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Despite a lack of research linking school shootings to video games, video games are frequently associated
with school shootings carried out by White perpetrators. Because there is a stereotypical association
between racial minorities and violent crime, it is possible that people often look toward video games as
a cause for school shootings committed by White perpetrators who do not fit this stereotype. Consistent
with this notion, Study 1 (n � 169) found that participants who read a mock news story about a school
shooting were more likely to blame video games when the shooter was White than when the shooter was
Black. Study 2 examined 204,796 news stories of 204 mass shootings committed in the United States and
found that, when a shooting occurred at a school, video games were 8.35 times more likely to be
discussed when the shooter was White than when the shooter was Black.

Public Policy Relevance Statement
Two studies confirmed the notion that racial stereotyping leads people to accept school shootings
committed by Black perpetrators without seeking external explanations, but when school shootings
are committed by White perpetrators, people often blame video games for the violent act. Given the
growing body of research failing to find links between video games and real-world acts of horrific
violence, it appears that racial stereotyping might be one reason some continue to blame video games
for school shootings.
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There is little scientific evidence linking the playing of violent
video games to the perpetration of real-world acts of violence such as

homicides or school shootings (American Psychological Association,
2015; Australian Government Attorney-General’s Department, 2010;
Brown v. Entertainment Merchants Association, 2011; DeVos,
Nielsen, & Azar, 2018). Research done by numerous scholars from
psychology, communication, criminology, sociology, and economics
examining such violence has found that when people are consuming
violent video games, societal violence tends to decrease (Beerthuizen,
Weijters, & van der Lann, 2017; Cunningham, Engelstätter, & Ward,
2016; Markey, Markey, & French, 2015; Ward, 2011). Consistent
with these findings, various surveys of scholars and clinicians have
indicated that most of these experts do not believe video games are a
serious danger to society (cf., Ferguson, 2015; Ivory et al., 2015;
Quandt et al., 2015). Due to lack of evidence, the American Psycho-
logical Association’s Society for Media and Technology division,
which focuses on the impact of media on human behavior, released a
statement specifically requesting that the news, media, and politicians
avoid linking violent media to school (News Media, Public Education
and Public Policy Committee, 2017). Despite this, the media, politi-
cians, and even some scholars often link school shootings to video
games.
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Within the United States, violent crime rates are, historically,
disproportionally high among racial minorities from low-income
urban areas (LaFree, Baumer, & O’Brien, 2010). Despite the
relative frequency of violent crimes among this population, it is
uncommon to hear speculation that video games are to blame for
violence committed by racial minorities. However, video games
are frequently mentioned as a potential cause of school shootings
when the perpetrator is not a racial minority. For example, the
tragic 1999 high-school shooting at Columbine High School in
Littleton, Colorado, carried out by White perpetrators has been
linked to video games by the media (Radford, 2000), politicians
(Kain, 2013), and even scholars (Anderson & Dill, 2000).

The Columbine High School shooting was not an isolated instance
wherein some scholars have attempted to link video games to school
shootings. Researchers examining mundane, laboratory-based forms
of aggression (e.g., giving too much hot sauce to another person,
exposing someone to an unpleasant noise, or self-reporting negative
feelings) frequently discuss horrific acts of violence in the intro-
ductions of their scientific articles. Moreover, these works seem to
disproportionately mention White perpetrators. For example, every
article cited in a recent meta-analysis on the effects of violent
video games (Anderson et al., 2010) that mentioned school shoot-
ings also discussed shootings carried out by White perpetrators.1

Although members of racial minority groups have committed
42.4% of nongang- and nondrug-related school shootings in the
United States (Stanford University, 2016), violent video games
receive little speculative attention as a causal factor in these
instances. This racial discrepancy in the attention video games
receive following school shootings persists even though White
youth use video games and other media proportionally less than
racial minorities (Rideout, Lauricella, & Wartella, 2011).

These tendencies for some researchers and others to look toward
violent video games as a potential cause for school shootings
committed by White youth, despite the proportionally greater
prevalence of video game use among non-White youth, may be a
result of stereotypical associations between various minority
groups (e.g., Black, Latino) and violent crime. It is well known that
various racial minorities are often stereotypically associated with
violent crime (Devine, 1989) and that this effect seems particularly
strong with the stereotyping of Black Americans (Correll, Park,
Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies,
2004; Greenwald, Oakes, & Hoffman, 2003). For example, re-
search has consistently found that people often stereotype Blacks
as having a tendency toward violence, criminality, and hostility
(cf., Devine, 1989; Devine & Elliot, 1995; Krueger, 1996; Madon
et al., 2001). Such stereotyping may lead people to accept school
shootings committed by Black perpetrators without explanation
but seek explanations (such as violent video games) for the poten-
tial causes of school shootings when conflicted with the stereo-
typical perceptions of what a violent person looks like—such as
when a perpetrator is White.

