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Violent behavior concerns the public, especially policy makers, politicians, educators, social workers, parents associations, 
etc. Measures are implemented from different fields and perspectives to try to solve the problem of violence. Policy mak-
ers take action through institutional anti-violence awareness campaigns and the publication of news related to violent 
events. However, some of the available literature and data on the subject have shown that these measures do not always 
have the expected effectiveness and that some anti-violence messages can generate the opposite effect to the one intended 
and reinforce the attitudes of those who believe that violence is necessary. The hypothesis that most people readily accept 
the core message of anti-violence campaigns is upheld. Nevertheless, the key issue and most problematic aspect is that 
individuals who are more likely to be violent (precisely those who such messages are aimed at) could react to anti-violence 
messages in an undesirable way. A tragic paradox presents itself: anti-violence messages could increase the predisposition 
towards violent behavior, resulting in what some literature calls the boomerang effect. This article highlights the need for 
detailed empirical studies on certain media effects (desensitization, imitation, accessibility and reactance), to help explain 
the emergence of the boomerang effect. 
 
Los comportamientos violentos causan inquietud entre los responsables públicos (políticos, educadores, asistentes sociales, 
asociaciones de madres y padres, etc.) que, desde diversos ámbitos, toman medidas que tratan de dar solución al proble-
ma de la violencia. La difusión de campañas institucionales de comunicación en contra de la violencia y el fomento de la 
publicación de noticias relacionadas con sucesos violentos suelen ser algunas de las acciones utilizadas. No obstante, parte 
de los datos y de la literatura disponible han demostrado que su eficacia no siempre es la esperada e, incluso, dichas accio-
nes pueden llegar a tener efectos contrarios al deseado y reforzar las actitudes de los que piensan que la violencia es nece-
saria. Se sostiene la hipótesis de que la mayoría de la población asumiría como propios los mensajes contrarios a la violen-
cia. Sin embargo -y esto es la cuestión clave y más problemática- son justo aquellos individuos con mayor propensión a la 
violencia (precisamente aquellos a quienes deberían dirigirse tales comunicaciones) quienes podría reaccionar ante el men-
saje antiviolencia de un modo no deseado. Se da una dramática paradoja: el mensaje antiviolencia podría aumentar la 
predisposición a desarrollar comportamientos violentos. Estaríamos ante un caso de lo que cierta literatura denomina 
efecto boomerang. Por último, se señala la necesidad de un estudio detallado sobre determinados efectos de los medios de 
comunicación (insensibilización, imitación, accesibilidad y reactancia), que podrían ayudar a explicar la aparición de dicho 
efecto boomerang. 
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Efectos de los medios, violencia, campañas, efecto boomerang, insensibilización, imitación, accesibilidad, reactancia. 
 
Dr. Gaspar Brändle Senan is Assistant Professor of the Department of Sociology and Social Policy at the Faculty 

of Economics and Business of the University of Murcia (Spain) (gbrandle@um.es). 

Prep
rin

t C
om

un
ica

r



Dr. Miguel Angel Martin Cardaba is Associate Professor of the Department of Communication at the Universi-
ty Centre Villanueva in Madrid (Spain) (mmartincar@villanueva.edu). 

Dr. José Antonio Ruiz San Roman is Professor of the Department of Sociology VI at the Faculty of Information 
Sciences of the University Complutense of Madrid (Spain) jars@ccinf.ucm.es). 

 
 
1. Introduction. Violence as a social problem 
Today violent behavior is one of the problems that most concerns society as a whole. Numerous public insti-
tutions and diverse social-action organizations (NGOs, Anti-violence associations, etc.) have begun to imple-
ment different initiatives to eradicate or at least minimize violent conduct as much as possible.  
In this article we concentrate on those initiatives that focus on awareness and sensitization campaigns against 
violence in order to consider the extent to which these measures are effective and explain why they may be 
failing. We begin with two proven facts: a) an important communicative effort is being made against violence, 
but at the same time, b) the data suggest that this effort is not generating the desired results.  
The evidence that an important dissemination effort is underway is that the anti-violence awareness campaigns 
have required a significant economic investment over the last several years. For example, according to the 
Spanish Ministry of Equality, in 2008 the state-funded campaign against gender violence Ante el maltratador, 
tolerancia cero cost 4 million euros to fund.  
Nevertheless, the desired results have not yet been achieved. Despite the existence of these awareness cam-
paigns, violent behavior has not decreased, with some of the indicators reflecting truly alarming statistics. For 
example, in the last decade, the total number of violent crimes has experienced a significant increase:  
 

Crimes perpetrated against people’s lives, integrity and liberty  
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

59,737  62,722 69,559 91,070 96,034 98,701 101,437 105,009 104,883  103,647 
Number of deaths from gender violence 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
50 54 71 72 57 69 71 76 56 73 

 
Sources: Interior Security Studies Cabinet. Ministry of Interior,  

and Ministry of Health, Social Policy and Equality. 
 
