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This study mvestigated the effects of reading extremely vielent versus mildly violent
comic books on the interpretation of relational provocation sitwations. One hundred and
seventeen introductory psychology studzns read dither an extremely violent comie book
or a mildly vielent comic book After reading the comic books, mimticipants read five
hypothetical stories in which o child, civsed a relationally aEeressive event fo ooonr o
anuther child, but the intent of the provocatens was ambiguous. Afler each story, partici-
punts were asked 4 series of questions abont the provecateur's intent; potential retaliation
toward the provocateor; and the provocatent’s emotional state, Responses were ended in
terms ol amount of negative nnd viokent content, Resulls indicabed that participants read-
ing the extremely violent comic books ascribed more hostile ntent 1w (he provocatens,
suggested more retaliation wward the provecatenr, and atiributed o more negative emo-
tional state 1o the provocateur than participants reading the mildly viokent eomic bonk.
These data suggest that social infoemation processing of relationally aggressive situations
is influenced by violent comic hooks, even if the comic books do net contain themes of
relational aggression,

n the 19505, concem that violence in comic books might increase aggression in chil-

dren (Wertham. 1954) led 10 the development of 4 Comics Code Authority, a self-cen-

soring agency for comic ook content developed and enforced by the producers of
comic boaks {Savage, 1990). However, the top-selling comic books today are laden with
agoressive acts, many displaying graphic gore and sexual themes. Despite the eurrent high
level of ageression in comic hooks, little recent research has assessed the impact of via-
lence in comics on agaressive behavior and thoughts { Potenza, Verhoeff, & Weiss, 1996).
The research that has been conducted, however, suggests that exposure to violent themes
in comic books may have & negative impact on individuals’ secial information processing,
For instance, Kirsh and Olezak (2000) induced a hostile attributional bias (HAB3 in adult
miales, hut not females, by having them read violent comic hooks, Individuals with a HAB
infer hostile intent o the actions of another, even though the intent of that individual is
unclear (Dill, Andeeson, Anderson, & Deuser, 1997; Dodge, 1980). Importantly, one
explanation [or the link between reading vialent comic books and aggression comes from
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the literature on social information processing in aggressive children. Dodge {1980) con-
fends that ageressive children et ageressively, in part, due o a HAB, Thos, when fros-
trated in social sitoations {e.g., being pushed into a puddle), 1 HAB may lead agpressive
individuals to interpret the sifuation as resulting from hostile intent and thus respond
ageressively (Dodge & Frame, 1982),

Although Eirsh and Olceak™s (20000 research surzests that violent comic books may
have a bigger negative impact on social information processing for males than for females,
it is also possible that the nature or tvpe of HAB assessed influcnced participants’
responding, Across childhood and adolescence, boys are more fikely than girls w0 engage
in acts of overt aggression (Parke & Slaby, 1983, Thus, initial research on HAB primari-
Iv focused on boys who engaged in frequent acts of overt aggression, such as hitting, push-
ing, and physical threats {Dodeze, 1980; Dodge & Frame, 1982). As such, the dependent
variable in early assessments of HAR bias involved provoecation situations likely 1o result
in a retaliatory act of overt aggression, For instance, a typical ambiguous provocation sce-
nario deseribed a child being pushed into the mued or being hit in the back with a ball.
Crick (1995) describes this type of provocation scenario as “emphasizing conflicts of an
instrumental nature™ (p. 315} Although instrumental provocabion scenarios assess a HAB
imvolving overt aggression, these types of scenarios may be unlikely to clicit a HAB asso-
ciated with relational aggression (Crck, [995). Relational aggression involves social
exclusion (g.g., nol inviling someone 10 a party) or social manipulation (e.g., spreading
rumors, threatening not to be a fricnd ) in order to control another’s behavior (Crick, 19495},
In contrast 1o overt agaression, research has shown that relational ageression appears to
be more characteristic of girls than boys (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; MoeNeilly-Chogue,
Hart, Robinson, Nelson, & Olsen, 1996).