Overview of Present Research

The current research presents two studies designed to examine
the association between the race of a violent perpetrator and the
amount of blame attributed to video games for school shootings.
Study 1 used an experimental manipulation to examine the causal
effect of a perpetrator’s race (Black or White) on the degree to

which people blame video games for school shootings. In Study 2,
over 200,000 news articles concerning 204 shootings were ana-
lyzed to confirm whether video games were discussed more often
when the perpetrator of a school shooting was White than when the
perpetrator was Black.

Study 1

Study 1 investigated the importance of perpetrator race in a
laboratory experiment by exposing participants to a mock news
story featuring a school shooting committed by either a Black or
White perpetrator who happened to be a video game enthusiast.
After reading the news story, participants reported the culpability
of video games for the depicted crime.

Method

Participants. One hundred sixty-nine undergraduate students
enrolled in communication courses were recruited to participate in
the study for course credit. A priori sample size calculations using
G�Power 3.0 for our predicted effects suggested a target sample
size of 128 to 198 to achieve a power of .80, approximating an
effect size (f) between .20 and .25. This estimated effect size is
consistent with the racial effects previously found in research in
which fictionalized matched candidates from different racial groups
apply for jobs (cf., Jacquemet & Yannelis, 2012; Pager, 2003; Pager,
Western, & Bonikowski, 2009; Pedulla, 2014). Of the participants in
the current study, 65.1% were female and 34.9% were male. The
majority of the participants were White (88.13%) and the remaining
were Asian or Pacific Islander (6.25%), Black (3.75%), Middle East-
ern (1.25%), and Hispanic (0.06%). Mean age of the participants was
19.56 years (SD � 1.72) and median age was 19. Participation in the
study, including the informed consent procedure, was conducted
according to institutional review board stipulations and with the
institutional review board’s approval.

Design. This study used a single-factor between-participants
design, with the perpetrator race manipulated across two condi-
tions (Black and White). The race of the perpetrator was varied in
a mock newspaper story that candidates were given to read during
the study. All dependent measures and covariates were collected
using a paper-and-pencil questionnaire instrument administered in
the packet with the mock stories.

Stimulus materials. Participants read a mock newspaper item
that was created for use in the study. The fictional story described
a fictional fatal mass shooting event carried out by an invented
18-year-old youth named David Wilson at the fictional “Adams
High School.” The story described the shooting event, mentioning
a number of injuries and fatalities and reporting that Adams had
been taken into custody. The story also mentioned that “Wilson”
was an avid fan of violent video games but did not offer overt
speculation as to whether his video game play might have been a
contributing factor in the shooting. Any identifying information
that suggests a location of the event was withheld for ambiguity
purposes. A small (approximately 2� � 2�) black-and-white mug
shot of “Wilson” was included in the second column of the story.
The only element of the story that varied across conditions was the

1 Patrick M. Markey is also the author of one of these studies that
discussed violent video games in the context of school shootings.
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picture included in the mug shot, which featured either a Black or
White subject with an otherwise identical story across conditions.

The story was formatted in a vertical two-column newspaper
format, accompanied by a brief headline and subheading, emulat-
ing a newspaper story. The original copies of the stimulus mate-
rials were reproduced multiple times on a photocopier, torn along
the story’s edges, and then frayed slightly at the corners before
participants’ individual copies were prepared. This preparation helped
to ensure that the story copies exhibited the minimal blurring, rough
edges, and discoloration typical of clipped and photocopied news
items. The story was placed in a packet with another mock story that
detailed endangered whales and threats from recreational boats.

Independent variable. The perpetrator race variable was ma-
nipulated by randomly varying the mug shot picture of “Wilson”
that was shown in the newspaper article. Black-and-white pictures
accompanying the stories were selected during a pretest with 17
participants who were not involved with the main study. In the
pretest, participants evaluated 26 mug shots (13 Black, 13 White),
which were selected from a geographically distant state’s public
sex offender database. Pretest participants rated each of the mug
shots along four dimensions using seven-point scales: “attractive/
unattractive,” “dangerous/not dangerous,” “kind/unkind,” and “vi-
olent/not violent.” From this group, six mug shots (three Black,
three White) were selected that did not significantly differ from
one another along any of these four dimensions (p � .05), ensuring
that race was manipulated in the mug shots without accompanying
variation in these other dimensions.

All six of these pictures were used in the study, with the three
Black mug shots randomly distributed in stories in the Black mug
shot condition and the three White mug shots randomly distributed
in stories in the White mug shot condition. Multiple images were
utilized to aid in the generalizability of results, ensuring that any
observed effect would be attributed to race and not idiosyncratic
details of a single mug shot.