Meanwhile, the statistics of victims of gender violence in Spain during the last decade also show a similar wor-
rying trend despite the fact that now is precisely when more measures are being put into place to eradicate 
this serious social problem1. 
Therefore, the question that needs asking is: What is going wrong? Although it is evident that social phenome-
non can result from diverse causes, one of the possible reasons may be the clearly limited effectiveness of the 
campaigns designed to sensitize the population against the use of violence. This would explain why the statis-
tics on the occurrence of violence remain unchanged, or do not show a significant decrease. 
How can one explain that the number of violent acts increase after awareness campaigns? In this case, we are 
not only talking about the ineffectiveness of these campaigns, but also of a much more relevant and proble-
matic issue: the possibility that an unforeseen perverse effect is being generated. Our hypothesis is that al-
though the majority of people take on the anti-violence message as their own, there is a reduced number of 
individuals with a higher propensity towards violence that may react to these messages in a very undesirable 
way, in that the campaign’s message may cause a higher predisposition in them for developing violent beha-
vior; resulting in what some literature calls the boomerang effect.  
In this context, critical reflection is needed to determine the social consequences of anti-violence awareness 
campaigns and identify the causes behind their apparent failure, and at the same time allow us to find the key 
to developing new campaigns that would be more effective against all types of violence. Several lines of rea-
soning can aid in explaining the problem. In this article, we will discuss some of them in detail.  
 
2. The root of the problem 
When designing an awareness campaign, one of the first steps to follow is to determine to whom the message 
is directed, who our target audience is. This means that the characteristics of the intended recipient of the 
campaign may be quite diverse and in the case of sensitization campaigns against violence, it may be especially 
important to keep in mind that some people are more prone to violent behavior and that their exposure to 
the campaign could generate different responses in them than those expected.  
According to data from a 2008 survey on the use of cellular phones among minors, a sample from the Auto-
nomous Region of Madrid of 1053 minors between 10 and 16 years of age demonstrates that roughly 10% of 
the child and young adult population are particularly prone to violent behavior (García Galera & al., 2008). 
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The results of this study reveal that these young people confess their desire to record the hooliganism of oth-
ers, show indifference to or enjoy watching violence posted on the Internet, and even on occasion have used 
their cellular phones to film fights, humiliating or violent acts (for example, pranks played on professors) or 
have posted these recordings on the Internet (YouTube, MySpace). 
This is clearly alarming data, and presents us with a phenomenon that is quantitatively and qualitatively rele-
vant to social coexistence. We are witnessing a scenario in which certain youths demonstrate an elevated de-
gree of insensitivity and tolerance toward certain acts of violence, which they not only enable, but on occa-
sion sometimes participate in. In our opinion, this data should be considered when designing anti-violence 
campaigns that aim to sensitize this target audience that unquestionably is the intended recipient of the mes-
sage.  
 
3. The risk of the boomerang effect in awareness campaigns: Empirical evidence 
If, as mentioned above, the main institutional strategy used to combat undesired social behavior consists of 
the dissemination of awareness campaigns aimed at sensitizing the population with respect to different social 
and public health problems (abuse of alcohol, tobacco or other drugs), it has been demonstrated that in cer-
tain circumstances, these campaigns could be generating an effect contrary to the intended one. In fact, it 
would appear that it may be precisely the very target audience of these campaigns (alcoholics, smokers or 
drug-addicts) who are more prone to reject or experience the boomerang effect from the institutional mes-
sage.  
In this respect, in a variety of fields where institutional campaigns are used to warn about the risks of develop-
ing certain behaviors, an abundance of empirical evidence is being gathered on the boomerang effect. Of spe-
cial significance are the following: campaigns that stress the risks of smoking (Hyland & Birrell, 1979; Robinson 
& Killen, 1997; Unger & al., 1999); campaigns against drug use (Feingold & Knapp, 1997); or those that focus 
on alcohol consumption (Ringold, 2002). 
In the field of violence, there is a limited corpus of investigations, although one could cite studies such as the 
one by Bushman and Stack (1996) in which they reveal how the use of labels that alert about the broadcasting 
of programs with violent content could increase the audience’s interest for viewing the programs. If, as it has 
been demonstrated, a relationship exists between the exposure to violent content and the subsequent impulses 
and acts of violence, the problem would be that the use of these labels leads to a higher consumption of 
measured violence, and as a consequence, a higher level of real violence.  
 
