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A Meta-Analysis of Prosocial Media on Prosocial Behavior, Aggression,
and Empathic Concern: A Multidimensional Approach

Sarah M. Coyne, Laura M. Padilla-Walker,
Hailey G. Holmgren, and Emilie J. Davis

Brigham Young University

Kevin M. Collier
The Ohio State University

Madison K. Memmott-Elison and Alan J. Hawkins
Brigham Young University

Studies examining the effects of exposure to prosocial media on positive outcomes are increasing in
number and strength. However, existing meta-analyses use a broad definition of prosocial media that
does not recognize the multidimensionality of prosocial behavior. The aim of the current study is to
conduct a meta-analysis on the effects of exposure to prosocial media on prosocial behavior, aggression,
and empathic concern while examining multiple moderators that the prosocial behavior literature
suggests are important to our understanding of why individuals voluntarily help others (e.g., target, type,
cost). Results from 72 studies involving 243 effect sizes revealed that exposure to prosocial media was
related to higher levels of prosocial behavior and empathic concern and lower levels of aggressive
behavior. Moderation analyses suggest that several moderators accounted for heterogeneity in the model,
including age of participant, region, media type (active vs. passive), and study design. In terms of
multidimensional moderators, prosocial media had stronger effects on prosocial behavior toward strang-
ers than did any other target and on helping and prosocial thinking but not donating or volunteering.
Comparisons with other meta-analyses on media effects are made and implications for parents, media
producers, and researchers are discussed.

Keywords: prosocial behavior, media, aggression, empathy, meta-analysis

General media exposure has drastically increased in the last 2
decades, with children and adolescents ages 8 to 18 being exposed
to between 6 and 9 hrs of media content per day (Rideout, 2015).
As such, there is a great deal of research that examines various
effects of media use, including both time spent with media and
specific media content. Research has found negative effects of
excessive time spent engaged in media use (Gentile, 2009), and
research on media content has identified both positive and negative
content that has varying effects (Greitemeyer & Mügge, 2014).
The majority of research examining media content has explored
the effects of aggressive or violent media, finding that it is linked
to a host of negative outcomes (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010;
Bushman & Huesmann, 2006; Gentile, 2014; Greitemeyer &
Mugge, 2014). However, there is less research examining the
impact of prosocial media content (e.g., content depicting helpful-

ness, kindness, sharing) on children and adolescents, despite a
growing body of research suggesting the positive and even pro-
tective role of prosocial behavior (e.g., Padilla-Walker, Carlo, &
Nielson, 2015) and exposure to prosocial content in the media
(Coyne & Smith, 2014; Prot et al., 2014). Thus, the current study
seeks to use a meta-analytic approach to examine how prosocial
media content relates to prosocial behavior, empathic concern, and
aggressive behavior across the life span.

Prosocial Media Content

Prosocial media content entails media depictions of prosocial
behavior (Smith et al., 2006), which is defined as voluntary be-
havior with the intention of benefiting others (Eisenberg, Fabes, &
Spinrad, 2006). Prosocial behavior occurs regularly in the media
(Coyne & Smith, 2014), including in TV (Smith et al., 2006),
video games (Dill, Gentile, Richter, & Dill, 2005), music, (Greit-
emeyer, 2011), books (Trepanier, & Romatowski, 1982), social
media, and the Internet (Coyne, Padilla-Walker, & Howard, 2013).
Prosocial content is particularly common in children’s program-
ming compared with adult programming (Smith et al., 2006). For
example, research has found high rates of prosocial behavior in
Disney movies, which display approximately one act of prosocial
behavior per minute (Padilla-Walker, Coyne, Fraser, & Stockdale,
2013). Exposure to prosocial media content tends to have a some-
what consistent effect on users (Mares & Woodard, 2005), being
linked to higher levels of empathic concern (Prot et al., 2014) and
prosocial behavior (Gentile et al., 2009; Mano, 2014; Prot et al.,
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2014), and lower levels of aggression (Eisenberg & Mussen, 1989;
Padilla-Walker, Coyne, Collier, & Nielson, 2015), aggressive cog-
nition, and aggressive affect (Greitemeyer, 2011). Therefore,
prosocial media content is related to not only increased positive
behaviors, but also decreased negative behaviors.

Multidimensionality of Prosocial Behavior

One of the limitations of existing research on prosocial media
content is the narrow way in which prosocial media and prosocial
behavior have been defined. Some studies have looked broadly at
positive interactions (e.g., Mares & Woodard, 2005), whereas
others have focused only on altruistic prosocial behavior (Smith et
al., 2006). We argue that the way we measure prosocial media
should more closely mirror the way that developmental scholars
measure prosocial behavior, which is with an ever-increasing eye
toward the multidimensional nature of prosocial behavior (Padilla-
Walker & Carlo, 2014). For example, research suggests that there
are different targets or recipients of prosocial behavior and that
helping one target may be differentially motivated (Padilla-Walker
& Christensen, 2011) and may protect against negative outcomes
(Padilla-Walker, Carlo, et al., 2015) more directly than does help-
ing other targets. There are also distinct types of prosocial behavior
that differ in their antecedents and consequences (e.g., sharing,
caring, helping, donating; see Laible & Karahuta, 2014; Padilla-
Walker & Carlo, 2014). Other distinctions have been made be-
tween prosocial behavior that is high cost (e.g., extensive volun-
teering, helping in dangerous or emergency situations) and
behavior that is relatively low cost (e.g., helping to pick up a
dropped item, sending an uplifting text message; Eisenberg &
Spinrad, 2014). These are but a few examples of the ways in which
the prosocial literature is beginning to examine prosocial behavior
in a more nuanced way. Although no single media-content study
has captured all of the nuances of prosocial behavior, studies that
have considered multidimensional prosocial media content (e.g.,
Padilla-Walker et al., 2013) suggest that there is substantially more
prosocial content in children’s media than has been suggested by
studies that have considered more limited or general definitions of
prosocial behavior (e.g., Smith et al., 2006). In addition, research
has found that prosocial media content may be associated with
prosocial behavior toward some prosocial targets, but not toward
others (Padilla-Walker et al., 2015). Taken together, these studies
suggest that current research may underestimate the prevalence
and the strength of prosocial content, so in the current study we
sought to include studies with a broad definition of prosocial (but
not just positive) behavior so that we could examine potential
moderation effects as a function of multidimensional aspects of
prosocial content.