To date, research assessing media-related HAB has primarily utilized instrumental
provecation situations in order 1o assess overt aggression. For instance, Kirsh (19498} and
Kirsh and Olezak (20000 used armbiguous provocation scenarios based on Dodge’s (1980)
original scenarios, all of which involve acts of instrumental aggression. Furthermore, as
Werner and Crick (1999) point ouot. little s known abomt relational aggression in early
adulihood, Given that overt and relational forms of aggression represent different types of
aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 19953), and thus have potentially different antecedents and
consequences, a purpose of the present research is to assess the impact of reading violent
comic books on HAB using relationally aggressive scenarios. To test the proposition that
reading violent comic books leads to o relational HAB, participants read either an
extremely viokent comic book or a relatively nonviolent comic book. Tt should be noted
that the present experimental stimuli (1.e., comic books) do not contain instonces of rela-
tinnal aggression. Why then, should we expect to see violent comic books that do net con-
teain relatiomal aggression inducing a relational HAR?

According to Bushman {1998), exposure to media viclence can prime an individual's
poeressive network. An agpressive network containg associations amoeng aggressive
thoughts, aggressive memories, provocational stimuli, potential responses to provoca-
tions, and concemitant emotions. Tn additien, sm aceessible network is believed o aid in
the processing and interpretation of social information (Bushman, 1998). An aggressive
network becomes accessible through frequent use or through a temporary incresse (i.e.,
privanz) due o exposure W aeeressive stimuoli (e, violent madiad, Tmportantly, the can-
tent of the aggressive stimuli (e.g., hiting. kicking) involved in priming the aggressive
network does not have to be related o the observed apgressive behavior (e,g., threat, gos-
siping) or thoughts resulting from an accessible agoressive network (Bushinan, [OGE).
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For the present study, the violent comic books should prime participants’ ageressive
networks, potentially influencing participants’ respanses 1o the relational provocation sce-
narios. Thus, it is hypothesized that individuals exposed to the extremely violent comic
books will show evidence of 4 HAB and ascribe more hostile intent to the provocateur
than adults exposed to the relatively nonviolent comic books. Furthenmore, it is hypothe-
sized that participants reading the extremely violent comic books will sugsest more retal-
iation and ascribe a more negative emotional state to the harmdoer than ether participants,

Since repeated activation of an aggressive network should make it chronically accessi-
ble (Bushman, 1998), individuals with high trait hostility are believed to process social
information with an aggressive network. In support of this centention, Epps and Keridall
(1995]), found a significant relationship hetween trait hostility and HAB. Thus, based on
previous research, we expect to find that as trait hostility increases, participants will
ascribe more hostile intent, suggest more retakiation, and attribute a mare negative emo-
tional state to the provecaleur,

Due (o the expected link between it hostility and social information processing, par-
Bicipants’ trait tendency to respond with hostility and anger will be measured prior to the
experimental condition. In order 1o assess a comic book-induced relutional HAR, inde-
pendent of trait hostility, we will then statistically remove the influence of trait hostility on
the dependent variable. In summary, the primary purpese of the present research is to inves-
tigate the influence of comic books on social information processing related (o relational
agaression. We expect the violent comic books to bias social information processing toward
aggressive responding and we expect o find these effects independent of trait hostility,

METHOD

Participants

The participants were 117 introductory psychelogy students (68% female) at a mid-sized
college in Western New York state. The distribution of males and females in this study
Approximated the gender distribution at the college.

Procedure

AL the beginning of the semester. participants filled out the Buss-Durkee Hostility
Inventory (BDHI, Buss & Durkee, 19537) 1o assess their trait level of hostility.
Approximately 6-10 weeks later, these participants were recruited 10 participate in the
comic book study, Research assistants, blind to the participant’s trait hostility scores, ran-
domly assigned participants to one of two conditions: Extremely Violent and Mildly
Vielent. Participants in the extremely violent condition read comic books with a high
degree of violence and aggressive themes, Participants in the Mildly violenl condition
read a relatively nonviolent comic book,