4. The risk of the boomerang effect in anti-violence awareness campaigns 
4.1. An explanation based on the proven media effects 
There is a long tradition of in depth studies done on media effects2. Some of these effects have contrasted 
empirical evidence, such as the ample consensus in the scientific community on the relationship that exists 
between the consumption of audiovisual violence and the tendency to develop violent behavior in the child 
and young adult population3. In fact, a number of studies have achieved significant results when correlating 
the exposure to violent content in the media (mainly on television and in video games) with the generation of 
violent thoughts, attitudes, and behavior. These effects have been demonstrated for the short, medium and 
long term. Relevant conclusions have been made for both men and women, and equally significant results 
have been obtained in a variety of situations studied in different countries. Among others, we can cite the 
studies by Huesmann and Moise (1996), Anderson (1997), Anderson and Dill (2000), Anderson and Bushman 
(2002), Huesmann & al. (2003), Anderson & al. (2003), Gentile & al. (2004), and Huesmann and Taylor 
(2006). 
In order to demonstrate the influence that the consumption of audiovisual violence may have on the genera-
tion of violent behavior, different mechanisms are used; among which the desensitization effect and the imita-
tion effect stand out. The former allows us to explain why the anti-violence campaigns are ineffective in re-
ducing the number of violent acts; while the latter could explain not only why the campaigns are not effec-
tive, but also why sometimes these campaigns generate an effect contrary to the one desired by increasing the 
probability that violent acts take place.  
 
4.1.1. Desensitization effect 
Although it is true that the exposure to violent content initially produces a rejection response, it is also true 
that repeated exposure to violence ends up creating a process of decreased response or habituation. When 
presented with successive violent images, the spectator tends to show progressively smaller psychological and 
emotional responses. A state of emotional desensitization can be reached in which there are no emotional 
responses to stimuli that when viewed for the first time caused a strong response. Similarly, a cognitive desen-
sitization is produced when violence is no longer considered as something infrequent or abnormal and begins 
to be viewed as an inevitable and normal aspect of daily life. Both emotional and cognitive desensitization 
can influence behavior, resulting in either a decrease in the probability that the desensitized person is critical of 
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violent conduct or an increase in the probability that desensitized people develop aggressive conduct, which 
in turn may be more intense (Drabman & Thomas, 1974; Drabman & Thomas, 1976; Thomas & al., 1977; 
Molitor & Hirsch, 1994; Carnagey, Anderson & Bushman, 2006). 
The desensitization effect has also been studied in investigations on the effectiveness of warning labels on cer-
tain products that may be harmful to a person’s health or security. In these studies, the repeated exposure to 
warning labels of all types (food, road safety, etc.) is found to be a contributing factor when people stop pay-
ing attention to them, even leading them to ignore many of them altogether (Twerski & al., 1976). This is 
especially true in those cases in which the harmful consequences do not immediately arise after engaging in the 
risky behavior, leading us to what Breznitz (1984) calls false alarms. An example of this would be the messages 
warning of the risks associated with smoking: while in the opinion of this author it is evident that drinking 
bleach has an immediate adverse effect, smoking a cigarette does not appear to have any, which makes the 
warning labels on cigarette packs less effective.  
When applying this reasoning to the question of violence, it may be that some especially violent people feel a 
type of immunity effect regarding their actions, since the immediate consequences for the aggressor of a vio-
lent action (for example the prison sentences associated) are seldom discussed. Violent people who consider 
violence to be a normal part of daily life (cognitive desensitization) may believe (the same as some smokers) 
that their violent conduct will not result in any negative consequences for them.  
Although the desensitization effect may not necessarily be related to the appearance of a boomerang effect, it 
is important to highlight that the greater the desensitization the person experiences towards violence, the less 
efficient the anti-violence awareness campaigns will be. Furthermore, if a person’s level of desensitization im-
pedes them from reacting to real-life violence it is unlikely that the anti-violence messages (that usually delibe-
rately avoid using damaging images) will have any effect on them.  
 