Theoretical Basis

The general learning model (GLM) explains how viewing any
type of behavior (such as prosocial behavior) in the media might
influence behaviors (Buckley & Anderson, 2006). This theory
examines both short- and long-term effects of viewing media and
is a generalization of the general aggression model to apply the
same basic psychological concepts and processes to nonaggressive
outcomes (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). In the short-term, expo-
sure to prosocial media may influence a person’s internal state in

three different ways. More specifically, viewing such material
might influence one’s affect, by putting them in a good mood; their
arousal, by lowering blood pressure and decreasing cortisol; and
their cognition, by activating prosocial related scripts in memory.
Activation of these scripts may be strengthened if the behavior
being modeled in the media is congruent with a real-life situation.
For example, the individual might be asked to volunteer with their
local youth group or may have a friend ask for help moving to a
new apartment the following weekend. According to the GLM, the
individual’s present internal state will influence their decision-
making process on whether or not to help, and this may be
moderated by the situation (e.g., target, cost). Hypothetically, after
viewing prosocial media, this individual would be more likely to
be prosocial in this example and may be more likely to help a
friend than a stranger. We include measures of behavior, affect,
arousal, and cognition relating to our outcome variables, given that
all should hypothetically be influenced by prosocial media accord-
ing to GLM.

In the long-term, prosocial media may influence the creation and
strength of cognitive scripts, normative beliefs or values, prosocial
goals, and perceptual schema related to prosocial behavior. This
could shape the way in which an individual might think about the
acceptability of certain types of behavior and their own abilities
and intentions to act (based on prosocial identity developed over
time). Again, these links could be hypothesized to vary as a
function of the situation (e.g., because of experience one might
develop clear values and goals around helping in high-cost emer-
gency situations but might not have developed values around
helping in more low-cost situations). The long-term impact of
socialization influences (i.e., media, in this case) would be that
these established scripts, values, goals and schemas would result in
a prosocial identity that may influence behavior over a lifetime.

Existing Meta-Analyses

To our knowledge, there are four meta-analyses on the effects of
exposure to prosocial behavior in the media, each occurring ap-
proximately 10 years apart. Early meta-analyses suggested that
prosocial media has a positive influence on positive behaviors,
though many studies included did not specifically measure proso-
cial behavior in the media or as an outcome (Hearold, 1986;
Mares, 1996). For example, many studies included such positive
behaviors as reducing negative stereotypes or buying books.

Mares and Woodard (2005) conducted the most complete meta-
analysis on prosocial media content, including 34 studies, and
found the overall effect size of prosocial content to be r � .23,
which is comparable to the overall effect size of violent content on
aggressive behavior found in other studies. It is also of note that
prosocial content had the strongest impact on what we would
consider to be the only prosocial outcome assessed, altruism (r �
.37). Mares and Woodard also assessed several moderators in their
analyses to help account for the relationship between media view-
ing and prosocial outcomes, including age, gender, and ethnicity.
Though gender and ethnicity did not act as moderators, age yielded
significant moderating effects, with the strongest effects of proso-
cial behavior peaking around age 7 and declining steeply after-
ward.

Greitemeyer and Mügge (2014) also conducted a recent meta-
analysis, where the effects of violent video games on users were
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examined, with effects of prosocial video games as a comparison.
Meta-analytic analyses of 25 independent studies revealed proso-
cial video game play was linked to decreased aggressive behavior
(r � �.16), cognition (r � �.30), and affect (r � �.35) and
increased prosocial behavior (r � .20), cognition (r � .42), and
affect (r � .25). The effect sizes of violent and prosocial video
games were not statistically different, and few moderators were
investigated. Although this meta-analysis is the most recent, it
notably only examined the effects of video games, and prosocial
video games are quite rare and not representative of prosocial
media overall (Coyne & Smith, 2014).

Taken together, though much is to be gained from these studies,
an update is warranted because only 34 studies were included in
Mares and Woodard’s (2005) study, the majority of which were
published prior to 1990. Also, the media climate and devices have
changed a great deal in the last 10 years, and there is a need to
examine the effects of media overall (not just video games: Gre-
itemeyer & Mügge, 2014) on behavior. Further, Mares and Wood-
ard’s definition of prosocial behavior was rather limited, including
altruism, but then focusing on positive (but not prosocial) behav-
iors including positive interaction, decreased aggression, and ste-
reotype reduction. Moreover, there is a need to examine the effects
of prosocial media from a multidimensional perspective.

Potential Moderators of Prosocial Media Content

In the current study, we explored a number of potential
moderators. First, research has found that media effects may be
different depending on the age of the individual (Coyne &
Smith, 2014). Several previous meta-analyses have done this
and have suggested that the effects of prosocial media peak at
age 7 and decline thereafter, but these analyses included only
children and adolescents (e.g., Mares & Woodard, 2005) or did
not assess age as a moderator (e.g., Greitemeyer & Mügge,
2014). Given the stability of prosocial behavior and the smaller
effect of socialization influences, including media, on behavior
as children age (Padilla-Walker, Coyne, et al., 2015), it is
possible that prosocial content will have a smaller effect on
emerging adults and adults. It is also possible that, similar to the
effect of violent content, prosocial content may have a longer
term effect in the formative years but more of a short-term
effect in adulthood (Bushman & Huesmann, 2006). Thus, the
current study will assess these possibilities by examining proso-
cial media effects on children, adolescents, emerging adults,
and adults. Consistent with past meta-analyses, we will also
consider sex of the child, geographical region, media type
(active vs. passive), and study design as potential moderators.
In regard to media type, we made a distinction between differ-
ent mediums in the current study, examining passive media
(such as TV, movies, and music) and active media (such as
video games and virtual reality) to determine whether there are
differential effects of one type compared to others. Research
has found consistent effects of active media (e.g., Greitemeyer
& Mügge, 2014), but the results of passive media have been less
consistent, at least longitudinally (Padilla-Walker et al., 2015).
We thought it was possible that active media may have a
stronger effect on behavior given that active media tends to be
a more immersive experience overall (Persky & Blascovich,
2007; Lull & Bushman, 2016). Indeed, research on aggressive

media content suggests that active participation is more
strongly associated with behavior than passive participation,
though this type of research is less common when assessing
prosocial content.