Dependent variable. A pair of 7-point Likert-type question-
naire items assessed the extent to which participants considered “Wil-
son’s” violent video game play at least partly culpable for the depicted
crime. The items asked participants to rate their agreement with two
statements: “The fact that Wilson played a lot of violent video games
was probably a factor in his committing this crime,” and “Wilson
might not have committed this crime if he were not involved with
violent video games” (1 � strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree).
These items were combined to form an index of perceptions of
perceived violent video game culpability, which was reliable (Cron-
bach’s � � .84).

A number of items in the instrument were also included to mask
the study’s intent. These decoy items asked items were unrelated
to a given study’s focus (e.g., gun ownership, school security,
endangered species protection efforts, restrictions on boats). Re-
sponses for these measures were not analyzed for the study.

Covariates. To control for participants’ video game experi-
ence, they were asked how many hours a week they spent playing
video games (including computer, console, online, or arcade
games). In addition, to assess whether participants’ perceptions of
“Wilson’s” social environment might serve as a confounding vari-
able in their assessments of culpability, participants were asked to
rate their agreement with the statement: “The social environment
Wilson lived in was probably a factor in his committing this
crime” (1 � strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree).

Procedure. Participants took part in the study in groups of 10 to
20 in a large room. After signing an informed consent form, they were
seated at tables and given instructions. Participants were told they
would receive two sample news stories and a questionnaire about
them but were not told that the stories were mock news items. Packets
containing the two news items and the questionnaire instrument were
then passed out to the participants, with the mug shots randomly
varied in each packet’s copy of the crime story. Participants were then
given time to finish reading both news items and complete the
questionnaire. After finishing the items and questionnaire, participants
received a debriefing statement with information about the study
(including the study’s manipulation) and were credited and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

We hypothesized that perpetrator’s race would affect participants’
perceptions of violent video games’ culpability for the shooting, with
participants tending to assign more culpability to violent video games
in the White perpetrator condition than in the Black perpetrator
condition. A one-way analysis of variance test with perpetrator race as
the independent factor and the perceived violent video game culpa-
bility index as the dependent variable found a significant effect, F(1,
167) � 8.63, p � .004, �p

2 � .049, such that participants perceived
significantly more violent video game culpability in the White per-
petrator condition (M � 3.79, SD � 1.38) than in the Black perpe-
trator condition (M � 3.13, SD � 1.55; M difference � .66, 95%
confidence interval [CI] [0.21, 1.10]). When the test was repeated as
an analysis of covariance with the control variables (participants’
video game play and perceptions of social environment culpability),
the effect of perpetrator race remained significant, F(1, 165) � 6.66,
p � .011, �p

2 � .039. The video game play covariate was also
significant, F(1, 165) � 16.069, p � .001, �p

2 � .089, such that people
who did not play video games were more likely to blame video games
for school shootings, but the perceptions of social environment cul-
pability covariate was nonsignificant, F(1, 165) � 3.27, p � .072,
�p

2 � .019.

Study 2

Study 2 examined news reports of mass shootings committed by
Black and White perpetrators at both school locations and non-
school locations. Consistent with the findings from the previous
study, it was hypothesized that when a White perpetrator commit-
ted a mass shooting at a school, news articles would be more likely
to discuss video games than when the perpetrator was Black. In
addition, it was explored whether this effect also occurred when
shootings happened at nonschool locations. This auxiliary analysis
of nonschool shootings was carried out because video games are
often associated with youth2 (Yee, 2006). Therefore, it is possible
that the race of the perpetrator of a mass shooting will only be
relevant if the shooting occurred at a school-related location.

Method

Information about the location, date, name, and race of perpe-
trator was obtained using the Stanford Mass Shootings in America

2 The belief that video games are played primarily by young people is an
incorrect stereotype, as the average gamer is 35 years old (Entertainment
Software Association, 2017).
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(Stanford University, 2016) data project. The Stanford Mass
Shootings in America project contains information about mass
shootings that occurred in the United States from 1966 until 2016,
and the Mother Jones mass shooting database was used to subli-
mate these data between 2016 and 2018 (Follman, Aronsen, &
Pan, 2018). The definition for mass shootings used in this research
was three or more shooting victims, not including the shooter. In
addition, the shooting must not have been identifiably gang-,
drug-, or organized crime-related.

Although the video game industry began in 1971, with the first
commercially sold coin-operated video game Computer Space, it did
not gain widespread attention until the release of the Atari 2600 game
console in 1977 (Goldberg & Vendel, 2012). Therefore, for the
current analysis, only mass shootings that occurred after 1977 were
included in the analysis. Based on this data set, 204 mass shootings
were identified that were committed by either Black (n � 73) or
White (n � 131) perpetrators between 1978 and 2018.