4.1.2. Imitation effect  
A social creature by nature, the human being learns to repeat or imitate behavior that is apparently valid or 
common by observing the other members of its community. Because of this, one of the most characteristic 
effects associated with the media is known precisely as the imitation effect. In the context of anti-violence 
awareness campaigns, this effect is produced solely in the case of messages that contain violence: news stories 
that contain explicit violence or campaigns that use images with violent content.  
This imitation effect can be produced through two different mechanisms, both possibly resulting in an undesir-
able boomerang effect. They can be observed through increased violent conduct immediately following an 
awareness campaign or media piece containing violence:  
a) Instrumental validity: the spectator imitates the behavior they view because they deduce that it is useful, 
since the person who has carried out the action has obtained something beneficial by behaving a certain way. 
In particular, in the context of violence, studies exist that demonstrate how children and adolescents not only 
tend to imitate the behavior of those people they interact with most frequently (family members, parents, 
etc.) but also media personalities. Along these lines, classic studies not only show that children imitate aggres-
sive conduct exhibited by adult role models (Bandura & al., 1961), but that they also imitate the conduct of 
fictional characters (Bandura & al., 1963a). This is especially true when the imitated action is seen to have a 
reward (instrumental learning) or when the role model is admired or identified with. Therefore, one can de-
duce from this that if the awareness campaigns contain violence, they could generate more violence by imita-
tion. Or in other words, it would be preferable that awareness campaigns and news stories on violence avoid 
displaying violent content in order to avoid the imitation effect. 
b) Social validity: the spectator imitates a conduct that they perceive many people to be carrying out, and 
therefore, they presume that it must be correct behavior. Numerous studies show how people tend to behave 
the same way other people do since the fact that other people behave a certain way is interpreted as a vali-
dating factor about the appropriateness of the behavior (Gould & Shaffer, 1986; Reingen, 1982). This is a fac-
tor to consider when designing anti-violence awareness campaigns. Recent studies have shown that when 
trying to eradicate an undesirable behavior (for example violent behavior) a message that states that unfortu-
nately many people still behave in a certain way may have the exact opposite effect since may of the cam-
paigns focus the public’s attention (especially those with higher tendency towards the behaviors in question) 
more on the prevalence of the action, providing it with more visibility, than the undesirability of the action 
(Cialdini, 2003; Cialdini & al., 2006; Shulz & al., 2007). Along these lines, recent studies (Vives, Torrubiano 
and Álvarez, 2009) have brought to light that television news reports on gender violence have a negative 
influence on the number of deaths attributed to male violence.  
 
4.2. Other mechanisms that could explain the boomerang effect  
In addition to the aforementioned documented media effects, we deem appropriate the mention of two me-
chanisms that could explain the emergence of the boomerang effect after the dissemination of anti-violence 
awareness and sensitization campaigns: enhanced accessibility and psychological reactance.  
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4.2.1. Enhanced accessibility  
As we have already suggested, the use of images with violent content in anti-violence messages could increase 
the probability that violent behavior is reproduced in the future. We believe that a new alternative explana-
tion is possible, based on the fact that the exposure to these images could cause these violent behaviors to be 
more accessible to the recipients’ minds. Taking it a step further, accessibility (the ease or speed that a con-
struct or concept comes to mind) could also help to explain the possible perverse effect of anti-violence 
awareness campaigns even when they do not contain violent content. In line with previous investigations that 
found that the attempt to eliminate certain thoughts can make them even more accessible (Wegner, 1994), a 
hypothesis could be made that the mass media’s use of messages that refer to violence (even when the ulti-
mate purpose is to criticize it) can have a negative effect by activating and increasing accessibility to violent 
thoughts and ideas, especially for those individuals already particularly prone to violence.  
 
4.2.2. Psychological reactance 
Psychological reactance has been defined as the state of psychological stimulation that arises when our free-
dom appears to us to be limited or threatened (Brehm and Brehm, 1981). The most direct consequence of this 
state is a tendency to resist everything that could be considered as a threat to one’s personal liberty (Brehm, 
1966). Therefore, in the same way that we tend to show reactance when, for example, we are told how to 
think or we are given orders, we tend to experience reactance when certain behaviors are forbidden (Dillard 
& Shen, 2005; Miller & al., 2006; Miller & al., 2007). This means that those people who behave in a way that 
is criticized by the authorities reaffirm their actions as being a defense against a threat to their way of life.  
This is also the same motive that leads people to more intensely desire information that has been censored 
(Worchel & Arnold, 1973). The explanation is found in the need that some people feel to engage in risky or 
taboo behavior, or to violate societal norms. Stewart and Martin (1994) believe that the warning messages 
about the risks associated with certain behaviors attract the attention of some people, impelling them to be-
have in the manner that was trying to be prevented. It is like eating the forbidden fruit (Bushman & Stack, 
1996). 
As a result, many researchers have identified psychological reactance as one of the main factors for explaining 
the boomerang effect caused by different media campaigns (Bushman & Stack, 1996; Ringold, 2002; Hornik & 
al., 2008). From our perspective, this could also apply to the anti-violence campaigns that generate a boome-
rang effect when individuals who are more prone to violence or who routinely use violence in their daily lives 
come into contact with campaigns that prohibit or criticize violence.  
 
