 
2018 systematic-review found that women experienced self-objectification and low levels of 
self-efficacy as a result of exposure to sexist content within video games, compared with 
video games which didn’t contain sexist content.119  
 
While violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women, these studies provide some evidence that sexualised content may impact attitudes 
towards women. The available evidence suggests that this is driven by sexualised or sexist 
content, rather than violence.  

Australia 

An Australian experimental study found that low-skilled male Halo 3 players were 
more hostile towards female teammates, particularly when they were performing 

poorly.120 In contrast, high-skilled male players were more positive towards female 
teammates. This study therefore suggests that sexism elicited by gameplay is triggered by 
the player’s sense of their own ability, and not by in-game violence. Moreover, this study did 
not compare Halo 3 to a non-violent game.  

3.2 / Conclusions 
 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that violent video games don’t 
increase negative attitudes towards women with medium strength of evidence and medium 
generalisability to Australia. However some evidence suggests that sexist video game 
content is harmful, and that VVGs which include sexualised or sexist content may increase 
negative sexist attitudes for some players. 
 

04 / The impacts of VVGs on young peoples’ 
mental health 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
UK, Canada 

                                                
118 Stermer, S. P., & Burkley, M. (2015). SeX-Box: Exposure to sexist video games predicts benevolent sexism. 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(1), 47-55. 
119 Gestos, M., Smith-Merry, J., & Campbell, A. (2018). Representation of women in video games: a systematic 
review of literature in consideration of adult female wellbeing. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social networking, 
21(9), 535-541. 
120 Kasumovic, M. M., & Kuznekoff, J. H. (2015). Insights into sexism: Male status and performance moderates 
female-directed hostile and amicable behaviour. PloS one, 10(7), e0131613. 
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There is no high quality evidence of a causal relationship between VVGs and depression, anxiety, 
suicidal ideation, attention problems, academic achievement or pro-social outcomes.  

 

4.1 / Violent video games do not cause negative mental health 
outcomes in young players 

World 

Research into the impact of VVGs on young peoples’ mental health is the most 
recent form of a long history of concerns about the impact of violent media on aggression, 
particularly as video games become ubiquitous in children’s lives. The peak body for the 
Australian video game industry reported that young Australians play video games for an 
average of 100 minutes per day.121 Researchers are increasingly interested in understanding 
the long-term psychosocial and developmental impacts of playing video games, especially 
those with extremely violent content. These include impacts on peer-relations, internalising 
problems such as anxiety or depression and attentional problems such as ADHD. 
 
There is no high quality evidence to suggest that VVGs increase negative mental health 
outcomes for young players. A meta-analysis by Ferguson et al. of 101 studies found neither 
video games nor VVGs had any impact on depression, attention disorders, conduct 
disorders, pro-social behaviour or academic achievement for both children and 
adolescents.122 The meta-analyses included correlational, experimental and longitudinal 
studies measuring both short and long-term effects. This meta-analysis has been replicated 
by an independent research team, which is noteworthy given the above mentioned biases 
and flawed methodology prevalent in this literature.123  

Longitudinal research conducted in the USA, Europe and Singapore find VVGs are not 
associated with negative mental health outcomes for young players. For example a 
prospective longitudinal study of over 5000 UK children found no association between 
preference for first-person shooter games at 8 years old and depression in adolescence.124 A 
longitudinal study on 300 Dutch children reported that preference for violent video games 
was not associated with mental health outcomes (neither positive nor negative) 1 year 
later.125 Similarly violent video game play was not associated with depression or anxiety over 

                                                
121 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: IGEA. 
122 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
123 Adachi, P. J. C., & Willoughby, T. (2016). The longitudinal association between competitive video game play 
and aggression among adolescents and young adults. Child Development, 87(6), 1877-1892. 
124 Etchells, P. J., Gage, S. H., Rutherford, A. D., & Munafò, M. R. (2016). Prospective investigation of video 
game use in children and subsequent conduct disorder and depression using data from the Avon longitudinal 
study of parents and children. PLoS One, 11(1), e0147732. 
125 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., Burk, W. J., & Granic, I. (2017). Video gaming and children’s 
psychosocial wellbeing: A longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 46(4), 884-897. 
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1 year of measurement in 10-14 years olds in the USA.126 A recent pre-registered study of 
3000 Singaporean youth found that playing VVGs was unrelated to youth pro-social 
behaviour 2 years later.127 

Contrary to these findings, a recent correlational study of over 5000 US 5th grade students 
reported that playing VVGs for more than 2 hours per day was associated with increased 
depressive symptoms. However these results compared high daily VVG play to low daily 
VVG play, and did not compare violent to nonviolent games. When time spent playing video 
games was matched, there was no relationship between violent content and symptoms of 
depression.128  

Research on suicidal ideation is more mixed. A recent correlational study in the USA found 
no relationship between VVGs and suicidal ideation.129 Whilst another study in a nationally 
representative sample of US high-school students found a correlation between excessive 
video game use and suicidal ideation,130 this was not explicitly related to violent video 
games.  It is also unclear whether video games cause suicidal ideation, or whether children 
experiencing suicidal ideation video game play.  

Other risk factors such as prior youth depression, anxiety, family, socio-economic status or 
peer delinquency, are a more reliable predictor of mental health outcomes for children and 
adolescents. Many studies suggest that compared to other known socio-demographic risk 
factors, VVGs present minimal danger to the mental health of young players. A 1 year 
longitudinal study in the US131 found that anxiety and depression were predicted by parental 
aggression, delinquent peers and previous symptoms of depression, whereas exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with any negative mental health outcomes.132 Similarly, a US study 
found that gender, antisocial traits, family environment and prior mental health conditions 
predicted attention problems in children,133 whereas attention problems were not related to 
playing more video games or a preference for VVGs.  

                                                
126 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
US. 
127 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
128 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., Burk, W. J., & Granic, I. (2017). Video gaming and children’s 
psychosocial wellbeing: A longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 46(4), 884-897. 
129 Jami M. Gauthier, Kelly L. Zuromski, Seth A. Gitter, Tracy K. Witte, Ian J. Cero, Kathryn H. Gordon, Jessica 
Ribeiro, Michael Anestis, and Thomas Joiner (2014). The Interpersonal-Psychological Theory of Suicide and 
Exposure to Video Game Violence. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology: Vol. 33, No. 6, pp. 512-535. 
130 Messias, E., Castro, J., Saini, A., Usman, M., & Peeples, D. (2011). Sadness, suicide, and their association 
with video game and internet overuse among teens: results from the youth risk behavior survey 2007 and 2009. 
Suicide and Life‐Threatening Behavior , 41(3), 307-315. 
131 Sample mostly identified as Hispanic 
132 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
US. 
133 Ferguson, C. J. (2011). The influence of television and video game use on attention and school problems: A 
multivariate analysis with other risk factors controlled. Journal of psychiatric research, 45(6), 808-813. 
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Evidence suggests that other game characteristics such as competition,134 and excessive 
gameplay,135 136 in particular pathological video-gaming,137 have a larger effect on mental 
health outcomes than violent content. Research carried out with 10-14 year olds in the USA 
over one year found that playing VVGs did not predict depression or anxiety,138 however, 
high levels of competitive gaming were associated with negative mental health outcomes 
such as depression and reduced pro-social behaviour.  
 
Emerging evidence suggests that video games might have a protective effect for children’s 
mental health. In a high quality correlational study surveying over 3000 young children 
across six European nations, increased video game usage (more than five hours per week) 
was not associated with any negative mental health, social or behavioural outcomes. 
Children who played more video games had lower rates of internalising disorders and fewer 
thoughts of death, and experienced pro-social and academic benefits, including elevated 
intellectual functioning, high overall competence, and specific benefits in reading, 
mathematics and spelling.139 
 
While beyond the scope of this review, there is also increasing evidence that playing video 
games more generally provides many benefits for children and adolescents. Researchers 
have summarised the evidence for various cognitive, social and psychological benefits of 
video games for young players.140 
 

Australia 

To our knowledge, there are no Australian studies that compare mental health 
outcomes in young people for violent and non-violent games. Australian studies 

have found that young peoples’ mental health141 and academic performance142 decline as 
screen time increases. However, there is no evidence from the Australian context that violent 

                                                
134 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., & Granic, I. (2019). Gaining a competitive edge: Longitudinal 
associations between children’s competitive video game playing, conduct problems, peer relations, and prosocial 
behavior. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 8(1), 76. 
135 Gentile, D. A., Swing, E. L., Lim, C. G., & Khoo, A. (2012). Video game playing, attention problems, and 
impulsiveness: Evidence of bidirectional causality. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 1(1), 62. 
136 Przybylski, A. K. (2014). Electronic gaming and psychosocial adjustment. Pediatrics, 134(3), e716-e722. 
137 Liau, A. K., Choo, H., Li, D., Gentile, D. A., Sim, T., & Khoo, A. (2015). Pathological video-gaming among 
youth: a prospective study examining dynamic protective factors. Addiction Research & Theory, 23(4), 301-308. 
138 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016, April). Media managing mood: a look at the 
possible effects of violent media on affect. In Child & Youth Care Forum (Vol. 45, No. 2, pp. 241-258). Springer 
US. 
139 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children?. Social 
psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
140 Granic, I., Lobel, A., & Engels, R. C. (2014). The benefits of playing video games. American psychologist, 
69(1), 66. 
141 Babic, M. J., Smith, J. J., Morgan, P. J., Eather, N., Plotnikoff, R. C., & Lubans, D. R. (2017). Longitudinal 
associations between changes in screen-time and mental health outcomes in adolescents. Mental Health and 
Physical Activity, 12, 124-131. 
142 Drummond, A., & Sauer, J. D. (2020). Timesplitters: Playing video games before (but not after) school on 
weekdays is associated with poorer adolescent academic performance. A test of competing theoretical accounts. 
Computers & Education, 144, 103704. 
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game content mediates or exacerbates any negative impacts of playing video games. Below 
we have separated out Australian findings in relation to mental health outcomes: 
 
Pathological gaming.143 A study of over 1200 South Australian high school students found 
a rate of Pathological Video Gaming (PVG) of less than two per cent.144 Young people with 
PVG did not meet the criteria for clinical depression or anxiety, although this study did not 
specifically address video game violence.  
 
Sleep. Some Australian studies have found that playing violent video games before bed 
disrupts young players’ sleep.145, 146 These studies did not compare sleep quality after 
playing a non-violent game, and attribute effects on sleep to the arousing nature of the 
games chosen. These studies also used very small sample sizes (less than 20 participants). 
They have therefore been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2). 
Other Australian studies suggest that the general stimulation of computer use,147 duration of 
play,148 and the tendency of young gamers to enter a flow state149 while playing150 disrupt 
sleep, not necessarily violent content.  
 
Behavioural and emotional problems. Australian studies have found that children who play 
more video games are more likely to have behavioural and emotional problems,151 and less 
ability to self-regulate.152 However, these studies only measured video game play or media 
exposure (including all types of video games) overall, and did not distinguish between violent 
and non-violent games. 
 
Self-dehumanisation.153 Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent and extremely 
violent games have found that extremely violent games cause players to self-dehumanise.154 
Another Australian study found that an extremely violent game (Mortal Kombat) reduced 

                                                
143 Pathological gaming is defined as the persistent inability to control excessive gaming habits despite 
associated social or emotional problems 
144 King, D. L., Delfabbro, P. H., Zwaans, T., & Kaptsis, D. (2013). Clinical features and axis I comorbidity of 
Australian adolescent pathological Internet and video game users. Australian & New Zealand Journal of 
Psychiatry, 47(11), 1058-1067. 
145 King, D. L., Gradisar, M., Drummond, A., Lovato, N., Wessel, J., Micic, G., ... & Delfabbro, P. (2013). The 
impact of prolonged violent video‐gaming on adolescent sleep: an experimental study. Journal of sleep research, 
22(2), 137-143. 
146 Weaver, E., Gradisar, M., Dohnt, H., Lovato, N., & Douglas, P. (2010). The effect of presleep video-game 
playing on adolescent sleep. Journal of Clinical Sleep Medicine, 6(02), 184-189. 
147 Harbard, E., Allen, N. B., Trinder, J., & Bei, B. (2016). What's keeping teenagers up? Prebedtime behaviors 
and actigraphy-assessed sleep over school and vacation. Journal of Adolescent Health, 58(4), 426-432. 
148 Smith, L. J., Gradisar, M., King, D. L., & Short, M. (2017). Intrinsic and extrinsic predictors of video-gaming 
behaviour and adolescent bedtimes: the relationship between flow states, self-perceived risk-taking, device 
accessibility, parental regulation of media and bedtime. Sleep medicine, 30, 64-70. 
149 Flow is “an experience of immersion and time distortion” while playing 
150 Smith, L. J., King, D. L., Richardson, C., Roane, B. M., & Gradisar, M. (2017). Mechanisms influencing older 
adolescents' bedtimes during videogaming: the roles of game difficulty and flow. Sleep medicine, 39, 70-76. 
151 Mundy, L. K., Canterford, L., Olds, T., Allen, N. B., & Patton, G. C. (2017). The association between electronic 
media and emotional and behavioral problems in late childhood. Academic pediatrics, 17(6), 620-624.  
152 Cliff, D. P., Howard, S. J., Radesky, J. S., McNeill, J., & Vella, S. A. (2018). Early Childhood Media Exposure 
and Self-Regulation: Bidirectional Longitudinal Associations. Academic pediatrics, 18(7), 813-819. 
153 Note that these studies were covered in the section on aggression.  
154 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia.  
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players’ perception of their own humanity when they were the target, not the perpetrator, of 
violence in the game.155 However, these studies were conducted with an adult sample, so it 
is unclear whether young people experience dehumanisation due to game violence. They 
were also classified as low strength of evidence studies (see Table 2). 
 
Positive social outcomes. A laboratory study conducted in Australia found that playing a 
violent game (Left 4 Dead 2) increased players’ positive affect and sense of connection when 
their teammate was a human-controlled (not computer-controlled) character.156 This finding 
is consistent with international research on the prosocial benefits of playing cooperative 
VVGs. Other Australian studies have found no effect of violent157 or even prosocial158 games 
on prosocial behaviour, although their measures of prosocial behaviour have questionable 
relevance to real-world behaviour. These studies were classified as providing low strength of 
evidence (see Table 2). In addition, these studies were conducted in an adult sample, so it is 
unclear whether young people experience the same benefits. 

4.2 / Conclusions 
 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that VVGs do not cause negative 
mental health outcomes for young players with medium strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. Some evidence suggests VVGs might have a positive impact on 
mental health outcomes. 

05 / Recommendations  
 
The aim of this literature review was to answer the question: 
 
“What are the main gaps in our understanding of the link between playing violent video 
games, and aggression and attitudes towards women, in Australia?” 

Below, we outline our conclusions and recommendations as to whether further research is 
needed to explore the impacts of VVGs in the Australian context in relation to aggression, 
attitudes to women or mental health outcomes for young players.  

5.1 / Aggression 
Research questions:  
 

                                                
155 Bastian, B., Jetten, J., & Radke, H. R. (2012). Cyber-dehumanization: Violent video game play diminishes our 
humanity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(2), 486-491. 
156 Vella, K. (2016). The social context of video game play: Relationships with the player experience and 
wellbeing (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Queensland University of Technology. Queensland, Australia.  
157 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
158 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2013). Failure to demonstrate that playing violent video games diminishes 
prosocial behavior. PloS one, 8(7), e68382.  
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1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from 
international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
aggression in Australian research? 

 
Conclusions: 
 

● Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there 
is little to no impact of violent video games on aggression.  
 

● To date, limited research has been conducted in Australia. However, the strength of 
generalisable international research can fill any research gaps in the Australian 
context. This includes meta-analyses and emerging high quality research which 
converge on the conclusion that VVGs cause little or no real-world aggressive 
behaviour.  
 

● It is unlikely that additional research in Australia would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. 
 

Recommendation: At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression.  
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5.2 / Attitudes towards women 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women 
emerging from international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
attitudes towards women in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 
 

● The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and 
attitudes towards women. There is only one Australian study on the effect of a VVG 
on attitudes towards women, and this study did not compare violent and non-violent 
video games.  
 

● Violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women. Some studies suggest that VVGs which contain sexist or sexualised content 
increase negative attitudes towards women. However, the available evidence 
suggests that this effect is driven by the sexualised or sexist content, rather than 
violence. While there is no strong evidence that violent content increases the 
negative impacts of sexist video games, the effect of sexualised or sexist content has 
not been adequately addressed in the literature. 
 

 
Recommendation: As the available high quality evidence finds that violent content in VVGs 
alone has no effect on attitudes towards women, no further research is recommended to 
understand the relationship between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. 
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5.3 / Mental health outcomes  
 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely violent 
games impact the mental health of young game players? 

2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young game 
players in Australia? 

Conclusions: 
 

● There is no evidence in the international literature of a robust causal relationship 
between VVGs and depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, attention problems, 
academic achievement or pro-social outcomes. Other risk factors such as family 
environment, delinquent peers and prior mental health conditions are much more 
robust predictors of poor mental health outcomes. 
 

● It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
has not been shown to affect mental health over and above general game play. 

 
Recommendation:  At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and youth mental health.  
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Appendix A 
Table 1: Search Criteria and Search Terms  
 

 Research Question Search Criteria Working Search Terms  

1 What are the main 
gaps in our 
understanding of the 
link between playing 
violent video games, 
and aggression and 
attitudes towards 
women, in Australia? 

Academic research conducted in Australian 
cohorts on any link between violent and 
extremely violent video games and 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  

“Violent Video games” 
“Violent computer games” 
“Extremely violent Video 
games” 
“First-person shooter” 
“Aggression” 
“Aggressive behaviour” 
“Attitudes towards 
women” 
“Gendered” 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
“Causational” 
“Intervention study” 
“Randomised controlled 
trial” 
“Meta-Analysis” 
“Systematic Review” 
“Longitudinal”  
“Impacts 
Behaviour/behaviour” 
 

2 What is the 
relationship between 
violent and 
extremely violent 
video games and 
aggression and/or 
attitudes towards 
women in 
international 
contexts? 

Academic research conducted in overseas 
contexts and cohorts on any link between 
violent and extremely violent video games 
and aggression, and attitudes towards 
women. We will give special attention to 
high quality systematic reviews or meta-
analysis, or research measuring longitudinal 
outcomes. We will prioritise research 
conducted in comparable countries to 
Australia on social, cultural and political 
dimensions. High quality research 
conducted in countries which are not 
generalisable to the Australian context will 
supplement this search, however receive 
lower prioritisation.  
 
We will also give consideration to academic 
research which identifies and 
operationalises levels of violent content or 
realism of violence in video games and 
explores the variance in impact on 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  
 

We will use the same core 
search terms (in Row 1) 
removing references to 
Australia, with additional 
terms to explore levels of 
violence in games: 
“MA15+” 
“R18+  
“R”  
“Very violent” 
“Extremely violent” 
“Ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs extremely 
violent” 
“Violent vs ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs very violent” 
“Level of violence”  
“Unrated” 
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4 Do violent or 
extremely violent 
games impact the 
mental health of 
young game 
players? 

Academic research conducted exploring 
any link between violent and extremely 
violent video games and mental health 
outcomes for young people. We will give 
special attention to longitudinal research, as 
well as including both positive and negative 
mental health impacts. 

We will use the same core 
search terms (in Row 1), 
with additional terms 
relevant to mental health: 
“Mental health” 
“Young people” 
“Adolescents” 
“Suicide” 
“Anxiety” 
“Depression” 
“Cognitive benefits” 
“Social benefits” 
“Cognitive development” 
“Emotional development” 
“Cognitive impacts” 
“Social impacts” 

3 How can 
international and 
cross-jurisdictional 
research on the 
impact of violent 
games be 
generalised to the 
Australian context? 

Cross-cultural academic studies on violent 
video games, especially those involving 
countries likely to be compared to Australia.  
 
Any other research on the generalisability of 
international findings cross-culturally, and if 
available, to the Australian context and 
relating to aggression, attitudes to women 
and gaming. 

“Generalisable” 
“Generalisability” 
“Applicability” 
“Comparable”  
“Research” 
“Cross-cultural research”  
“Violent video games” 
“Attitudes to women” 
“Gaming“ 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
 
(we will also include here 
names of countries that 
come up as most 
comparable to Australia) 

 

  



36 
 

Appendix B 
 
Different types of bias identified by researcher Christopher Ferguson 
 

Bias Description Influence on the debate on whether VVGs 
cause negative outcomes 

Citation 
bias 

Authors selectively reference 
studies that support their 
hypotheses, and exclude studies 
that contradict their hypotheses.  

VVG meta-analyses selectively include studies 
which match the researchers’ pre-determined 
hypotheses. Evidence suggests that scholars 
who neglect to refer to research which 
contradicts their hypotheses report higher effect 
sizes.159 

Publication 
bias 

Statistically significant effects are 
more likely to be reported in 
journals than null effects. 

Studies that find an effect of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes towards women, and 
mental health outcomes are over-represented in 
the literature.160 Studies finding no relationship 
between VVGs and aggression are less likely to 
be published. This results in a false perception 
of the amount of evidence in favour of VVGs 
causing both positive and negative outcomes in 
players.  

Inflation 
bias 

Measures of aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and mental health 
outcomes are not standardised 
across studies and there is no 
consensus on how they should be 
interpreted.  

Study results can be selectively interpreted by 
authors to support their predetermined 
hypotheses. The authors of VVG meta-analyses 
may have biases which influence how they 
interpret and present evidence from the 
literature.161   

 

Greater transparency has been proposed as a way to address research bias and poor 
methodology.162 Pre-registration requires scholars to submit their research rationale, 
hypotheses, design and analytic strategy prior to conducting an experiment. This locks 
researchers into a pre-specified plan and reduces the opportunity for both explicit and implicit 
bias creeping in to the research process. Publicising research agendas ahead of time also 
prevents the failure to report results which contradict the original aims of the researchers. 

 

  

                                                
159 Ferguson, C.J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
160 Ferguson, C. J. (2018). The problem of false positives and false negatives in violent video game experiments. 
International journal of law and psychiatry, 56, 35-43. 
161 Ferguson, C. J., & Colwell, J. (2017). Understanding why scholars hold different views on the influences of 
video games on public health. Journal of Communication, 67(3), 305-327. 
162 Rahal, R. M., & Open Science Collaboration. (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. 
Science, 349(6251), aac4716. 
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Executive summary 

 
 

Playing video games is a popular pastime among Australians, with 2 out of 3 Australians 
reporting that they play video games.1 There is ongoing concern internationally that playing 
violent or extremely violent video games (VVGs) may lead to negative outcomes, including 
increased aggression, negative attitudes to women and poor mental health outcomes for 
young players. While decades of research exists attempting to address these questions, 
there is ongoing controversy on the effects of VVGs. Meanwhile community concerns 
continue to grow alongside technological advances and increasingly realistic and immersive 
player experiences.   

The evidence is therefore of interest to policy makers in Australia. The current review of 
academic research literature on the effects of violent video games seeks to determine 
whether there are any gaps in this research from an Australian perspective. At the time of 
publication, only a small number of studies investigating the impacts of violent video games 
on behaviour and attitudes have been conducted within Australia. The vast majority of 
research has been carried out in the United States, Europe and Asia. Here, we assess the 
extent to which findings from international research can be used to inform an understanding 
of the potential impact of VVGs in an Australian setting. 
 

Research Finding 1: International research is generalisable to the Australian context  
 
Overall, given the small differences between results on the strength of these associations 
across cultures, international research is highly relevant and sufficient to our understanding 
of the relationship between VVGs and aggression in the Australian context. Some small 
effects of culture on the relationship between VVGs and aggression are apparent, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression tend to 
be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.2, 3, 4 However, the 
magnitude of these effects across all cultures studied is small, and supports the conclusion 
that they are helpful in understanding the effects of VVGs on Australian players.  
 
Unlike the aggression literature, little research exists on the cross-cultural generalisability of 
findings concerning the impact of VVGs on youth mental health and attitudes towards 
women. However, what research does exist does not suggest that violent content results in 
VVG players having poor attitudes towards women or negative mental health outcomes.  
 

                                                 
1 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: Interactive 
Games and Entertainment Association. 
2 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
3 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
4  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
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Research Finding 2: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on aggression.  
  
Internationally there is much debate over the nature of the relationship between violent video 
games and players’ behaviours and attitudes. The current review synthesises findings from 
the last decade to draw up-to-date conclusions as to the impact of violent video games. 
 
Interpreting contradictory findings in the research literature is challenging due to widely 
varying methodologies, the tendency to only measure short-term outcomes, an overreliance 
on correlational evidence, and inconsistent definitions and measurements of aggression and 
attitudes towards women. Much of the academic literature on VVGs is dominated by 
supporters5 and opponents6 of the hypothesised link between playing VVGs and aggression. 
Despite the ongoing controversy, high-quality individual studies that use meaningful 
measures of aggression, and meta-analyses that control for other likely causes of 
aggression, converge on the same conclusion: VVGs have little to no meaningful impact on 
real-world aggressive behaviour.  
 
Research Finding 3: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on youth mental health or attitudes to women. 
 
There are also fears that VVGs have other negative effects, namely on players’ mental 
health and their attitudes towards women. The high-quality studies that are available support 
the same general conclusion as the aggression literature: it is unlikely that violent content in 
video games meaningfully impacts attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players. The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players are less well studied than aggression. At present there are few high-quality studies 
and meta-analyses available on these outcomes, and drawing conclusions from individual 
studies is limited by inconsistent definitions and measures.  

Our recommendations based on the research findings 

 
We were asked by the Department of Communications and the Arts to conduct a review of 
academic literature on the impacts of violent video games relating to attitudes to women, 
child and youth mental health and aggression to identify any gaps in the research from an 
Australian perspective that would necessitate the conduct of new research in Australia. 
Based on the above conclusions, we make the following recommendations to the 
Department of Communications and the Arts: 
 

● At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression. It is unlikely that additional research 
in Australia on the effect of VVGs on aggression would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from 

                                                 
5 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
6 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 



6 
 

generalisable populations in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the 
same conclusion - that there is little to no impact of violent video games on 
aggression.  
 

● At present, no further research is recommended to understand the relationship 
between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. While there is a 
lack of Australian evidence addressing this research question, the highest quality 
international research from the US and Western Europe finds no strong evidence that 
violent content in itself causes players to develop negative attitudes towards women. 
If further research is to be conducted, the effects of sexualised and sexist content on 
attitudes to women should be prioritised over investigating the impact of violent 
content. 
 

● At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and mental health outcomes in young players. It is 
unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
does not affect mental health over and above general game play. 
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01 / Introduction 
 

 
The purported link between violent video games (VVGs) and real-world violent attitudes and 
behaviours is a controversial and politicised issue. Mass shootings have been linked to 
VVGs since the infamous Columbine school shooting, as the perpetrators were avid players 
of Doom, a graphic first-person shooter game. Mass shootings continue to be linked to VVGs 
by some politicians and public commentators, however evidence suggests that not all 
perpetrators play VVGs, or played video games regularly.7 
 
The nature of the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
players’ attitudes and behaviours is also contentious amongst academics.8, 9, 10, 11 The 
controversy around VVGs is fuelled by the rapid pace of game development, which outstrips 
the pace of academic research. VVGs are increasingly complex, social, and graphic, such 
that academic studies from only 10 years ago may not apply to current games. Advances in 
video game graphics have greatly enhanced the realism of games, making them more 
immersive. Some researchers have argued that video game realism12 and sexualisation of 
characters13 in immersive games might lead to greater negative impacts of playing video 
games than more traditional, less immersive video game formats. This has broadened 
community concerns about the effects of VVGs from aggression and violence to include 
attitudes towards women and mental health, particularly in young players. 
 
The purpose of this review is to determine the relationship between violent, and extremely 
violent, video games and aggression, attitudes towards women, and youth mental health in 
the Australian context. Due to the relative lack of studies in Australian cohorts, this review is 
also designed to determine to what degree international findings can be generalised to 
Australia. Finally, in light of the available evidence and generalisability to Australia, we will 
form recommendations as to whether further research is needed in Australians to cover gaps 
in the VVG research.  

                                                 
7 Bogost, I. (2019). Video-Game Violence Is Now a Partisan Issue. The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/08/video-game-violence-became-partisan-issue/595456/ 
[Accessed 1 Nov. 2019]. 
8 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior, aggressive 
cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific 
literature. Psychological science, 12(5), 353-359. 
9 Ferguson CJ (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
10 Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
11 Ferguson, C. J., & Kilburn, J. (2010). Much ado about nothing: The misestimation and overinterpretation of 
violent video game effects in Eastern and Western nations: Comment on Anderson et al.(2010). 
12 Krcmar, M., Farrar, K., & McGloin, R. (2011). The effects of video game realism on attention, retention and 
aggressive outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 432-439. 
13 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
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1.1 / Generalisability of international findings to the Australian 
context 

 
The impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health are 
questions of global interest. Internationally, a large body of research has been carried out to 
attempt to understand these associations, in particular relating to impacts on aggression. As 
with many questions in other policy areas, in order to reach the most robust conclusions we 
want to draw widely from the findings of international research. This is particularly the case 
for the Australian context, given that Australian research is currently limited in this space. In 
order to draw from international research, we need to first think carefully about how and 
when findings are likely to generalise across countries and cultures; a question posed by 
social scientists in other contexts for decades. There is some consensus that generalising 
findings across contexts is most appropriate with rigorous quantitative methodologies, and 
among studies using large samples.14 Hence, when looking at the international literature, we 
have given higher weighting to these studies (refer to section 1.3 below on ‘Strength of 
Evidence’ for more information about the research we have highlighted in this review).  
 