To fully capture the effects of prosocial content on viewers, we
also chose to consider multidimensional aspects of prosocial be-
havior as potential moderators of the effects of media content on
child outcomes including target or recipient, type, and cost of
prosocial behavior. More specifically, developmental literature has
identified at least three targets toward whom individuals regularly
are prosocial, including strangers, friends, and family members.
The clearest theoretical distinction is made between prosocial
behavior toward those with whom the child is in a relationship
(e.g., friends and family) as compared with those who are relative
strangers. These approaches and existing empirical work suggest
differences in (a) frequency of prosocial behavior as a function of
target (Padilla-Walker & Christensen, 2011), (b) motivation for
prosocial behavior toward family members compared with other
targets (Lewis, 2014), and (c) outcomes of helping one target
compared with another (Padilla-Walker, Carlo, et al., 2015). Be-
cause other socialization influences have been found to differen-
tially impact different targets of prosocial behavior, there also is
likely utility in distinguishing between how media effects might
vary as a function of prosocial target. Given the one study of which
we are aware that considered prosocial target found aggressive
media content was negatively associated only with prosocial be-
havior toward strangers, it is possible that this will also be the case
for prosocial media content. However, we were reluctant to make
specific hypotheses in this regard and considered these analyses
exploratory.

Developmental research also distinguishes between different
types of prosocial behavior, and does this in a variety of ways.
Some research has looked at different prosocial tendencies to
help in different contexts (e.g., dire, emotional, altruistic; Carlo
& Randall, 2002), while other research considers different types
of prosocial behavior (e.g., emotional support or caring, help-
ing, sharing, donating, volunteering, prosocial cognition).
Though research has examined different types of prosocial
behaviors, few studies compare one type to another in a way
that allows us to make generalizations across age groups, but
existing research does suggest that frequency, socialization, and
motivation of different types of prosocial behaviors are differ-
ent during the formative years (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2014;
Laible & Karahuta, 2014) and researchers have also extended
this work to adolescence and young adulthood (e.g., Nielson,
Padilla-Walker, & Holmes, 2017). Given the relative paucity of
relevant research, especially in regard to media content, we did
not have specific hypotheses in this regard, but considered a
number of different types of prosocial behavior that we thought
were widely studied and applicable. We also examined proso-
cial cost as a moderator, as this is a meaningful distinction made
in the prosocial literature. More specifically, research has dis-
tinguished between prosocial behavior that is of relatively high
cost (i.e., requires a significant amount of time or resources
from the helper) compared to behavior that is low cost (Eisen-
berg & Spinrad, 2014) with the assumption that high-cost
prosocial behavior may contribute more importantly to the
development of one’s moral identity (Padilla-Walker & Fraser,
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2014). Again, we did not have specific hypotheses in this
regard.

Aims of the Current Study

The purpose of the current study was to conduct a meta-analysis
on the effects of prosocial media on various outcomes. This
meta-analysis builds on previous studies in a number of key ways.
First, this study examined both passive and active media, as other
meta-analyses have considered only video games or have not
distinguished between mediums. Second, we examined the effect
of prosocial media on prosocial behavior, aggression, and em-
pathic concern. Most meta-analyses do not distinguish between
prosocial behavior and empathic concern, and though related, they
are unique outcomes. Empathic concern (called sympathy in the
developmental literature; Eisenberg et al., 2006) is defined as
feelings of concern or caring for another individual in need, and
though empathic concern often leads to prosocial behavior, it is
considered a moral emotion and not a prosocial behavior. Third,
we examined prosocial media content and prosocial behavior in a
multidimensional fashion, consistent with the literature on proso-
cial behavior and considered a number of moderators of the effects
of prosocial media content, both typical moderators (such as age
and sex) and moderators that consider different targets, types, and
cost of prosocial behavior.

Method

Literature Search Procedures

A four-step process was used to obtain relevant articles. First,
from September 2014-April 2015, we conducted a thorough liter-
ature search using PsycINFO, MEDLINE, and Communications
and Mass Media. There were no restrictions on the time period,
geography, or culture in which studies were conducted. On the
basis of the prosocial and media literatures, the following terms
were searched for throughout the title, abstract, keywords, and
entire text of each article: “helping behaviors,” “altruism,” “kind-
ness,” “compassion,” “empathy,” “sympathy,” “prosocial,” “vol-
unteering,” “donating,” and “media,” “television,” “music,” and
“video games.” Second, the references cited in the Mares and
Woodard (2005) and Greitemeyer and Mugge (2014) meta-
analyses were examined for appropriateness in the current study.
Next, we contacted all authors publishing a minimum of two
studies on prosocial media to request any unpublished studies or
data.