T help reduce the demand characteristics of the study, participants were told that the
researchers were developing mesasures for two separate studies on children and that we
need their input to help develop appropriate measures. First, participants read their
assigned comic book and completed the Comic Book Rating task. Then, as a separate
assessment, participants read and answered questions about @ series of relational prove-
cation stories. For this task, participants were asked to respond to the questions as they
theught a |0-year-old would respond. The Relational Provocation Stories task is o ype of
projective test. Thus, participants’ responses should reflect their curnent state of mind,
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with regard o hostile/non-hostile perceptions. Wherens some participants will respond
negatively, others will respond neutrally or positively. The affect'positivily-negativity
asspciated with participanis” "child-like” responses are in faet projections of the partiei-
pants” current cognilivedemotional state. AL the same time, this line of questioning shoald
mainain the pretense that the researchers were developing experimental measures for
children. Finally, participants were asked a series of questions about their own expericnee
with comics books using a Comic Book History Form

Materials

Comie Books. The exiremely violent comic hooks shown to participanis were Cremaion
Curse of the Spawn, Deark Realm, Evil Ernie, Homifelde, Purearor, and Wilchidade,
Approximately 85% ol the panels in the violenl comic books contain violent aets andfor
ageressive themes: examples include amputations, blood lening, fghting, sore, killing,
threatening words, property destruction, and forcible restraint. The mildly vielent comics
shown to paricipants were Archie, Cherry Blossorm, Dexier's Laboratery, Pocolonras,
Rugrars, and Sabrina. Less than 105 of the panels in these comic books conlain mildly
violent acls andfor aggressive themes: examples include, pushing, name calling. and trip-
ping. Both the extremely violent mmd mildly vielent comic beoks were examined by two
independent coders for instances of relational aggression; none were found, There were no
disagrecments between coders.

To help equate the two experimental conditions on reading, related boredom, and
fatigue, participanis in the extremely violent condition read tw Tull extremely violent
comics whereas participants in the mildly violent condition read approximalely. one and
one-guarter in the mildly violent comic books, Both conditions involved approximately 20
minutes of reading,

Courric Dok History Form, Participants were asked 10 provide a list of comic hooks
they have read in the last & months and how often they read comic books.

Cannic Hook Rating Form. Participants vated the viclence (Aggression), humor
(Himor), interest level (Interest), and overall likeability (Like) of their assipned comic
book. All guestions involved T=point Likert-lype scales.

Predispositional Anger. Panticipants” propensity to respond 1o a variely of situations
with anger was assessed using the BDHIL The BOHI consists of 75 true-Talse questions
made up of seven subscales and a total hostility score. For the present study, the vanable
Traut Hostility was created by computing @ median split on the total BDHI hostility score
and dividing porticipants into low and high hostility groups.

Refational Provocation Stories Task. For this assessment, parlicipants read five hypo-
thetical stories in which a relationally aggressive event occurs 10 g child, but the intent of
the provocateur is unclear. For instance, i one story, when a chald sits down at the lunch
table, the peers at the table stop talking and do not say anyihing to the child, For cach sce-
nario, the gender of both the provocuteur and of the child protagonist was not stated. The
dependent variables (i.e., relational provecation stories), were adapted lrom a program of
research by Crick and associates (e.g., Crick, 1995; Crick & Grotpeter, 1993). Afier each
story, participants were asked six questions: two guestions aboul the provocateor’s intent;
twio guestions about potential retaliation and punishmem woward the provocateur; and two
questions about the provocatenr’s emotional state. Besponses were written down by par-
ticipants and then coded in lerms of amoont of nepative amd agpressive contenl.
Specifically, responses that indicated a high degree of aggression and negative content
fe.g, 1 hit them™; “1'd make them soffer” were coded as a “27) Responses indicating
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a moderate amount of pegative contenl or aggression (e.g., “They didn't like me™: *1'd
spredd a mimor aboul them”} were coded as a 17 Neotral or positive responses were
coded as a 0" Examples of this type of response inglude, “They didn’t know | sat down™
ancl “They haven't invited me vet” One coder, blind to cxperimental condition, coded the
transcripts. A second coder. also blind, coded a randomly selected 23% of the Iranscripts,
Inter-rater reliability (Cohen's kappa) was 90,