Our criteria for assessing the generalisability of international research to Australia 
 
Most research on the impact of violent video games has been carried out in countries that 
are, like Australia, industrialised, economically stable and technologically advanced.  A 
common criticism of attempts to generalise from psychological studies is that participants in 
psychology studies tend to be Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic 
(WEIRD). While Australians are classified as WEIRD, globally speaking, most people are 
not.15 While not all samples discussed in this review are WEIRD, they are predominantly 
educated, industrialised, rich and democratic. In other words, only countries that are 
sufficiently developed such that inhabitants have general access to VVGs and high usage 
characteristics can provide enough data from which to draw robust conclusions.  
 
While effect sizes are very small across cultures, studies on WEIRD samples tend to 
produce similar effect sizes, confirming that evidence from these culturally, economically and 
politically similar countries as highly generalisable to Australia. Samples from socio-
economically similar but culturally different countries tend to produce smaller effect sizes in 
relation to VVGs and aggression and therefore we would consider them less generalisable, 
and non-WEIRD countries with few socio-economic similarities are associated with even 
smaller effect sizes, indicating they are the least generalisable. However, it is apparent that 
any cultural factors mediating the relationship between VVGs and aggression and mental 
health are small, if not trivial, and therefore even studies classed as having medium 
generalisability are relevant for understanding the relationship between VVGs and 
behavioural and attitudinal outcomes. 
 
In this review we have divided the research outlined in the review into that carried out in the 
international context (‘World’) and in an Australian context (‘Australia’). 

                                                 
14 Generalizability and Transferability, The WAC Clearing house. Retrieved from: 
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/writing/guides/gentrans/. 
15 Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29. 
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Table 1. How we have assessed generalisability to Australia 

Low generalisability to the 
Australian context  

Medium generalisability to the 
Australian context 

High generalisability to the 
Australian context. 

Studies that come from 
developing nations where 
social, cultural and political 
factors are contrasting to those 
of Western nations.  
 
In addition, access to 
technologies and games 
associated with gaming are 
markedly low.  
 

Research comes from 
countries (predominantly 
Eastern) that have similar 
socio-economic conditions to 
the Australian context, and 
most studies show cross-
cultural similarities in relation to 
Western contexts. However, 
some small differences in effect 
sizes between rates of game 
play and effect sizes (e.g. 
Japan). 
 
Countries include: Japan, 
Singapore, China, and Taiwan. 
Also included are studies with 
Latin/Hispanic cultures 

Carried out in countries that 
have been shown to have 
similar gaming characteristics 
and cultural factors to Australia 
(primarily Western countries 
with similar patterns seen in the 
effects of VVGs). 
We are confident that the 
studies detailed can be helpful 
in understanding the Australian 
context.  
 
Countries include: UK, USA, 
Germany, Belgium, France, 
and the Netherlands. 

 
Many explanations have been proposed for why culture would be a moderating factor on the 
impacts of VVGs on aggression, including differences in collectivistic values and moral 
discipline,16 how violence is contextualised in the media, the context in which video-games 
are played,17 and variation across cultures in the meaning of being a perpetrator and a victim 
of aggression.18 These studies predominantly explore the differences between research 
outcomes in Eastern (non-WEIRD; predominantly Japan, but also Singapore and China) 
versus Western (WEIRD; predominantly the USA, UK, Australia, Germany, and other 
European countries) cultures. 
 
While some studies suggest that underlying rates of aggression vary across cultures, 19 the 
size and direction of the association between the two factors (predictor and outcome) 
generally remains the same.20 More broadly, correlational research looking at the relationship 
between media violence exposure and aggressive behaviours across cultures has found few 

                                                 
16 JIN, Y., & LI, J. (2014). Cultural Differences in the Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression 
Cognition: Based on the Perspective of Meta-analysis. Advances in Psychological Science, 22(8), 1226-1235. 
17Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
18 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
19 Research into aggression has found common factor structures underlying aggression across cultures. 
Lansford, J. E., Skinner, A. T., Sorbring, E., Giunta, L. D., Deater‐Deckard, K., Dodge, K. A., ... & Uribe Tirado, L. 
M. (2012). Boys’ and girls’ relational and physical aggression in nine countries. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 298-
308. 
20 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
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cross-cultural differences.21, 22 One comparison of the impact of media violence among seven 
countries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, and the United States) 
found no significant differences in the strength of the relationship with aggression across 
cultures.23  
 
Some small effects of culture are apparent in the violent video game literature, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression are 
slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.24,25, 26  For example, 
in a cross-cultural comparison of the impacts of VVGs in Eastern (primarily Japan, but also 
China, Singapore) and Western (primarily USA) cultures, Anderson27 found larger effects of 
VVGs on aggression in Western than Eastern countries. However, this finding was only 
marginally significant, and only apparent in longitudinal research studies. However, in these 
comparisons, cultural differences are often confounded with differences in research design, 
meaning that variance could in fact be due different ways of measuring aggression.  
 
This finding is supported by researchers who argue both that VVGs lead to increased 
aggression, and those who argue that VVGs have no impact on aggression. For example, 
Ferguson28 found Eastern samples returned smaller effect sizes, as did Latin/Hispanic 
samples, than Western samples. Given that effect sizes across all studies analysed by 
Ferguson were generally small, the differences among culture as a moderating variable were 
also deemed small. It is also important to note that this meta-analysis looked at all video 
games, both violent and non-violent. However, they do corroborate Anderson’s argument 
that culture/ethnicity might somewhat moderate the impact on aggression, with Western 
samples showing greater effect sizes. Similarly, a subsequent meta-analysis from Prescott, 
Sargent and Hull29 (2018) focusing exclusively on the longitudinal outcomes of VVGs on 
White, Asian and Hispanic samples found strongest associations between White samples, 
intermediate associations with Asian samples and smallest with Hispanic samples 
(acknowledging that only a small number of studies exist that use Hispanic samples).  

                                                 
21 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998.  
22 Ferguson, C. J., Colwell, J., Mlačić, B., Milas, G., & Mikloušić, I. (2011). Personality and media influences on 
violence and depression in a cross-national sample of young adults: Data from Mexican–Americans, English and 
Croatians. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 1195-1200. 
23 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 43, 986–998. . 
24 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
25 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
26  Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
27  Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol Bull 136:151–173. 
28 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci 10:646–666. 
29 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
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There are few studies looking at cross-cultural variations in the impacts of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women and youth mental health.  
 
One cross-cultural study looked at the relationship between the amount of time spent playing 
VVGs and mental health in young children.35 Comparisons were made across Eastern and 
Western European countries (Germany, The Netherlands, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, and 
Turkey). Across cultures, differences were seen in usage patterns - but once these were 
controlled for, no differences were found in mental health outcomes across countries. 
Although there is a relative lack of cross-cultural studies investigating the effects of VVGs on 
attitudes towards women, as we outline in Section 3.1 below, any effects are more likely to 
be due to the sexist and sexualised content of games, not violence per se.  
 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
35 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children?. Social 
psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
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1.2 / Methodology  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This section outlines the methodology for the present review of academic literature on the 
impact of VVGs. 

● Definitions for ‘aggression’ and ‘extremely violent’ 
● Criteria and search terms for scan of the literature  
● Inclusion criteria 

 
Definitions: 
 
Aggression 
“Any behaviour directed toward another individual that is carried out with the proximate 
(immediate) intent to cause harm. In addition, the perpetrator must believe that the behaviour 
will harm the target, and that the target is motivated to avoid the behaviour.”36 

 

Extremely violent games 

Games involving depictions of violence which are classified as MA15+ or R18+ in 
Australia, or equivalent in the international context. Search Criteria 

A computerised literature search was conducted via Google Scholar, PubMed, 
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Proquest and PsycINFO, using relevant search terms (see 
Table 1 in Appendix A) to identify the most relevant literature.  
 
Using the criteria outlined in this section, over 200 original research articles were collected 
and reviewed, in addition to meta-analyses and systematic reviews. A large number of 
studies met the search criteria but were not included in this report as they did not meet the 
inclusion criteria detailed below. Therefore, the attached bibliography does not reflect an 
exhaustive list of all extant research on the impacts of VGGs. Rather it reflects research 
referenced in the body of the literature review, which synthesises and summarises the 
highest quality research conducted in the past 10 years.  
 

Inclusion Criteria 

This review synthesises the highest quality research investigating the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health. Due to the increased graphic 
realism, immersive experience and levels of violent content in modern video games only 
studies conducted in the past 10 years were included. A systematic scan of the literature 
revealed hundreds of studies investigating the impacts of VVG’s on aggression, attitudes 
towards women and youth mental health. Due to the volume of poor-quality studies 
identified, the inclusion criteria were restricted to prioritise only the most rigorous research. 
This was assessed using the criteria outlined in the Strength of Evidence Table (Table 2) 
below.  

                                                 
 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2002). Human aggression. Annual review of psychology, 53. 
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Strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence was assessed using the criteria in the table below. This review 
prioritised research conducted in the past 10 years which had the characteristics outlined in 
the green high column below. Where high quality evidence was not available, evidence that 
was categorised as medium or low was included in order to form conclusions and 
recommendations. Only eight low quality studies have been included, and only where higher 
quality studies were not available. Where low quality research is referred to this is explicitly 
labelled within this report.  The eight studies we labelled low quality relate to: international 
study on the link between VVGs and attitudes towards women (one study), and Australian 
studies on the impacts of VVG and aggression (three studies) and mental health of young 
players (six studies of which two are also referenced in the section on the impact of VVGs on 
aggression). 
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Table 2. How we have assessed strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence 

Low Medium High 

Evidence of research bias or 
subject to peer-reviewed 
criticism. 
 
Studies with unvalidated 
measures of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Correlational studies where 
other known causes of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health are not 
controlled for. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with low 
or undemonstrated association 
with real life attitudes or 
behaviour. 
 
 

Correlational studies with a 
small number of known causes 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health 
controlled for. 
 
Studies which rely on self-
report measures only. 
 
Studies with small samples with 
low generalisability. 
 
Meta-analyses with evidence of 
research bias, have been 
subjected to peer-reviewed 
criticism or have not been 
independently replicated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Correlational studies which 
have controlled for multiple 
known causes of aggression/ 
attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 
 
Longitudinal or retrospective 
studies which measure 
attitudes or behaviour over time 
 
Studies with large nationally 
representative samples. 
 
Studies or meta-analyses 
which have been independently 
replicated. 
 
Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with high 
demonstrated association with 
real-life attitudes or behaviour. 
 
Studies which have adopted 
open science practices such as 
pre-registration. 
 
Studies which include multiple 
outcome measures such as 
self-reports, peer-report and 
validated measurement scales. 
 
Studies which have conducted 
cross-cultural comparisons or 
have generalised findings 
across different contexts. 

 
As stated above, each recommendation set out in this review was made using studies that 
span this spectrum of research quality. We prioritised studies that meet the criteria for high 
quality, and have made stronger recommendations where more high-quality research was 
available to draw on. In our recommendations, a high degree of research quality indicates 
that additional research is unlikely to meaningfully contribute to the existing literature.  
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02 / The effect of violent video games on 
aggression 

 

2.1 / Violent video games are unlikely to cause aggression 

 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

High High quality studies drawn from the US, UK, 
Germany, China, Singapore and Australia. 

The results of high-quality international and Australian studies suggest that the effect of VVGs on 
aggression is small to non-existent. 

 

World 

Recent high-quality studies indicate that the link between VVGs and aggression is 
small to non-existent. Studies that properly control for other known causes of aggression, 
and those that measure real-world behaviour either find no relationship, or a very small effect 
of VVGs on aggression.  

While only a recent phenomenon, recent pre-registered studies have mostly found no link 
between VVGs and aggression, nor any other negative effects. In a pre-registered trial 
conducted in the UK, researchers interviewed a large sample of British adolescents and their 
parents or carers. They found no association between exposure to VVGs over the past 
month and real-life aggressive behaviour as measured by carer assessment.37 Similarly, 
three pre-registered randomised controlled trials conducted in the USA found no effect of 
VVGs on short-term measures of aggressive inclinations38, hostility39 or aggressive 
behaviour.40 Two pre-registered longitudinal studies have also found no association between 
VVG exposure and aggression measured at a later time.41 For instance, a study of over 3000 
Singaporean youth found no association between playing VVGs and aggression measured 

                                                 
37 Przybylski, A. K., & Weinstein, N. (2019). Violent video game engagement is not associated with adolescents' 
aggressive behaviour: evidence from a registered report. Royal Society open science, 6(2), 171474. 
38 McCarthy, R. J., Coley, S. L., Wagner, M. F., Zengel, B., & Basham, A. (2016). Does playing video games with 
violent content temporarily increase aggressive inclinations? A pre-registered experimental study. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 67, 13-19. 
39 Ferguson, C. J., Trigani, B., Pilato, S., Miller, S., Foley, K., & Barr, H. (2016). Violent video games don’t 
increase hostility in teens, but they do stress girls out. Psychiatric quarterly, 87(1), 49-56. 
40 Ferguson, C. J., Colon-Motas, K., Esser, C., Lanie, C., Purvis, S., & Williams, M. (2017). The (not so) evil 
within? Agency in video game choice and the impact of violent content. Simulation & Gaming, 48(3), 329-337 
41 Ferguson, C. J. (2019). A preregistered longitudinal analysis of aggressive video games and aggressive 
behavior in Chinese youth. Psychiatric quarterly, 1-5. 
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two years later.42 The authors concluded that it would take 27 hours per day of playing VVGs 
to produce clinically noticeable changes in aggression.  

In the past 10 years four meta-analyses have been conducted to synthesise the literature 
investigating the effect of VVGs on aggression.43, 44, 45, 46 Combined, these meta-analyses 
cover hundreds of correlational, experimental and longitudinal studies involving hundreds of 
thousands of participants. The overall conclusion to be drawn from these meta-analyses is 
that VVGs have a small effect on aggression. 
 
However there are several reasons to question whether any effect in fact exists:  
 

● These meta-analyses include many laboratory experiments with poor methodology. 
They rely on artificial measures of short-term aggression, with unproven correlation to 
real-life aggressive behaviour.  

● Effect sizes are smaller in studies with outcome measures that are more closely 
related to real-life aggressive behaviour, and research measuring long-term 
outcomes. 

● As research methodology and rigor has improved over the past 10 years, evidence of 
a link between VVGs and aggression has grown weaker.  

● When other known risk factors associated with aggression are controlled for (baseline 
aggression levels, gender, socioeconomic status) the association between VVGs and 
aggression diminishes almost entirely, suggesting that VVGs are not an independent 
cause of aggression.  

 
There is also substantial evidence of bias within this literature (see Appendix B), especially in 
experimental studies claiming to demonstrate that VVGs cause aggression.47 The 
aforementioned emerging research has begun to address these biases by adopting more 
rigorous methodology. Research which is pre-registered, has been independently replicated, 
measures real-life aggressive behaviour or long-term outcomes reports effects that are small 
to non-existent.   

Contrary to these findings, one recent pre-registered cross-sectional study found an 
association between playing video games and self-reported interpersonal violence in US 

                                                 
42 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
43Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
44 Greitemeyer, T., & Mügge, D. O. (2014). Video games do affect social outcomes: A meta-analytic review of the 
effects of violent and prosocial video game play. Personality and social psychology bulletin, 40(5), 578-589. 
45 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on psychological science, 10(5), 646-666. 
46 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
47 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., & Rouder, J. N. (2017). Overstated evidence for short-term effects of violent 
games on affect and behavior: A reanalysis of Anderson et al.(2010). Psychological Bulletin, 143(7), 757-774. 
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university students.48 However the study did not address the impact of violence in video 
games, so it does not provide any evidence that violent content in games drives aggression.  

While experimental studies are useful to gather evidence about causality, they have mostly 
relied on short-term measures of aggression. To investigate whether VVGs cause 
aggression over time, researchers conducted a randomised controlled trial in Germany. 
Participants were assigned to play a VVG, a non-violent video game or no game at all. There 
was no difference between the groups across a range of measures of aggression 
immediately following eight weeks of gameplay, or two months after the experiment ended.49  
 
Research investigating the effects of VVGs have used a range of aggression measures, 
many of which are artificial behaviours in a laboratory setting 50, 51, 52, 53 (e.g. putting hot sauce 
into another participant’s food), or self-report scales of aggressive thoughts and emotions 54 
55, 56, 57, 58, 59. There is no clear evidence that these measures relate to or predict real-world 
behaviours,60 which are the real concern to the community. If VVGs did in fact cause real-
world aggressive behaviours, we would expect to observe a correlation between violent 
video game consumption and real-world violent incidents. In four separate analyses,61 
researchers compared patterns of US crime data with measures of VVG consumption over 
the past 30 years.62 They found no evidence of a relationship between VVG consumption 
and aggressive assaults or homicides. In fact, several measures of VVG consumption were 

                                                 
48 Ivory, A. H., Ivory, J. D., & Lanier, M. (2017). Video Game Use as Risk Exposure, Protective Incapacitation, or 
Inconsequential Activity Among University Students. Journal of Media Psychology, 29,42-53. 
49 Kühn, S., Kugler, D. T., Schmalen, K., Weichenberger, M., Witt, C., & Gallinat, J. (2019). Does playing violent 
video games cause aggression? A longitudinal intervention study. Molecular psychiatry, 24(8), 1220. 
50 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A. and Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video games on 
children’s helpful and hurtful behaviors. Aggressive Behavior 38: 281–287, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21428 
51 Anderson, C. A., Bushman, B. J., Bartholow, B. D., Cantor, J., Christakis, D., Coyne, S. M., ... & Huesmann, R. 

(2017). Screen violence and youth behavior. Pediatrics, 140(Supplement 2), S142-S147. 
52 Engelhardt, C. R., Bartholow, B. D., Kerr, G. T., & Bushman, B. J. (2011). This is your brain on 
violent video games: Neural desensitization to violence predicts increased aggression following violent 
video game exposure. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 47(5), 1033-1036. 
53 Hollingdale, J., & Greitemeyer, T. (2014). The effect of online violent video games on levels of 
aggression. PLoS one, 9(11), e111790. 
54 Sestir, M. A., & Bartholow, B. D. (2010). Violent and nonviolent video games produce opposing 
effects on aggressive and prosocial outcomes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46(6), 934-
942. 
55 Bösche, W. (2010). Violent video games prime both aggressive and positive cognitions. Journal of 
Media Psychology. 
56 Bucolo, D. (2010). Violent video game exposure and physical aggression in adolescence: tests of 
the general aggression model. 
57 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A., & Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video 
games on college students' affect. Aggressive behavior, 38(4), 263-271. 
58 Gao, X., Weng, L., Zhou, Y., & Yu, H. (2017). The Influence of Empathy and Morality of Violent 
Video Game Characters on Gamers’ Aggression. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 1863. 
59 Ivory, A. H., & Kaestle, C. E. (2013). The effects of profanity in violent video games on players' 
hostile expectations, aggressive thoughts and feelings, and other responses. Journal of Broadcasting 
& Electronic Media, 57(2), 224-241. 
60 McCarthy, R. J., & Elson, M. (2018). A conceptual review of lab-based aggression 
paradigms. Collabra: Psychology, 4(1). 
61 The analyses compared US data on violent crime with release dates for major VVGs, VVG sales data and 
internet searches for VVG guides. 
62 Markey, P. M., Markey, C. N., & French, J. E. (2015). Violent video games and real-world violence: Rhetoric 
versus data. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(4), 277. 
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associated with decreased crime-rates, a finding supported by other research comparing 
patterns of VVG consumption and US crime data.63, 64  
 
There are several possible explanations as to why VVG consumption would be associated 
with less violent crime. VVGs might have a cathartic effect, allowing healthy venting of 
aggression in a controlled and harmless environment. Alternatively, more aggressive people 
might prefer to play VVGs, and are therefore occupied by a non-violent activity following VVG 
releases.  It is important to note that these findings are correlational, and therefore cannot be 
used to draw causal conclusions 

Variable susceptibility to the effects of VVGs 
 

An area of increasing interest to researchers is whether individuals differ in their susceptibility 
to the impacts of VVGs. Valkenburg and Peter (2013) propose that individual differences in 
personality traits, social-context and mental health conditions might determine the size and 
nature of VVG effects.65 However there is currently a lack of strong evidence that this is the 
case.66 While some studies report variable effects on aggression based on peer factors,67 
age, 68 sex,69,70 personality traits71, 72 and family environment73, 74 the evidence is inconsistent. 
For example, one US correlational study found no evidence that children with mental health 
symptoms constitute a vulnerable population for VVG effects. In a sample of 377 children 

                                                 
63 Cunningham, S., Engelstätter, B., & Ward, M. R. (2016). Violent video games and violent crime. Southern 
Economic Journal, 82(4), 1247-1265. 
64 Ferguson, C. J. (2014). Does media violence predict societal violence? It depends on what you look at and 
when. Journal of Communication, 65(1), E1-E22. 
65 Valkenburg PM, Peter J. (2013a). The differential susceptibility to media effects model. J. Commun. 
63:221–43 
66 Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2013b). Comm Research—Views from Europe| Five Challenges for 
the Future of Media-Effects Research. International Journal of Communication, 7, 19. 
67 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., Lugtig, P., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). The role of perceived peer 
norms in the relationship between media violence exposure and adolescents' aggression. Media 
Psychology, 19(1), 4-26. 
68 Breuer, J., Vogelgesang, J., Quandt, T., & Festl, R. (2015). Violent video games and physical 
aggression: Evidence for a selection effect among adolescents. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 
4(4), 305-328. 
69 Hasan, Y., Bègue, L., & Bushman, B. J. (2012). Viewing the world through “blood-red tinted 
glasses”: The hostile expectation bias mediates the link between violent video game exposure and 
aggression. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(4), 953-956. 
70 Verheijen, G. P., Burk, W. J., Stoltz, S. E., van den Berg, Y. H., & Cillessen, A. H. (2018). Friendly 
fire: Longitudinal effects of exposure to violent video games on aggressive behavior in adolescent 
friendship dyads. Aggressive behavior, 44(3), 257-267. 
71 Markey, P. M., & Markey, C. N. (2010). Vulnerability to violent video games: A review and 
integration of personality research. Review of General Psychology, 14(2), 82-91. 
72 Greitemeyer, T., & Sagioglou, C. (2017). The longitudinal relationship between everyday sadism 
and the amount of violent video game play. Personality and individual differences, 104, 238-242. 
73 Shao, R., & Wang, Y. (2019). Effect of Violent Video Games on Adolescent Aggression: Moderated 
Mediation Effect of Family Environment and Normative Beliefs. Frontiers in psychology, 10, 384. 
74 Fikkers, K., Piotrowski, J., Weeda, W., Vossen, H., & Valkenburg, P. (2013). Double dose: High 
family conflict enhances the effect of media violence exposure on adolescents’ aggression. Societies, 
3(3), 280-292. 
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with either clinically diagnosed attention or depression symptoms, exposure to VVGs was not 
associated with increased levels of delinquency or bullying behaviour.75 Another 3 year 
longitudinal study reported that sex, age, history of aggressive behaviour and family 
environment made no difference to the impact of VVGs on aggressive behaviour.76 Where 
there is evidence of individual differences in susceptibility to VVGs, the effect is small and 
diminishes over time. For instance, two studies found that parental mediation style77 and 
family hostility had a small influence on VVG effects when measured cross-sectionally, 
however neither had any impact on the relationship between VVGs and aggression when 
measured longitudinally. 78, 79  

Overall conclusions from international research  
 

The highest quality evidence suggests that playing violent video games does not account for 
a meaningful proportion of observed aggression, if any at all. Even when the largest possible 
effect sizes are reported their level barely approaches levels deemed of practical or clinical 
importance.80, 81 This is particularly true when the effect of VVGs is compared to other known 
causal risk factors for aggression such as poverty, family violence and mental health.82, 83  In 
a longitudinal study conducted in the UK childhood mental health symptoms related to 
attention deficit disorder, depression and early conduct disorder predicted adolescent 
criminal behaviour 8 years later. In contrast, exposure to first person shooter games in 
childhood had no relationship with aggressive or criminal adolescent behaviour. 84 Similarly, 

                                                 
75 Ferguson, C. J., & Olson, C. K. (2014). Video game violence use among “vulnerable” populations: 
The impact of violent games on delinquency and bullying among children with clinically elevated 
depression or attention deficit symptoms. Journal of youth and adolescence, 43(1), 127-136. 
76 Gentile, D. A., Li, D., Khoo, A., Prot, S., & Anderson, C. A. (2014). Mediators and moderators of 
long-term effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior: Practice, thinking, and action. JAMA 
pediatrics, 168(5), 450-457. 
77 Measured cross-sectionally, inconsistent restrictive mediation styles were associated with increased 
adolescent aggression, however no parental mediation styles were longitudinally related to media 
violence exposure and aggression.  
78 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). Beyond the lab: Investigating early 
adolescents' cognitive, emotional, and arousal responses to violent games. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 60, 542-549. 
79 Fikkers, K. M., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2017). A matter of style? Exploring the effects 
of parental mediation styles on early adolescents’ media violence exposure and aggression. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 70, 407-415. 
80 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
81 Drummond, A., & Sauer, J. D. (2019). Divergent meta-analyses do not present uniform evidence that violent 
video game content increases aggressive behaviour. 
82 Ferguson, C. J. (2011). Video games and youth violence: A prospective analysis in adolescents. 
Journal of youth and adolescence, 40(4), 377-391. 
83 Ferguson, C. J., San Miguel, C., Garza, A., & Jerabeck, J. M. (2012). A longitudinal test of video 
game violence influences on dating and aggression: A 3-year longitudinal study of adolescents. 
Journal of psychiatric research, 46(2), 141-146. 
84 Smith, S., Ferguson, C., & Beaver, K. (2018). A longitudinal analysis of shooter games and their relationship 
with conduct disorder and self-reported delinquency. International journal of law and psychiatry, 58, 48-53. 
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when studies control for these individual or socio-demographic risk factors the impacts of 
VVGs on aggression diminish85, 86 or disappear completely.87 
 
 

 

Australia 

Research on the link between VVGs and aggression conducted in Australia is 
largely consistent with international findings. Two Australian studies which were classified as 
find no effect of violent or ultra-violent games on aggression,88 even if the participant was 
primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.89 However both studies were classified as 
providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2).  
 
One 2019 Australian study found that playing violent video games for five to 15 minutes 
impaired players’ recognition of anger, enhanced their perception of their fighting ability and 
perception of a target as weak.90 However, consistent with international studies, the authors 
found that gender and baseline aggression mediated the effects of VVGs on these 
aggression measures. It is also important to note that these aggression measures are based 
on perception, not action. Another 2019 Australian study found that game competition, not 
violence, increased aggressive emotions.91 Moreover, the authors found that neither 
competition nor violence increased aggressive behaviour. This is consistent with international 
studies, which often find larger effects of violent games on aggressive emotions and 
perceptions than on actual aggressive behaviour. 
 
A very recent Australian study found that players find in-game aggression more acceptable 
than offline aggression.92 This suggests that players perceive in-game and real-world 
behaviour as governed by different norms, which may explain why acting out violence in a 
game does not cause real-world aggression. It is important to note that the authors recruited 
players online, and that only 11.5 per cent of their sample were Australian (the majority were 
American). The most common games played in their sample were World of Warcraft and 

                                                 
85 Anderson CA, et al. (2010) Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial 
behavior in eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychol 
Bull 136:151–173. 
86 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent 
video game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
87 Ferguson, C. J., San Miguel, C., Garza, A., & Jerabeck, J. M. (2012). A longitudinal test of video game 
violence influences on dating and aggression: A 3-year longitudinal study of adolescents. Journal of 
psychiatric research, 46(2), 141-146. 
88 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2014). Video games and prosocial behavior: A study of the effects of non-violent, 
violent and ultra-violent gameplay. Computers in Human Behavior, 41, 8-13. 
89 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
90 Denson, T. F., Dixson, B. J., Tibubos, A. N., Zhang, E., Harmon-  E., & Kasumovic, M. M. (2019). Violent 
video game play, gender, and trait aggression influence subjective fighting ability, perceptions of Men's 
toughness, and anger facial recognition. Computers in Human Behavior, 106175. 
91 Dowsett, A., & Jackson, M. (2019). The effect of violence and competition within video games on aggression. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
92 Hilvert-Bruce, Z., & Neill, J. T. (2020). I'm just trolling: The role of normative beliefs in aggressive behaviour in 
online gaming. Computers in Human Behavior, 102, 303-311. 
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World of Tanks, which have M and PG ratings respectively, so it is possible that the authors 
would have obtained different findings if their sample played more violent games. 
 
A study of young Australians found that boys were significantly more likely than girls to play 
violent video games (or watch other violent media), and to have used physical violence in the 
past year.93 However, this cross-sectional (and therefore non-causal) study also found that 
young people who committed acts of aggression were also more likely to have been 
threatened with physical violence in the community, at home, or at school. This study 
suggests that factors such as gender may predict VVG gameplay and exposure to 
experiences that are more likely to directly cause aggression. 
 
An Australian study of male and female violent video game players revealed complex 
reasons for why players are drawn to violent games.94 For example, women in this study 
reported playing VVGs to be more attractive to romantic partners. This study did not find any 
relationship between violent video game play and aggression or dominance measures. 
However, as the authors note, their measure of aggression was acts of intimate partner 
violence, which is a more extreme measure than is typically used in VVG studies. This 
makes it difficult to relate this study to the wider violent video game literature.    

2.2 / Extremely violent games do not cause more aggression than 
violent video games 

 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
Germany and Canada 

The results of higher quality studies suggest that that extremely VVGs do not increase aggression 
more than VVGs.  

 
 

World 

Video game content can differ on a number of dimensions, including pace, realism 
and graphicness. Due to the difficulty in matching games to ensure that the effect of violent 
content can be measured, most of this research has been conducted in experimental 
laboratories. Several randomised controlled trials in Germany, Australia and the US have 
compared video games which only differ in the severity of violent content. They find that 
higher levels of violence do not affect player aggression. 
 