Our initial search resulted in 2,849 articles, where 120 were
deemed by coders as possibly relevant to the study. After screen-
ing, 62 articles were omitted as they did not meet the inclusion or
exclusion criteria, leaving 58 potential articles. It should be noted
that 17 relevant articles could not be coded due to missing relevant
statistics. In these cases, we contacted the study authors multiple
times for the needed statistics, of which one responded with
relevant information. Additionally, in February 2016, we updated
our search in PsycINFO, MEDLINE, and Communications and
Mass media and found three additional relevant studies, and re-
ceived three unpublished manuscripts by contacting authors again.
Finally, in early 2017, we updated our search in PsychINFO,
MEDLINE, and Communications and Mass media added “moral

reasoning,” “prosocial reasoning,” “prosocial cognition,” and
“prosocial thinking” as search terms and found seven possible
relevant articles. We also searched ProQuest Dissertations and
Theses, and our original search terms and found 26 additional
unpublished studies that were deemed by coders as possibly rele-
vant to the meta-analysis. After further analysis, only seven had
appropriate outcomes and statistics for inclusion. In total, the
meta-analysis included 72 studies (reported in 54 aricles), using
17,134 participants overall, producing 243 unique effect sizes for
the analyses.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Articles were determined to be fit for use on the basis of several
inclusionary criteria. First, the studies had to contain a measure of
prosocial media, defined as voluntary behavior intended to benefit
another individual as portrayed in the media. Studies that overtly
defined prosocial media as including violence (i.e., killing others
to “save” humanity, such as in Halo or Call of Duty) were
excluded. Second, studies were included if they measured one of
three outcomes, including prosocial behavior (voluntary behavior
intended to benefit another individual, also includes prosocial
cognition and affect), aggression (behavior intended to hurt an-
other individual, also includes aggressive cognition and affect), or
empathic concern (i.e., empathy, sympathy). Third, only studies
that measured prosocial behavior in TV, movies, video games,
music, or music videos were included. Studies measuring prosocial
behavior in other types of media (e.g., books, social media) were
excluded from the analysis. Fourth, studies were included if they
provided enough statistical information to be used in a meta-
analysis. Finally, only studies that were written in English (or
could be translated into English) were included (see Figure 1).

Reliability

Two coders who were trained in media psychology and the inclu-
sionary and exclusionary criteria examined abstracts and text to de-
termine relevance of each article. These coders identified relevant
articles and an additional primary author rechecked each article for
relevancy. Two trained coders individually coded each relevant article
for both moderators and outcomes. Disagreements were rare and
coders were required to reach 100% consensus before the study was
entered into the dataset. Cohen’s kappa was conducted on all study
variables. Acceptable reliability was achieved for each variable,
namely, type of publication (� � 1.00); sex (� � 1.00); age (� � .75);
region (� � 1.00); media type (� � 1.00); study design (� � 1.00);
target of prosocial behavior (� � 1.00); type of prosocial behavior
(� � 1.00); and cost of prosocial behavior (� � 1.00).

As an added precaution, we had an additional two coders recode
and recheck all effect size information to ensure accurate coding.
Reliability was also at acceptable levels for these additional cod-
ers.

Moderators

A number of potential moderators were coded for each study.
Sex of participant. Sex of participant was noted only when a

study provided separate statistics for males and for females. If not,
the study was coded as both.
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Age of participant. Average age of participant was deter-
mined from each relevant article and was coded in one of four
categories: childhood (0 to 10 years old), adolescence (11 to 17
years old), emerging adult (18 to 25 years old), or adult (25� years
old). In many cases, grade level was included instead of average
age level. When this occurred, the average age was computed
using the typical age of that reported grade in the United States.
For instance, 9th grade was given the value of 15 years old. If a
study did not include an average age, but instead reported an age
range, the middle of the range was computed. For instance, if the
study reported participants spanning from 10 to 13 years old, this
study would have an imputed score of 11.5 and would be coded in
the adolescence category.

Region. The region in which each of the studies took place
was recorded and was placed in one of eight categories: North
America, Europe, Asia, Africa, South America, Australia, other,
and not specified.

Media type. Media type was coded as one of two categories:
active or passive. Active media was defined as media in which the
viewer was required to participate in some way (such as in video
games or virtual reality). Passive media was defined as media in
which the viewer was not required to participate (e.g., watching
TV or movie or listening to music).

Study design. Study design was coded as experimental, cross-
sectional, or longitudinal design. A study was considered an ex-
perimental design if participants were assigned to different condi-
tions (experimental or control) where the outcomes for the
conditions were compared against each other. A study was con-
sidered a cross-sectional design when it determined whether or not
two variables were associated with one another. The longitudinal
design variable was used for studies which included data from
multiple time points, at least one month apart. To code longitudinal
studies, we obtained the bivariate correlation between Time 1
prosocial media and Time 2 outcome.

Target of prosocial behavior. Additionally, for the prosocial
behavior outcome only, the target of prosocial behavior was coded,
including family, friends, or strangers. Family members included
parents, siblings, and extended family members; friends included
friends, peers, and classmates; and strangers were those with
whom the participant did not have a close relationship. If the
article was unclear as to who was the target of prosocial behavior,
the option for unknown target was used.

Type of prosocial behavior. The prosocial behavior outcome
was coded for a variety of behaviors that were trimmed because of
low frequency in articles included in our sample. For example, we
originally coded for prosocial tendencies (e.g., dire, emotional,
etc.), defending behavior, and emotional support, but these types
were ultimately dropped. Final types included were helping (e.g.,
picking up pencils), sharing (e.g., sharing toys), donating (e.g.,
money), volunteering, prosocial cognitions (e.g., accessibility of
prosocial words based on word completion tasks), and unspecified
prosocial behavior (e.g., general measures). If articles included
more than one subtype of prosocial behavior and did not include
separate statistics for each subtype, we coded these as unspecified
prosocial behaviors.

Cost of prosocial behavior. The prosocial behavior outcome
was coded as either being high cost or low cost. High-cost proso-
cial behaviors required personal sacrifice from the individual (in
terms of time or money) and included behaviors such as donating
money (usually used with small children) or volunteering. Low-
cost behaviors did not require much personal sacrifice and in-
cluded behavior such as picking up a dropped pencil or holding the
door open for someone. It is important to note that we did not have
full manuscripts for all unpublished studies. When coding for
these, we e-mailed authors with our definition of high and low cost
prosocial behavior. The authors then determined whether their
study included low or high cost prosocial behavior.