Composite variables were formed by combining like questions. Specifically, the twao
intent-related gquestions were combined to form an Tntent variable; the twa punishment-
related guestions were combined to form o Retaliation variable; and the two emotion-
related questions were combined o form an Emotion variable, For each composite
variable (Intent, Retaliotion, Emotion). responses were summed across all five stories
(possible range: (220). Cronbach's alpha scores for the 10 responses within each com-
posite variable ranged from 62 to 75,

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Comic Book Histery. Few participants in this sindy had recently read 1 comic book. In
fact, only 75 had read a comic book (violent or nenviolent) in the last 6 months. Thus,
prior exposure to comic books does not appear W be a factor in this study.

Trait Hostilin. Analyses were conducted to nssess the relation between trait hostility and
scores on the composite variables. Results indicated significant Pearson product-moment
correlations between trait hosility and Intent (r = 25, p < 01) and Retaliation (¢ = 32, p <
D1 The correlation between triit hostility and Emotion was not significant (=097,

Comic Book Ratings. To verity that the extremely violent and mildly viclent comic
books were categorized comrectly, an analysis of varance (ANOVA) was condueted to 1est
for differences in perceived aggression of the mildly violent and extremely violent comic
Jbooks, Resulls indicated a significont main effect for comic book, £ (1,114 = 657.6, p=
001, with the extremely violent comic books being rated as significantly more violent than
the mildly violent comic books,

In addirtion, 1o test for differences in participants” perceptions of the comic books, a
serics of ANOVAS was conducted. For Like, there was a significant main effect for
Comic Book, F {1,114} = 38,6, p < .00, Participants liked the mildly violent comic
books significantly more than the cxtremely violen comic books, For Humor, there was
a significant main effect for Comic Book, # (1,114) = 82,6, p < 001, in which the mild-
Ly viodenl comic books were rated o significantly more humorous than extremely vio-
fent comic books. For Interest, the ANOWYA was nonsiznificant. Given thal participanis’
perceptions of the comic books may influence their responses to the ambiguous stories,
Like and Humor were emered ps eovariates in subsequent anolyses, Table | presents
means and standard deviations for the comic ook ratings.

Main Analyses

In arder ta test the contention that violent comic books influence the processing of =ocial
information, a 2 {Comic Book) x 2 (Gender) multivariate anal ysis of covariance was con-
ductid, with Trait Hostility, Like. and Humor as the covariates. Results indicated a sig-
nificant multivariate main effect for Comic Book, F (3, LOH) = 664, p < 01 and for the
covariate, Trait Hostlity, F (3, 108) = 5.87, p < 01, Follow-up univariate analyses of
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covariance (ANCOYAs) were then conducted for each composite variable. For Intent, the:
mnivariate main effect for Comic Book was significant, F (1, 108) = 118, p = 001
Results indicated that participants reading the extremely violent comic books aseribed
more hostile intent to the provocateur than participants reading the mildly vielent comic
hooks. The univariate follow-up test Tor Retaliation yielded 2 significant main effect for
Comic Book, F ([, 108) = 1145, p < .001. Participants reading the extremely violent
comie book suggested more retaliation than participants reading the mildly violent comic
books, Results for Emotion indicated a significant Comic Book univariate main effect, &
(1, 108y =239, p = .001. Participants reading the extremely violent comic books inferred
a more negative emotional state to the provecateor than did the participants reading the
mildly violent comic books. No other significant differences were cvident. Table 2 pres-
ents the estimated means and standard ervors for the composite variables.

DISCUSSION

Clonsistent with previous rescarch using overt provocation situations (Firsh & Olczak,
20HI), the current findings support Buszhman's (1998} contention that an individual with
a chronically agpressive network (.g., a person high in it hostility} will demonstrate
biased social informarion processing. Furthermaore, reading violent comic books appears
to influence judgments refated w intention, retaliation, and emotion in ambiguous provo-
cation scenaries, These findings are consistent with research showing a link between
aggressive themes in comic books and agaressive feelings (Brand, 1969) and perceptions
of sociul situatons (Kirsh & Olezak, 20007, Thus, comic books may have the same influ-
ence on the cognitive processing of social information as other investigators have found
to be the case for movics, television, and even weapons [Geen, 1993).