                                                 
93 Baxendale, S., Lester, L., Johnston, R., & Cross, D. (2015). Risk factors in adolescents’ involvement in violent 
behaviours. Journal of Aggression, Conflict and Peace Research, 7(1), 2-18. 
94 Kasumovic, M. M., Blake, K., Dixson, B. J., & Denson, T. F. (2015). Why do people play violent video games? 
Demographic, status-related, and mating-related correlates in men and women. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 86, 204-211. 
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A trial in Germany varied the amount of displayed violence and the pace of action in a first 
person shooter game, ensuring that all other features of the game where otherwise the 
same. They found that neither pace nor displayed violence had any effect on aggressive 
behaviour, as measured by willingness to expose another participant to an unpleasant noise-
blast.95 Similarly, researchers in the US assigned 275 undergraduates to play a first person 
shooter game that was modified to be more or less violent. Neither game difficulty nor violent 
content was found to affect aggressive behaviour.96 Finally, across seven randomised 
controlled trials conducted on US university students, researchers found that competence-
impeding play increased frustration and aggression, however of levels of violent content had 
no impact.97  
 
The results from these and other studies suggest that other video game variables have a 
greater influence on aggression. Level of competition98, 99 and perceived game difficulty100 
have been associated with increased player aggression. For instance, a Canadian study 
which measured patterns of gameplay over 3 years found that increased competitive 
gameplay was associated with increased self-reported aggressive behaviour.101 On the other 
hand, increased graphic realism of violence depicted in video games does not appear to 
increase player aggression.102  

 

Australia 

A series of Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent, and ultra-violent 
video games found no effect of the level of game violence on aggression,103 even if the 
participant was primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.104 The authors did, however, find 
that ultra-violent games significantly increase players’ self-dehumanisation.105 This replicates 
another Australian finding that playing (extremely violent) Mortal Kombat diminished players’ 
perceived humanity, but only if they were the target of violence.106 This self-dehumanisation 

                                                 
95 Elson, M., Breuer, J., Van Looy, J., Kneer, J., & Quandt, T. (2015). Comparing apples and oranges? Evidence 
for pace of action as a confound in research on digital games and aggression. Psychology of Popular Media 
Culture, 4(2), 112. 
96 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., Rouder, J. N., Segert, I. L., & Bartholow, B. D. (2019). Null effects of game 
violence, game difficulty, and 2D: 4D digit ratio on aggressive behavior. Psychological science, 30(4), 606-616. 
97 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 
98  Dowsett, A., & Jackson, M. (2019). The effect of violence and competition within video games on aggression.  
Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
99 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2011). The effect of video game competition and violence on aggressive 
behavior: Which characteristic has the greatest influence?. Psychology of violence, 1(4), 259. 
100 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of personality and social psychology, 106(3), 441. 
101 Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Demolishing the competition: The longitudinal link between competitive 
video games, competitive gambling, and aggression. Journal of youth and adolescence, 42(7), 1090-1104. 
102 Zendle, D., Kudenko, D., & Cairns, P. (2018). Behavioural realism and the activation of aggressive concepts in 
violent video games. Entertainment computing, 24, 21-29. 
103 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2014). Video games and prosocial behavior: A study of the effects of non-violent, 
violent and ultra-violent gameplay. Computers in Human Behavior, 41, 8-13. 
104  Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
105 Self-dehumanisation is defined as the attribution of less human nature or human uniqueness traits to the self 
and has been regarded as a process that permits delegitimizing beliefs about others 
106 Bastian, B., Jetten, J., & Radke, H. R. (2012). Cyber-dehumanization: Violent video game play diminishes our 
humanity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(2), 486-491. 
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effect does not appear to cause aggressive behaviour; in fact the authors argue that 
participants may have acted pro-socially to counteract their feelings of dehumanisation. The 
above three studies have been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 
2). 

2.3 / Conclusions 

Overall, combined international and Australian evidence suggests the effect of VVGs on 
aggression in Australia is small to non-existent, with high strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. The weight of evidence shows that even if VVGs do cause 
aggression, they would still only account for a very small proportion of aggressive behaviour, 
indicating little value in conducting additional research in this area. 
 
Similarly, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that higher levels of violence in 
VVGs do not affect aggression, with medium strength of evidence and high generalisability 
to Australia. Extremely-violent or ultra-violent games are unlikely to contribute to any 
increased risk of aggression or violence.  
 

03 / The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards 
women 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium Medium - small number of studies largely drawn 
from Australia, US, UK, Canada and Germany. 

The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. However, at present there is a lack of high-quality studies on this topic. VVGs which include 
sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some players. 

 

3.1 / Violent video games do not change attitudes towards women 

 

World 

Content analyses have revealed that video games contain fewer female 
protagonists, portray overly sexualised female characters, and games which depict violence 
can involve aggressive acts towards women.107, 108 There is growing concern that these 

                                                 
107 Van Reijmersdal, E. A., Jansz, J., Peters, O., & Van Noort, G. (2013). Why girls go pink: Game character 
identification and game-players’ motivations. Computers in Human Behavior, 29(6), 2640-2649. 
108 Lynch, T., Tompkins, J. E., van Driel, I. I., & Fritz, N. (2016). Sexy, strong, and secondary: A content analysis 
of female characters in video games across 31 years. Journal of Communication, 66(4), 564-584. 
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representations of female characters normalise the objectification and sexualisation of 
women. 
 
The highest quality evidence suggests that VVGs do not change attitudes towards women in 
the long-term for either men or women. A three year study on a representative sample of 
German youth found that preference for action or first person shooter video games was not 
associated with sexist attitudes. Amount of time spent playing video games also had no 
association with sexism.109 The study controlled for other known risk factors of negative 
attitudes towards women such as age and education.  
 
When researchers measure short-term attitudes towards women the results are more mixed. 
Two laboratory studies conducted in Italy and the USA have found that violent games can 
reduce empathy towards women110 and increase hostile sexism111 for some male players. 
However, the violent content appeared to have no independent effect on attitudes towards 
women. Sexist content, or combined sexist and violent content were necessary to change 
players’ attitudes towards women. It should be noted that one of these studies, Gabbiandini 
et al. (2016), was classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2 p15).  
 
Overall, this evidence suggests that if video games do cause negative attitudes towards 
women, this effect is driven by sexualised or sexist content, rather than violent content. This 
conclusion is supported by other research. Correlational studies conducted online and in 
France found that playing video games is associated with both benevolent sexism112, 113 and 
hostile attitudes114 towards women, a meta-analysis of 54 studies concluded that video 
games increase self-objectification for both men and women115 and a randomised control trial 
found that sexualised avatars in an adventure game increased adolescent players 
acceptance of rape myths116 compared to non-sexualised avatars.117  
 

                                                 
109 Breuer, J., Kowert, R., Festl, R., & Quandt, T. (2015). Sexist games= sexist gamers? A longitudinal study on 
the relationship between video game use and sexist attitudes. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 
Networking, 18(4), 197-202. 
110 Gabbiadini, A., Riva, P., Andrighetto, L., Volpato, C., & Bushman, B. J. (2016). Acting like a tough guy: 
Violent-sexist video games, identification with game characters, masculine beliefs, & empathy for female violence 
victims. PLoS one, 11(4), e0152121. 
111 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of Immersive, Sexually Objectifying, and Violent 
Video Games on Hostile Sexism in Males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
112 Benevolent sexism is a form of paternalistic prejudice (treating a lower status group as a father might treat a 
child) directed toward women. 
113 Bègue, L., Sarda, E., Gentile, D. A., Bry, C., & Roché, S. (2017). Video games exposure and sexism in a 
representative sample of adolescents. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 466. 
114 Fox, J., & Potocki, B. (2016). Lifetime video game consumption, interpersonal aggression, hostile sexism, and 
rape myth acceptance: A cultivation perspective. Journal of interpersonal violence, 31(10), 1912-1931. 
115 Interestingly, video games had a larger impact than television consumption. Karsay, K., Knoll, J., & Matthes, J. 
(2018). Sexualizing media use and self-objectification: A meta-analysis. Psychology of women quarterly, 42(1), 9-
28. 
116 Rape myth acceptance refers to holding prejudicial, stereotyped and false beliefs about sexual assaults, 
rapists, and rape victims. These beliefs often serve to excuse sexual aggression, create hostility toward victims, 
and bias criminal prosecution. 
117 Driesmans, K., Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2015). Playing a videogame with a sexualized female 
character increases adolescents' rape myth acceptance and tolerance toward sexual harassment. Games for 
health journal, 4(2), 91-94. 



25 
 

Increased levels of sexist or sexualised content within video games are also associated with 
more negative attitudes towards women. A correlational study found that male college 
students who played more sexist games held more sexist attitudes towards women,118 and a 
2018 systematic-review found that women experienced self-objectification and low levels of 
self-efficacy as a result of exposure to sexist content within video games, compared with 
video games which didn’t contain sexist content.119  
 
While violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women, these studies provide some evidence that sexualised content may impact attitudes 
towards women. The available evidence suggests that this is driven by sexualised or sexist 
content, rather than violence.  

Australia 

An Australian experimental study found that low-skilled male Halo 3 players were 
more hostile towards female teammates, particularly when they were performing 

poorly.120 In contrast, high-skilled male players were more positive towards female 
teammates. This study therefore suggests that sexism elicited by gameplay is triggered by 
the player’s sense of their own ability, and not by in-game violence. Moreover, this study did 
not compare Halo 3 to a non-violent game.  

3.2 / Conclusions 

 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that violent video games don’t 
increase negative attitudes towards women with medium strength of evidence and medium 
generalisability to Australia. However some evidence suggests that sexist video game 
content is harmful, and that VVGs which include sexualised or sexist content may increase 
negative sexist attitudes for some players. 
 

04 / The impacts of VVGs on young peoples’ 
mental health 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
UK, Canada 

                                                 
118 Stermer, S. P., & Burkley, M. (2015). SeX-Box: Exposure to sexist video games predicts benevolent sexism. 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(1), 47-55. 
119 Gestos, M., Smith-Merry, J., & Campbell, A. (2018). Representation of women in video games: a systematic 
review of literature in consideration of adult female wellbeing. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social networking, 
21(9), 535-541. 
120 Kasumovic, M. M., & Kuznekoff, J. H. (2015). Insights into sexism: Male status and performance moderates 
female-directed hostile and amicable behaviour. PloS one, 10(7), e0131613. 
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There is no high quality evidence of a causal relationship between VVGs and depression, anxiety, 
suicidal ideation, attention problems, academic achievement or pro-social outcomes.  

 

4.1 / Violent video games do not cause negative mental health 
outcomes in young players 

World 

Research into the impact of VVGs on young peoples’ mental health is the most 
recent form of a long history of concerns about the impact of violent media on aggression, 
particularly as video games become ubiquitous in children’s lives. The peak body for the 
Australian video game industry reported that young Australians play video games for an 
average of 100 minutes per day.121 Researchers are increasingly interested in understanding 
the long-term psychosocial and developmental impacts of playing video games, especially 
those with extremely violent content. These include impacts on peer-relations, internalising 
problems such as anxiety or depression and attentional problems such as ADHD. 
 
There is no high quality evidence to suggest that VVGs increase negative mental health 
outcomes for young players. A meta-analysis by Ferguson et al. of 101 studies found neither 
video games nor VVGs had any impact on depression, attention disorders, conduct 
disorders, pro-social behaviour or academic achievement for both children and 
adolescents.122 The meta-analyses included correlational, experimental and longitudinal 
studies measuring both short and long-term effects. This meta-analysis has been replicated 
by an independent research team, which is noteworthy given the above mentioned biases 
and flawed methodology prevalent in this literature.123  

Longitudinal research conducted in the USA, Europe and Singapore find VVGs are not 
associated with negative mental health outcomes for young players. For example a 
prospective longitudinal study of over 5000 UK children found no association between 
preference for first-person shooter games at 8 years old and depression in adolescence.124 A 
longitudinal study on 300 Dutch children reported that preference for violent video games 
was not associated with mental health outcomes (neither positive nor negative) 1 year 
later.125 Similarly violent video game play was not associated with depression or anxiety over 

                                                 
121 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wison, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: IGEA. 
122 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
123 Adachi, P. J. C., & Willoughby, T. (2016). The longitudinal association between competitive video game play 
and aggression among adolescents and young adults. Child Development, 87(6), 1877-1892. 
124 Etchells, P. J., Gage, S. H., Rutherford, A. D., & Munafò, M. R. (2016). Prospective investigation of video 
game use in children and subsequent conduct disorder and depression using data from the Avon longitudinal 
study of parents and children. PLoS One, 11(1), e0147732. 
125 Lobel, A., Engels, R. C., Stone, L. L., Burk, W. J., & Granic, I. (2017). Video gaming and children’s 
psychosocial wellbeing: A longitudinal study. Journal of youth and adolescence, 46(4), 884-897. 
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1 year of measurement in 10-14 years olds in the USA.126 A recent pre-registered study of 
3000 Singaporean youth found that playing VVGs was unrelated to youth pro-social 
behaviour 2 years later.127 

Contrary to these findings, a recent correlational study of over 5000 US 5th grade students 
reported that playing VVGs for more than 2 hours per day was associated with increased 
depressive symptoms. However these results compared high daily VVG play to low daily 
VVG play, and did not compare violent to nonviolent games. When time spent playing video 
games was matched, there was no relationship between violent content and symptoms of 
depression.128  

Research on suicidal ideation is more mixed. A recent correlational study in the USA found 
no relationship between VVGs and suicidal ideation.129 Whilst another study in a nationally 
representative sample of US high-school students found a correlation between excessive 
video game use and suicidal ideation,130 this was not explicitly related to violent video games.  
It is also unclear whether video games cause suicidal ideation, or whether children 
experiencing suicidal ideation video game play.  

Other risk factors such as prior youth depression, anxiety, family, socio-economic status or 
peer delinquency, are a more reliable predictor of mental health outcomes for children and 
adolescents. Many studies suggest that compared to other known socio-demographic risk 
factors, VVGs present minimal danger to the mental health of young players. A 1 year 
longitudinal study in the US131 found that anxiety and depression were predicted by parental 
aggression, delinquent peers and previous symptoms of depression, whereas exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with any negative mental health outcomes.132 Similarly, a US study 
found that gender, antisocial traits, family environment and prior mental health conditions 
predicted attention problems in children,133 whereas attention problems were not related to 
playing more video games or a preference for VVGs.  
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Evidence suggests that other game characteristics such as competition,134 and excessive 
gameplay,135 136 in particular pathological video-gaming,137 have a larger effect on mental 
health outcomes than violent content. Research carried out with 10-14 year olds in the USA 
over one year found that playing VVGs did not predict depression or anxiety,138 however, 
high levels of competitive gaming were associated with negative mental health outcomes 
such as depression and reduced pro-social behaviour.  
 
Emerging evidence suggests that video games might have a protective effect for children’s 
mental health. In a high quality correlational study surveying over 3000 young children 
across six European nations, increased video game usage (more than five hours per week) 
was not associated with any negative mental health, social or behavioural outcomes. 
Children who played more video games had lower rates of internalising disorders and fewer 
thoughts of death, and experienced pro-social and academic benefits, including elevated 
intellectual functioning, high overall competence, and specific benefits in reading, 
mathematics and spelling.139 
 
While beyond the scope of this review, there is also increasing evidence that playing video 
games more generally provides many benefits for children and adolescents. Researchers 
have summarised the evidence for various cognitive, social and psychological benefits of 
video games for young players.140 
 

Australia 

To our knowledge, there are no Australian studies that compare mental health 
outcomes in young people for violent and non-violent games. Australian studies 

have found that young peoples’ mental health141 and academic performance142 decline as 
screen time increases. However, there is no evidence from the Australian context that violent 
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game content mediates or exacerbates any negative impacts of playing video games. Below 
we have separated out Australian findings in relation to mental health outcomes: 
 
Pathological gaming.143 A study of over 1200 South Australian high school students found a 
rate of Pathological Video Gaming (PVG) of less than two per cent.144 Young people with 
PVG did not meet the criteria for clinical depression or anxiety, although this study did not 
specifically address video game violence.  
 
Sleep. Some Australian studies have found that playing violent video games before bed 
disrupts young players’ sleep.145, 146 These studies did not compare sleep quality after playing 
a non-violent game, and attribute effects on sleep to the arousing nature of the games 
chosen. These studies also used very small sample sizes (less than 20 participants). They 
have therefore been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2). Other 
Australian studies suggest that the general stimulation of computer use,147 duration of play,148 
and the tendency of young gamers to enter a flow state149 while playing150 disrupt sleep, not 
necessarily violent content.  
 
Behavioural and emotional problems. Australian studies have found that children who play 
more video games are more likely to have behavioural and emotional problems,151 and less 
ability to self-regulate.152 However, these studies only measured video game play or media 
exposure (including all types of video games) overall, and did not distinguish between violent 
and non-violent games. 
 
Self-dehumanisation.153 Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent and extremely 
violent games have found that extremely violent games cause players to self-dehumanise.154 
Another Australian study found that an extremely violent game (Mortal Kombat) reduced 
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players’ perception of their own humanity when they were the target, not the perpetrator, of 
violence in the game.155 However, these studies were conducted with an adult sample, so it 
is unclear whether young people experience dehumanisation due to game violence. They 
were also classified as low strength of evidence studies (see Table 2). 
 
Positive social outcomes. A laboratory study conducted in Australia found that playing a 
violent game (Left 4 Dead 2) increased players’ positive affect and sense of connection when 
their teammate was a human-controlled (not computer-controlled) character.156 This finding is 
consistent with international research on the prosocial benefits of playing cooperative VVGs. 
Other Australian studies have found no effect of violent157 or even prosocial158 games on 
prosocial behaviour, although their measures of prosocial behaviour have questionable 
relevance to real-world behaviour. These studies were classified as providing low strength of 
evidence (see Table 2). In addition, these studies were conducted in an adult sample, so it is 
unclear whether young people experience the same benefits. 

4.2 / Conclusions 

 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that VVGs do not cause negative 
mental health outcomes for young players with medium strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. Some evidence suggests VVGs might have a positive impact on 
mental health outcomes. 

05 / Recommendations  
 
The aim of this literature review was to answer the question: 
 
“What are the main gaps in our understanding of the link between playing violent video 
games, and aggression and attitudes towards women, in Australia?” 

Below, we outline our conclusions and recommendations as to whether further research is 
needed to explore the impacts of VVGs in the Australian context in relation to aggression, 
attitudes to women or mental health outcomes for young players.  

5.1 / Aggression 

Research questions:  
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157 Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished Bachelor’s Thesis). University of 
Queensland,Brisbane, Australia. 
158 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2013). Failure to demonstrate that playing violent video games diminishes 
prosocial behavior. PloS one, 8(7), e68382.  
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1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from 
international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
aggression in Australian research? 

 
Conclusions: 
 

● Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there 
is little to no impact of violent video games on aggression.  
 

● To date, limited research has been conducted in Australia. However, the strength of 
generalisable international research can fill any research gaps in the Australian 
context. This includes meta-analyses and emerging high quality research which 
converge on the conclusion that VVGs cause little or no real-world aggressive 
behaviour.  
 

● It is unlikely that additional research in Australia would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. 
 

Recommendation: At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression.  
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5.2 / Attitudes towards women 

Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women 
emerging from international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
attitudes towards women in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 
 

● The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and 
attitudes towards women. There is only one Australian study on the effect of a VVG 
on attitudes towards women, and this study did not compare violent and non-violent 
video games.  
 

● Violent video game content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards 
women. Some studies suggest that VVGs which contain sexist or sexualised content 
increase negative attitudes towards women. However, the available evidence 
suggests that this effect is driven by the sexualised or sexist content, rather than 
violence. While there is no strong evidence that violent content increases the 
negative impacts of sexist video games, the effect of sexualised or sexist content has 
not been adequately addressed in the literature. 
 

 
Recommendation: As the available high quality evidence finds that violent content in VVGs 
alone has no effect on attitudes towards women, no further research is recommended to 
understand the relationship between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. 
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5.3 / Mental health outcomes  

 
Research questions:  
 

1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely violent 
games impact the mental health of young game players? 

2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young game 
players in Australia? 

Conclusions: 
 

● There is no evidence in the international literature of a robust causal relationship 
between VVGs and depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, attention problems, 
academic achievement or pro-social outcomes. Other risk factors such as family 
environment, delinquent peers and prior mental health conditions are much more 
robust predictors of poor mental health outcomes. 
 

● It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
has not been shown to affect mental health over and above general game play. 

 
Recommendation:  At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and youth mental health.  
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Appendix A 
Table 1: Search Criteria and Search Terms  
 

 Research Question Search Criteria Working Search Terms  

1 What are the main 
gaps in our 
understanding of the 
link between playing 
violent video games, 
and aggression and 
attitudes towards 
women, in Australia? 

Academic research conducted in Australian 
cohorts on any link between violent and 
extremely violent video games and 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  

“Violent Video games” 
“Violent computer games” 
“Extremely violent Video 
games” 
“First-person shooter” 
“Aggression” 
“Aggressive behaviour” 
“Attitudes towards 
women” 
“Gendered” 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
“Causational” 
“Intervention study” 
“Randomised controlled 
trial” 
“Meta-Analysis” 
“Systematic Review” 
“Longitudinal”  
“Impacts 
Behaviour/behaviour” 
 

2 What is the 
relationship between 
violent and 
extremely violent 
video games and 
aggression and/or 
attitudes towards 
women in 
international 
contexts? 

Academic research conducted in overseas 
contexts and cohorts on any link between 
violent and extremely violent video games 
and aggression, and attitudes towards 
women. We will give special attention to 
high quality systematic reviews or meta-
analysis, or research measuring longitudinal 
outcomes. We will prioritise research 
conducted in comparable countries to 
Australia on social, cultural and political 
dimensions. High quality research 
conducted in countries which are not 
generalisable to the Australian context will 
supplement this search, however receive 
lower prioritisation.  
 
We will also give consideration to academic 
research which identifies and 
operationalises levels of violent content or 
realism of violence in video games and 
explores the variance in impact on 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  
 

We will use the same core 
search terms (in Row 1) 
removing references to 
Australia, with additional 
terms to explore levels of 
violence in games: 
“MA15+” 
“R18+  
“R”  
“Very violent” 
“Extremely violent” 
“Ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs extremely 
violent” 
“Violent vs ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs very violent” 
“Level of violence”  
“Unrated” 
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4 Do violent or 
extremely violent 
games impact the 
mental health of 
young game 
players? 

Academic research conducted exploring 
any link between violent and extremely 
violent video games and mental health 
outcomes for young people. We will give 
special attention to longitudinal research, as 
well as including both positive and negative 
mental health impacts. 

We will use the same core 
search terms (in Row 1), 
with additional terms 
relevant to mental health: 
“Mental health” 
“Young people” 
“Adolescents” 
“Suicide” 
“Anxiety” 
“Depression” 
“Cognitive benefits” 
“Social benefits” 
“Cognitive development” 
“Emotional development” 
“Cognitive impacts” 
“Social impacts” 

3 How can 
international and 
cross-jurisdictional 
research on the 
impact of violent 
games be 
generalised to the 
Australian context? 

Cross-cultural academic studies on violent 
video games, especially those involving 
countries likely to be compared to Australia.  
 
Any other research on the generalisability of 
international findings cross-culturally, and if 
available, to the Australian context and 
relating to aggression, attitudes to women 
and gaming. 

“Generalisable” 
“Generalisability” 
“Applicability” 
“Comparable”  
“Research” 
“Cross-cultural research”  
“Violent video games” 
“Attitudes to women” 
“Gaming“ 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
 
(we will also include here 
names of countries that 
come up as most 
comparable to Australia) 
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Appendix B 
 
Different types of bias identified by researcher Christopher Ferguson 
 

Bias Description Influence on the debate on whether VVGs 
cause negative outcomes 

Citation 
bias 

Authors selectively reference 
studies that support their 
hypotheses, and exclude studies 
that contradict their hypotheses.  

VVG meta-analyses selectively include studies 
which match the researchers’ pre-determined 
hypotheses. Evidence suggests that scholars 
who neglect to refer to research which 
contradicts their hypotheses report higher effect 
sizes.159 

Publication 
bias 

Statistically significant effects are 
more likely to be reported in 
journals than null effects. 

Studies that find an effect of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes towards women, and 
mental health outcomes are over-represented in 
the literature.160 Studies finding no relationship 
between VVGs and aggression are less likely to 
be published. This results in a false perception 
of the amount of evidence in favour of VVGs 
causing both positive and negative outcomes in 
players.  

Inflation 
bias 

Measures of aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and mental health 
outcomes are not standardised 
across studies and there is no 
consensus on how they should be 
interpreted.  

Study results can be selectively interpreted by 
authors to support their predetermined 
hypotheses. The authors of VVG meta-analyses 
may have biases which influence how they 
interpret and present evidence from the 
literature.161   

 

Greater transparency has been proposed as a way to address research bias and poor 
methodology.162 Pre-registration requires scholars to submit their research rationale, 
hypotheses, design and analytic strategy prior to conducting an experiment. This locks 
researchers into a pre-specified plan and reduces the opportunity for both explicit and implicit 
bias creeping in to the research process. Publicising research agendas ahead of time also 
prevents the failure to report results which contradict the original aims of the researchers. 

 

  

                                                 
159 Ferguson, C.J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
160 Ferguson, C. J. (2018). The problem of false positives and false negatives in violent video game experiments. 
International journal of law and psychiatry, 56, 35-43. 
161 Ferguson, C. J., & Colwell, J. (2017). Understanding why scholars hold different views on the influences of 
video games on public health. Journal of Communication, 67(3), 305-327. 
162 Rahal, R. M., & Open Science Collaboration. (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. 
Science, 349(6251), aac4716. 
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Dear Samantha,

Please find attached INV-1385 totalling $52,074.00 for the delivery of draft and final
literature review report by Behavioural Insights (Australia).

Payment is due on 27 Dec 2019.

View and pay your bill online:
https://in.xero.com/oJsqonnXwD1QW9BVklL8dOTVjlH3KXtJS3kfgokD

From your online bill you can print a PDF, export a CSV, or create a free login and view
your outstanding bills.

If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to contact me via email at
@bi.team.

Regards,

Financial Accountant
Behavioural Insights (Australia)
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media advertising organisation. 
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Please note the below changes that took effect from 1 July 2019 with the introduction of TechnologyOne: 

• ‘Purchase orders’ are now known as ‘contracts’. To check the contract number for a purchase order 
set up prior to 1 July 2019, please check the mapping document of former PO numbers to their new 
TechnologyOne contract number. 

• New cost centre codes have been created. Refer to the mapping document which lists previous cost 
centres in SAP to the updated cost centre numbers. 

• General ledger (or GL) codes are now known as ‘natural account expenditure’ codes. Please refer to 
this mapping document to cross check the old codes with the new ones. 

Send the completed form for processing to: 
• Arts Division: artsprogramsupport@communications.gov.au 
• Everyone else: accounts@communications.gov.au  

 

For more information, visit the TechnologyOne page on the Finance Hub.
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Choose an item       Choose an item Choose an item Choose an item. 
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organisation, polling organisation, direct mail organisation or media advertising organisation.    

Contract number Contract line no. Amount (GST excl) Amount (GST incl) 
60002773 1 $11,835 $13,018.50 

      Choose an item             
      Choose an item             
      Choose an item             

 

Expenditure Approved 
 

I the Delegate, confirm that the payment is within my delegated financial 
limit to administer an arrangement and that all appropriate milestones 

and/or conditions specific to the payment within the relevant arrangement 
have been met. 

 
Name: Samantha  

Position: Assistant Director 

Date:   30/10/2019 

Signature:       
 

Requesting Officer 
 

I certify that the goods or services have been received and/or 
invoice is correct for payment and to the best of my knowledge 
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Please save a new version of this 
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(File > Save As) 
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If you work in Arts Division, send the completed form to artsprogramsupport@communications.gov.au. All other divisions, send the completed form to 
accounts@communications.gov.au. It would be appreciated if you could also please include IMS links in your covering email. 



From:  Samantha

To:

Subject: RE: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]

Date: Thursday, 15 July 2021 11:30:00 AM

Attachments: image001.png

OFFICIAL

Hi  sounds good!

Thanks

Sam

OFFICIAL

From:  < bi.team> 

Sent: Thursday, 15 July 2021 9:28 AM

To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>

Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]

Thanks Sam. Our team are working on it now, so will have something through to you early
next week, is that okay?

Kind regards,

On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 16:57,  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
wrote:

OFFICIAL

Hi  I think the latter will be fine.

Thanks

Sam

OFFICIAL

From:  < bi.team> 

Sent: Wednesday, 14 July 2021 4:41 PM

To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>

Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]

Thanks Sam, that is helpful.

We will put a quote together and get to you as soon as possible; what level of detail do
you require? A full proposal (as per the last RFQ process) or would you be happy with a
summary version - our approach & the resource required to complete the update?

Kind regards,
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On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 16:26,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

OFFICIAL

Hi  ideally we would want it finalised in the next 4-6 weeks.

Yes, the same research questions as in the final review you provided in 2019. I think the list

below looks about right with the addition of considering generalisability of international

research to Australia. I’ve attached the final for your reference.

Sam

Samantha 

Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division

Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au

P +61 2 9289 7117 

Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications

CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I

recognise and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect

to Elders past and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

OFFICIAL

From:  < bi.team> 

Sent: Wednesday, 14 July 2021 4:09 PM

To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>

Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]

Dear Samantha,

Our team would be delighted to update the literature review from 2019.

When would you like this delivered by?

And just to confirm, these same research questions would be addressed:

Aggression
1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from
international research?
2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and
aggression in Australian research?