Greitemeyer. Additionally, 42% of all studies in the analysis
came from the lab of Dr. Tobias Greitemeyer and colleagues.
Given the high proportion of studies coming from Dr. Greitemey-
er’s lab, and the high impact of his research on the analyses in this
study, we felt it important to examine whether his studies were
different from those of the rest of the field.

Computation of Effect Sizes

Comprehensive Meta-Analysis III (CMA) software was utilized
to analyze the results. Each correlation coefficient underwent a
Fisher z transformation to normalize its distribution (Silver &
Dunlap, 1987). Additionally, all d metric effect sizes were con-
verted to the r metric. The average effect size for each outcome
was obtained and transformed back into Pearson’s r for interpre-

Papers iden�fied through 
database searching and other 

methods  

(k =120) 

 

Papers screened 

(k =120) 

Papers excluded for not 
focusing on the correct 

outcomes (k =62) 

Full text ar�cles assessed for 
eligibility 

 (k = 58) 

Full text ar�cles excluded for 
inadequate data to code 

effect size (k =17)  

Addi�onal literature search in 
2016 

 (k =6) 

Papers included in 
quan�ta�ve synthesis 

 (k =54) 

Addi�onal literature search 
in 2017 

 (k =26) 

Full text ar�cles excluded 
outcomes and sta�s�cs 

(k=19) 

Figure 1. Flowchart for search procedures.
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tation. The pooled estimate of r is denoted as r�. Several studies
in our analysis reported beta coefficients. The use of beta coeffi-
cients in meta-analysis is highly controversial (see Boxer Groves,
& Docherty, 2015; Ferguson, 2015; Rothstein & Bushman, 2015;
Valkenburg, 2015); accordingly, we contacted three authors who
reported beta coefficients and obtained the zero order correlations
for use in our analysis. CMA was used to examine the overall
effect size when each study effect was removed one at a time.
There were no substantial changes in the overall effect size.

Many of our studies reported multiple effect sizes of interest
(e.g., separate correlations for prosocial behavior and empathic
concern). The effect-size estimates were combined and averaged
within study in order to provide an overall effect size estimate. By
doing so, this technique retains as much data as possible without
violating the independence assumption that underlies the validity
of meta-analytic procedures. The analyses were conducted for
prosocial media on the combined outcomes and then on each
individual outcome. Analyses were conducted using a random
effects model to assess the heterogeneity in various subsets of
studies. This model enables the results of this study to be gener-
alizable outside of the articles included in this meta-analysis (Bo-
renstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2010; Hunter & Schmidt,
1990).

Finally, an analysis was conducted to explore the possibility of
publication bias (also called selection bias) or the idea that only
studies with significant results are published and those with non-
significant results are less likely to be published. To examine the
potential of selection bias, we used the rank correlation test (Begg
& Mazumdar, 1994) and Egger’s regression test (Egger, Davey
Smith, Schneider, & Minder, 1997).

Results

The current meta-analysis consisted of 72 studies in 54 papers.
Collectively, there were 17,134 participants, ranging in age from
preschool age to adulthood. Of these studies, 49 included a mea-
sure of prosocial behavior, 28 included a measure of aggressive
behavior, and 22 included a measure of empathic concern. Table 1
provides a more detailed view of the studies in the meta-analysis.

Overall, 243 independent effect size estimates were available. In
the following text, we report an overall effect size for prosocial
media, and effect sizes for the three different outcomes (prosocial
behavior, aggression, and empathic concern). Note that when the
different outcomes were combined for analyses, aggressive behav-
ior was recoded, with higher values indicating lower levels of
aggression, consistent with the direction of the other outcomes. To
increase power, moderator analyses (unless specific to prosocial
behavior) were conducted on the combined analyses only.

Overall Meta-Analytic Results for Prosocial Media

The meta-analysis revealed a significant, positive relationship
between viewing prosocial media and positive outcomes (r � .18,
95% CI [.14–.21], p � .001, k � 72; I2 � 72.50; �2 � .02). In
terms of specific outcome, prosocial media was positively associ-
ated with prosocial behavior (r� � .16, 95% CI [.12–.20], p �
.001, k � 49; I2 � 77.47; �2 � .01), and empathic concern, (r� �
.23, 95% CI [.15–.30], p � .001, k � 22; I2 � 86.12; �2 � .02),
and negatively associated with aggressive behavior (r� � �.14,

95% CI [.09–.19], p � .001, k � 28; I2 � 60.27; �2 � .01).
Additional analyses revealed that there were no significant differ-
ences in the strength of effect sizes between prosocial behavior,
empathic concern, and aggression. Step-by-step removal of
outliers in the combined sample did not reveal any substantial
outlier effects in the dataset.

Moderator Analyses for Combined Outcome Variables

Substantial heterogeneity in the distribution of effect sizes sug-
gested the need to explore for some moderation effects, Q(71) �
258.16, p � .001. Not enough studies provided results separately
for boys and girls; accordingly, sex of participant was not analyzed
as a moderator.

Age of participant. Age significantly moderated the impact
of viewing prosocial media, Q(3) � 20.66, p � .001. Effects of
prosocial media on positive outcomes were significantly associ-
ated with positive outcomes at every age in the analysis. Follow up
analyses revealed that prosocial media had a stronger effect on
positive outcomes in emerging adulthood (r� � .24, 95% CI
[.19–.29], p � .001, k � 38; I2 � 57.30; �2 � .02), than in
adolescence (r� � .08, 95% CI [.02–.14], p � .01, k � 13, I2 �
77.30; �2 � .01; p � .05), Q(1) � 18.45, p � .001, and adulthood
(r� � .09, 95% CI [.02- .17], p � .05, k � 7; I2 � 13.28; �2 �
.01), Q(1) � 11.04, p � .01, but not in childhood (r� � .19, 95%
CI [.09–.29], p � .001, k � 15, I2 � 82.22; �2 � .03). Compar-
isons between all other groups did not result in differences in
strength of effect sizes.