Identification of relevant news stories involved a search of the
LexisNexis database using the search term (“Name of Perpetra-
tor”) AND (“shooting” or “shot”) AND (“kill” or “victim”). The
terms “shooting,” “shot,” “kill,” and “victim” were added to the
search to avoid returning newspaper articles discussing individuals
with similar names as the perpetrator. This method returned 204,796
newspaper articles discussing these 204 mass shootings. To determine
when these articles discussed video games, the term AND (“video
games”) was added to this previous search and returned 6,814 articles
that mentioned video games when discussing these mass shootings.

Results and Discussion

As seen in Figure 1, descriptive statistics indicated that when the
shooting occurred at a school, news articles discussed video games

6.8% of the time when the perpetrator was White but mentioned
video games only 0.5% of the time when the perpetrator was
Black. In a similar manner, video games were rarely mentioned
when the shooting occurred a nonschool location when the perpe-
trator was either White (1.8%) or Black (1.7%).

Because data were nested (news articles were nested within
shooting perpetrator), multilevel logistic regression was used to
test the effects of race (Black or White), location (nonschool-
related location or school-related location), and the interaction of
these effects on whether a newspaper article discussed video
games. See Table 1 for results from the full model. Importantly,
the predicted significant interaction between perpetrator race and
shooting location emerged. Probing the significant interaction in-
dicated that among shootings that occurred at nonschool-related
locations, the race of the perpetrator was not related to whether the
articles discussed video games, B � 0.37, t(151) � 1.29, p � .20,
95% CI [�0.20, 0.94], odds ratio � 1.45. However, if the shooting
occurred at a school-related location, video games were discussed
significantly more often when the perpetrator was White than
when the perpetrator was Black, B � 2.12, t(49) � 3.48, p � .001,
95% CI [0.89, 3.34], odds ratio � 8.35.

General Discussion

Research has consistently found that violent video games are
not related to real-world acts of violence, such as homicides or
school shootings, and various professional societies have ex-
plicitly noted that research does not support such claims (cf.,
APA, 2015; Beerthuizen et al., 2017; Cunningham et al., 2016;
Markey et al., 2015; News Media, Public Education and Public
Policy Committee, 2017; Ward, 2011). Even with such evi-
dence, scholars, lawmakers, and the media frequently link video

Figure 1. Percentage of time news articles discussed video games following a mass shooting committed by
White and Black perpetrators occurring at school and nonschool locations.
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games to school shootings, especially when the perpetrator is
White. One possible reason for such a linkage is that there is a
stereotypical association between racial minorities and violent
crime (cf., Devine, 1989; Devine & Elliot, 1995; Krueger, 1996;
Madon et al., 2001). This may cause individuals to seek an
external explanation (like violent video games) when attempt-
ing to understand why an act of violence was carried out by a
White perpetrator. However, when such an act of violence is
carried out by a racial minority, individuals may not feel
compelled to seek an external explanation because the race of
the perpetrator fits their stereotype of what a violent criminal
looks like. Consistent with this notion, the experimental nature
of Study 1 provided evidence that a perpetrator’s race causes
individuals to blame video games for the violent act more often
when the shooter is White than when the shooter is Black. In a
similar manner, Study 2 found that video games were discussed
8.35 times more frequently when the perpetrator was White
than when he was Black.

Critically, the speculation about video games in the wake of
mass shooting tragedies is not only misplaced, as evidenced by this
study and previous research, but also the discussion about video
games may serve as an indirect marker of a broader racial problem.
If video games are disproportionately mentioned as a possible
culprit for mass shootings with White perpetrators, and if audi-
ences are more likely to interpret White perpetrators’ video game
use as a contributor to shootings, then the video game “blaming”
can also be viewed as flagging a racial issue. Such “blaming”
serves as a symptom of a broader racial problem. This problem is
one in which media sources and audiences are more receptive to
alternate causes for mass shootings perpetrated by Whites than by
members of minority groups. This disparity may have dire conse-
quences, not only affecting perceptions of video games’ effects but
also reflecting disparities in the culpability we assign to criminals
depending on their race.

Media pundits and other public figures appear to be quick to
suggest that video games may be to blame for horrific acts of
violence when the perpetrators of these crimes do not fit their
image of a person who might commit a violent crime. Given the
growing body of research failing to find links between video
games and real-world acts of violence (Beerthuizen et al., 2017;
Cunningham et al., 2016; Markey et al., 2015; Ward, 2011),
hopefully, media, politicians, and scholars will be more cautious
when discussing media effects in the context of school shootings.
Such a concern is particularly relevant given the findings from the
current research indicating that such links appear to be embedded
within a broader concern of racial stereotyping.
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