Attitudes towards women
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1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women
emerging from international research?
2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and
attitudes towards women in Australian research?

Mental Health outcomes
1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely
violent games impact the mental health of young game players?
2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young
game players in Australia?

Kind regards,

On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 15:36,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

OFFICIAL

Good afternoon 

In November 2019 Behavioural Insights completed a literature review for our
Department on violent video games (DCON1991- under the DSS READ Panel).
We are looking to update this literature review with any relevant material since the
original was done. The scope of the review (topics covered) would stay the same.
We would like BI to provide a quote for this work if possible.

Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions.

Kind regards

Samantha 
Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division

Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au

P +61 2 9289 7117 
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications

CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I

recognise and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my

respect to Elders past and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

OFFICIAL

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Disclaimer
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This message has been issued by the Department of Infrastructure, Transport,
Regional Development and Communications. The information transmitted is for the
use of the intended recipient only and may contain confidential and/or legally
privileged material.
Any review, re-transmission, disclosure, dissemination or other use of, or taking of
any action in reliance upon, this information by persons 
or entities other than the intended recipient is prohibited and may result in severe
penalties. 
If you have received this e-mail in error, please notify the Department on (02) 6274-
7111 
and delete all copies of this transmission together with any attachments.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--

New Business & Project Manager

Mob: 

bi.team pronouns: she/her/hers

Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000

https://www.bi.team

The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the
nation and the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures;
and to Elders both past and present. 

CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email and any attachments are confidential and may be subject to legal privilege. Any use, copying or
disclosure other than by the intended recipient is unauthorised. If you have received this message in error, please notify the sender
immediately by email (or to info-aus@bi.team) and delete this message and any copies from your computer and network. For more
information on how we process personal data, including on how to opt-out of receiving emails from us please see:
https://www.bi.team/privacy-policy. 

The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd. Behavioural
Insights Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd Floor, 4
Matthew Parker Street, London, SW1H 9NP

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Disclaimer

This message has been issued by the Department of Infrastructure, Transport,
Regional Development and Communications. The information transmitted is for the
use of the intended recipient only and may contain confidential and/or legally
privileged material.
Any review, re-transmission, disclosure, dissemination or other use of, or taking of
any action in reliance upon, this information by persons 
or entities other than the intended recipient is prohibited and may result in severe
penalties. 
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If you have received this e-mail in error, please notify the Department on (02) 6274-
7111 
and delete all copies of this transmission together with any attachments.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--

New Business & Project Manager

Mob: 

bi.team pronouns: she/her/hers

Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000

https://www.bi.team

The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the nation
and the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures; and to Elders both
past and present. 

CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email and any attachments are confidential and may be subject to legal privilege. Any use, copying or
disclosure other than by the intended recipient is unauthorised. If you have received this message in error, please notify the sender
immediately by email (or to info-aus@bi.team) and delete this message and any copies from your computer and network. For more information
on how we process personal data, including on how to opt-out of receiving emails from us please see: https://www.bi.team/privacy-policy. 

The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd. Behavioural
Insights Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd Floor, 4 Matthew
Parker Street, London, SW1H 9NP

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Disclaimer

This message has been issued by the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional
Development and Communications. The information transmitted is for the use of the
intended recipient only and may contain confidential and/or legally privileged material.
Any review, re-transmission, disclosure, dissemination or other use of, or taking of any
action in reliance upon, this information by persons 
or entities other than the intended recipient is prohibited and may result in severe
penalties. 
If you have received this e-mail in error, please notify the Department on (02) 6274-
7111 
and delete all copies of this transmission together with any attachments.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--
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New Business & Project Manager

Mob: 

bi.team pronouns: she/her/hers

Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000

https://www.bi.team

The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the nation and
the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures; and to Elders both past and
present. 

CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email and any attachments are confidential and may be subject to legal privilege. Any use, copying or
disclosure other than by the intended recipient is unauthorised. If you have received this message in error, please notify the sender immediately by
email (or to info-aus@bi.team) and delete this message and any copies from your computer and network. For more information on how we process
personal data, including on how to opt-out of receiving emails from us please see: https://www.bi.team/privacy-policy. 

The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd. Behavioural Insights
Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd Floor, 4 Matthew Parker Street,
London, SW1H 9NP

s47F - personal privacy

s47F - personal privacy



From:  Samantha
To:
Subject: RE: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Date: Thursday, 22 July 2021 2:07:00 PM
Attachments: image001.png

OFFICIAL

Hi  thanks for the quote. I will get back to you soon on next steps.
Sam

Samantha 
Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117 
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise
and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past
and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

OFFICIAL
From:  
Sent: Monday, 19 July 2021 2:12 PM
To:  Samantha 
Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Dear Sam,
I hope you had a nice weekend.
Please see attached our quote for the literature review update.
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you wish to discuss our quote further.
Kind regards,

On Thu, 15 Jul 2021 at 11:31,  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
wrote:

OFFICIAL

Hi  sounds good!
Thanks
Sam

OFFICIAL
From:  < bi.team> 
Sent: Thursday, 15 July 2021 9:28 AM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Thanks Sam. Our team are working on it now, so will have something through to you
early next week, is that okay?
Kind regards,

On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 16:57,  Samantha
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<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:
OFFICIAL

Hi  I think the latter will be fine.
Thanks
Sam

OFFICIAL
From:  < bi.team> 
Sent: Wednesday, 14 July 2021 4:41 PM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Thanks Sam, that is helpful.
We will put a quote together and get to you as soon as possible; what level of detail do
you require? A full proposal (as per the last RFQ process) or would you be happy with
a summary version - our approach & the resource required to complete the update?
Kind regards,

On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 16:26,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

OFFICIAL

Hi  ideally we would want it finalised in the next 4-6 weeks.
Yes, the same research questions as in the final review you provided in 2019. I think the
list below looks about right with the addition of considering generalisability of
international research to Australia. I’ve attached the final for your reference.
Sam

Samantha 
Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117 
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I
recognise and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my
respect to Elders past and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

OFFICIAL
From:  < bi.team> 
Sent: Wednesday, 14 July 2021 4:09 PM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Subject: Re: Quote to update 2019 literature review [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Dear Samantha,
Our team would be delighted to update the literature review from 2019.
When would you like this delivered by?
And just to confirm, these same research questions would be addressed:
Aggression
1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from
international research?
2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and
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aggression in Australian research?
Attitudes towards women
1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to
women emerging from international research?
2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and
attitudes towards women in Australian research?
Mental Health outcomes
1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely
violent games impact the mental health of young game players?
2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young
game players in Australia?
Kind regards,

On Wed, 14 Jul 2021 at 15:36,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

OFFICIAL

Good afternoon 
In November 2019 Behavioural Insights completed a literature review for our
Department on violent video games (DCON1991- under the DSS READ Panel).
We are looking to update this literature review with any relevant material since
the original was done. The scope of the review (topics covered) would stay the
same. We would like BI to provide a quote for this work if possible.
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions.
Kind regards
Samantha 
Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117 
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live.
I recognise and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my
respect to Elders past and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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Subject: delegate authorisation for update to literature review on violent video games [SEC=OFFICIAL]
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Dear Lachlan
Following discussion about updating a 2019 literature review on violent video games, we have
approached the authors of the review, Behavioural Insights Australia, to provide a quote to
update their report. They have provided a quote for $17,450 plus GST to conduct the work and
anticipate being able to complete it by the end of August. I have attached the quote for your
reference. Behavioural Insights Australia will be procured through the Research Evaluation and
Data Panel.
As the amount is greater than $10,000, we will need to register the procurement, which will first
require your approval. If you would like to proceed, can you please reply to this email with
approval of this procurement?
Thanks and regards

Samantha 
Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117 
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise
and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past
and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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From: Phillips, Lachlan
To:  Samantha
Cc:  Margaret
Subject: RE: delegate authorisation for update to literature review on violent video games [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Date: Wednesday, 21 July 2021 9:16:19 AM
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Dear Sam,
 
Approved.
 
Kind regards,
 

Lachlan Phillips
a/g Assistant Secretary  •  Classification Branch  •  Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
lachlan.phillips@classification.gov.au
P +61 2 6271 7941  •  M  
GPO Box 594 Canberra, ACT 2601
 
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS  •  ENRICHING COMMUNITIES  •  EMPOWERING REGIONS

  infrastructure.gov.au  

                                   
I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live.
I recognise and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities.
I pay my respects to Elders past and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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From:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au> 
Sent: Tuesday, 20 July 2021 4:07 PM
To: Phillips, Lachlan <Lachlan.Phillips@Classification.gov.au>
Cc:  Margaret <Margaret. communications.gov.au>
Subject: delegate authorisation for update to literature review on violent video games
[SEC=OFFICIAL]
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Dear Lachlan
 
Following discussion about updating a 2019 literature review on violent video games, we have
approached the authors of the review, Behavioural Insights Australia, to provide a quote to
update their report. They have provided a quote for $17,450 plus GST to conduct the work and
anticipate being able to complete it by the end of August. I have attached the quote for your
reference. Behavioural Insights Australia will be procured through the Research Evaluation and
Data Panel.
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As the amount is greater than $10,000, we will need to register the procurement, which will first
require your approval. If you would like to proceed, can you please reply to this email with
approval of this procurement?
 
Thanks and regards
 

Samantha 
Assistant Director  •  Reform Policy / Classification  •  Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117   
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
 
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS  •  ENRICHING COMMUNITIES  •  EMPOWERING REGIONS

  infrastructure.gov.au  

 
I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise
and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past
and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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2 Phillip Law Street, Canberra ACT 2601, Australia 
GPO Box 594, Canberra ACT 2601, Australia 

 telephone +61 (0)2 6271 1000  websites infrastructure.gov.au | communications.gov.au | arts.gov.au 
 

 

Minute  
Procurement for update to 2019 literature review on violent video games 

Recommendation 
That you approve the procurement of Behavioural Insights Australia to update their 2019 
literature review on the impacts of violent video games for a fixed fee of $17,450 excl. GST. 

Signed      Date: / / 2021 

Delegate:         Lachlan Phillips, Acting Assistant Secretary, Classification Branch 

Issues 
The Department is seeking to update a 2019 literature review on impacts of violent and 
extremely violent video games, with the aim of publishing the final report. The update will 
assist with informing current policy development including for classification reform and the 
work of the Classification Board.  

The Department procured the 2019 review from the Department of Social Services’ Research, 
Evaluation and Data (READ) panel (SON3385995). The 2019 contract was awarded to 
Behavioural Insights Australia who completed the review to a high standard and in an 
efficient manner.  

We propose to re-engage Behavioural Insights Australia through the READ panel. We 
consider Behavioural Insights Australia to be uniquely qualified to conduct the update in an 
efficient and cost-effective manner, and to a high standard, being the authors of the original 
literature review. Due to the panel arrangement, the Department is able to make a direct 
approach. 

Behavioural Insights Australia provided a quote to conduct the update for $17,450 plus GST. 
The update will address the same research questions as the 2019 review, incorporating all 
relevant academic research completed since the original review. We consider this value for 
money, particularly as Behavioural Insights Australia has advised that it can provide an 
updated literature review within a short time frame (approximately six weeks from receiving 
an Official Order). 

 

Contact Officer: Samantha  
 Assistant Director 
 Reform Policy, Classification Branch 
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From: Phillips, Lachlan
To:  Samantha
Cc:  Margaret
Subject: RE: Procurement minute violent video games literature review update 2021.docx [SEC=OFFICIAL:Sensitive]
Date: Wednesday, 28 July 2021 10:59:11 AM
Attachments: image001.png
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Thanks Sam,
I have signed.
Cheers,
Lachlan

OFFICIAL:Sensitive
From:  Samantha 
Sent: Wednesday, 28 July 2021 9:48 AM
To: Phillips, Lachlan 
Cc:  Margaret 
Subject: Procurement minute violent video games literature review update 2021.docx
[SEC=OFFICIAL:Sensitive]

OFFICIAL:Sensitive

Record
Title

Procurement minute violent video games literature review update
2021.docx

Record Number PAD/21/64137

Dear Lachlan
Please find attached a procurement minute regarding the proposed update to the 2019
literature review on violent video games for your approval. I will arrange for Sharon to
print a copy for your signature.
Kind regards

Samantha 
Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117 
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise
and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past
and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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From:  Samantha

To: bi.team

Cc:  Margaret; 

Subject: Official order for violent videogames literature review update [SEC=OFFICIAL]

Date: Thursday, 29 July 2021 4:35:00 PM

Attachments: image001.png
Official Order BIA 10023006.pdf
Official Order BIA 10023006.docx

OFFICIAL

Dear 

As discussed, please find attached an Official Order to carry out the work as per your quote

received on Monday 19 July 2021, to update BI’s 2019 literature review on violent video games.

Please sign and return the attached to my manager, Margaret  (copied into this email) by

COB tomorrow.

If you have any queries regarding the attached, please contact me this afternoon or Margaret on

02 6271 7070 tomorrow.

Otherwise I will be in touch on Monday to organise a call with the project team/lead.

Kind regards

Samantha 

Assistant Director • Reform Policy / Classification • Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division

Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au

P +61 2 9289 7117 

Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications

CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS • ENRICHING COMMUNITIES • EMPOWERING REGIONS

infrastructure.gov.au

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise

and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past

and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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From:  Samantha
To:
Cc:
Subject: RE: Official order for violent videogames literature review update [SEC=OFFICIAL]
Date: Monday, 2 August 2021 3:15:00 PM
Attachments: image001.png
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Hi . Thanks for getting in touch.
 
Being a refresh of BIT’s previous work I assume a short brief will do – probably 30 mins or so?
This afternoon would actually work really well for me. Otherwise how about 10am tomorrow?
 
Feel free to send me an invite for whichever of those times works best. My preference is Skype
(it’s what our Department has to use on our laptops) but if needed I can access Teams or Zoom
from a personal device.
 
Sam
 

Samantha 
Assistant Director  •  Reform Policy / Classification  •  Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117   
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
 
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS  •  ENRICHING COMMUNITIES  •  EMPOWERING REGIONS

  infrastructure.gov.au  

 
I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I recognise
and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect to Elders past
and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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From:  < bi.team> 
Sent: Monday, 2 August 2021 2:16 PM
To:  Samantha <Samantha. classification.gov.au>
Cc: 
Subject: Re: Official order for violent videogames literature review update [SEC=OFFICIAL]
 
Hi Sam,
 
I hope you are well.
 
I wanted to introduce you, by email, to , who will be the main team
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working on the literature review refresh. 
 
We are looking forward to our kick off chat to make sure we are aligned and have any
additional context before getting started; is there a time that works best for you this week
to schedule this?
 
Kind regards

 
 
On Fri, 30 Jul 2021 at 12:10,  < bi.team> wrote:

Hi Sam & Margaret,
 
Please find attached the signed work order.
 
Cheers,

 

Operations Manager, Australia and Asia-Pacific
PH: +
Twitter | LinkedIn
 
 
On Thu, 29 Jul 2021 at 16:35,  Samantha
<Samantha. classification.gov.au> wrote:

OFFICIAL
 

Dear 
 
As discussed, please find attached an Official Order to carry out the work as per your
quote received on Monday 19 July 2021, to update BI’s 2019 literature review on
violent video games.
 
Please sign and return the attached to my manager, Margaret  (copied into this
email) by COB tomorrow.
 
If you have any queries regarding the attached, please contact me this afternoon or
Margaret on 02 6271 7070 tomorrow.
 
Otherwise I will be in touch on Monday to organise a call with the project team/lead.
 
Kind regards
 
Samantha 
Assistant Director  •  Reform Policy / Classification  •  Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division
Samantha. infrastructure.gov.au
P +61 2 9289 7117   
Locked Bag 3 Haymarket NSW 1240
 
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications
CONNECTING AUSTRALIANS  •  ENRICHING COMMUNITIES  •  EMPOWERING REGIONS
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  infrastructure.gov.au  

 
I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land on which we meet, work and live. I
recognise and respect their continuing connection to the land, waters and communities. I pay my respect
to Elders past and present and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Disclaimer

This message has been issued by the Department of Infrastructure, Transport,
Regional Development and Communications. The information transmitted is for the
use of the intended recipient only and may contain confidential and/or legally
privileged material.
Any review, re-transmission, disclosure, dissemination or other use of, or taking of
any action in reliance upon, this information by persons 
or entities other than the intended recipient is prohibited and may result in severe
penalties. 
If you have received this e-mail in error, please notify the Department on (02) 6274-
7111 
and delete all copies of this transmission together with any attachments.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 
--

New Business & Project Manager
Mob: 

bi.team pronouns: she/her/hers

 

Suite 3, Level 13, 9 Hunter Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2000

https://www.bi.team

        
The Behavioural Insights Team acknowledges the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first inhabitants of the nation and
the traditional custodians of the lands where we live, learn and work. We pay our respects to them and their cultures; and to Elders both past and
present. 

 
CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email and any attachments are confidential and may be subject to legal privilege. Any use, copying or
disclosure other than by the intended recipient is unauthorised. If you have received this message in error, please notify the sender immediately by
email (or to info-aus@bi.team) and delete this message and any copies from your computer and network. For more information on how we process
personal data, including on how to opt-out of receiving emails from us please see: https://www.bi.team/privacy-policy. 

 
The views expressed in this email are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of Behavioural Insights Ltd. Behavioural Insights
Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registration number: 08567792. Registered office: 2nd Floor, 4 Matthew Parker Street,
London, SW1H 9NP
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Executive summary 
 

 
Playing video games is a popular pastime among Australians, with 2 out of 3 Australians 
reporting that they play video games.1 There is ongoing concern internationally that playing 
violent or extremely violent video games (VVGs) may lead to negative outcomes, including 
increased aggression, negative attitudes to women and poor mental health outcomes for 
young players. While decades of research exists attempting to address these questions, 
there is ongoing controversy on the effects of VVGs. Meanwhile, community concerns 
continue to grow alongside technological advances and increasingly realistic and immersive 
player experiences. 

The evidence is therefore of interest to policy makers in Australia. The current review of 
academic research literature on the effects of VVGs seeks to determine whether there are 
any gaps in this research from an Australian perspective. At the time of publication, only a 
small number of studies investigating the impacts of VVGs on behaviour and attitudes have 
been conducted within Australia. The vast majority of research has been carried out in the 
United States, Europe and Asia. Here, we assess the extent to which findings from 
international research can be used to inform an understanding of the potential impact of 
VVGs in an Australian setting. 

Research Finding 1: International research is generalisable to the Australian context  

Overall, given the small differences between results on the strength of these associations 
across cultures, international research is highly relevant and sufficient to our understanding 
of the relationship between VVGs and aggression in the Australian context. Some small 
effects of culture on the relationship between VVGs and aggression are apparent, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression tend to 
be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.2,3,4 However, the 
magnitude of these effects across all cultures studied is small, and supports the conclusion 
that they are helpful in understanding the effects of VVGs on Australian players.  

Unlike the aggression literature, little research exists on the cross-cultural generalisability of 
findings concerning the impact of VVGs on youth mental health and attitudes towards 
women. However, what research does exist does not suggest that violent content results in 
VVG players having poor attitudes towards women or negative mental health outcomes. 

  

                                                
1 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wilson, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: Interactive 
Games and Entertainment Association. 
2 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
3 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
4 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
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Research Finding 2: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on aggression. 

Internationally there is much debate over the nature of the relationship between VVGs and 
players’ behaviours and attitudes. The current review synthesises findings from the last 12 
years to draw up-to-date conclusions as to the impact of VVGs. 

Interpreting contradictory findings in the research literature is challenging due to widely 
varying methodologies, the tendency to only measure short-term outcomes, an overreliance 
on correlational evidence, and inconsistent definitions and measurements of aggression and 
attitudes towards women. Much of the academic literature on VVGs is dominated by 
supporters5 and opponents6 of the hypothesised link between playing VVGs and aggression. 
Despite the ongoing controversy, high-quality individual studies that use meaningful 
measures of aggression, and meta-analyses that control for other likely causes of 
aggression, converge on the same conclusion: VVGs have little to no meaningful impact on 
real-world aggressive behaviour. 

Research Finding 3: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on youth mental health or attitudes to women. 

There are also fears that VVGs have other negative effects, namely on players’ mental 
health and their attitudes towards women. The high-quality studies that are available support 
the same general conclusion as the aggression literature: it is unlikely that violent content in 
video games meaningfully impacts attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players. The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players are less well studied than aggression. At present there are few high-quality studies 
and meta-analyses available on these outcomes, and drawing conclusions from individual 
studies is limited by inconsistent definitions and measures. 

Our recommendations based on the research findings 

We were asked by the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 
Communications to conduct a review of academic literature on the impacts of VVGs relating 
to attitudes to women, child and youth mental health and aggression to identify any gaps in 
the research from an Australian perspective that would necessitate the conduct of new 
research in Australia. Based on the above conclusions, we make the following 
recommendations to the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 
Communications: 

● At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression. It is unlikely that additional research 
in Australia on the effect of VVGs on aggression would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from 
generalisable populations in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the 

                                                
5 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
6 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
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same conclusion - that there is little to no impact of violent video games on 
aggression. 

● At present, no further research is recommended to understand the relationship 
between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. While there is a 
lack of Australian evidence addressing this research question, the highest quality 
international research from the United States and Western Europe finds no strong 
evidence that violent content in and of itself causes players to develop negative 
attitudes towards women. 

● At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and mental health outcomes in young players. It is 
unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes among young Australian players. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. Some evidence suggests video games more 
generally have beneficial effects on youth mental health, while other evidence points 
to a relationship between excessive video game play and poor mental health. 
However, VVG content does not appear to affect youth mental health over and above 
general game play. 
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01 / Introduction 
 

 
The purported link between violent video games (VVGs) and real-world violent attitudes and 
behaviours is a controversial and politicised issue. Mass shootings have been linked to 
VVGs since the infamous Columbine school shooting in 1999, as the perpetrators were avid 
players of Doom, a graphic first-person shooter game. Mass shootings continue to be linked 
to VVGs by some politicians and public commentators. However, evidence suggests that not 
all perpetrators are current or former players of VVGs.7 

The nature of the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
players’ attitudes and behaviours is also contentious amongst academics.8,9,10,11 The 
controversy around VVGs is fuelled by the rapid pace of game development, which outstrips 
the pace of academic research. VVGs are increasingly complex, social, and graphic, such 
that academic studies from only 12 years ago may not apply to current games. Advances in 
video game graphics have greatly enhanced the realism of games, making them more 
immersive. Some researchers have argued that video game realism12 and sexualisation of 
characters13 in immersive games might lead to greater negative impacts of playing video 
games than more traditional, less immersive video game formats. This has broadened 
community concerns about the effects of VVGs from aggression and violence to include 
attitudes towards women and mental health, particularly in young players. 

The purpose of this review is to determine the relationship between violent and extremely 
violent video games and aggression, attitudes towards women, and youth mental health in 
the Australian context. Due to the relative lack of studies in Australian cohorts, this review is 
also designed to determine to what degree international findings can be generalised to 
Australia. Finally, in light of the available evidence and generalisability to Australia, we will 
form recommendations as to whether further research is needed in Australia to cover gaps in 
the VVG research. 

                                                
7 Bogost, I. (2019). Video-Game Violence Is Now a Partisan Issue. The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/08/video-game-violence-became-partisan-issue/595456/ 
[Accessed 19 Aug. 2021]. 
8 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior, aggressive 
cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific 
literature. Psychological Science, 12(5), 353-359. 
9 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
10 Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
11 Ferguson, C. J., & Kilburn, J. (2010). Much ado about nothing: The misestimation and overinterpretation of 
violent video game effects in Eastern and Western nations: Comment on Anderson et al. (2010). Psychological 
Bulletin, 136(2), 174-178. 
12 Krcmar, M., Farrar, K., & McGloin, R. (2011). The effects of video game realism on attention, retention and 
aggressive outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 432-439. 
13 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of immersive, sexually objectifying, and violent 
video games on hostile sexism in males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
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1.1 / Generalisability of international findings to the Australian 
context 
The impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health are 
questions of global interest. Internationally, a large body of research has been carried out to 
attempt to understand these associations, in particular relating to impacts on aggression. As 
with many questions in other policy areas, in order to reach the most robust conclusions we 
want to draw widely from the findings of international research. This is particularly the case 
for the Australian context, given that Australian research is currently limited in this space. In 
order to draw from international research, we need to first think carefully about how and 
when findings are likely to generalise across countries and cultures; this is a question posed 
by social scientists in other contexts for decades. There is some consensus that generalising 
findings across contexts is most appropriate with rigorous quantitative methodologies, and 
among studies using large samples.14 Hence, when looking at the international literature, we 
have given higher weighting to these studies (refer to section 1.3 below on ‘Strength of 
Evidence’ for more information about the research we have highlighted in this review).  

Our criteria for assessing the generalisability of international research to Australia 

Most research on the impact of VVGs has been carried out in countries that are, like 
Australia, industrialised, economically stable and technologically advanced.  A common 
criticism of attempts to generalise from psychological studies is that participants in 
psychology studies tend to be Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic 
(WEIRD). While Australians are classified as WEIRD, globally speaking, most people are 
not.15 While not all samples discussed in this review are WEIRD, they are predominantly 
educated, industrialised, rich and democratic. In other words, only countries that are 
sufficiently developed such that inhabitants have general access to VVGs and high usage 
characteristics can provide enough data from which to draw robust conclusions.  

While effect sizes are very small across cultures, studies on WEIRD samples tend to 
produce similar effect sizes, confirming that evidence from these culturally, economically and 
politically similar countries was highly generalisable to Australia. Samples from socio-
economically similar but culturally different countries tend to produce smaller effect sizes in 
relation to VVGs and aggression and therefore we would consider them less generalisable, 
and non-WEIRD countries with few socio-economic similarities are associated with even 
smaller effect sizes, indicating they are the least generalisable. However, it is apparent that 
any cultural factors mediating the relationship between VVGs and aggression and mental 
health are small, if not trivial, and therefore even studies classed as having medium 
generalisability are relevant for understanding the relationship between VVGs and 
behavioural and attitudinal outcomes. 

In this review we have divided the research outlined in the review into that carried out in the 
international context (‘World’) and in an Australian context (‘Australia’). 

  

                                                
14 Generalizability and Transferability, The WAC Clearinghouse. Retrieved from: 
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/writing/guides/gentrans/ [Accessed 19 Aug. 2021]. 
15 Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29. 
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Table 1. How we assessed generalisability to Australia 

Low generalisability to the 
Australian context  

Medium generalisability to the 
Australian context 

High generalisability to the 
Australian context 

Studies that come from 
developing nations where 
social, cultural and political 
factors are contrasting to those 
of Western nations. 

In addition, access to games 
and technologies associated 
with gaming are markedly low.  

 

Research comes from 
countries (predominantly 
Eastern) that have similar 
socio-economic conditions to 
the Australian context, and 
most studies show cross-
cultural similarities in relation to 
Western contexts. However, 
there are some small 
differences in effect sizes 
between rates of game play 
and effect sizes (e.g. Japan). 

Countries include: Japan, 
Singapore, China, and Taiwan. 
Also included are studies with 
Latin/Hispanic cultures. 

Carried out in countries that 
have been shown to have 
similar gaming characteristics 
and cultural factors to Australia 
(primarily Western countries 
with similar patterns seen in the 
effects of VVGs). 

We are confident that the 
studies detailed can be helpful 
in understanding the Australian 
context.  

Countries include: United 
Kingdom, United States, 
Germany, Belgium, France, 
and the Netherlands. 

 
Many explanations have been proposed for why culture would be a moderating factor on the 
impacts of VVGs on aggression, including differences in collectivist values and moral 
discipline,16 how violence is contextualised in the media, the context in which video games 
are played,17 and variation across cultures in the meaning of being a perpetrator and a victim 
of aggression.18 These studies predominantly explore the differences between research 
outcomes in Eastern (non-WEIRD; predominantly Japan, but also Singapore and China) 
versus Western (WEIRD; predominantly the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, 
Germany, and other European countries) cultures. 

While some studies suggest that underlying rates of aggression vary across cultures, 19 the 
size and direction of the association between the two factors (predictor and outcome) 
generally remains the same.20 More broadly, correlational research looking at the relationship 
between media violence exposure and aggressive behaviours across cultures has found few 
cross-cultural differences.21, 22 One comparison of the impact of media violence among seven 

                                                
16 Jin, Y., & Li, J. (2014). Cultural differences in the effect of violent video games on adolescent aggression 
cognition: based on the perspective of meta-analysis. Advances in Psychological Science, 22(8), 1226-1235. 
17Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
18 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
19 Lansford, J. E., Skinner, A. T., Sorbring, E., Giunta, L. D., Deater‐Deckard, K. , Dodge, K. A., ... & Uribe Tirado, 
L. M. (2012). Boys’ and girls’ relational and physical aggression in nine countries. Aggressive Behavior, 38(4), 
298-308. 
20 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
21 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 43, 986–998.  
22 Ferguson, C. J., Colwell, J., Mlačić, B., Milas, G., & Mikloušić, I. (2011). Personality and media influences on 
violence and depression in a cross-national sample of young adults: Data from Mexican–Americans, English and 
Croatians. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 1195-1200. 
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countries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, and the United States) 
found no significant differences in the strength of the relationship with aggression across 
cultures.23  

Some small effects of culture are apparent in the violent video game literature, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression are 
slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.24,25,26  For example, 
in a cross-cultural comparison of the impacts of VVGs in Eastern (primarily Japan, but also 
China, Singapore) and Western (primarily United States) cultures, Anderson et al.27 found 
larger effects of VVGs on aggression in Western than Eastern countries. However, this 
finding was only marginally significant, and only apparent in longitudinal research studies. 
However, in these comparisons, cultural differences are often confounded with differences in 
research design, meaning that variance could in fact be due to different ways of measuring 
aggression.  