Region. Region significantly moderated the effect of prosocial
media, Q(2) � 6.84, p � .05. Though both were individually
significant, studies from Europe (r� � .23, 95% CI [.17–.29], p �
.001, k � 39; I2 � 71.89; �2 � .03) showed a larger effect size than
studies from North America (r� � .14, 95% CI [.08–.20], p �
.001, k � 27; I2 � 71.72; �2 � .01), Q(1) � 4.31, p � .05) and
Asia (r� � .12, 95% CI [.04–.19], p � .01, k � 4; I2 � 72.99;
�2 � .01), Q(1) � 5.63, p � .05. This appeared to be an effect of
the high number of studies coming out of the European Greit-
emeyer lab. Indeed, when Greitemeyer was controlled for, the
effect of region became nonsignificant, Q(2) � .11, p � .99.

Media type. Media type showed significant heterogeneity
within the results, with passive media (r� � .25, 95% CI [.19–
.31], p � .001, k � 35; I2 � 74.21; �2 � .02), showing a larger
effect size than active media (r� � .13, 95% CI [.08–.17], p �
.001, k � 34; I2 � 67.41; �2 � .01), Q(1) � 18.14, p � .001,
though notably, both were highly significant. Though much of the
active media studies come from the Greitemeyer lab, controlling
for this factor did not markedly change the results for media type.

Study design. Study design also significantly moderated the
results, Q(2) � 21.80, p � .001, though the effect of prosocial
media on positive outcomes was significant regardless of method-
ology. Experimental studies showed a larger effect size (r� � .21,
95% CI [.17–.25], p � .001, k � 57; I2 � 57.25; �2 � .02) than
did longitudinal (r� � .07, 95% CI [.01–.14], p � .05, k � 7; I2 �
78.67; �2 � .01), Q(1) � 11.91, p � .001, and cross-sectional
designs (r� � .12, 95% CI [.05–.18], p � .01, k � 13; I2 � 85.14;
�2 � .01), Q(1) � 5.59, p � .05. There was no difference in the
strength of effect size between longitudinal and cross-sectional
designs.
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Table 1
Effect Sizes, Standard Errors, Selected Moderators, and Sample Size for Included Studies

Study N r, SE Outcome % Male Age Region
Media
type

Study
type

Target of
PB

Type of
PB

Cost of
PB

Abelman, 1985 286 .42, .05 PB Unknown C N TV C Fr G L
Jin, 2011 136 .50, .06 EM, PB 57% E N VG E U V, D H

�.20, .08
�.19, .08

Atkins and
Greitemeyer, 2008 80 .34, .10 EM, PB Unknown E Eu M E St H L

.57, .07

.46, .08

.54, .07
Bankart and Anderson, 1979 22 .42, .10 AG 56% C N TV E

.42, .10
Böhm et al., 2016 381 .15, .05 AG 48% E E M E

�.07, .05
Chambers and Ascione, 1987 160 �.19, .12 PB 50% C N VG E St D H
Coyne, Linder, et al., 2016 175 .01, .08 AG, PB 46% C N TV C, L U G L

.03, .08

.06, .08
�.10, .11
�.17, .11
�.11, .11

.11, .10

.09, .10

.11, .10

.14, .08

.18, .07

.21, .07

.12, .11

.10, .11

.14, .11

.16, .10

.20, .10

.23, .10
Coyne et al., 2010 154 �.16, .13 PB, AG 50% E N VG E St, Fr, Fa D H

�.09, .15
�.11, .14

.19, .13
�.02, .13
�.10, .15
�.20, .13

.02, .15

.22, .13
Coyne et al., 2010 154 .05, .11 PB 50% E N VG C St, Fr, Fa G L

�.01, .11
.07, .11
.08, .11

�.09, .11
�.04, .11

.08, .11

.13, .10
Coyne and Padilla-Walker,

2015 548 .21, .04 PB, AG 48% A N M C, L St G L
.16, .04
.13, .04
.08, .04

Coyne, Jensen, et al., 2016 508 �.03, .07 PB, AG 48% A N VG C Fa G L
.04, .05

�.07, .07
�.12, .05

De Leeuw et al., 2015 372 .17, .08 PB 44% C Eu TV E St D H
De Leeuw et al., 2017 113 .20, .09 PB 46% C Eu F E Fr H L

.20, .09
Farsides et al., 2013 85 .25, .10 PB 43% A Eu F E St G L
Farsides et al., 2013 29 .40, .15 EM, PB 26% E Eu F E U H L

.40, .15
(table continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

Study N r, SE Outcome % Male Age Region
Media
type

Study
type

Target of
PB

Type of
PB

Cost of
PB

Friedrich-Cofer et al., 1979 141 .30, .16 PB, AG Unknown C N TV E Fr G L
�.13, .17

.33, .15
Gentile et al., 2009 727 .08, .04 PB, EM, AG 73% A A VG C U G L

.01, .04

.15, .04

.16, .04

.14, .04
Gentile et al., 2009 1830 .21, .03 PB 50% M A VG L, C U G L

.18, .03
Gentile et al., 2009 161 .12, .04 PB 41% E N VG L St H L

�.04, .04
.12, .04
.08, .04
.12, .04

Greitemeyer and Osswald,
2008 38 .26, .15 PB Unknown E Eu VG E St H H

Greitemeyer, 2009 33 .45, .13 PB 52% E Eu M E St H L
Greitemeyer, 2009 50 .65, .07 PB Unknown E Eu M E St T H

.34, .12
Greitemeyer, 2009 59 .26, .12 EM, PB 19% E Eu M E St D H

.32, .11
Greitemeyer, 2009 48 .48, .11 PB, EM 34% E Eu M E St T, D L, H

.36, .12

.32, .13
Greitemeyer, 2009 33 .34, .15 PB 52% E Eu M E U T L
Greitemeyer, 2009 50 .38, .13 EM Unknown E Eu M E
Greitemeyer, 2009 90 .23, .10 PB 18.6% E Eu M E St D H
Greitemeyer and Osswald,

