
Mass Media & the Perception of Crime 

Abstract   
 

Currently, there is little research on mass media’s effects on perceptions of crimes, especially among the older population and when certain types of mass media are involved. In this study, a series of interviews 

examined the relationship of mass media consumption and perceptions of crime. This cross-sectional qualitative study focused on how radio, television, the internet, and video games were used across three age 

categories, 18 to 30, 31 to 64, and 65 and over. Participants were questioned on past and current mass media habits and their perceptions of crime and risk of victimization. This research found that television had 

the biggest impact on participants and the news was more influential than fictional depictions of violence. Participants were more bothered by violence in the news than fictional displays of violence. Participants 

were more also likely to change the television station due to violence than to change the radio station, stop playing a video game, or exit out of a website. The middle age category was the most bothered by 

graphic images as well as most concerned with becoming a victim of violent crime. Despite this, the youngest were the most likely to be proactive in protecting themselves. This research builds upon the previous 

research on the subject and outlines the complexities of age, personal experience, and the different forms of mass media on one’s perception of crime and victimization throughout the life course. 

Objectives 
 

 To explore the relationship between past and present exposure to mass 

media and the perception of crime and victimization across different age 

categories. 
 

 To build upon the limited previous literature on mass media’s effects on 

citizens, particularly the oldest and youngest category. 
 

 To examine the differences between recent mass media innovations, such 

as video games, and older examples of mass media such as the radio in 

regards to how they influence people’s perceptions of crime. 

Background 
 

 There is little literature on alternate forms of mass media that is not 

television in relation to perceptions of crime. Radio, the Internet, and 

video games lack adequate research on how they affect one’s perceptions 

of crime. 
 

 Although there is ample research on how mass media influences violent 

behaviors, only a minority of that is dedicated to researching mass medias 

relationship to perception of crime and the level of fear citizens 

experience. 
 

 The news and fictionalized forms of entertainment have both been studied 

by researchers, and have been found to influence people differently. The 

news is more likely to trigger a greater emotional reaction from people. 

Methods & Sample 
 

 This is a cross-sectional qualitative study. Thus it was limited in the fact 

that it cannot prove causation, nor can it determine the effects of aging. 
 

 All participants were split into three different categories based upon their 

age. In depth interviews about the mass media consumption throughout 

their life course and their opinions about crime and chances of 

victimization were then conducted. Data was then analyzed for themes and 

trends. 
 

 A convenience sample was used, with a majority of the participants 

attending SUNY Oneonta or residing in the city of Oneonta. All 

participants were current residents of New York State.  
 

 The sample size for this study was 20 participants. There were 8 

participants in the youngest category. They had an age range of 18 to 21 

years old with a median of 19.8 years old. The middle category had 5 

participants, with a ages ranging from 39 to 55 years and a median age of 

48.2 years. The oldest category had 7 participants, an age range of 69 to 98 

years, and a median age of 82.7 years old.  
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Oldest (Age: 65 years and older) 
 

 The oldest category is the most likely still use the radio, and the least 

likely to use the internet. They are also the most likely to use the radio 

for things other than music. (Ex: The News) 
 

 The oldest category is the least bothered by graphic images. They are 

the least likely to switch the radio for being too violent and no more 

likely than the middle category to switch the television for being too 

violent. There is not enough data to determine how likely they were to 

exit out of a website or stop playing a video game due to violence. 

Middle (Age: 31-64 years) 
 

 The middle category is the most bothered by graphic images. It is also 

the category most concerned with becoming a victim of crime. 
 

 The middle category is the most likely to switch the radio due to 

violence.  
 

 The middle category rated both the television and the internet as their 

most frequently used form of mass media. 
 

 The middle category is the least likely to play video games.  

Youngest (Age: 18-30 years) 
 

 The youngest is the most likely to watch crime dramas. 
 

 The youngest category is the least likely to change the television 

channel due to violence, but the most likely change exit out of a 

website due to violence. 
 

 The youngest category feels the safest in their current 

neighborhood, and is the most proactive about protecting 

themselves. (Ex: Taking self-defense courses.) 
 

 The youngest category is the least likely to pay attention to the news 

as adults and when they were children. However, the youngest 

category is the most likely to rate the news stories they saw as 

children as violent. 
The News 
 

 People reported getting their news from a variety of different ways; word of 

mouth, newspapers, radio, television, and the internet. 
 

 All three age groups agree that the news has gotten more violent, and not a 

single person from any age group thought that the news had become less 

violent. 
 

 Participants stated that they were more upset by violence in the news than 

fictional forms of violence 

Fictional Entertainment 
 

 When asked about violence in entertainment all groups believed that things 

had gotten more violence, and that the violence was less prevalent or more 

justifiable when they were children. 
 

 Although it is easier to find violent content on the internet it is also easier to 

avoid accidentally finding it because people feel like they have more control 

over what they do on the internet. 
  

 Video games are the least used forms of entertainment. 
 

 Radio is most likely to be used for music and is seen as a primarily 

nonviolent form of mass media by all age groups. 
 

 The youngest category is least likely to rate television as their most used 

form of mass media; however, many said that they used the internet to watch 

TV shows. 

Discussion 
 

The type of mass media one was exposed to as a child, the type of mass media 

they currently use, and age all play a role in how people perceive crime. People 

from all age groups stated that they are aware that the media is affecting their 

perception of crime. Knowing that fact, however, did not stop them from 

reporting an increased fear of victimization, showing that even when aware of the 

media influences, people are still affected by mass media. Of all the forms of 

mass media television has the greatest influence, and the news is more persuasive 

than fictional programs. The youngest category watches the least amount of news, 

and feels the safest in their current neighborhood. Adding to their feelings of 

security is the fact that they are the most likely to be proactive in protecting 

themselves. In regards to news influenced perceptions, the youngest and the 

oldest category share the most similarities, such as not being bothered by graphic 

images, and not being concerned with victimization. One possible explanation is 

that both these age groups had experienced an attack on US soil during childhood 

that received extensive media coverage, which might have desensitized them to 

violent images. Due to mass media people have unrealistic expectations about 

crime and victimization. With inaccurate views it becomes more difficult for 

people to make informed decisions. Changing how the news handles its portrayal 

of crimes would theoretically be most effective in changing people’s perception of 

violent crimes.  