This finding is supported by researchers who argue both that VVGs lead to increased 
aggression, and those who argue that VVGs have no impact on aggression. For example, 
Ferguson et al.28 found Eastern samples returned smaller effect sizes, as did Latin/Hispanic 
samples, than Western samples. Given that effect sizes across all studies analysed by 
Ferguson et al. were generally small, the differences among culture as a moderating variable 
were also deemed small. It is also important to note that this meta-analysis looked at all 
video games, both violent and non-violent. However, they do corroborate Anderson et al.’s 
argument that culture/ethnicity might somewhat moderate the impact on aggression, with 
Western samples showing greater effect sizes. Similarly, a subsequent meta-analysis from 
Prescott et al.29 focusing exclusively on the longitudinal outcomes of VVGs on White, Asian 
and Hispanic samples found the strongest associations between White samples, 
intermediate associations with Asian samples and the smallest associations with Hispanic 
samples (acknowledging that only a small number of studies exist that use Hispanic 
samples).  

There are few studies looking at cross-cultural variations in the impacts of VVGs on attitudes 
towards women and youth mental health. One cross-cultural study looked at the relationship 

                                                
23 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 43, 986-998. 
24 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
25 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
26 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
27 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136,151-173. 
28 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science,10, 646-666. 
29 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
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between the amount of time spent playing VVGs and mental health in young children.30 
Comparisons were made across Eastern and Western European countries (Germany, The 
Netherlands, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, and Turkey). Across cultures, differences were 
seen in usage patterns, but once these were controlled for, no differences were found in 
mental health outcomes across countries. Although there is a relative lack of cross-cultural 
studies investigating the effects of VVGs on attitudes towards women, as we outline in 
Section 3.1 below, any effects are more likely to be due to the sexist and sexualised content 
of games, not violence per se. 

1.2 / Methodology 
This section outlines the methodology for the present review of academic literature on the 
impact of VVGs, which includes: 

● Definitions for ‘aggression’ and ‘violent video games’ 
● Criteria and search terms for our scan of the literature  
● Criteria for inclusion of the literature in our review 

Definitions 

Aggression: “Any behaviour directed toward another individual that is carried out with the 
proximate (immediate) intent to cause harm. In addition, the perpetrator must believe that the 
behaviour will harm the target, and that the target is motivated to avoid the behaviour.”31 

Violent video games: Although the term is not well-defined in the literature, our review 
included research on video games that contain strong violence and high impact violence. 
These terms are used by Australian Classification as follows: 

Strong violence - Refers to violence such as shooting with real-life military weapons 
and some blood and gore. Video games containing strong violence are rated MA15+, 
meaning they are legally restricted to people aged 15 years and over. 

High impact violence - Refers to violence that is frequent and/or realistic, features 
content such as decapitation and/or dismemberment, and shows detailed wounds 
and large amounts of blood and gore. Video games containing high impact violence 
are rated R18+, meaning they are legally restricted to adults only.32 

Search criteria 

A computerised literature search was conducted via Google Scholar, PubMed, 
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Proquest and PsycINFO, using relevant search terms (see 
Table 1 in Appendix A) to identify the most relevant literature.  

                                                
30 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children? Social 
Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
31 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2002). Human aggression. Annual Review of Psychology, 53, 27-51. 
32 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (n.d.). Does your child 
play violent video games? Retrieved from https://www.classification.gov.au/classification-ratings/whats-ok-for-
children/does-your-child-play-violent-video-games#top 
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Using the criteria outlined in this section, over 220 original research articles were collected 
and reviewed, in addition to meta-analyses and systematic reviews. A large number of 
studies met the search criteria but were not included in this report as they did not meet the 
inclusion criteria detailed below. Therefore, the attached bibliography does not reflect an 
exhaustive list of all extant research on the impacts of VGGs. Rather, it reflects research 
referenced in the body of the literature review, which synthesises and summarises the 
highest quality research conducted in the past 12 years.  

Inclusion criteria 

This review synthesises the highest quality research investigating the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health. Due to the increased graphic 
realism, immersive experience and levels of violent content in modern video games only 
studies conducted in the past 12 years were included. A systematic scan of the literature 
revealed hundreds of studies investigating the impacts of VVG’s on aggression, attitudes 
towards women and youth mental health. Due to the volume of poor-quality studies 
identified, the inclusion criteria were restricted to prioritise only the most rigorous research. 
This was assessed using the criteria outlined in the Strength of Evidence Table (Table 2) 
below. 

Strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence was assessed using the criteria in the table below. This review 
prioritised research conducted in the past 12 years which had the characteristics outlined in 
the green High column below. Where high-quality evidence was not available, evidence that 
was categorised as medium or low was included in order to form conclusions and 
recommendations. Only eight low-quality studies have been included, and only where higher 
quality studies were not available. Where low-quality research is referred to this is explicitly 
labelled within this report. The eight studies we labelled low quality are: an international study 
on the link between VVGs and attitudes towards women (one study), Australian studies on 
the impacts of VVG on aggression (three studies) and the mental health of young players (six 
studies, two of which are also referenced in the section on the impact of VVGs on 
aggression). 

Table 2. How we assessed strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence 

Low Medium High 

Evidence of research bias or 
subject to peer-reviewed 
criticism. 

Studies with unvalidated 
measures of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 

Correlational studies where 
other known causes of 
aggression/attitudes towards 

Correlational studies with a 
small number of known causes 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health 
controlled for. 

Studies which rely on self-
report measures only. 

Studies with small samples with 
low generalisability. 

Correlational studies which 
have controlled for multiple 
known causes of aggression/ 
attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 

Longitudinal or retrospective 
studies which measure 
attitudes or behaviour over 
time. 

Studies with large nationally 
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women/mental health are not 
controlled for. 

Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with low 
or undemonstrated association 
with real life attitudes or 
behaviour. 

 

 

Meta-analyses with evidence of 
research bias, have been 
subjected to peer-reviewed 
criticism or have not been 
independently replicated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

representative samples. 

Studies or meta-analyses 
which have been independently 
replicated. 

Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with high 
demonstrated association with 
real-life attitudes or behaviour. 

Studies which have adopted 
open science practices such as 
pre-registration. 

Studies which include multiple 
outcome measures such as 
self-reports, peer-report and 
validated measurement scales. 

Studies which have conducted 
cross-cultural comparisons or 
have generalised findings 
across different contexts. 

 
As stated above, each recommendation set out in this review was made using studies that 
span this spectrum of research quality. We prioritised studies that meet the criteria for high 
quality, and have made stronger recommendations where more high-quality research was 
available to draw on. In our recommendations, a high degree of research quality indicates 
that additional research is unlikely to meaningfully contribute to the existing literature. 
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02 / The effect of VVGs on aggression 
 

2.1 / VVGs are unlikely to cause aggression 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

High High-quality studies drawn from the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Germany, China, 
Singapore and Australia. 

The results of high-quality international and Australian studies suggest that the effect of VVGs on 
aggression is small to non-existent. 

 

 

World 

Recent high-quality studies indicate that the link between VVGs and aggression is small to 
non-existent. Studies that properly control for other known causes of aggression, and those 
that measure real-world behaviour either find no relationship, or a very small effect of VVGs 
on aggression.  

While only a recent phenomenon, recent pre-registered studies have mostly found no link 
between VVGs and aggression, nor any other negative effects. In a pre-registered trial 
conducted in the UK, researchers interviewed a large sample of British adolescents and their 
parents or carers. They found no association between exposure to VVGs over the past 
month and real-life aggressive behaviour as measured by carer assessment.33 Similarly, 
three pre-registered randomised controlled trials conducted in the United States found no 
effect of VVGs on short-term measures of aggressive inclinations,34 hostility35 or aggressive 
behaviour.36 Two recent pre-registered trials from New Zealand37 and the United States38 
also found no effect of VVGs on aggressive behaviour, even when participants played an 
immersive violent virtual reality game (which some have argued would be more likely to 

                                                
33 Przybylski, A. K., & Weinstein, N. (2019). Violent video game engagement is not associated with adolescents' 
aggressive behaviour: evidence from a registered report. Royal Society Open Science, 6(2), 171474. 
34 McCarthy, R. J., Coley, S. L., Wagner, M. F., Zengel, B., & Basham, A. (2016). Does playing video games with 
violent content temporarily increase aggressive inclinations? A pre-registered experimental study. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 67, 13-19. 
35 Ferguson, C. J., Trigani, B., Pilato, S., Miller, S., Foley, K., & Barr, H. (2016). Violent video games don’t 
increase hostility in teens, but they do stress girls out. Psychiatric Quarterly, 87(1), 49-56. 
36 Ferguson, C. J., Colon-Motas, K., Esser, C., Lanie, C., Purvis, S., & Williams, M. (2017). The (not so) evil 
within? Agency in video game choice and the impact of violent content. Simulation & Gaming, 48(3), 329-337 
37 Drummond, A., Sauer, J. D., Ferguson, C. J., Cannon, P. R., & Hall, L. C. (2021). Violent and non-violent 
virtual reality video games: Influences on affect, aggressive cognition, and aggressive behavior. Two pre-
registered experiments. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 95, 104119. 
38 Ferguson, C. J., Gryshyna, A., Kim, J. S., Knowles, E., Nadeem, Z., Cardozo, I., ... & Willis, E. (2021). Video 
games, frustration, violence, and virtual reality: Two studies. British Journal of Social Psychology. DOI: 
10.1111/bjso.12471. 
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produce harmful effects). Additionally, two pre-registered longitudinal studies found no 
association between VVG exposure and aggression measured at a later time.39 For instance, 
a study of over 3,000 Singaporean youth found no association between playing VVGs and 
aggression measured two years later.40 The size of the (non-significant) relationship was so 
small that the authors concluded it would take more hours than exist in a day (27 hours) of 
playing M-rated games to produce clinically noticeable changes in aggression. 

In the past 12 years, seven meta-analyses have been conducted to synthesise the literature 
investigating the effect of VVGs on aggression.41,42,43,44,45,46 Combined, these meta-analyses 
cover hundreds of correlational, experimental and longitudinal studies involving hundreds of 
thousands of participants. The findings and interpretations of these meta-analyses diverge 
across papers. In an attempt to find common ground, one study analysed three prominent 
meta-analyses and came to the conclusion that VVGs have a small effect on aggression.47 
However, others have argued that the link is overstated and any effect is so small it is 
practically meaningless.48 We note that the Drummond & Sauer paper is, as at August 2021, 
available only as a preprint and has yet to undergo peer review. 

There are several reasons to question whether any effect of VVGs on aggression in fact 
exists:  

● The meta-analyses conducted include many laboratory experiments with poor 
methodology. They rely on artificial measures of short-term aggression, with 
unproven correlation to real-life aggressive behaviour.  

● Effect sizes are smaller in studies with outcome measures that are more closely 
related to real-life aggressive behaviour and in research measuring long-term 
outcomes. 

                                                
39 Ferguson, C. J. (2019). A preregistered longitudinal analysis of aggressive video games and aggressive 
behavior in Chinese youth. Psychiatric Quarterly, 1-5. 
40 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
41Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
42 Greitemeyer, T., & Mügge, D. O. (2014). Video games do affect social outcomes: A meta-analytic review of the 
effects of violent and prosocial video game play. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 40(5), 578-589. 
43 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10(5), 646-666. 
44 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
45 Ferguson, C. J., Copenhaver, A., & Markey, P. (2020). Reexamining the findings of the American 
Psychological Association’s 2015 task force on violent media: A meta-analysis. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 15(6), 1423-1443. 
46 Drummond, A., Sauer, J. D., & Ferguson, C. J. (2020). Do longitudinal studies support long-term relationships 
between aggressive game play and youth aggressive behaviour? A meta-analytic examination. Royal Society 
Open Science, 7, 200373. 
47 Mathur, M. B., & VanderWeele, T. J. (2019). Finding common ground in meta-analysis “wars” on violent video 
games. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 14(4), 705-708. 
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● As research methodology and rigour has improved over the past 12 years, evidence 
of a link between VVGs and aggression has grown weaker.  

● When other known risk factors associated with aggression are controlled for (e.g. 
baseline aggression levels, gender, socioeconomic status), the association between 
VVGs and aggression diminishes almost entirely, suggesting that VVGs are not an 
independent cause of aggression.  

There is also substantial evidence of bias within this literature (see Appendix B), especially in 
experimental studies claiming to demonstrate that VVGs cause aggression.49 When research 
bias is corrected for, the strength of evidence supporting a link between VVGs and 
aggression weakens. Recent re-analysis of a meta-analysis on the effect of VVGs on 
aggressive cognition,50 and another on the effect of VVGs on aggressive behaviour,51 found 
that after correcting for research bias, the initially reported effect sizes decreased. We note 
that the van Aert & Wicherts paper is, as at August 2021, available only as a preprint and has 
yet to undergo peer review. 

As mentioned earlier, emerging research has begun to address these biases by adopting 
more rigorous methodology. Research which is pre-registered, has been independently 
replicated, or measures real-life aggressive behaviour reports effects that are small to non-
existent. Contrary to these findings, one recent pre-registered cross-sectional study found an 
association between playing video games and self-reported interpersonal violence in US 
university students.52 However, the study did not address the impact of violence in video 
games, so it does not provide any evidence that violent content in games drives aggression.  

While experimental studies are useful to gather evidence about causality, they have mostly 
relied on short-term measures of aggression. To investigate whether VVGs cause 
aggression over time, researchers conducted a randomised controlled trial in Germany. 
Participants were assigned to play a VVG, a non-violent video game, or no game at all. 
There was no difference between the groups across a range of measures of aggression 
immediately after eight weeks of gameplay, or two months after the experiment ended.53  

Experiments with longer-term outcomes than this are limited; most longitudinal studies do not 
manipulate VVG play. However, they can still provide important information about the 
relationship between VVG exposure and aggression over time. Overall, these studies do not 
provide strong evidence that playing VVGs predicts later aggression. Several recent studies 
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53 Kühn, S., Kugler, D. T., Schmalen, K., Weichenberger, M., Witt, C., & Gallinat, J. (2019). Does playing violent 
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from the United States,54 Spain,55 and the Netherlands56 have found no link between VVGs 
and later aggression. Moreover, a meta-analysis of 28 longitudinal studies concluded that 
there is no practically meaningful effect of VVGs on later aggressive behaviour.57 However, 
one American study that surveyed participants over a 10-year period found that those who 
played VVGs at consistently moderate levels throughout the study reported greater 
aggression at age 23 than those who played at low levels.58 Interestingly, though, 
participants who played VVGs at high levels at age 13 but moderate levels 10 years later 
also reported lower aggression than consistently moderate players and were no different 
from low players. These findings suggest that patterns of VVG play over time could have 
different effects on aggression, but without replication this is not yet clear. 

Research investigating the effects of VVGs have used a range of aggression measures, 
many of which are artificial behaviours in a laboratory setting 59,60,61,62 (e.g. putting hot sauce 
into another participant’s food), or self-report scales of aggressive thoughts and 
emotions.63,64,65,66,67,68 There is no clear evidence that these measures relate to or predict 
real-world behaviours,69 which are the real concern to the community. One longitudinal study 
attempted to address this issue by collecting peer reports of adolescents’ aggressive 
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behaviour and found that exposure to VVGs was unrelated to aggression 1 year later.70 If 
VVGs did in fact cause real-world aggressive behaviours, we would also expect to observe a 
correlation between violent video game consumption and real-world violent incidents. In four 
separate analyses,71 researchers compared patterns of US crime data with measures of 
VVG consumption over the past 30 years.72 They found no evidence of a relationship 
between VVG consumption and aggressive assaults or homicides. In fact, several measures 
of VVG consumption were associated with decreased crime-rates, a finding supported by 
other research comparing patterns of VVG consumption and US crime data.73,74  

There are several possible explanations as to why VVG consumption would be associated 
with less violent crime. More aggressive people might prefer to play VVGs, and are therefore 
occupied by a non-violent activity following VVG releases. Alternatively, VVGs might have a 
cathartic effect, allowing healthy venting of aggression in a controlled and harmless 
environment. Findings from a recent study lend support to the cathartic effect of VVGs. 
Spanish youth aged 13-19 with higher exposure to VVGs exhibited lower rates of child-to-
parent violent behaviour, suggesting that VVGs may provide an outlet for youth aggression.75 
Similarly, a longitudinal study of South Korean adolescents found that playing VVGs was 
associated with lower physical and verbal aggression 6 months later.76 It is important to note 
that none of these findings are experimental and therefore cannot be used to draw strong 
causal conclusions. 
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An emerging trend in the VVG literature is a recent proliferation of publications originating 
from China.77,78,79,80,81,82,83 These studies all report findings in support of a relationship 
between VVGs and aggressive cognition or behaviour, contrary to research concluding that 
the effects of VVGs on aggression are smaller in Eastern than Western countries.84 With few 
exceptions, these studies were classified as providing low strength of evidence due to 
methodological weaknesses such as small sample sizes, failing to control for known risk 
factors of aggression, and the absence of pre-registered study designs. Due to the low 
strength of this evidence and limited generalisability to the Australian context, these studies 
have not influenced the overall conclusions of this review. Why Chinese researchers are 
increasingly interested in this subject matter remains opaque. There is evidence of 
substantial Chinese state control and influence over domestic academic research85 and over 
the domestic video game industry.86 The latter appears to be fuelled by moral concern over 
the impacts of video games on Chinese citizens. The extent to which these factors may have 
influenced VVG research conducted in China is beyond the scope of this review.  

Variable susceptibility to the effects of VVGs 

An area of increasing interest to researchers is whether individuals differ in their susceptibility 
to the impacts of VVGs. Valkenburg and Peter (2013) propose that individual differences in 
personality traits, social-context and mental health conditions might determine the size and 
nature of VVG effects.87 However, there is currently a lack of strong evidence that this is the 

                                                
77  Zhang, Q., Cao, Y., & Tian, J. (2021). Effects of violent video games on aggressive cognition and aggressive 
behavior. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 24(1), 5-10. 
78 Yao, M., Zhou, Y., Li, J., & Gao, X. (2019). Violent video games exposure and aggression: The role of moral 
disengagement, anger, hostility, and disinhibition. Aggressive Behavior, 45(6), 662-670. 
79 Tian, Y., Gao, M., Wang, P., & Gao, F. (2020). The effects of violent video games and shyness on individuals’ 
aggressive behaviors. Aggressive Behavior, 46(1), 16-24. 
80 Zheng, X., Chen, H., Wang, Z., Xie, F., & Bao, Z. (2021). Online violent video games and online aggressive 
behavior among Chinese college students: The role of anger rumination and self‐control. Aggressive Behavior. 
DOI: 10.1002/ab.21967 
81 Zhang, Q., Tian, J., & Chen, L. (2021). Violent video game effects on aggressive behavior among children: the 
role of aggressive motivation and trait-aggressiveness in China. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma, 
30(2), 175-192. 
82 Li, J., Du, Q., & Gao, X. (2020). Adolescent aggression and violent video games: the role of moral 
disengagement and parental rearing patterns. Children and Youth Services Review, 118, 105370. 
83 Zhao, H., Zhou, J., Xu, X., Gong, X., Zheng, J., & Zhou, J. (2021). How to be aggressive from virtual to reality? 
Revisiting the violent video games exposure-aggression association and the mediating mechanisms. 
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 24(1), 56-62. 
84 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646–666. 
85 Han, X., & Appelbaum, R. P. (2018). China’s science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
research environment: A snapshot. PloS one, 13(4), e0195347. 
86 Holmes, O. (2021). No cults, no politics, no ghouls: how China censors the video game world. The Guardian. 
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/news/2021/jul/15/china-video-game-censorship-tencent-netease-
blizzard [Accessed 10 Aug. 2021] 
87 Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2013a). The differential susceptibility to media effects model. Journal of 
Communication, 63, 221-43. 



19 
 

case.88 While some studies report variable effects on aggression based on peer factors,89,90 
age, 91 sex,92,93 personality traits,94,95 and family environment,96,97 the evidence is 
inconsistent. For example, one US correlational study found no evidence that children with 
mental health symptoms constitute a vulnerable population for VVG effects. In a sample of 
377 children with either clinically diagnosed attention or depression symptoms, exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with increased levels of delinquency or bullying behaviour.98 
Another 3 year longitudinal study reported that sex, age, history of aggressive behaviour and 
family environment made no difference to the impact of VVGs on aggressive behaviour.99 
Where there is evidence of individual differences in susceptibility to VVGs, the effect is small 
and diminishes over time. For instance, two studies found that parental mediation style100 
and family hostility had a small influence on VVG effects when measured cross-sectionally, 
however neither had any impact on the relationship between VVGs and aggression when 
measured longitudinally.101,102  

Overall conclusions from international research  

The highest quality evidence suggests that playing VVGs does not account for a meaningful 
proportion of observed aggression, if any at all. Even when the largest possible effect sizes 
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are reported their level barely approaches levels deemed of practical or clinical 
importance.103,104 This is particularly true when the effect of VVGs is compared to other 
known causal risk factors for aggression such as poverty, family violence and mental 
health.105,106  In a longitudinal study conducted in the UK, childhood symptoms of attention 
deficit disorder, depression and early conduct disorder predicted adolescent criminal 
behaviour 8 years later. In contrast, exposure to first-person shooter games in childhood had 
no relationship with aggressive or criminal adolescent behaviour.107 Similarly, when studies 
control for these individual or socio-demographic risk factors the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression diminish108,109 or disappear completely.110 

 

Australia 

Research on the link between VVGs and aggression conducted in Australia is largely 
consistent with international findings. Two Australian studies found no effect of violent or 
ultra-violent games on aggression,111 even if the participant was primed to take on a hostile 
cognitive state.112 However, both studies were classified as providing low strength of 
evidence (see Table 2).  

One 2019 Australian study found that playing VVGs for 5 to 15 minutes impaired players’ 
recognition of anger, enhanced their perception of their fighting ability and perception of a 
target as weak.113 However, consistent with international studies, the authors found that 
gender and baseline aggression mediated the effects of VVGs on these aggression 
measures. It is also important to note that these aggression measures are based on 
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perception, not action. Another 2019 Australian study found that game competition, not 
violence, increased aggressive emotions.114 Moreover, the authors found that neither 
competition nor violence increased aggressive behaviour. This is consistent with international 
studies, which often find larger effects of violent games on aggressive emotions and 
perceptions than on actual aggressive behaviour. 

A recent Australian study found that players find in-game aggression more acceptable than 
offline aggression.115 This suggests that players perceive in-game and real-world behaviour 
as governed by different norms, which may explain why acting out violence in a game does 
not cause real-world aggression. It is important to note that the authors recruited players 
online, and that only 11.5 per cent of their sample were Australian (the majority were 
American). The most common games played in their sample were World of Warcraft and 
World of Tanks, which have M and PG ratings, respectively, so it is possible that the authors 
would have obtained different findings if their sample played more violent games. 

A study of young Australians found that boys were significantly more likely than girls to play 
VVGs (or watch other violent media), and to have used physical violence in the past year.116 
However, this cross-sectional (and therefore non-causal) study also found that young people 
who committed acts of aggression were also more likely to have been threatened with 
physical violence in the community, at home, or at school. This study suggests that factors 
such as gender may predict VVG gameplay and exposure to experiences that are more likely 
to directly cause aggression. 

An Australian study of male and female VVG players revealed complex reasons for why 
players are drawn to violent games.117 For example, women in this study reported playing 
VVGs to be more attractive to romantic partners. This study did not find any relationship 
between VVG play and aggression or dominance measures. However, as the authors note, 
their measure of aggression was acts of intimate partner violence, which is a more extreme 
measure than is typically used in VVG studies. This makes it difficult to relate this study to 
the wider VVG literature. 

2.2 / Extremely violent games do not cause more aggression than 
VVGs 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High-quality studies largely drawn from Australia, 
US, Germany and Canada 
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The results of higher quality studies suggest that extremely violent video games do not increase 
aggression more than VVGs.  

 

World 

Video game content can differ on a number of dimensions, including pace, realism, and 
graphicness. Due to the difficulty in matching games to ensure that the effect of violent 
content can be measured, most of this research has been conducted in experimental 
laboratories. Several randomised controlled trials in Germany, Australia, and the United 
States have compared video games which only differ in the severity of violent content. 
Overall, they find that higher levels of violence do not affect player aggression. 

A trial in Germany varied the amount of displayed violence and the pace of action in a first-
person shooter game, ensuring that all other features of the game were otherwise the same. 
They found that neither pace nor displayed violence had any effect on aggressive behaviour, 
as measured by willingness to expose another participant to an unpleasant noise blast.118 
Similarly, researchers in the United States assigned 275 undergraduates to play a first-
person shooter game that was modified to be more or less violent. Neither game difficulty nor 
violent content was found to affect aggressive behaviour.119 Finally, across seven 
randomised controlled trials conducted on US university students, researchers found that 
competence-impeding play increased frustration and aggression, but that levels of violent 
content had no impact on these outcomes.120  

The results from these and other studies suggest that other video game variables have a 
greater influence on aggression. Level of competition121,122 and perceived game difficulty123 
have been associated with increased player aggression. For instance, a Canadian study 
which measured patterns of gameplay over 3 years found that increased competitive 
gameplay was associated with increased self-reported aggressive behaviour.124 Similarly, a 
recent experimental study found that participants became more aggressive after playing a 
competitive game as opposed to a non-competitive game, while the level of video game 
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123 Przybylski, A. K., Deci, E. L., Rigby, C. S., & Ryan, R. M. (2014). Competence-impeding electronic games and 
players’ aggressive feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 106(3), 441. 
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violence had no effect on aggression.125 On the other hand, increased graphic realism of 
violence depicted in video games does not appear to increase player aggression.126  

 

Australia 

A series of Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent, and ultra-violent video games 
found no effect of the level of game violence on aggression,127 even if the participant was 
primed to take on a hostile cognitive state.128 The authors did, however, find that ultra-violent 
games significantly increase players’ self-dehumanisation.129 This replicates another 
Australian finding that playing (extremely violent) Mortal Kombat diminished players’ 
perceived humanity, but only if they were the target of violence.130 This self-dehumanisation 
effect does not appear to cause aggressive behaviour; in fact the authors argue that 
participants may have acted prosocially to counteract their feelings of dehumanisation. The 
above three studies have been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 
2). 

2.3 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined international and Australian evidence suggests the effect of VVGs on 
aggression in Australia is small to non-existent, with high strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. The weight of evidence shows that even if VVGs do cause 
aggression, they would still only account for a very small proportion of aggressive behaviour, 
indicating little value in conducting additional research in this area. 

Similarly, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that higher levels of violence in 
VVGs do not affect aggression, with medium strength of evidence and high generalisability to 
Australia. Extremely violent or ultraviolent games are unlikely to contribute to any increased 
risk of aggression or violence. 

  

                                                
125 Hawk, C. E., & Ridge, R. D. (2021). Is it only the violence? The effects of violent video game content, difficulty, 
and competition on aggressive behavior. Journal of Media Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, 
33(3), 134-144. 
126 Zendle, D., Kudenko, D., & Cairns, P. (2018). Behavioural realism and the activation of aggressive concepts in 
violent video games. Entertainment Computing, 24, 21-29. 
127 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2014). Video games and prosocial behavior: A study of the effects of non-violent, 
violent and ultra-violent gameplay. Computers in Human Behavior, 41, 8-13. 
128  Tear, M. J. (2015). Violent video games and social behaviour. (Unpublished bachelor’s thesis). University of 
Queensland, Brisbane, Australia. 
129 Self-dehumanisation is defined as the attribution of less human nature or human uniqueness traits to the self 
and has been regarded as a process that permits delegitimizing beliefs about others 
130 Bastian, B., Jetten, J., & Radke, H. R. (2012). Cyber-dehumanization: Violent video game play diminishes our 
humanity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(2), 486-491. 
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03 / The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards 
women 

 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium Medium - small number of studies largely drawn 
from Australia, US, UK, Canada and Germany. 

The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. However, at present there is a lack of high-quality studies on this topic. VVGs which include 
sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some players, although 
recent high-quality experiments have found no evidence of this link. 

3.1 / VVGs do not change attitudes towards women 
 

 

World 

Content analyses have revealed that video games contain fewer female protagonists, portray 
overly sexualised female characters, and games which depict violence can involve 
aggressive acts towards women.131,132 There is growing concern that these representations 
of female characters normalise the objectification and sexualisation of women. 

The highest quality evidence suggests that VVGs do not change attitudes towards women in 
the long-term for either men or women. A three-year study on a representative sample of 
German youth found that preference for action or first-person shooter video games was not 
associated with sexist attitudes. Amount of time spent playing video games also had no 
association with sexism.133 The study controlled for other known risk factors of negative 
attitudes towards women such as age and education.  

When researchers measure short-term attitudes towards women, the results are more mixed. 
A correlational study in the UK found that frequency of VVG play was unrelated to sexist 
attitudes or empathy towards a rape victim in a presented scenario.134 However, a 
correlational study from the United States found that the more violence participants 

                                                
131 Van Reijmersdal, E. A., Jansz, J., Peters, O., & Van Noort, G. (2013). Why girls go pink: Game character 
identification and game-players’ motivations. Computers in Human Behavior, 29(6), 2640-2649. 
132 Lynch, T., Tompkins, J. E., van Driel, I. I., & Fritz, N. (2016). Sexy, strong, and secondary: A content analysis 
of female characters in video games across 31 years. Journal of Communication, 66(4), 564-584. 
133 Breuer, J., Kowert, R., Festl, R., & Quandt, T. (2015). Sexist games = sexist gamers? A longitudinal study on 
the relationship between video game use and sexist attitudes. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 
Networking, 18(4), 197-202. 
134 Ferguson, C. J., & Colwell, J. (2020). Sexualised video games, sexist attitudes and empathy towards victims 
of rape: Correlational evidence for a relationship is minimal in an online study. Criminal Behaviour and Mental 
Health, 30(1), 16-27. 
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perceived in their favourite video games, the more they endorsed traditional views of 
masculinity (i.e. a belief that men should be dominant, tough, and not feminine or 
emotional).135 This study did not directly measure negative attitudes towards women, 
however. A laboratory study conducted in the United States examined attitudes directly and 
found that playing a violent game increased hostile sexism, but only when the female 
character was sexualised and players felt immersed in the game.136 Sexist content was 
therefore necessary to change players’ attitudes towards women.   