2009
48 .41, .13 AG 27% E Eu VG E � � �

.58, .01

.40, .13
Greitemeyer and Osswald,

2010 40 .35, .13 PB 36% E Eu VG E St V H
Greitemeyer and Osswald,

2010
37 .58, .01 PB 27% E Eu VG E St H L

.40, .13

.60, .11
Greitemeyer, Osswald, and

Brauer, 2010 39 .34, .14 EM 50% E Eu VG E
Greitemeyer, Osswald, and

Brauer, 2010 56 .37, .11 EM 36% E Eu VG E
Greitemeyer, 2011 59 .31, .12 AG 58% E Eu M E
Greitemeyer, 2011 38 .40, .13 AG 13% E Eu M E

.47, .12
�.02, .16
�.12, .16

Greitemeyer, 2011 80 .42, .09 AG 48% E Eu M E
.31, .10

Greitemeyer, 2011 90 .22, .10 AG 13% E Eu M E
Greitemeyer, 2011 50 .41, .12 AG 52% Ad Eu M E

.43, .11

.37, .12

.13, .14

.33, .13

.36, .12
Greitemeyer, 2011 97 .30, .13 PB 49% Ad Eu VG E U T L
Greitemeyer, 2011 41 .00, .16 AG Unknown Ad Eu VG E
Greitemeyer et al., 2012 65 .31, .14 AG 48% E Eu VG E

.54, .10
Greitemeyer et al., 2012 58 �.52, .09 AG 40% E Eu VG E

.35, .11

.61, .08

.58, .08
Hackenberg and

Greitemeyer, 2015
248 �.01, .06 EM, PB Unknown Ad Eu VG E St H H

.16, .06
Harrington and O’Connell,

2016
538 �.10, .04 PB, EM 59% Ad Eu VG C U H, S L, G

�.11, .04
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Table 1 (continued)

Study N r, SE Outcome % Male Age Region
Media
type

Study
type

Target of
PB

Type of
PB

Cost of
PB

�.07, .04
�.11, .04

Horne, 2011 120 .35, .15 EM 60% E N VG E
.35, .15
.35, .15
.35, .15

Indlekofer and Greitemeyer,
2012

152 �.08, .08 EM Unknown A Eu VG E
�.07, .08

Kim and Kim, 2008 132 .36, .13 EM 42% E N TV E
.27, .14

Liu, et al., 2015 49 .28, .13 AG 49% E A VG E
�.16, .14

Möck and Greitemeyer, 2014 97 .16, .10 EM, PB Unknown E Eu F E U H H
.28, .09

Nitzsche and Greitemeyer,
2012

41 �.28, .14 EM Unknown E Eu M E
.20, .15

Niven, 2015 25 �.20, .10 AG 24% Ad Eu M E
.20, .10

Padilla-Walker et al., 2015 441 .00, .05 PB, AG 48% A N TV C, L Fa, Fr, St G L
.01, .05
.08, .05
.08, .05
.09, .05

�.08, .05
.05, .05
.01, .05
.03, .05
.09, .05
.08, .05
.02, .05
.07, .05
.01, .05

Petikas, 2013 30 .29, .16 AG, PB 50% E N VG E St H L
.16, .17
.02, .18
.11, .18

Pieschl and Fegers, 2015 60 .34, .11 AG Unknown E Eu M C
Prot et al., 2014 2,202 .25, .02 EM 40% E M C C

.07, .02
Prot et al., 2014 3,034 .10, .02 EM, PB 73% A A VG C, L U H L

.09, .02

.02, .02

.08, .02

.05, .02

.02, .02

.08, .02

.09, .02

.06, .02

.01, .02
�.04, .02

.0, .02
Rosenberg et al., 2013 60 .04, .18 PB 50% E N C E St H L

�.04, .18
.08, .18
.16, .18

Rosenkoetter, 1999 29 .63, .18 PB Unknown C N TV E St G L
.18, .31
.48, .22
.11, .22

Rosenkoetter, 1999 34 .21, .15 PB Unknown C N TV E St G L
Ruth, 2017 256 .12, .06 PB 34% Ad E M E St D H

�.00, .06
Saleem et al., 2012 330 .32, .06 AG, PB 68% E N VG E U G L

.16, .07

.27, .06

.14, .07
(table continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

Study N r, SE Outcome % Male Age Region
Media
type

Study
type

Target of
PB

Type of
PB

Cost of
PB

.28, .06

.17, .07

.31, .06

.12, .07
Saleem et al., 2012 127 .20, .08 AG, PB 54% Ad N VG E St H L

.13, .09
Schmid and Greitemeyer,

2015
88 .00, .11 EM, PB Unknown Ad Eu VG E St H H

.17, .10
Smith, 2015 169 �.13, .08 PB, AG 50% C N VG C, L U G L

.00, .09
�.06, .09
�.16, .11

.03, .13
�.02, .13
�.10, .11
�.04, .12
�.10, .12

.22, .07

.10, .08

.10, .09

.24, .10

.23, .12

.23, .13

.22, .11
�.02, .12
�.01, .12

Sprafkin et al., 1975 30 .55, .20 PB 50% C N TV E St H L
.55, .20
.66, .20
.66, .20

Tamborini et al., 2012 100 .25, .09 PB 37% E N TV E U T L
Teachman and Orme, 1981 120 �.01, .16 PB 50% C N TV E St D H

.14, .15

.08, .16

.42, .13
Toeplitz-Winiewska, 1977 152 .06, .06 AG Unknown A Eu F E

.31, .05
Tsai and Kaufman, 2009 51 .25, .13 EM, PB 51% C N VG E U G L

.31, .13

.31, .12

.22, .13
Tsay-Vogel and Krakowiak,

2016 143 .06, .08 PB 19.6% E N TV E U G L
Ullrich and Greitemeyer,

2011
91 �.04, .11 EM, PB Unknown A Eu VG E U H H

�.10, .10
�.04, .11

Vieira, 2014 145 �.07, .08 EM, AG 0% A M VG C
.02, .08
.00, .08
.23, .08
.75, .04
.17, .08