TABLE. 1. Mean and Standard Deviations (in Parentheses) for Comic Book Ralings

Mildly Extremely
Comic Book Type Question Violent Yiolent
How much did vou like vour comic book? 3.9(1.3) 25017
How interesting did you find your comic book? 3714 3407
How humorous did you find your comic book? 3.3(1.3) 18110
How ageressive did you [ingd your comic book? 2001.%) 0.8 (07

Note. Significant differences between comic books: *p < 01

TABLE 2. Estimated Means and Standard Errors (in Parentheses} of Intent,
Retalintion, and Emotion as a Function of Gender and Comic Book Type

Composite Variables

TIntent Fewliaion  Emaotion
Comic Book
Mildly-Violent (# = 59) 6.3 (0.3) 4.7 (0.3) 8.0 (0.3
Exrremely-Violent {n = 58) T.800.3) 7.1 (0.5) 10.1 {0.3)
Gender
Male (n = 37y 7.0 {03} 6.l (0.5) o4 (0.3

Female (n = 80) T1 {[J.E_] 5.8 (L) H.8 (0.2)



Vielen: Cownrioy ard Agyressicnn i

Gender differences in the perception of relational provocation situations were not evi-
dent. The relatively small sample of males mited the power of our analyses, thus mak-
ing it more difficult (o find gender differences. However, it is also possible that for
females and males, vielent comic books influence perceptions of relational ageression
similarly. In contrast, previous research has shown that for ambiguous provocation sce-
narios emphasizing overs aggression, violent comic books appeared to have less of an
effect on the processing of social information for females than for males (Kirsh &
Olezak, 20003, Thus, when assessing the impact of violent media on social information
processing, researchers may need to more carefully consider the nature of the dependent
variable {e.z., perception of overt vs. relational aggression). However, given the small
number of males in this study, the contention that perceptions of overt and relational
aggression differ requires replication with a larger sample size,

Bushman ([998) contends that in response o experiences with aggression individuals
develop an aggressive network. Our data support the contention that violent media tem-
porarily increases the accessibility of an aggressive network, Independent of trait hostility,
which indicales an individual™s chronic level of aceessibility, we found that extremely vio-
lent comic books also influenced the perception of relational provocation situations. Given
that highly active aggressive networks increase the likelihood of aggressive behavior
(Bushman, 1998), reguent exposure 1 violent comic books may inereasa the likelihood of
ageressive behavior by contributing to the activation of an individual's aggressive network,
However, the present resulis were found using a relatively small sample of comic books
{i.c., 65-7 comic books per condition). thus potentially limiting the generalizability of the
findings (Wells & Windschitl, 1999). Tn addition, the possibility exists that the method-
ological procedure of having participants “think fike a [-year-old” led participants o
veapond to the ambiguous provecaton situations with speculation about the ellects of
comic books on children, rather than projecting their own interpretation of the scenarios,
However, given the primacy of affect in influencing cognitive judgmems (Zajone, |995)
participants” inferpretations of ambiguous stimuli, regardless if done for the self or for how
another might think. should primarily reflect the participant’s currenl emolional state,
Furthermore, additional research is necessary tn determing how long afler reading violemt
comic books the priming elTect lasts. [t may be reasonable to comclude that the effects of
violent comic books may last longer or perhaps be stronger i individuals who are dispo-
sitionally hostile than in those who are not. These are areas for future research.

In conclusion, the processing of relationally aggressive ambiguons provocation situa-
tions appears to be affected by both personality-based variables, such as rait hostility, and
envirommental faciors, such os extremely violent comic books. Frevious research has
found that vialent media effects are more difficult to demonstrate in adults than in chil-
dren (Dubow & Miller, 1996). As such, the significant findings of the present study sug-
et that a similar assessment using children and adolescents is warranied.
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