Overall, this evidence suggests that if video games do cause negative attitudes towards 
women, this effect may be driven by sexualised or sexist content, rather than by violent 
content. This conclusion is supported by some other research. A correlational study found 
that male US college students who played more sexist games held more sexist attitudes 
towards women,137 and a 2018 systematic review found that women experienced self-
objectification and low levels of self-efficacy as a result of exposure to sexist content within 
video games, compared with video games that do not contain sexist content.138 A 
randomised control trial in Belgium also found that sexualised avatars in an adventure game 
increased adolescent players acceptance of rape myths139 compared to non-sexualised 
avatars.140 However, recent high-quality experimental evidence has found no effect of 
sexualised video game content on sexist outcomes. In one pre-registered study from France, 
playing a sexist sequence from a game (compared with a non-sexist sequence from the 
same game) had no impact on participants’ objectification of women.141 Another pre-
registered study out of the United States found that playing a sexualised vs. non-sexualised 
female avatar had no influence on women’s body image or hostility towards a female 
confederate.142  

Overall, the high-quality evidence to date suggests that VVG content on its own appears to 
have no effect on attitudes towards women. While there is some evidence that sexualised 
content in video games may impact attitudes towards women, recent high-quality studies 
have cast doubt over this. 

  

                                                
135 Blackburn, G., & Scharrer, E. (2019). Video game playing and beliefs about masculinity among male and 
female emerging adults. Sex Roles, 80(5), 310-324. 
136 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of immersive, sexually objectifying, and violent 
video games on hostile sexism in males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
137 Stermer, S. P., & Burkley, M. (2015). SeX-Box: Exposure to sexist video games predicts benevolent sexism. 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 4(1), 47-55. 
138 Gestos, M., Smith-Merry, J., & Campbell, A. (2018). Representation of women in video games: A systematic 
review of literature in consideration of adult female wellbeing. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 
21(9), 535-541. 
139 Rape myth acceptance refers to holding prejudicial, stereotyped and false beliefs about sexual assaults, 
rapists, and rape victims. These beliefs often serve to excuse sexual aggression, create hostility toward victims, 
and bias criminal prosecution. 
140 Driesmans, K., Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2015). Playing a videogame with a sexualized female 
character increases adolescents' rape myth acceptance and tolerance toward sexual harassment. Games For 
Health Journal, 4(2), 91-94. 
141 Sarda, E., Zerhouni, O., Gentile, D. A., Bry, C., & Bègue, L. (2021). Some effects of sexist video games on 
self-masculinity associations. Information, Communication & Society, 1-16. 
142 Lindner, D., Trible, M., Pilato, I., & Ferguson, C. J. (2020). Examining the effects of exposure to a sexualized 
female video game protagonist on women’s body image. Psychology of Popular Media, 9(4), 553–560. 
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Australia 

An Australian experimental study found that low-skilled male Halo 3 players were more 
hostile towards female teammates, particularly when they were performing poorly.143 In 
contrast, high-skilled male players were more positive towards female teammates. This study 
therefore suggests that sexism elicited by gameplay is triggered by the player’s sense of their 
own ability, and not by in-game violence. Moreover, this study did not compare Halo 3 to a 
non-violent game. Another Australian study examined the impact of sexualised content in 
video games. Among both men and women, viewing images of female characters from adult-
only games (but not all-ages games) elicited a sexually objectifying gaze as measured by 
eye-tracking. However, gaze behaviour was not associated with rape myth acceptance, 
casting doubt over its link to real-world outcomes.144 

3.2 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that violent video games don’t 
increase negative attitudes or sexist behaviours towards women with medium strength of 
evidence and medium generalisability to Australia. While some evidence suggests that VVGs 
which include sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some 
players, recent high-quality studies have cast doubt on this. 

  

                                                
143 Kasumovic, M. M., & Kuznekoff, J. H. (2015). Insights into sexism: Male status and performance moderates 
female-directed hostile and amicable behaviour. PloS One, 10(7), e0131613. 
144 Hollett, R. C., Morgan, H., Chen, N. T., & Gignac, G. E. (2020). Female characters from adult-only video 
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04 / The effect of VVGs on young people’s 
mental health 

 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
UK, Canada 

The high-quality evidence to date suggests that there is no causal relationship between VVGs and 
increased depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, attention problems, or reduced academic 
achievement. Recent evidence suggests that VVGs could, in fact, increase prosocial outcomes in 
the short term.  

4.1 / VVGs do not cause negative mental health outcomes in young 
players 
 

 

World 

Research into the impact of VVGs on young people’s mental health is the most recent form 
of a long history of concerns about the impact of violent media, particularly as video games 
become ubiquitous in children’s lives. The peak body for the Australian video game industry 
reported that young Australians play video games for an average of 100 minutes per day.145 
Researchers are increasingly interested in understanding the long-term psychosocial and 
developmental impacts of playing video games, especially those with extremely violent 
content. These include impacts on peer relations, internalising problems such as anxiety or 
depression, and attentional problems such as ADHD. 

There is no high-quality evidence to suggest that VVGs increase negative mental health 
outcomes for young players. A meta-analysis of 101 studies found neither video games nor 
VVGs had any impact on depression, attention disorders, conduct disorders, prosocial 
behaviour, or academic achievement for both children and adolescents.146 The meta-
analyses included correlational, experimental, and longitudinal studies measuring both short- 
and long-term effects. This meta-analysis has been replicated by an independent research 
team, which is noteworthy given the abovementioned biases and flawed methodology 
prevalent in this literature.147  

  

                                                
145 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wilson, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: IGEA. 
146 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646–666. 
147 Adachi, P. J. C., & Willoughby, T. (2016). The longitudinal association between competitive video game play 
and aggression among adolescents and young adults. Child Development, 87(6), 1877-1892. 
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Longitudinal research conducted in the United States, Europe, and Singapore has found that 
VVGs are not associated with negative mental health outcomes for young players. For 
example, a recent pre-registered study of more than 3,000 Singapore youth found that time 
spent playing VVGs was unrelated to depression, anxiety, ADHD symptoms, social phobia, 
or somatic complaints 2 years later.148 Similarly, a prospective longitudinal study of over 
5,000 UK children found no association between preference for first-person shooter games 
at 8 years of age and depression in adolescence.149 A longitudinal study on 300 Dutch 
children reported that preference for VVGs was not associated with mental health outcomes 
(positive or negative) 1 year later.150 VVG play was also not associated with depression or 
anxiety over 1 year of measurement in 10-14 years olds in the United States.151 Moreover, 
the longest study ever conducted on this issue found in an American sample that frequency 
of VVG play at age 13 was unrelated to depression and anxiety 10 years later.152  

Some research in this area even suggests that playing video games could be linked with 
improved wellbeing. A recent high-quality study objectively measured how much time players 
of two popular (non-violent) video games in the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
Canada spent playing by using in-game data (instead of relying on people accurately 
recalling their game-playing time). The more time that participants spent playing each game 
over a 2-week period, the greater wellbeing they reported.153 The association between 
wellbeing and self-reported time spent playing was weaker. Although the video games 
studied did not contain violent content, these findings suggest that studies using self-report 
measures of game play may be underestimating the link between video games and 
wellbeing. 

Contrary to these findings, a recent correlational study of over 5,000 American fifth-grade 
students (average age of 10 years) reported that playing VVGs for more than 2 hours per 
day was associated with increased depressive symptoms. However these results compared 
high daily VVG play to low daily VVG play, and did not compare violent to nonviolent games. 
When time spent playing video games was matched, there was no relationship between 
violent content and symptoms of depression.154  

                                                
148 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, C. J. (2021). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for mental health 
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151 Merritt, A., LaQuea, R., Cromwell, R., & Ferguson, C. J. (2016). Media managing mood: A look at the possible 
effects of violent media on affect. Child & Youth Care Forum, 45(2), 241-258. 
152 Coyne, S. M., & Stockdale, L. (2021). Growing up with Grand Theft Auto: a 10-year study of longitudinal 
growth of violent video game play in adolescents. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 24(1), 11-
16. 
153 Johannes, N., Vuorre, M., & Przybylski, A. K. (2021). Video game play is positively correlated with well-being. 
Royal Society Open Science, 8(2), 202049. 
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Research on suicidal ideation is more mixed. A recent correlational study in the United 
States found no relationship between VVGs and suicidal ideation.155 Whilst another study in 
a nationally representative sample of American high-school students found a correlation 
between excessive video game use and suicidal ideation,156 this was not explicitly related to 
violent video games. It is also unclear whether video games cause suicidal ideation, or 
whether children experiencing suicidal ideation video game play.  

Other risk factors such as prior youth depression, anxiety, family, socio-economic status or 
peer delinquency, are a more reliable predictor of mental health outcomes for children and 
adolescents. Many studies suggest that compared to other known socio-demographic risk 
factors, VVGs present minimal danger to the mental health of young players. A 1-year 
longitudinal study in the United States157 found that anxiety and depression were predicted 
by parental aggression, delinquent peers and previous symptoms of depression, whereas 
exposure to VVGs was not associated with any negative mental health outcomes.158 
Similarly, an American study found that gender, antisocial traits, family environment and prior 
mental health conditions predicted attention problems in children,159 whereas attention 
problems were not related to playing more video games or a preference for VVGs. A study 
that examined predictors of suicide rates across 92 countries found that countries with higher 
levels of poverty had higher suicide rates, whereas per capita video game consumption was 
unrelated to the number of suicides.160 

Evidence suggests that other game characteristics such as competition,161 and excessive 
gameplay,162,163 in particular pathological video-gaming,164 have a larger effect on mental 
health outcomes than violent content. Research carried out with 10-14 year olds in the 
United States over one year found that playing VVGs did not predict depression or anxiety.165 
However, high levels of competitive gaming were associated with negative mental health 
outcomes such as depression and reduced prosocial behaviour. 
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However? Emerging evidence suggests that video games might sometimes? have a 
protective effect for children’s mental health. In a high-quality correlational study surveying 
over 3,000 young children across six European nations, increased video game usage (more 
than 5 hours per week) was not associated with any negative mental health, social or 
behavioural outcomes. Children who played more video games had lower rates of 
internalising disorders and fewer thoughts of death, and experienced prosocial and academic 
benefits, including elevated intellectual functioning, high overall competence, and specific 
benefits in reading, mathematics and spelling.166 Similarly, an experiment with 845 Israeli 
children looking at the effect of violent games found that children were more prosocial after 
playing a VVG compared with a neutral game, particularly if they had played the game with a 
classmate.167 However, a pre-registered study of 3000 Singaporean youth found that playing 
VVGs was unrelated to youth prosocial behaviour 2 years later, suggesting that any prosocial 
benefits that exist may not extend beyond the short-term.168 

While beyond the scope of this review, there is also increasing evidence that playing video 
games more generally provides many benefits for children and adolescents. Researchers 
have summarised the evidence for various cognitive, social and psychological benefits of 
video games for young players.169 

 

Australia 

To our knowledge, there are no Australian studies that compare mental health outcomes in 
young people for violent and non-violent games. Australian studies have found that young 
peoples’ mental health170 and academic performance171 decline as screen time increases. 
However, there is no evidence from the Australian context that violent game content 
mediates or exacerbates any negative impacts of playing video games. Below we have 
separated out Australian findings in relation to mental health outcomes: 

Pathological gaming. A study of over 1,200 South Australian high school students found a 
rate of pathological video gaming - defined as the persistent inability to control excessive 
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167 Shoshani, A., & Krauskopf, M. (2021). The Fortnite social paradox: The effects of violent-cooperative multi-
player video games on children's basic psychological needs and prosocial behavior. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 116, 106641. 
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gaming habits despite associated social or emotional problems - of less than two per cent.172 
Young people who engaged in pathological video gaming did not meet the criteria for clinical 
depression or anxiety, although this study did not specifically address video game violence. 

Sleep. Some Australian studies have found that playing violent video games before bed 
disrupts young players’ sleep.173,174 These studies did not compare sleep quality after playing 
a non-violent game, and attribute effects on sleep to the arousing nature of the games 
chosen. These studies also used very small sample sizes (less than 20 participants). They 
have therefore been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2). Other 
Australian studies suggest that the general stimulation of computer use,175 duration of 
play,176 and the tendency of young gamers to enter a flow state177 while playing178 disrupt 
sleep, not necessarily violent content. 

Behavioural and emotional problems. Australian studies have found that children who play 
more video games are more likely to have behavioural and emotional problems,179 and less 
ability to self-regulate.180 However, these studies only measured video game play or media 
exposure (including all types of video games) overall, and did not distinguish between violent 
and non-violent games. 

Self-dehumanisation.181 Australian studies comparing non-violent, violent and extremely 
violent games have found that extremely violent games cause players to self-dehumanise.182 
Another Australian study found that an extremely violent game (Mortal Kombat) reduced 
players’ perception of their own humanity when they were the target, not the perpetrator, of 
violence in the game.183 However, these studies were conducted with an adult sample, so it 
is unclear whether young people experience dehumanisation due to game violence. They 
were also classified as low strength of evidence studies (see Table 2). 
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Positive social outcomes. A laboratory study conducted in Australia found that playing a 
violent game (Left 4 Dead 2) increased players’ positive affect and sense of connection when 
their teammate was a human-controlled (not computer-controlled) character.184 This finding 
is consistent with international research on the prosocial benefits of playing cooperative 
VVGs. Other Australian studies have found no effect of violent185 or even prosocial186 games 
on prosocial behaviour, although their measures of prosocial behaviour have questionable 
relevance to real-world behaviour. These studies were classified as providing low strength of 
evidence (see Table 2). In addition, these studies were conducted in an adult sample, so it is 
unclear whether young people experience the same benefits. 

4.2 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that VVGs do not cause negative 
mental health outcomes for young players with medium strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. Some evidence suggests VVGs might have a positive and 
protective impact on mental health outcomes. 
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186 Tear, M. J., & Nielsen, M. (2013). Failure to demonstrate that playing violent video games diminishes 
prosocial behavior. PloS one, 8(7), e68382.  
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05 / Recommendations 
 

 

The aim of this literature review was to answer the question: 

“What are the main gaps in our understanding of the link between playing violent video 
games, and aggression and attitudes towards women, in Australia?” 

Below, we outline our conclusions and recommendations as to whether further research is 
needed to explore the impacts of VVGs in the Australian context in relation to aggression, 
attitudes to women or mental health outcomes for young players.  

5.1 / Aggression 
Research questions: 

1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from 
international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
aggression in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 

● Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the same conclusion: that there is 
little to no impact of VVGs on aggression.  

● To date, limited research has been conducted in Australia. However, the strength of 
generalisable international research can fill any research gaps in the Australian 
context. This includes meta-analyses and emerging high-quality research which 
converge on the conclusion that VVGs cause little or no real-world aggressive 
behaviour.  

● It is unlikely that additional research in Australia would meaningfully add to the 
academic literature. 

Recommendation: At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and aggression. 

 

5.2 / Attitudes towards women 

Research questions:  

1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women 
emerging from international research? 
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2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
attitudes towards women in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 

● The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and 
attitudes towards women. There is only one Australian study on the effect of a VVG 
on attitudes towards women, and this study did not compare violent and non-violent 
video games.  

● VVG content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards women. Some 
studies suggest that video games which contain sexist or sexualised content increase 
negative attitudes towards women, however high-quality evidence in this area finds 
no impact of sexualised content on sexist outcomes. 

Recommendation: As the available high-quality evidence finds that violent content in VVGs 
alone has no effect on attitudes towards women, no further research is recommended to 
understand the relationship between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. 

 

5.3 / Mental health outcomes  

Research questions:  

1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely violent 
games impact the mental health of young game players? 

2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young game 
players in Australia? 

Conclusions: 

● There is no evidence in the international literature of a robust causal relationship 
between VVGs and increased depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, or attention 
problems, and lower academic achievement or prosocial outcomes. Other risk factors 
such as family environment, delinquent peers and prior mental health conditions are 
much more robust predictors of poor mental health outcomes. Some evidence 
suggests video game play (and VVGs specifically) can instead have beneficial 
outcomes. 

● It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health, however violent content 
has not been shown to affect mental health over and above general game play. 

Recommendation:  At present, no further Australian research is needed to understand the 
relationship between VVGs and youth mental health.  
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Appendix A 
 

 

Table 1: Search Criteria and Search Terms  
 

 Research Question Search Criteria Working Search 
Terms  

1 What are the main 
gaps in our 
understanding of the 
link between playing 
violent video games, 
and aggression and 
attitudes towards 
women, in Australia? 

Academic research conducted in Australian 
cohorts on any link between violent and 
extremely violent video games and 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  

“Violent video games” 
“Violent computer 
games” 
“Extremely violent 
video games” 
“First-person shooter” 
“Aggression” 
“Aggressive behaviour” 
“Attitudes towards 
women” 
“Gendered” 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
“Causational” 
“Intervention study” 
“Randomised 
controlled trial” 
“Meta-analysis” 
“Systematic review” 
“Longitudinal”  
“Impacts 
Behaviour/behaviour” 
 

2 What is the 
relationship between 
violent and 
extremely violent 
video games and 
aggression and/or 
attitudes towards 
women in 
international 
contexts? 

Academic research conducted in overseas 
contexts and cohorts on any link between 
violent and extremely violent video games 
and aggression, and attitudes towards 
women. We will give special attention to 
high-quality systematic reviews or meta-
analysis, or research measuring longitudinal 
outcomes. We will prioritise research 
conducted in comparable countries to 
Australia on social, cultural and political 
dimensions. High-quality research 
conducted in countries which are not 
generalisable to the Australian context will 
supplement this search, however receive 
lower prioritisation.  
 
We will also give consideration to academic 
research which identifies and 
operationalises levels of violent content or 
realism of violence in video games and 
explores the variance in impact on 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  
 

We will use the same 
core search terms (in 
Row 1) removing 
references to Australia, 
with additional terms to 
explore levels of 
violence in games: 
“MA15+” 
“R18+  
“R”  
“Very violent” 
“Extremely violent” 
“Ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs extremely 
violent” 
“Violent vs ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs very violent” 
“Level of violence”  
“Unrated” 
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4 Do violent or 
extremely violent 
games impact the 
mental health of 
young game 
players? 

Academic research conducted exploring 
any link between violent and extremely 
violent video games and mental health 
outcomes for young people. We will give 
special attention to longitudinal research, as 
well as including both positive and negative 
mental health impacts. 

We will use the same 
core search terms (in 
Row 1), with additional 
terms relevant to 
mental health: 
“Mental health” 
“Young people” 
“Adolescents” 
“Suicide” 
“Anxiety” 
“Depression” 
“Cognitive benefits” 
“Social benefits” 
“Cognitive 
development” 
“Emotional 
development” 
“Cognitive impacts” 
“Social impacts” 

3 How can 
international and 
cross-jurisdictional 
research on the 
impact of violent 
games be 
generalised to the 
Australian context? 

Cross-cultural academic studies on violent 
video games, especially those involving 
countries likely to be compared to Australia.  
 
Any other research on the generalisability of 
international findings cross-culturally, and if 
available, to the Australian context and 
relating to aggression, attitudes to women 
and gaming. 

“Generalisable” 
“Generalisability” 
“Applicability” 
“Comparable”  
“Research” 
“Cross-cultural 
research”  
“Violent video games” 
“Attitudes to women” 
“Gaming“ 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
 
(we will also include 
here names of 
countries that come up 
as most comparable to 
Australia) 
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Appendix B 
 

 

Different types of bias identified by researcher Christopher Ferguson 
 

Bias Description Influence on the debate on whether VVGs 
cause negative outcomes 

Citation 
bias 

Authors selectively reference 
studies that support their 
hypotheses, and exclude studies 
that contradict their hypotheses.  

VVG meta-analyses selectively include studies 
which match the researchers’ pre-determined 
hypotheses. Evidence suggests that scholars 
who neglect to refer to research which 
contradicts their hypotheses report higher effect 
sizes.187 

Publication 
bias 

Statistically significant effects are 
more likely to be reported in 
journals than null effects. 

Studies that find an effect of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes towards women, and 
mental health outcomes are over-represented in 
the literature.188 Studies finding no relationship 
between VVGs and aggression are less likely to 
be published. This results in a false perception 
of the amount of evidence in favour of VVGs 
causing both positive and negative outcomes in 
players.  

Inflation 
bias 

Measures of aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and mental health 
outcomes are not standardised 
across studies and there is no 
consensus on how they should be 
interpreted.  

Study results can be selectively interpreted by 
authors to support their predetermined 
hypotheses. The authors of VVG meta-analyses 
may have biases which influence how they 
interpret and present evidence from the 
literature.189   

 

Greater transparency has been proposed as a way to address research bias and poor 
methodology.190 Pre-registration requires scholars to submit their research rationale, 
hypotheses, design and analytic strategy prior to conducting an experiment. This locks 
researchers into a pre-specified plan and reduces the opportunity for both explicit and implicit 
bias creeping into the research process. Publicising research agendas ahead of time also 
prevents the failure to report results which contradict the original aims of the researchers. 

 

  

                                                
187 Ferguson, C.J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. Perspect 
Psychol Sci, 10:646–666. 
188 Ferguson, C. J. (2018). The problem of false positives and false negatives in violent video game experiments. 
International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, 56, 35-43. 
189 Ferguson, C. J., & Colwell, J. (2017). Understanding why scholars hold different views on the influences of 
video games on public health. Journal of Communication, 67(3), 305-327. 
190 Rahal, R. M., & Open Science Collaboration. (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. 
Science, 349(6251), aac4716. 
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Executive summary 
 

 
Playing video games is a popular pastime among Australians, with 2 out of 3 Australians 
reporting that they play video games.1 There is ongoing concern internationally that playing 
violent or extremely violent video games (VVGs) may lead to negative outcomes, including 
increased aggression, negative attitudes to women and poor mental health outcomes for 
young players. While decades of research exists attempting to address these questions, 
there is ongoing controversy on the effects of VVGs. Meanwhile, community concerns 
continue to grow alongside technological advances and increasingly realistic and immersive 
player experiences. 

The evidence is therefore of interest to policy makers in Australia. The current review of 
academic research on the effects of VVGs seeks to identify any gaps in the literature from an 
Australian perspective. At the time of publication, only a small number of studies 
investigating the impacts of VVGs on behaviour and attitudes have been conducted within 
Australia. The vast majority of research has been carried out in the United States, Europe 
and Asia. Here, we assess the extent to which findings from international research can be 
used to inform an understanding of the potential impact of VVGs in an Australian setting. 

Research Finding 1: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on aggression. 

Internationally there is much debate over the nature of the relationship between VVGs and 
players’ behaviours and attitudes. The current review synthesises findings from the last 12 
years to draw up-to-date conclusions as to the impact of VVGs. 

Interpreting contradictory findings in the research literature is challenging due to widely 
varying methodologies, the tendency to only measure short-term outcomes, an overreliance 
on correlational evidence, and inconsistent definitions and measurements of aggression and 
attitudes towards women. Much of the academic literature on VVGs is dominated by 
supporters2 and opponents3 of the hypothesised link between playing VVGs and aggression. 
Despite the ongoing controversy, high-quality individual studies that use meaningful 
measures of aggression, and meta-analyses that control for other likely causes of 
aggression, converge on the same conclusion: VVGs have little to no meaningful impact on 
real-world aggressive behaviour. 

Research Finding 2: Evidence suggests that exposure to VVGs does not have a 
negative impact on youth mental health or attitudes to women. 

There are also fears that VVGs have other negative effects, namely on players’ mental 
health and their attitudes towards women. The high-quality studies that are available support 

                                                
1 Brand, J. E., Jervis, J., Huggins, P., & Wilson, T. (2019). Digital Australia 2020. Eveleigh, NSW: Interactive 
Games and Entertainment Association. 
2 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
3 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
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the same general conclusion as the aggression literature: it is unlikely that violent content in 
video games meaningfully impacts attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players. The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women and the mental health of young 
players are less well studied than aggression. At present there are few high-quality studies 
and meta-analyses available on these outcomes, and drawing conclusions from individual 
studies is limited by inconsistent definitions and measures. 

Research Finding 3: International research is generalisable to the Australian context  

Overall, given the small differences between results on the strength of these associations 
across cultures, international research is highly relevant and sufficient to our understanding 
of the relationship between VVGs and aggression in the Australian context. Some small 
effects of culture on the relationship between VVGs and aggression are apparent, with 
researchers generally finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression tend to 
be slightly smaller for Eastern and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.4,5,6 However, the 
magnitude of these effects across all cultures studied is small, and supports the conclusion 
that they are helpful in understanding the effects of VVGs on Australian players. 

Unlike the aggression literature, little research exists on the cross-cultural generalisability of 
findings concerning the impact of VVGs on youth mental health and attitudes towards 
women. However, what research does exist does not suggest that violent content results in 
VVG players having poor attitudes towards women or negative mental health outcomes. 

Our recommendations based on the research findings 

We were asked by the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 
Communications to conduct a review of academic literature on the impacts of VVGs relating 
to attitudes to women, child and youth mental health and aggression to identify any gaps in 
the research from an Australian perspective that would necessitate the conduct of new 
research in Australia. Based on the above conclusions, we make the following 
recommendations to the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 
Communications: 

● At present, it is unlikely that further Australian research would change the 
overall conclusions of research from comparable countries on the relationship 
between VVGs and aggression. It is unlikely that additional research in Australia on 
the effect of VVGs on aggression would meaningfully add to the academic literature. 
Correlational, longitudinal, and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America, and Asia all converge on the same conclusion - that there 
is little to no impact of violent video games on aggression. 

● At present, it is unlikely that further Australian research would change the 
overall conclusions of research from comparable countries on the relationship 

                                                
4 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
5 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video game 
play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-9888. 
6 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
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between VVGs and attitudes to women in the Australian context. While there is a 
lack of Australian evidence addressing this research question, the highest quality 
international research from the United States and Western Europe finds no strong 
evidence that violent content in and of itself causes players to develop negative 
attitudes towards women. 

● At present, it is unlikely that further Australian research would change the 
overall conclusions of research from comparable countries on the relationship 
between VVGs and mental health outcomes in young players. It is unlikely that 
there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental health outcomes 
among young Australian players. International research from North America, Europe 
and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to poor youth mental 
health outcomes. Some evidence suggests video games more generally have 
beneficial effects on youth mental health, while other evidence points to a relationship 
between excessive video game play and poor mental health. However, VVG content 
does not appear to affect youth mental health over and above general game play. 
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01 / Introduction 
 

 
The purported link between violent video games (VVGs) and real-world violent attitudes and 
behaviours is a controversial and politicised issue. Mass shootings have been linked to 
VVGs since the infamous Columbine school shooting in 1999, as the perpetrators were avid 
players of Doom, a graphic first-person shooter game. Mass shootings continue to be linked 
to VVGs by some politicians and public commentators. However, evidence suggests that not 
all perpetrators are current or former players of VVGs.7 

The nature of the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
players’ attitudes and behaviours is also contentious amongst academics.8,9,10,11 The 
controversy around VVGs is fuelled by the rapid pace of game development, which outstrips 
the pace of academic research. VVGs are increasingly complex, social, and graphic, such 
that academic studies from only 12 years ago may not apply to current games. Advances in 
video game graphics have greatly enhanced the realism of games, making them more 
immersive. Some researchers have argued that video game realism12 and sexualisation of 
characters13 in immersive games might lead to greater negative impacts of playing video 
games than more traditional, less immersive video game formats. This has broadened 
community concerns about the effects of VVGs from aggression and violence to include 
attitudes towards women and mental health, particularly in young players. 

The purpose of this review is to determine the relationship between violent and extremely 
violent video games and aggression, attitudes towards women, and youth mental health in 
the Australian context. Due to the relative lack of studies in Australian cohorts, this review is 
also designed to determine to what degree international findings can be generalised to 
Australia. Finally, in light of the available evidence and generalisability to Australia, we will 
form recommendations regarding further research. 

                                                
7 Bogost, I. (2019). Video-Game Violence Is Now a Partisan Issue. The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/08/video-game-violence-became-partisan-issue/595456/ 
[Accessed 19 Aug. 2021]. 
8 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2001). Effects of violent video games on aggressive behavior, aggressive 
cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific 
literature. Psychological Science, 12(5), 353-359. 
9 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
10 Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
11 Ferguson, C. J., & Kilburn, J. (2010). Much ado about nothing: The misestimation and overinterpretation of 
violent video game effects in Eastern and Western nations: Comment on Anderson et al. (2010). Psychological 
Bulletin, 136(2), 174-178. 
12 Krcmar, M., Farrar, K., & McGloin, R. (2011). The effects of video game realism on attention, retention and 
aggressive outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 432-439. 
13 LaCroix, J. M., Burrows, C. N., & Blanton, H. (2018). Effects of immersive, sexually objectifying, and violent 
video games on hostile sexism in males. Communication Research Reports, 35(5), 413-423. 
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1.1 / Generalisability of international findings to the Australian 
context 
The impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health are 
questions of global interest. Internationally, a large body of research has been carried out to 
attempt to understand these associations, in particular relating to impacts on aggression. As 
with many questions in other policy areas, in order to reach the most robust conclusions we 
want to draw widely from the findings of international research. This is particularly the case 
for the Australian context, given that Australian research is currently limited in this space. In 
order to draw from international research, we need to first think carefully about how and 
when findings are likely to generalise across countries and cultures; this is a question posed 
by social scientists in other contexts for decades. There is some consensus that generalising 
findings across contexts is most appropriate with rigorous quantitative methodologies, and 
among studies using large samples.14 Hence, when looking at the international literature, we 
have given higher weighting to these studies (refer to section 1.2 below on ‘Strength of 
Evidence’ for more information about the research we have highlighted in this review).  