5. Conclusions 
The need to consider the effects of desensitization, imitation, accessibility and psychological reactance in the 
awareness campaigns and information dissemination on violence. In summary, the difficulties of ending vio-
lent behavior could be related to the lack of adaptation between the objectives proposed by those responsible 
for social policy (such as the eradication of all violent conduct) and the communication strategies used (such as 
the anti-violence awareness and sensitization campaigns in the media).  
Our aim here is not to assert that the messages about violence in the media or in certain institutional aware-
ness campaigns are the only causes of violence, but rather to point out that not all of the well-meaning institu-
tional campaigns or anti-violence information reach their goal of preventing violence, and that these initiatives 
could result in harmful effects (the boomerang effect) just as in other areas (for example, the case of drug con-
sumption).  
It is our belief, therefore, that in order to avoid generating any negative effects, the different risks shown in 
the studies on media effects should be taken into account when designing any anti-violence awareness cam-
paigns or portraying violence in the news. 
A two-fold proposal for reaching this goal would necessitate on the one hand that the existing studies on de-
sensitization be consulted. Although at first the existence of information and campaigns may have had a posi-
tive effect towards the eradication of violence, the reiteration of those messages may have led to the desensi-
tization of the recipients, thus suggesting the possible ineffectiveness of the messages being disseminated. On 
the second hand, it should be kept in mind that an imitation effect is possibly being generated, which is even 
more worrying. If this is the case, not only do we have useless campaigns, but also the risk that the messages 
about violence or those containing violence may actually cause violent behavior. The imitation effect has ab-
undant empirical evidence supporting it, and therefore institutional awareness campaigns generally keep it in 
mind. The information disseminated through the media presents a bigger problem since it does not always 
comply with these standards (Vives, Torrubiano & Álvarez, 2009). 
Finally, the risk that the messages against violence are not fulfilling their objectives could also be related to 
two especially relevant psychological effects. On one hand, the research on construct accessibility show that 
any message about violence, even those whose aim is to combat it, can cause the concept of violence to be 
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more present in people’s thoughts. On the other hand, studies on reactance beg us to consider the tendency 
for certain people to position themselves against any message that may threaten their freedom or self-esteem.  
At the same time, it is important to add that in the case of the messages designed to combat violence these 
effects could intensify in those individuals that are particularly prone to developing violent conduct. This is 
especially worrying since those who are more prone to developing violent conduct are the target audience for 
anti-violence messages. 
This suggests that inefficient strategies are being implemented, or what is worse, we may be increasing the 
probability that violent behavior occurs after the dissemination of informative or sensitization messages. As a 
result, the theoretical reflection and bibliographical review that we have carried out shows the need for a 
more exhaustive study to be conducted on phenomenon such as desensitization, imitation, enhanced accessi-
bility, and psychological reactance, in order to create a more efficient design for future anti-violence commu-
nication campaigns. Specifically, it is particularly necessary that empirical research be developed that would 
allow for the experimental verification of the hypothesis proposed in this paper.  
 
Notes 
1 In 2004 the Ministry of Equality was created (incorporated in October 2010 as Secretary General of the new 
Ministry of Health, Social Policy and Equality) that has implemented diverse measures of prevention, sensitiza-
tion and action such as the Ley Integral contra la Violencia de Género (L.O. 1/2004) (Law on Integral 
Protection Measures against Gender Violence), awareness campaigns, pedagogical activities, and a personal 
attention telephone line, etc.  
2 Due to the abundance of publications on media effects, several texts have tried to systematize published in-
formation of the research on the effects. Among the classics, the work by authors McQuail (1991) or Wolf 
(1994) stands out. At the same time, a background in the research in Spanish is had by consulting the work by 
Brändle, Martín Cárdaba, and Ruiz San Roman (2009); Igartua & al. (2001); Fernández Villanueva & al. 
(2008); Cohen (1998); and Barrios (2005). 
3 The recent elaboration of a text presented to the Supreme Court in the United States by the American Psy-
chological Association (APA) and the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) that warned of the proven rela-
tionship that exists between the use of violent video games and the subsequent aggressive conduct displayed 
by children and adolescents (see American Academy of Pediatrics, 2009) is evidence of the consensus among 
the scientific community. 
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