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The Influence of Graphic Violence in Horror Films
on Adolescent Audiences

Abstract
Exposure to media violence has been proven to cause increased levels of violence both in 

immediate and long-term situations [1]. Media violence has been proven to increase acceptance 
of violence as a solution to conflict and decrease arousal and emotional disturbance while 
witnessing violence [2]. This study focused on gaining information that could be used in 
understanding how horror films specifically influence adolescent audiences and how these 
influences interact with their age, gender, and other personal traits. With existing research on the 
influence of media violence as well as the common criticism of horror films for their intensely 
graphic content, this study served to evaluate whether horror films have similar influences on 
youth audiences as other forms of media violence.

Results
Survey participants that liked horror films were more accepting of violence and sexual 

content in these films than participants that disliked these films. 41 percent of participants that 
disliked horror films and 52 percent of participants that liked horror films were either unsure or 
believed to some degree that violence is sometimes necessary in resolving conflicts. Survey 
participants that disliked horror films were not significantly more likely than participants who 
liked horror films to believe horror films portray women as weak or incapable.

Procedure
 High school students were surveyed regarding horror and 
slasher films. Demographic questions used to distinguish patterns 
in data included age and gender as well as whether participants 
liked or disliked horror films. Participants that disliked horror 
films served as the control group while participants that liked 
horror films served as the experimental group. Then, participants 
were surveyed on whether they believed violence is necessary in 
conflict resolution, whether they believed women were often 
portrayed with certain tropes, and their tolerance of sexual and 
violent content in horror films.

A content analysis of news coverage of crimes inspired by 
horror films supplemented the evidence gathered from the survey 
results. This portion of the study was performed based on the 
conclusion of previous research that media violence can cause 
long term effects such as increased levels of violence as well as 
the inclination to deliver painful stimulation to others [2].

Question
How does the graphic content shown in horror films influence  
adolescent audiences?

Hypothesis
Adolescents that watch horror films will show more signs of 
being desensitized to violence and sexual content in horror films. 
Crimes inspired by horror films will have a large portion of 
criminals that are minors.
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Further Work
The survey also showed multiple substantial connections 

between gender and the reception of horror films. Although there 
were fewer female participants than male, the majority of 
participants that liked horror films were female. Despite this, the 
majority of males were uncertain of whether violence was an 
acceptable solution to conflict while the majority of females did 
not accept violence as a solution to violence. Additionally, 
females were more likely to identify female characters in horror 
films as being portrayed as weak or incapable individuals. While 
this information does not answer the question of whether horror 
films influence adolescent audiences similarly to other violent 
media, it is an important step in understanding how male 
audiences react to and interact with horror films, as males were 
found to be much more likely to commit crimes inspired by 
horror films than females.

Conclusion
From the survey results, it can be determined that horror films, 

like other violent media, can cause desensitization to violence 
and sexual content. The content analysis shows that this 
desensitization to violence can lead to violent criminal behavior. 
Through the content analysis, it was clear that a majority of the 
criminals were young and male. This shows that parents must 
monitor the content of horror films to which their children are 
exposed and educate them properly to combat the influence of 
horror films on their behavior.

Introduction
Film, television, music, and video games often expose     

adolescents to violent and sexual content. This phenomenon has 
been extensively criticized for the possible negative influence it 
may have on young consumers. Multiple studies have shown that 
media violence can have multiple negative influences on 
audiences. However, there is little research on whether these 
influences are similar among different genres. The horror genre 
is known for often displaying graphic violence and sexual 
content, therefore it is likely to have influences on adolescent 
audiences similar to those described in existing research.

Figure 1: The number of survey participants that agreed to multiple statements regarding sexual content in horror films.

Figure 2: The number of survey participants that agreed to multiple statements regarding violent content in horror films.
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