Our criteria for assessing the generalisability of international research to Australia 

Most research on the impact of VVGs has been carried out in countries that are, like 
Australia, industrialised, economically stable and technologically advanced.  A common 
criticism of attempts to generalise from psychological studies is that participants in 
psychology studies tend to be Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic 
(WEIRD). While Australians are classified as WEIRD, globally speaking, most people are 
not.15 While not all samples discussed in this review are WEIRD, they are predominantly 
educated, industrialised, rich and democratic. In other words, only countries that are 
sufficiently developed such that inhabitants have general access to VVGs and high usage 
characteristics can provide enough data from which to draw robust conclusions.  

While effect sizes are very small across cultures, studies on WEIRD samples tend to 
produce similar effect sizes, confirming that evidence from these culturally, economically and 
politically similar countries was highly generalisable to Australia. Samples from socio-
economically similar but culturally different countries tend to produce smaller effect sizes in 
relation to VVGs and aggression and therefore we would consider them less generalisable, 
and non-WEIRD countries with few socio-economic similarities are associated with even 
smaller effect sizes, indicating they are the least generalisable. However, it is apparent that 
any cultural factors mediating the relationship between VVGs and aggression and mental 
health are small, if not trivial, and therefore even studies classed as having medium 
generalisability are relevant for understanding the relationship between VVGs and 
behavioural and attitudinal outcomes. 

In this review we have divided the research outlined in the review into that carried out in an 
Australian context (‘Australia’) and in the international context (‘World’).  

  

                                                
14 Generalizability and Transferability, The WAC Clearinghouse. Retrieved from: 
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/writing/guides/gentrans/ [Accessed 19 Aug. 2021]. 
15 Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature, 466(7302), 29. 
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Table 1. How we assessed generalisability to Australia 

Low generalisability to the 
Australian context  

Medium generalisability to the 
Australian context 

High generalisability to the 
Australian context 

Studies that come from 
developing nations where 
social, cultural and political 
factors are contrasting to those 
of Western nations. 

In addition, access to games 
and technologies associated 
with gaming are markedly low.  

 

Research comes from 
countries (predominantly 
Eastern) that have similar 
socio-economic conditions to 
the Australian context, and 
most studies show cross-
cultural similarities in relation to 
Western contexts. However, 
there are some small 
differences in effect sizes 
between rates of game play 
and effect sizes (e.g. Japan). 

Countries include: Japan, 
Singapore, China, and Taiwan. 
Also included are studies with 
Latin/Hispanic cultures. 

Carried out in countries that 
have been shown to have 
similar gaming characteristics 
and cultural factors to Australia 
(primarily Western countries 
with similar patterns seen in the 
effects of VVGs). 

We are confident that the 
studies detailed can be helpful 
in understanding the Australian 
context.  

Countries include: United 
Kingdom, United States, 
Germany, Belgium, France, 
and the Netherlands. 

 
Many explanations have been proposed for why culture would be a moderating factor on the 
impacts of VVGs on aggression, including differences in collectivist values and moral 
discipline,16 how violence is contextualised in the media, the context in which video games 
are played,17 and variation across cultures in the meaning of being a perpetrator and a victim 
of aggression.18 These studies predominantly explore the differences between research 
outcomes in Eastern (non-WEIRD; predominantly Japan, but also Singapore and China) 
versus Western (WEIRD; predominantly the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, 
Germany, and other European countries) cultures. 

While some studies suggest that underlying rates of aggression vary across cultures,19 the 
size and direction of the association between the two factors (predictor and outcome) 
generally remains the same.20 More broadly, correlational research looking at the relationship 
between media violence exposure and aggressive behaviours across cultures has found few 
cross-cultural differences.21, 22 One comparison of the impact of media violence among seven 

                                                
16 Jin, Y., & Li, J. (2014). Cultural differences in the effect of violent video games on adolescent aggression 
cognition: based on the perspective of meta-analysis. Advances in Psychological Science, 22(8), 1226-1235. 
17Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
18 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
19 Lansford, J. E., Skinner, A. T., Sorbring, E., Giunta, L. D., Deater‐Deckard, K., Dodge, K. A., . . . & Uribe Tirado, 
L. M. (2012). Boys’ and girls’ relational and physical aggression in nine countries. Aggressive Behavior, 38(4), 
298-308. 
20 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
21 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 43, 986–998.  
22 Ferguson, C. J., Colwell, J., Mlačić, B., Milas, G., & Mikloušić, I. (2011). Personality and media influences on 
violence and depression in a cross-national sample of young adults: Data from Mexican–Americans, English and 
Croatians. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 1195-1200. 
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countries (Australia, China, Croatia, Germany, Japan, Romania, and the United States) 
found no significant differences in the strength of the relationship with aggression across 
cultures.23  

Some small effects of culture are apparent in the VVG literature, with researchers generally 
finding that effect sizes of the impact of VVGs on aggression are slightly smaller for Eastern 
and Hispanic cultures than Western cultures.24,25,26  For example, Anderson et al. 27 
conducted a cross-cultural comparison of the impacts of VVGs in Eastern (primarily Japan, 
but also China and Singapore) and Western (primarily United States) cultures. They found 
that in longitudinal studies, the impact of VVGs on aggression was somewhat smaller in 
Eastern than in Western contexts, but this difference was only marginally significant. In other 
study designs, however, Anderson et al. reported conflicting findings, both of which were 
non-significant: the average effect size in experimental studies was slightly larger in Eastern 
than in Western contexts, while the average effect size in cross-sectional studies was slightly 
larger in Western than in Eastern contexts. This suggests that the role of culture as a 
mediator in the relationship between VVGs and aggression may often be confounded with 
differences in research design. 

This finding is supported by researchers who argue both that VVGs lead to increased 
aggression, and those who argue that VVGs have no impact on aggression. For example, 
Ferguson et al.28 found Eastern samples returned smaller effect sizes, as did Latin/Hispanic 
samples, than Western samples. Given that effect sizes across all studies analysed by 
Ferguson et al. were generally small, the differences among culture as a moderating variable 
were also deemed small. It is also important to note that this meta-analysis looked at all 
video games, both violent and non-violent. However, they do corroborate Anderson et al.’s 
argument that culture/ethnicity might somewhat moderate the impact on aggression, with 
Western samples showing greater effect sizes. Similarly, a subsequent meta-analysis from 
Prescott et al.29 focusing exclusively on the longitudinal outcomes of VVGs on White, Asian 
and Hispanic samples found the strongest associations between White samples, 
intermediate associations with Asian samples and the smallest associations with Hispanic 
samples (acknowledging that only a small number of studies exist that use Hispanic 
samples).  

                                                
23 Anderson, C. A., Suzuki, K., Swing, E. L., Groves, C. L., Gentile, D. A., Prot, S., et al. (2017). Media violence 
and other aggression risk factors in seven nations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 43, 986-998. 
24 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 151-173. 
25 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
26 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 646-666. 
27 Anderson, C. A., et al. (2010). Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behaviour in 
eastern and western countries: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136,151-173. 
28 Ferguson, C. J. (2015) Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science,10, 646-666. 
29 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Meta-analysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
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There are few studies looking at cross-cultural variations in the impacts of VVGs on attitudes 
towards women and youth mental health. One cross-cultural study looked at the relationship 
between the amount of time spent playing VVGs and mental health in young children.30 
Comparisons were made across Eastern and Western European countries (Germany, The 
Netherlands, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, and Turkey). Across cultures, differences were 
seen in usage patterns, but once these were controlled for, no differences were found in 
mental health outcomes across countries. Although there is a relative lack of cross-cultural 
studies investigating the effects of VVGs on attitudes towards women, as we outline in 
Section 3.1 below, any effects are more likely to be due to the sexist and sexualised content 
of games, not violence per se. 

1.2 / Methodology 
This section outlines the methodology for the present review of academic literature on the 
impact of VVGs, which includes: 

● Search parameters for our scan of the literature  
● Criteria for inclusion of the literature in our review 
● Criteria for our assessment of the strength of the literature 

Definitions of key terms may be found in Appendix C. 

Search criteria 

A computerised literature search was conducted via Google Scholar, PubMed, 
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Proquest and PsycINFO, using relevant search terms (see 
Table 1 in Appendix A) to identify the most relevant literature.  

Using the criteria outlined in this section, over 220 original research articles were collected 
and reviewed, in addition to meta-analyses and systematic reviews. A large number of 
studies met the search criteria but were not included in this report as they did not meet the 
inclusion criteria detailed below. Therefore, the attached bibliography does not reflect an 
exhaustive list of all extant research on the impacts of VGGs. Rather, it reflects research 
referenced in the body of the literature review, which synthesises and summarises the 
highest quality research conducted in the past 12 years.  

Inclusion criteria 

This review synthesises the highest quality research investigating the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes to women and youth mental health. Due to the increased graphic 
realism, immersive experience and levels of violent content in modern video games only 
studies conducted in the past 12 years were included. A systematic scan of the literature 
revealed hundreds of studies investigating the impacts of VVGs on aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and youth mental health. Due to the volume of poor-quality studies 
identified, the inclusion criteria were restricted to prioritise only the most rigorous research. 

                                                
30 Kovess-Masfety, V., Keyes, K., Hamilton, A., Hanson, G., Bitfoi, A., Golitz, D., ... & Otten, R. (2016). Is time 
spent playing video games associated with mental health, cognitive and social skills in young children? Social 
Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 51(3), 349-357. 
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This was assessed using the criteria outlined in the Strength of Evidence Table (Table 2) 
below. 

Strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence was assessed using the criteria in the table below. This review 
prioritised research conducted in the past 12 years which had the characteristics outlined in 
the green High column below. Where high-quality evidence was not available, evidence that 
was categorised as medium or low was included in order to form conclusions and 
recommendations. Only eight low-quality studies have been included, and only where higher 
quality studies were not available. Where low-quality research is referred to this is explicitly 
labelled within this report. The eight studies we labelled low quality are: an international study 
on the link between VVGs and attitudes towards women (one study), Australian studies on 
the impacts of VVG on aggression (three studies) and the mental health of young players (six 
studies, two of which are also referenced in the section on the impact of VVGs on 
aggression). 

Table 2. How we assessed strength of evidence 

Strength of evidence 

Low Medium High 

Evidence of research bias or 
subject to peer-reviewed 
criticism. 

Studies with unvalidated 
measures of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 

Correlational studies where 
other known causes of 
aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health are not 
controlled for. 

Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with low 
or undemonstrated association 
with real life attitudes or 
behaviour. 

 

Correlational studies with a 
small number of known causes 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health 
controlled for. 

Studies which rely on self-
report measures only. 

Studies with small samples with 
low generalisability. 

Meta-analyses with evidence of 
research bias, have been 
subjected to peer-reviewed 
criticism or have not been 
independently replicated. 

 

Correlational studies which 
have controlled for multiple 
known causes of aggression/ 
attitudes towards 
women/mental health. 

Longitudinal or retrospective 
studies which measure 
attitudes or behaviour over 
time. 

Studies with large nationally 
representative samples. 

Studies or meta-analyses 
which have been independently 
replicated. 

Studies with artificial measures 
of aggression/attitudes towards 
women/mental health with high 
demonstrated association with 
real-life attitudes or behaviour. 

Studies which have adopted 
open science practices such as 
pre-registration. 

Studies which include multiple 
outcome measures such as 
self-reports, peer-report and 
validated measurement scales. 
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Studies which have conducted 
cross-cultural comparisons or 
have generalised findings 
across different contexts. 

As stated above, each recommendation set out in this review was made using studies that 
span this spectrum of research quality. We prioritised studies that meet the criteria for high 
quality, and have made stronger recommendations where more high-quality research was 
available to draw on. 
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02 / The effect of VVGs on aggression 
 

2.1 / VVGs are unlikely to cause aggression 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

High High-quality studies drawn from the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Germany, China, 
Singapore and Australia. 

The results of high-quality international and Australian studies suggest that the effect of VVGs on 
aggression is small to non-existent. 

 

 

Australia 

Research on the link between VVGs and aggression conducted in Australia indicate that the 
link between VVGs and aggression is small to non-existent. One 2019 Australian study found 
that playing VVGs for 5 to 15 minutes impaired players’ recognition of anger, enhanced their 
perception of their fighting ability, and encouraged them to perceive their target as weak.31 
However, consistent with international studies, the authors found that gender and baseline 
aggression mediated the effects of VVGs on these aggression measures. It is also important 
to note that these aggression measures are based on perception, not action. 

Another 2019 Australian study found that game competition, not violence, increased 
aggressive emotions.32 Moreover, the authors found that neither competition nor violence 
increased aggressive behaviour. This is consistent with international studies, which often find 
larger effects of violent games on aggressive emotions and perceptions than on actual 
aggressive behaviour. 

A recent Australian study found that players find in-game aggression more acceptable than 
offline aggression.33 This suggests that players perceive in-game and real-world behaviour 
as governed by different norms, which may explain why acting out violence in a game does 
not cause real-world aggression. It is important to note that the authors recruited players 
online, and that only 11.5 per cent of their sample were Australian (the majority were 
American). The most common games played in their sample were World of Warcraft and 

                                                
31 Denson, T. F., Dixson, B. J., Tibubos, A. N., Zhang, E., Harmon-Jones, E., & Kasumovic, M. M. (2019). Violent 
video game play, gender, and trait aggression influence subjective fighting ability, perceptions of Men's 
toughness, and anger facial recognition. Computers in Human Behavior, 106175. 
32 Dowsett, A., & Jackson, M. (2019). The effect of violence and competition within video games on aggression. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 99, 22-27. 
33 Hilvert-Bruce, Z., & Neill, J. T. (2020). I'm just trolling: The role of normative beliefs in aggressive behaviour in 
online gaming. Computers in Human Behavior, 102, 303-311. 



14 
 

World of Tanks, which have M and PG ratings, respectively, so it is possible that the authors 
would have obtained different findings if their sample played more violent games. 

A study of young Australians found that boys were significantly more likely than girls to play 
VVGs (or watch other violent media), and to have used physical violence in the past year.34 
However, this cross-sectional (and therefore non-causal) study also found that young people 
who committed acts of aggression were also more likely to have been threatened with 
physical violence in the community, at home, or at school. This study suggests that factors 
such as gender may predict VVG gameplay and exposure to experiences that are more likely 
to directly cause aggression. 

An Australian study of male and female VVG players revealed complex reasons for why 
players are drawn to violent games.35 For example, women in this study reported playing 
VVGs to be more attractive to romantic partners. This study did not find any relationship 
between VVG play and aggression or dominance measures. However, as the authors note, 
their measure of aggression was acts of intimate partner violence, which is a more extreme 
measure than is typically used in VVG studies. This makes it difficult to relate this study to 
the wider VVG literature. 

 

World 

Recent high-quality studies conducted internationally are largely consistent with Australian 
findings. Studies that properly control for other known causes of aggression, and those that 
measure real-world behaviour, either find no relationship, or a very small effect of VVGs on 
aggression. 

While only a recent phenomenon, recent pre-registered studies have mostly found no link 
between VVGs and aggression, nor any other negative effects. In a pre-registered trial 
conducted in the UK, researchers interviewed a large sample of British adolescents and their 
parents or carers. They found no association between exposure to VVGs over the past 
month and real-life aggressive behaviour as measured by carer assessment.36 Similarly, 
three pre-registered randomised controlled trials conducted in the United States found no 
effect of VVGs on short-term measures of aggressive inclinations,37 hostility,38 or aggressive 

                                                
34 Baxendale, S., Lester, L., Johnston, R., & Cross, D. (2015). Risk factors in adolescents’ involvement in violent 
behaviours. Journal of Aggression, Conflict and Peace Research, 7(1), 2-18. 
35 Kasumovic, M. M., Blake, K., Dixson, B. J., & Denson, T. F. (2015). Why do people play violent video games? 
Demographic, status-related, and mating-related correlates in men and women. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 86, 204-211. 
36 Przybylski, A. K., & Weinstein, N. (2019). Violent video game engagement is not associated with adolescents' 
aggressive behaviour: evidence from a registered report. Royal Society Open Science, 6(2), 171474. 
37 McCarthy, R. J., Coley, S. L., Wagner, M. F., Zengel, B., & Basham, A. (2016). Does playing video games with 
violent content temporarily increase aggressive inclinations? A pre-registered experimental study. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 67, 13-19. 
38 Ferguson, C. J., Trigani, B., Pilato, S., Miller, S., Foley, K., & Barr, H. (2016). Violent video games don’t 
increase hostility in teens, but they do stress girls out. Psychiatric Quarterly, 87(1), 49-56. 
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behaviour.39 Two recent pre-registered trials from New Zealand40 and the United States41 
also found no effect of VVGs on aggressive behaviour, even when participants played an 
immersive violent virtual reality game (which some have argued would be more likely to 
produce harmful effects). Additionally, two pre-registered longitudinal studies found no 
association between VVG exposure and aggression measured at a later time.42 For instance, 
a study of over 3,000 Singaporean youth found no association between playing VVGs and 
aggression measured two years later.43 The size of the (non-significant) relationship was so 
small that the authors concluded it would take more hours than exist in a day (27 hours) of 
playing M-rated games to produce clinically noticeable changes in aggression. 

In the past 12 years, seven meta-analyses have been conducted to synthesise the literature 
investigating the effect of VVGs on aggression.44,45,46,47,48,49 Combined, these meta-analyses 
cover hundreds of correlational, experimental and longitudinal studies involving hundreds of 
thousands of participants. The findings and interpretations of these meta-analyses diverge 
across papers. In an attempt to find common ground, one study analysed three prominent 
meta-analyses and came to the conclusion that VVGs have a small effect on aggression.50 
However, others51 have argued that the link is overstated and any effect is so small it is 
practically meaningless.52 

                                                
39 Ferguson, C. J., Colon-Motas, K., Esser, C., Lanie, C., Purvis, S., & Williams, M. (2017). The (not so) evil 
within? Agency in video game choice and the impact of violent content. Simulation & Gaming, 48(3), 329-337 
40 Drummond, A., Sauer, J. D., Ferguson, C. J., Cannon, P. R., & Hall, L. C. (2021). Violent and non-violent 
virtual reality video games: Influences on affect, aggressive cognition, and aggressive behavior. Two pre-
registered experiments. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 95, 104119. 
41 Ferguson, C. J., Gryshyna, A., Kim, J. S., Knowles, E., Nadeem, Z., Cardozo, I., ... & Willis, E. (2021). Video 
games, frustration, violence, and virtual reality: Two studies. British Journal of Social Psychology. DOI: 
10.1111/bjso.12471. 
42 Ferguson, C. J. (2019). A preregistered longitudinal analysis of aggressive video games and aggressive 
behavior in Chinese youth. Psychiatric Quarterly, 1-5. 
43 Ferguson, C. J., & Wang, J. C. (2019). Aggressive video games are not a risk factor for future aggression in 
youth: a longitudinal study. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 48(8), 1439-1451. 
44Anderson, C. A., Shibuya, A., Ihori, N., Swing, E. L., Bushman, B. J., Sakamoto, A., ... & Saleem, M. (2010). 
Violent video game effects on aggression, empathy, and prosocial behavior in Eastern and Western countries: A 
meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 136(2), 151. 
45 Greitemeyer, T., & Mügge, D. O. (2014). Video games do affect social outcomes: A meta-analytic review of the 
effects of violent and prosocial video game play. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 40(5), 578-589. 
46 Ferguson, C. J. (2015). Do angry birds make for angry children? A meta-analysis of video game influences on 
children’s and adolescents’ aggression, mental health, prosocial behavior, and academic performance. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10(5), 646-666. 
47 Prescott, A. T., Sargent, J. D., & Hull, J. G. (2018). Metaanalysis of the relationship between violent video 
game play and physical aggression over time. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(40), 9882-
9888. 
48 Ferguson, C. J., Copenhaver, A., & Markey, P. (2020). Reexamining the findings of the American 
Psychological Association’s 2015 task force on violent media: A meta-analysis. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 15(6), 1423-1443. 
49 Drummond, A., Sauer, J. D., & Ferguson, C. J. (2020). Do longitudinal studies support long-term relationships 
between aggressive game play and youth aggressive behaviour? A meta-analytic examination. Royal Society 
Open Science, 7, 200373. 
50 Mathur, M. B., & VanderWeele, T. J. (2019). Finding common ground in meta-analysis “wars” on violent video 
games. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 14(4), 705-708. 
51 Drummond, A., & Sauer, J. D. (2019). Divergent meta-analyses do not present uniform evidence that violent 
video game content increases aggressive behaviour (Unpublished manuscript). 
52 We note that the Drummond & Sauer paper is, as at August 2021, available only as a preprint and has yet to 
undergo peer review. 
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There are several reasons to question whether any effect of VVGs on aggression in fact 
exists:  

● The meta-analyses conducted include many laboratory experiments with poor 
methodology. They rely on artificial measures of short-term aggression, with 
unproven correlation to real-life aggressive behaviour.  

● Effect sizes are smaller in studies with outcome measures that are more closely 
related to real-life aggressive behaviour and in research measuring long-term 
outcomes. 

● As research methodology and rigour has improved over the past 12 years, evidence 
of a link between VVGs and aggression has grown weaker.  

● When other known risk factors associated with aggression are controlled for (e.g. 
baseline aggression levels, gender, socioeconomic status), the association between 
VVGs and aggression diminishes almost entirely, suggesting that VVGs are not an 
independent cause of aggression.  

There is also substantial evidence of bias within this literature (see Appendix B), especially in 
experimental studies claiming to demonstrate that VVGs cause aggression.53 When research 
bias is corrected for, the strength of evidence supporting a link between VVGs and 
aggression weakens. Recent re-analysis of a meta-analysis on the effect of VVGs on 
aggressive cognition,54 and another on the effect of VVGs on aggressive behaviour,55 found 
that after correcting for research bias, the initially reported effect sizes decreased.56 

As mentioned earlier, emerging research has begun to address these biases by adopting 
more rigorous methodology. Research which is pre-registered, has been independently 
replicated, or measures real-life aggressive behaviour reports effects that are small to non-
existent. Contrary to these findings, one recent pre-registered cross-sectional study found an 
association between playing video games and self-reported interpersonal violence in US 
university students.57 However, the study did not address the impact of violence in video 
games, so it does not provide any evidence that violent content in games drives aggression.  

While experimental studies are useful to gather evidence about causality, they have mostly 
relied on short-term measures of aggression. To investigate whether VVGs cause 
aggression over time, researchers conducted a randomised controlled trial in Germany. 
Participants were assigned to play a VVG, a non-violent video game, or no game at all. 

                                                
53 Hilgard, J., Engelhardt, C. R., & Rouder, J. N. (2017). Overstated evidence for short-term effects of violent 
games on affect and behavior: A reanalysis of Anderson et al.(2010). Psychological Bulletin, 143(7), 757-774. 
54 van Aert, R. C., & Wicherts, J. Correcting for outcome reporting bias in a meta-analysis: A meta-regression 
approach (Unpublished manuscript). 
55 Ferguson, C. J., Copenhaver, A., & Markey, P. (2020). Reexamining the findings of the American 
Psychological Association’s 2015 task force on violent media: A meta-analysis. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 15(6), 1423-1443. 
56 We note that the van Aert & Wicherts paper is, as at August 2021, available only as a preprint and has yet to 
undergo peer review. 
57 Ivory, A. H., Ivory, J. D., & Lanier, M. (2017). Video game use as risk exposure, protective incapacitation, or 
inconsequential activity among university students. Journal of Media Psychology, 29,42-53. 
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There was no difference between the groups across a range of measures of aggression 
immediately after eight weeks of gameplay, or two months after the experiment ended.58  

Experiments with longer-term outcomes than this are limited; most longitudinal studies do not 
manipulate VVG play. However, they can still provide important information about the 
relationship between VVG exposure and aggression over time. Overall, these studies do not 
provide strong evidence that playing VVGs predicts later aggression. Several recent studies 
from the United States,59 Spain,60 and the Netherlands61 have found no link between VVGs 
and later aggression. Moreover, a meta-analysis of 28 longitudinal studies concluded that 
there is no practically meaningful effect of VVGs on later aggressive behaviour.62 However, 
one American study that surveyed participants over a 10-year period found that those who 
played VVGs at consistently moderate levels throughout the study reported greater 
aggression at age 23 than those who played at low levels.63 Interestingly, though, 
participants who played VVGs at high levels at age 13 but moderate levels 10 years later 
also reported lower aggression than consistently moderate players and were no different 
from low players. These findings suggest that patterns of VVG play over time could have 
different effects on aggression, but without replication this is not yet clear. 

Research investigating the effects of VVGs have used a range of aggression measures, 
many of which are artificial behaviours in a laboratory setting 64, 65, 66, 67 (e.g. putting hot 
sauce into another participant’s food), or self-report scales of aggressive thoughts and 

                                                
58 Kühn, S., Kugler, D. T., Schmalen, K., Weichenberger, M., Witt, C., & Gallinat, J. (2019). Does playing violent 
video games cause aggression? A longitudinal intervention study. Molecular Psychiatry, 24(8), 1220. 
59 Greitemeyer, T. (2019). The contagious impact of playing violent video games on aggression: Longitudinal 
evidence. Aggressive Behavior, 45(6), 635-642. 
60 López-Fernández, F. J., Mezquita, L., Etkin, P., Griffiths, M. D., Ortet, G., & Ibáñez, M. I. (2021). The role of 
violent video game exposure, personality, and deviant peers in aggressive behaviors among adolescents: A two-
wave longitudinal study. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 24(1), 32-40. 
61 Verheijen, G. P., Burk, W. J., Stoltz, S. E., van den Berg, Y. H., & Cillessen, A. H. (2021). A longitudinal social 
network perspective on adolescents' exposure to violent video games and aggression. Cyberpsychology, 
Behavior, and Social Networking, 24(1), 24-31. 
62 Drummond, A., Sauer, J. D., & Ferguson, C. J. (2020). Do longitudinal studies support long-term relationships 
between aggressive game play and youth aggressive behaviour? A meta-analytic examination. Royal Society 
Open Science, 7, 200373. 
63 Coyne, S. M., & Stockdale, L. (2021). Growing up with Grand Theft Auto: a 10-year study of longitudinal growth 
of violent video game play in adolescents. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 24(1), 11-16. 
64 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A. and Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video games 
on children’s helpful and hurtful behaviors. Aggressive Behavior, 38, 281-287. 
65 Anderson, C. A., Bushman, B. J., Bartholow, B. D., Cantor, J., Christakis, D., Coyne, S. M., ... & Huesmann, R. 
(2017). Screen violence and youth behavior. Pediatrics, 140(Supplement 2), S142-S147. 
66 Engelhardt, C. R., Bartholow, B. D., Kerr, G. T., & Bushman, B. J. (2011). This is your brain on violent video 
games: Neural desensitization to violence predicts increased aggression following violent video game 
exposure. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 47(5), 1033-1036. 
67 Hollingdale, J., & Greitemeyer, T. (2014). The effect of online violent video games on levels of 
aggression. PLoS One, 9(11), e111790. 
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emotions.68,69,70,71,72,73 There is no clear evidence that these measures relate to or predict 
real-world behaviours,74 which are the real concern to the community. One longitudinal study 
attempted to address this issue by collecting peer reports of adolescents’ aggressive 
behaviour and found that exposure to VVGs was unrelated to aggression 1 year later.75 If 
VVGs did in fact cause real-world aggressive behaviours, we would also expect to observe a 
correlation between violent video game consumption and real-world violent incidents. In four 
separate analyses,76 researchers compared patterns of US crime data with measures of 
VVG consumption over the past 30 years.77 They found no evidence of a relationship 
between VVG consumption and aggressive assaults or homicides. In fact, several measures 
of VVG consumption were associated with decreased crime rates, a finding supported by 
other research comparing patterns of VVG consumption and US crime data.78,79  

There are several possible explanations as to why VVG consumption would be associated 
with fewer violent crimes. More aggressive people might prefer to play VVGs, and are 
therefore occupied by a non-violent activity following VVG releases. Alternatively, VVGs 
might have a cathartic effect, allowing healthy venting of aggression in a controlled and 
harmless environment. Findings from a recent study lend support to the cathartic effect of 
VVGs. Spanish youth aged 13-19 with higher exposure to VVGs exhibited lower rates of 
child-to-parent violent behaviour, suggesting that VVGs may provide an outlet for youth 
aggression.80 Similarly, a longitudinal study of South Korean adolescents found that playing 
VVGs was associated with lower physical and verbal aggression 6 months later.81 It is 

                                                
68 Sestir, M. A., & Bartholow, B. D. (2010). Violent and nonviolent video games produce opposing effects on 
aggressive and prosocial outcomes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46(6), 934-942. 
69 Bösche, W. (2010). Violent video games prime both aggressive and positive cognitions. Journal of Media 
Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, 22(4), 139–146. 
70 Bucolo, D. (2010). Violent video game exposure and physical aggression in adolescence: Tests of the general 
aggression model. (Unpublished doctoral dissertation) University of New Hampshire. 
71 Saleem, M., Anderson, C. A., & Gentile, D. A. (2012). Effects of prosocial, neutral, and violent video games on 
college students' affect. Aggressive Behavior, 38(4), 263-271. 
72 Gao, X., Weng, L., Zhou, Y., & Yu, H. (2017). The influence of empathy and morality of violent video game 
characters on gamers’ aggression. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, 1863. 
73 Ivory, A. H., & Kaestle, C. E. (2013). The effects of profanity in violent video games on players' hostile 
expectations, aggressive thoughts and feelings, and other responses. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic 
Media, 57(2), 224-241. 
74 McCarthy, R. J., & Elson, M. (2018). A conceptual review of lab-based aggression paradigms. Collabra: 
Psychology, 4(1). 
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important to note that none of these findings are experimental and therefore cannot be used 
to draw strong causal conclusions. 

An emerging trend in the VVG literature is a recent proliferation of publications originating 
from China.82,83,84,85,86,87,88 These studies all report findings in support of a relationship 
between VVGs and aggressive cognition or behaviour, contrary to research concluding that 
the effects of VVGs on aggression are smaller in Eastern than Western countries.89 With few 
exceptions, these studies were classified as providing low strength of evidence due to 
methodological weaknesses such as small sample sizes, failing to control for known risk 
factors of aggression, and the absence of pre-registered study designs. Due to the low 
strength of this evidence and medium generalisability to the Australian context, these studies 
have not influenced the overall conclusions of this review. Why Chinese researchers are 
increasingly interested in this subject matter remains opaque. There is evidence of 
substantial Chinese state control and influence over domestic academic research90 and over 
the domestic video game industry.91 The latter appears to be fuelled by moral concern over 
the impacts of video games on Chinese citizens. The extent to which these factors may have 
influenced VVG research conducted in China is beyond the scope of this review.  

Variable susceptibility to the effects of VVGs 

An area of increasing interest to researchers is whether individuals differ in their susceptibility 
to the impacts of VVGs. In 2013, Valkenburg and Peter proposed that individual differences 
in personality traits, social-context and mental health conditions might determine the size and 
nature of VVG effects.92 However, there is currently a lack of strong evidence that this is the 
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case.93 While some studies report variable effects on aggression based on peer factors,94, 95 
age, 96 sex,97, 98 personality traits,99, 100 and family environment,101,102 the evidence is 
inconsistent. For example, one US correlational study found no evidence that children with 
mental health symptoms constitute a vulnerable population for VVG effects. In a sample of 
377 children with either clinically diagnosed attention or depression symptoms, exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with increased levels of delinquency or bullying behaviour.103 
Another 3 year longitudinal study reported that sex, age, history of aggressive behaviour and 
family environment made no difference to the impact of VVGs on aggressive behaviour.104 
Where there is evidence of individual differences in susceptibility to VVGs, the effect is small 
and diminishes over time. For instance, two studies found that parental mediation style105 
and family hostility had a small influence on VVG effects when measured cross-sectionally, 
however neither had any impact on the relationship between VVGs and aggression when 
measured longitudinally.106,107  

Overall conclusions from international research 

The highest quality evidence suggests that playing VVGs does not account for a meaningful 
proportion of observed aggression, if any at all. Even when the largest possible effect sizes 
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are reported their level barely approaches levels deemed of practical or clinical 
importance.108, 109 This is particularly true when the effect of VVGs is compared to other 
known causal risk factors for aggression such as poverty, family violence and mental 
health.110, 111  In a longitudinal study conducted in the UK, childhood symptoms of attention 
deficit disorder, depression and early conduct disorder predicted adolescent criminal 
behaviour 8 years later. In contrast, exposure to first-person shooter games in childhood had 
no relationship with aggressive or criminal adolescent behaviour.112 Similarly, when studies 
control for these individual or socio-demographic risk factors the impacts of VVGs on 
aggression diminish113, 114 or disappear completely.115 

2.2 / Extremely violent games do not cause more aggression than 
VVGs 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High-quality studies largely drawn from Australia, 
US, Germany, and Canada 

The results of higher quality studies suggest that extremely violent video games do not increase 
aggression more than VVGs.  

 

 

Australia 

VVG content can differ on a number of dimensions, including pace, realism, and 
graphicness. Very few Australian studies exist that examine the relationship between 
aggression and differing levels of violence in video games. A 2012 Australian study found 
that playing the extremely violent game Mortal Kombat diminished players’ perceptions of 
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both their own humanity and the humanity of their opponent in the game.116 In a follow-up 
experiment in which participants played with a co-player, diminished perceptions of their co-
player’s humanity were found when the co-player was the target of in-game violence, but not 
the perpetrator. A more recent Australian study found that the level of violence present in a 
video game (ultra-violent, violent, or non-violent) had no significant effect on two measures of 
prosocial behaviour (how much participants donated to a hypothetical charity and the 
difficulty of a task they were asked to set for a hypothetical person).117 Both studies have 
been classified as providing low strength of evidence (see Table 2), meaning that substantive 
conclusions about the relationship between extremely violent games and aggression in the 
Australian context cannot be drawn. 

 

World 

Several randomised controlled trials in Germany, Australia, and the United States have 
compared video games which only differ in the severity of violent content. Overall, they find 
that higher levels of violence do not affect player aggression. 

A trial in Germany varied the amount of displayed violence and the pace of action in a first-
person shooter game, ensuring that all other features of the game were otherwise the same. 
They found that neither pace nor displayed violence had any effect on aggressive behaviour, 
as measured by willingness to expose another participant to an unpleasant noise blast.118 
Similarly, researchers in the United States assigned 275 undergraduates to play a first-
person shooter game that was modified to be more or less violent. Neither game difficulty nor 
violent content was found to affect aggressive behaviour.119 Finally, across seven 
randomised controlled trials conducted on US university students, researchers found that 
competence-impeding play increased frustration and aggression, but that levels of violent 
content had no impact on these outcomes.120  

The results from these and other studies suggest that other video game variables have a 
greater influence on aggression. Level of competition121,122 and perceived game difficulty123 
have been associated with increased player aggression. For instance, a Canadian study 
which measured patterns of gameplay over 3 years found that increased competitive 
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gameplay was associated with increased self-reported aggressive behaviour.124 Similarly, a 
recent experimental study found that participants became more aggressive after playing a 
competitive game as opposed to a non-competitive game, while the level of video game 
violence had no effect on aggression.125 On the other hand, increased graphic realism of 
violence depicted in video games does not appear to increase player aggression.126 

2.3 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined international and Australian evidence suggests the effect of VVGs on 
aggression in Australia is small to non-existent, with high strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. The weight of evidence shows that VVGs are very unlikely to 
cause real-life violent behaviour or to have sustained impacts on aggressive attitudes. 

Similarly, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that higher levels of violence in 
VVGs do not affect aggression, with medium strength of evidence and high generalisability to 
Australia. Extremely violent or ultraviolent games are unlikely to contribute to any increased 
risk of aggression or violence. 
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03 / The effect of VVGs on attitudes towards 
women 

 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium Medium - small number of studies largely drawn 
from Australia, US, UK, Canada and Germany. 

The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and attitudes towards 
women. However, at present there is a lack of high-quality studies on this topic. VVGs which include 
sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some players, although 
recent high-quality experiments have found no evidence of this link. 

3.1 / VVGs do not change attitudes towards women 
 

 

Australia 

There are few Australian studies on the effect of VVGs on attitudes towards women. One 
Australian experimental study found that low-skilled male Halo 3 players were more hostile 
towards female teammates, particularly when they were performing poorly.127 In contrast, 
high-skilled male players were more positive towards female teammates. This study 
therefore suggests that sexism elicited by gameplay is triggered by the player’s sense of their 
own ability, and not by in-game violence, although this study did not compare Halo 3 to a 
non-violent game. 

Another Australian study examined the impact of sexualised content in video games. Among 
both men and women, viewing images of female characters from adult-only games (but not 
all-ages games) elicited a sexually objectifying gaze as measured by eye-tracking. However, 
gaze behaviour was not associated with the acceptance of rape myths (i.e. prejudicial, 
stereotyped, and false beliefs about the perpetrators, victims, and nature of sexual assaults), 
casting doubt over its link to real-world outcomes.128 

 

World 

The highest quality international evidence suggests that VVGs do not change attitudes 
towards women in the long-term for either men or women. A three-year study on a 
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representative sample of German youth found that preference for action or first-person 
shooter video games was not associated with sexist attitudes. Amount of time spent playing 
video games also had no association with sexism.129 The study controlled for other known 
risk factors of negative attitudes towards women such as age and education. 

When researchers measure short-term attitudes towards women, the results are more mixed. 
A correlational study in the UK found that frequency of VVG play was unrelated to sexist 
attitudes or empathy towards a rape victim in a presented scenario.130 However, a 
correlational study from the United States found that the more violence participants 
perceived in their favourite video games, the more they endorsed traditional views of 
masculinity (i.e. a belief that men should be dominant, tough, and not feminine or 
emotional).131 This study did not directly measure negative attitudes towards women, 
however. A laboratory study conducted in the United States examined attitudes directly and 
found that playing a violent game increased hostile sexism, but only when the female 
character was sexualised and players felt immersed in the game.132 Sexist content was 
therefore necessary to change players’ attitudes towards women. 

Overall, this evidence suggests that if video games do cause negative attitudes towards 
women, this effect may be driven by sexualised or sexist content, rather than by violent 
content. This conclusion is supported by some other research. A correlational study found 
that male US college students who played more sexist games held more sexist attitudes 
towards women,133 and a 2018 systematic review found that women experienced self-
objectification and low levels of self-efficacy as a result of exposure to sexist content within 
video games, compared with video games that do not contain sexist content.134 A 
randomised control trial in Belgium also found that sexualised avatars in an adventure game 
increased adolescent players’ acceptance of rape myths compared to non-sexualised 
avatars.135 However, recent high-quality experimental evidence has found no effect of 
sexualised video game content on sexist outcomes. In one pre-registered study from France, 
playing a sexist sequence from a game (compared with a non-sexist sequence from the 
same game) had no impact on participants’ objectification of women.136 Another pre-
registered study out of the United States found that playing a sexualised vs. non-sexualised 
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female avatar had no influence on women’s body image or hostility towards a female 
confederate.137 Content analyses have revealed that video games contain fewer female 
protagonists, portray overly sexualised female characters, and games which depict violence 
can involve aggressive acts towards women.138,139 There is growing concern that these 
representations of female characters normalise the objectification and sexualisation of 
women. 

Overall, the high-quality evidence to date suggests that VVG content on its own appears to 
have no effect on attitudes towards women. While there is some evidence that sexualised 
content in video games may impact attitudes towards women, recent high-quality studies 
have cast doubt over this. 

3.2 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that violent video games do not 
increase negative attitudes or sexist behaviours towards women with medium strength of 
evidence and medium generalisability to Australia. While some evidence suggests that VVGs 
which include sexualised or sexist content may increase negative sexist attitudes for some 
players, recent high-quality studies have cast doubt on this. 
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04 / The effect of VVGs on young people’s 
mental health 

 
 

Strength of evidence Generalisability to Australia 

Medium High - studies largely drawn from Australia, US, 
UK, Canada 

The high-quality evidence to date suggests that there is no causal relationship between VVGs and 
increased depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, attention problems, or reduced academic 
achievement. Recent evidence suggests that VVGs could, in fact, increase prosocial outcomes in 
the short term. 

4.1 / VVGs do not cause negative mental health outcomes in young 
players 
 

 

Australia 

Research into the impact of VVGs on young people’s mental health is the most recent form 
of a long history of concerns about the impact of violent media, particularly as video games 
become ubiquitous in children’s lives. The peak body for the Australian video game industry 
reported that young Australians play video games for an average of 100 minutes per day.140 
Researchers are increasingly interested in understanding the long-term psychosocial and 
developmental impacts of playing video games, especially those with extremely violent 
content. These include impacts on peer relations, internalising problems such as anxiety or 
depression, and attentional problems such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

To our knowledge, there are no Australian studies that compare mental health outcomes in 
young people for violent and non-violent games. Australian studies have found that young 
peoples’ mental health141 and academic performance142 decline as screen time increases. 
However, there is no evidence from the Australian context that violent game content 
mediates or exacerbates any negative impacts of playing video games. Below we have 
separated out Australian findings in relation to mental health outcomes: 
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Pathological gaming. A study of over 1,200 South Australian high school students found a 
rate of pathological video gaming - defined as the persistent inability to control excessive 
gaming habits despite associated social or emotional problems - of less than two per cent.143 
Young people who engaged in pathological video gaming did not meet the criteria for clinical 
depression or anxiety, although this study did not specifically address video game violence. 

Behavioural and emotional problems. Australian studies have found that children who play 
more video games are more likely to have behavioural and emotional problems144 and less 
ability to self-regulate.145 However, these studies only measured video game play or media 
exposure (including all types of video games) overall, and did not distinguish between violent 
and non-violent games. 

Positive social outcomes. A laboratory study conducted in Australia found that playing a 
violent game (Left 4 Dead 2) increased players’ positive affect and sense of connection when 
their teammate was a human-controlled (not computer-controlled) character.146 This finding 
is consistent with international research on the prosocial benefits of playing cooperative 
VVGs. Other Australian studies have found no effect of violent or even prosocial147 games on 
prosocial behaviour, although their measures of prosocial behaviour have questionable 
relevance to real-world behaviour. These studies were classified as providing low strength of 
evidence (see Table 2). In addition, these studies were conducted in an adult sample, so it is 
unclear whether young people experience the same benefits. 

Other issues. Some low-quality Australian studies have found that playing VVGs before bed 
disrupts young players’ sleep.148, 149 Other Australian studies suggest that the general 
stimulation of computer use,150 duration of play,151 and the tendency of young gamers to 
enter a flow state while playing152 disrupt sleep, not necessarily violent content. 
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World 

Internationally, there is currently no high-quality evidence to suggest that VVGs increase 
negative mental health outcomes for young players. A meta-analysis of 101 studies found 
neither video games nor VVGs had any impact on depression, attention disorders, conduct 
disorders, prosocial behaviour, or academic achievement for both children and 
adolescents.153 The meta-analyses included correlational, experimental, and longitudinal 
studies measuring both short- and long-term effects. This meta-analysis has been replicated 
by an independent research team, which is noteworthy given the abovementioned biases 
and flawed methodology prevalent in this literature.154  

Longitudinal research conducted in the United States, Europe, and Singapore has found that 
VVGs are not associated with negative mental health outcomes for young players. For 
example, a recent pre-registered study of more than 3,000 Singapore youth found that time 
spent playing VVGs was unrelated to depression, anxiety, ADHD symptoms, social phobia, 
or somatic complaints 2 years later.155 Similarly, a prospective longitudinal study of over 
5,000 UK children found no association between preference for first-person shooter games 
at 8 years of age and depression in adolescence.156 A longitudinal study on 300 Dutch 
children reported that preference for VVGs was not associated with mental health outcomes 
(positive or negative) 1 year later.157 VVG play was also not associated with depression or 
anxiety over 1 year of measurement in 10-14 years olds in the United States.158 Moreover, 
the longest study ever conducted on this issue found in an American sample that frequency 
of VVG play at age 13 was unrelated to depression and anxiety 10 years later.159  

In contrast, a recent correlational study of over 5,000 American fifth-grade students (average 
age of 10 years) reported that playing VVGs for more than 2 hours per day was associated 
with increased depressive symptoms. However, these results compared high daily VVG play 
to low daily VVG play, and did not compare violent to non-violent games. When time spent 
playing video games was matched, there was no relationship between violent content and 
symptoms of depression.160 Another study in a nationally representative sample of American 
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high-school students found a correlation between excessive video game use and suicidal 
ideation,161 but this was not explicitly related to violent video games. A subsequent 
correlational study in the United States found no relationship between VVGs and suicidal 
ideation.162 

Many studies suggest that compared to other known sociodemographic risk factors (e.g. a 
previous history of mental health problems, socioeconomic status, and peer delinquency), 
VVGs present minimal danger to the mental health of young players. A 1-year longitudinal 
study in the United States163 found that anxiety and depression were predicted by parental 
aggression, delinquent peers and previous symptoms of depression, whereas exposure to 
VVGs was not associated with any negative mental health outcomes.164 Similarly, an 
American study found that gender, antisocial traits, family environment, and prior mental 
health conditions predicted attention problems in children,165 whereas attention problems 
were not related to playing more video games or a preference for VVGs. A study that 
examined predictors of suicide rates across 92 countries found that countries with higher 
levels of poverty had higher suicide rates, whereas per capita video game consumption was 
unrelated to the number of suicides.166 

Evidence suggests that other game characteristics, such as competition167 and excessive 
gameplay,168, 169 especially pathological video-gaming,170 have a larger effect on mental 
health outcomes than violent content. Research carried out with 10-14-year-olds in the 
United States over one year found that playing VVGs did not predict depression or anxiety.171 
However, high levels of competitive gaming were associated with negative mental health 
outcomes such as depression and reduced prosocial behaviour. 

Similarly, an experiment with 845 Israeli children looking at the effect of violent games found 
that children were more prosocial after playing a VVG compared with a neutral game, 
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particularly if they had played the game with a classmate.172 However, a pre-registered study 
of 3,000 Singaporean youth found that playing VVGs was unrelated to youth prosocial 
behaviour 2 years later, suggesting that any prosocial benefits that exist may not extend 
beyond the short-term.173 

While slightly beyond the scope of this review, there is also evidence that playing video 
games more generally could be linked with improved wellbeing. A recent high-quality study 
objectively measured how much time players of two popular (non-violent) video games in the 
United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada spent playing by using in-game data 
(instead of relying on people accurately recalling their game-playing time). The more time 
that participants spent playing each game over a 2-week period, the greater wellbeing they 
reported.174 The association between wellbeing and self-reported time spent playing was 
weaker. Although the video games studied did not contain violent content, these findings 
suggest that studies using self-report measures of game play may be underestimating the 
link between video games and wellbeing. Similarly, in a high-quality correlational study 
surveying over 3,000 young children across six European nations, children who played more 
video games had lower rates of internalising disorders and fewer thoughts of death, and 
experienced prosocial and academic benefits, including elevated intellectual functioning, high 
overall competence, and specific benefits in reading, mathematics and spelling.175  

4.2 / Conclusions 
Overall, combined world and Australian evidence suggests that VVGs do not cause negative 
mental health outcomes for young players with medium strength of evidence and high 
generalisability to Australia. 
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05 / Recommendations 
 

 

The aim of this literature review was to answer the questions: 

1. In Australian and international research, what is the relationship between violent or 
extremely violent video games and the following traits in players: 

a. aggression 
b. negative attitudes to women 
c. poor mental health, particularly in young people? 

2. Are international research findings from comparable countries considered 
generalisable to Australia and is research conducted in other countries considered 
useful for policy makers in Australia? 

Below, we outline our conclusions and recommendations as to whether further research is 
needed to explore the impacts of VVGs in the Australian context in relation to aggression, 
attitudes to women or mental health outcomes for young players.  

5.1 / Aggression 
Research questions: 

1. What are the key findings about violent games and aggression emerging from 
international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
aggression in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 

● Correlational, longitudinal and experimental research from generalisable populations 
in Europe, North America and Asia all converge on the same conclusion: that there is 
little to no impact of VVGs on aggression.  

● To date, limited research has been conducted in Australia. However, the strength of 
generalisable international research can fill any research gaps in the Australian 
context. This includes meta-analyses and emerging high-quality research which 
converge on the conclusion that VVGs cause little or no real-world aggressive 
behaviour.  

Recommendation: We are satisfied on the whole with the level of evidence available, but 
this does not preclude the emergence of new data or research methods that may reveal new 
insights. 
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5.2 / Attitudes towards women 

Research questions:  

1. What are the key findings about violent games, aggression and attitudes to women 
emerging from international research? 

2. What is the relationship between violent and extremely violent video games and 
attitudes towards women in Australian research? 

Conclusions: 

● The highest quality international evidence finds no relationship between VVGs and 
attitudes towards women. There is only one Australian study on the effect of a VVG 
on attitudes towards women, and this study did not compare violent and non-violent 
video games.  

● VVG content on its own appears to have no effect on attitudes towards women. Some 
studies suggest that video games which contain sexist or sexualised content increase 
negative attitudes towards women, however high-quality evidence in this area finds 
no impact of sexualised content on sexist outcomes. 

Recommendation: We are satisfied on the whole with the level of evidence available, but 
this does not preclude the emergence of new data or research methods that may reveal new 
insights. The intersection of sexist or sexualised content with differing levels of violence in 
VVGs is a potential avenue for further exploration. 

 

5.3 / Mental health outcomes  

Research questions:  

1. What are the key findings of international research on how violent or extremely violent 
games impact the mental health of young game players? 

2. How do violent or extremely violent games impact the mental health of young game 
players in Australia? 

Conclusions: 

● There is no evidence in the international literature of a robust causal relationship 
between VVGs and increased depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, or attention 
problems, and lower academic achievement or prosocial outcomes. Other risk factors 
such as family environment, peer delinquency, and prior mental health conditions are 
much more robust predictors of poor mental health outcomes. Some evidence 
suggests video game play (and VVGs specifically) can instead have beneficial 
outcomes. 

● It is unlikely that there is an underlying causal link between violent games and mental 
health outcomes to be investigated in Australia. International research from North 
America, Europe and Asia does not support the hypothesis that VVGs are related to 
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poor youth mental health outcomes. There is some evidence to suggest that 
excessive video game play is related to poor mental health. However, violent content 
has not been shown to affect mental health over and above general game play. 

Recommendation: We are satisfied on the whole with the level of evidence available, but 
this does not preclude the emergence of new data or research methods that may reveal new 
insights. In particular, further research into the relationship between video games more 
generally and mental health outcomes could strengthen the existing evidence base. 
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Appendix A 
 

 

Table 1: Search Criteria and Search Terms  
 

 Research Question Search Criteria Working Search 
Terms  

1 What are the main 
gaps in our 
understanding of the 
link between playing 
violent video games, 
and aggression and 
attitudes towards 
women, in Australia? 

Academic research conducted in Australian 
cohorts on any link between violent and 
extremely violent video games and 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  

“Violent video games” 
“Violent computer 
games” 
“Extremely violent 
video games” 
“First-person shooter” 
“Aggression” 
“Aggressive behaviour” 
“Attitudes towards 
women” 
“Gendered” 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
“Causational” 
“Intervention study” 
“Randomised 
controlled trial” 
“Meta-analysis” 
“Systematic review” 
“Longitudinal”  
“Impacts 
Behaviour/behaviour” 
 

2 What is the 
relationship between 
violent and 
extremely violent 
video games and 
aggression and/or 
attitudes towards 
women in 
international 
contexts? 

Academic research conducted in overseas 
contexts and cohorts on any link between 
violent and extremely violent video games 
and aggression, and attitudes towards 
women. We will give special attention to 
high-quality systematic reviews or meta-
analysis, or research measuring longitudinal 
outcomes. We will prioritise research 
conducted in comparable countries to 
Australia on social, cultural and political 
dimensions. High-quality research 
conducted in countries which are not 
generalisable to the Australian context will 
supplement this search, however receive 
lower prioritisation.  
 
We will also give consideration to academic 
research which identifies and 
operationalises levels of violent content or 
realism of violence in video games and 
explores the variance in impact on 
aggression, and attitudes towards women.  
 

We will use the same 
core search terms (in 
Row 1) removing 
references to Australia, 
with additional terms to 
explore levels of 
violence in games: 
“MA15+” 
“R18+  
“R”  
“Very violent” 
“Extremely violent” 
“Ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs extremely 
violent” 
“Violent vs ultra-violent” 
“Violent vs very violent” 
“Level of violence”  
“Unrated” 
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4 Do violent or 
extremely violent 
games impact the 
mental health of 
young game 
players? 

Academic research conducted exploring 
any link between violent and extremely 
violent video games and mental health 
outcomes for young people. We will give 
special attention to longitudinal research, as 
well as including both positive and negative 
mental health impacts. 

We will use the same 
core search terms (in 
Row 1), with additional 
terms relevant to 
mental health: 
“Mental health” 
“Young people” 
“Adolescents” 
“Suicide” 
“Anxiety” 
“Depression” 
“Cognitive benefits” 
“Social benefits” 
“Cognitive 
development” 
“Emotional 
development” 
“Cognitive impacts” 
“Social impacts” 

3 How can 
international and 
cross-jurisdictional 
research on the 
impact of violent 
games be 
generalised to the 
Australian context? 

Cross-cultural academic studies on violent 
video games, especially those involving 
countries likely to be compared to Australia.  
 
Any other research on the generalisability of 
international findings cross-culturally, and if 
available, to the Australian context and 
relating to aggression, attitudes to women 
and gaming. 

“Generalisable” 
“Generalisability” 
“Applicability” 
“Comparable”  
“Research” 
“Cross-cultural 
research”  
“Violent video games” 
“Attitudes to women” 
“Gaming“ 
“Australia” 
“Australian” 
 
(we will also include 
here names of 
countries that come up 
as most comparable to 
Australia) 
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Appendix B 
 

 

Different types of bias identified by researcher Christopher Ferguson 
 

Bias Description Influence on the debate on whether VVGs 
cause negative outcomes 

Citation 
bias 

Authors selectively reference 
studies that support their 
hypotheses, and exclude studies 
that contradict their hypotheses.  

VVG meta-analyses selectively include studies 
which match the researchers’ pre-determined 
hypotheses. Evidence suggests that scholars 
who neglect to refer to research which 
contradicts their hypotheses report higher effect 
sizes.176 

Publication 
bias 

Statistically significant effects are 
more likely to be reported in 
journals than null effects. 

Studies that find an effect of VVGs on 
aggression, attitudes towards women, and 
mental health outcomes are over-represented in 
the literature.177 Studies finding no relationship 
between VVGs and aggression are less likely to 
be published. This results in a false perception 
of the amount of evidence in favour of VVGs 
causing both positive and negative outcomes in 
players.  

Inflation 
bias 

Measures of aggression, attitudes 
towards women, and mental health 
outcomes are not standardised 
across studies and there is no 
consensus on how they should be 
interpreted.  

Study results can be selectively interpreted by 
authors to support their predetermined 
hypotheses. The authors of VVG meta-analyses 
may have biases which influence how they 
interpret and present evidence from the 
literature.178   
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Appendix C 
 

 

Aggression: Any behaviour directed toward another individual that is carried out with the 
proximate (i.e. immediate) intent to cause harm. In addition, the perpetrator must believe that 
the behaviour will harm the target, and that the target is motivated to avoid the behaviour.179 

Correlational study: A non-experimental research design in which the researcher measures 
two or more variables and assesses their statistical relationship (i.e. the correlation). 
Researchers use correlational studies to see whether these relationships exist, but the 
variables themselves are not manipulated by the researchers. While correlational research 
can demonstrate a relationship between variables, it cannot prove that changing one variable 
will change another.180  

Cross-sectional study: A non-experimental research design in which the researcher collects 
data from a sample at a specified point in time. As with correlational studies, the variables 
are not manipulated by the researchers, nor can the results be used to prove that one 
variable causes another.181 

Effect size: A numeric measure of the size or strength of a relationship between two 
variables. The larger the effect size, the stronger the relationship.182 

Experimental study: A study in which the researcher manipulates an independent variable to 
determine its effect on an outcome, randomly assigns participants to particular conditions, or 
both. Experimental studies are used to determine causal relationships.183 

Flow state: An experience of immersion and time distortion while engaged in a task.184 

Generalisability: The extent to which the results of a study can be applied to other contexts or 
circumstances. Also called external validity or applicability.185 

Longitudinal study: A research design in which the researcher repeatedly collects data from a 
sample over an extended period of time. A longitudinal study may be experimental or non-
experimental.186 

                                                
179 Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2002). Human aggression. Annual Review of Psychology, 53, 27-51. 
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Meta-analysis: The analysis of a group of individual study results with the aim of deriving 
conclusions about that body of research as a whole.187 Together with systematic reviews, 
meta-analyses are considered the strongest form of evidence on a topic. 

Non-experimental study: A study in which the researcher does not manipulate an 
independent variable to determine its effect on an outcome, does not randomly assign 
participants to particular conditions, or both. Instead, participants and/or outcomes are 
measured as they naturally occur. Non-experimental studies cannot prove causal 
relationships between variables.188 

Pre-registration: The public specification of a researcher’s research plan in advance of a 
study. Pre-registration aims to improve research integrity by preventing selective analysis 
and reporting of results that support the researcher’s own biases.189 

Prosocial: An attitude or behaviour that is oriented toward helping or benefiting others.190 

Randomised controlled trial (RCT): An experimental research design in which participants 
are randomly assigned to either receive the intervention that is being tested (the 
experimental or treatment group) or not (the control group). Members of each group are then 
followed up to see whether there are any differences in outcome. RCTs are considered the 
gold-standard method of determining whether there is a cause-effect relationship between 
the intervention and the outcome.191 

Replication: The ability of other researchers to repeat an experiment or observation under 
the same or similar conditions as the original research and obtain the same findings. Also 
called reproducibility.192 

Systematic review: A synthesis of the results from all available studies in a particular topic 
area that provides a thorough analysis of the studies’ collective results, strengths, and 
weaknesses. They seek to answer a clearly formulated question and use a pre-determined, 
explicitly defined search strategy to identify studies for inclusion.193 Together with meta-
analyses, systematic reviews are considered the strongest form of evidence on a topic. 
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Violent and very violent video games: Although the term is not well-defined in the literature, 
our review included research on video games that contain strong violence and high impact 
violence. These terms are used by Australian Classification194 as follows: 

Strong violence - Refers to violence such as shooting with real-life military weapons 
and some blood and gore. Video games containing strong violence are rated MA15+, 
meaning they are legally restricted to people aged 15 years and over. 

High impact violence - Refers to violence that is frequent and/or realistic, features 
content such as decapitation and/or dismemberment, and shows detailed wounds 
and large amounts of blood and gore. Video games containing high impact violence 
are rated R18+, meaning they are legally restricted to adults only. 

  

                                                
194 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (n.d.). Does your child 
play violent video games? Retrieved from https://www.classification.gov.au/classification-ratings/whats-ok-for-
children/does-your-child-play-violent-video-games#top 
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