Woolf, 2009 1,882 .03, .02 PB 49% C N TV C U G L
�.01, .03

Note. Data for other variables can be obtained from the corresponding author. PB � prosocial behavior; AG � aggression; EM � empathic concern; Age:
C � childhood; A � adolescence; E � emerging adulthood; Ad � adult; M � multiple; Region: N � North America; Eu � Europe; A � Asia; M �
Multiple; Media type: TV � television; VG � video game; M � music; F � Film/Video; C � combined; Study type: E � experimental; L � longitudinal;
C � cross-sectional; Target of PB: Fr � Friend; Fa � Family; St � Stranger; U � unknown; Type of PB: H � helping; S � sharing; D � donating; V �
volunteering; T � prosocial thoughts; G � general measure of prosocial behavior; Cost of PB: L � low cost; H � high cost.
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Other study characteristics. Finally, we ran two different
moderator analyses based on the publication status and author.
Though both were significant, published studies showed a
significantly larger effect size (r� � .20, 95% CI [.16–.24],
p � .001, k � 55) than unpublished studies (r� � .11, 95% CI
[.04–.18], p � .01, k � 17), Q � 4.41, p � .05. Additionally,
analyses revealed that Dr. Greitemeyer and colleagues’ findings
(r� � .27, 95% CI [.20–.34], p � .001, k � 29) were significantly
larger than findings coming from the rest of the field (r� � .13,
95% CI [.09–.17], p � .001, k � 43), Q � 11.78, p � .001, though
notably, both were highly significant.

Moderator Analyses for Prosocial Behavior
Outcomes Only

Target. Target of prosocial behavior moderated the results,
Q(2) � 26.86, p � .001. Indeed, prosocial media only had a
significant effect on prosocial behavior aimed at strangers and not
directed toward family or friends. The results revealed that proso-
cial media had a larger effect on strangers (r� � .19, 95% CI
[.13–.25], p � .001, k � 27; I2 � 61.36; �2 � .01), than family
(r� � .02, 95% CI [–.02–.06], p � .42, k � 5; I2 � 0.00; �2 � .00),
Q(1) � 27.70, p � .001, but not friends (r� � .15, 95% CI
[–.02–.32], p � .08, k � 6; I2 � 83.24; �2 � .04), Q(1) � .53, p �
.46. There was no significant difference between prosocial behav-
ior toward family and friends.

Type of prosocial behavior. Prosocial media had a signifi-
cant effect on helping behaviors (r� � .18, 95% CI [.11–.25], p �
.001, k � 18; I2 � 77.90; �2 � .02) and prosocial thinking (r� �
.34, 95% CI [.24–.44], p � .001, k � 5; I2 � 0.00; �2 � .00), but
not on donating (r� � .09, 95% CI [–.04–.21], p � .16, k � 9;
I2 � 69.33; �2 � .02), sharing (r� � .04, 95% CI [–.17–.24], p �
.72, k � 2; I2 � 92.71; �2 � .02), or volunteering (r� � .08, 95%
CI [–.46–.57], p � .79, k � 2; I2 � 91.18; �2 � .16), though these

last two should be viewed with caution because of the low number
of studies. There were no studies that examined the effect of
prosocial media on emotional support, accordingly, these analyses
are not conducted.

Cost of prosocial behavior. Prosocial media influenced both
low-cost (r� � .17, 95% CI [.12–.22], p � .001, k � 34; I2 �
80.75; �2 � .02) and high-cost (r� � .13, 95% CI [.04–.22], p �
.01, k � 15; I2 � 63.59; �2 � .02) prosocial behaviors. There was
no significant difference in effect size between the two categories.

Publication Bias

A number of different tests were conducted to analyze potential
publication bias in the analyses. Formal publication bias tests
revealed some publication bias in some tests, but not others. These
should be viewed with caution as nearly all publication bias tests
assume a single population of effects (Johnson & Eagly, 2014),
while the current analysis consists of a random effects model. An
examination of the funnel plot for the combined outcomes resulted
in a largely symmetric funnel plot with few outliers, suggesting
that the finding is robust (see Figure 2). Additionally, both the rank
correlation test and Egger’s regression test, respectively, were
significant for prosocial behavior (z � 2.26, p � .05; t � 3.74, p �
.001) and aggression (z � 1.99, p � .05; t � 2.40, p � .05), but
not for empathic concern (z � 1.30, p � .19; t � 1.40, p � .18).
Overall, these analyses suggest that the findings are robust, and
publication bias in the field, though present, is moderate.

Discussion

The current study sought to extend existing meta-analyses on
the effects of prosocial media in three different ways. First, we
sought to examine media more holistically rather than just consid-
ering one medium, such as video games. Second, we considered

Figure 2. Funnel plot of standard error by Fisher’s z.
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three separate outcomes of prosocial media content: prosocial
behavior, empathic concern, and aggression. Finally, we consid-
ered prosocial behavior and moderators in a multidimensional
fashion, consistent with the developmental literature on prosocial
behavior. Overall findings were consistent with past meta-
analyses, and suggested a clear direction for future research in this
area considering the gaps where there was not strong enough
power to detect meaningful moderation.

Overall Effects of Prosocial Media Content

More specifically, across the 72 studies, 17,134 participants and
243 unique effect sizes were assessed, and findings suggested that
prosocial media was positively associated with prosocial behavior
and empathic concern and negatively associated with aggression.
This finding also contributes to a growing body of research sug-
gesting that prosocial media is not only associated with more
positive outcomes, but also with fewer negative outcomes (e.g.,
Greitemeyer & Mügge, 2014; Padilla-Walker, Coyne, et al., 2015).
The results from the meta-analysis were fairly consistent, with
prosocial media being associated with positive outcomes for dif-
ferent types of media, using various methodologies, in different
countries, and across multiple ages. These results confirm the
general learning model and suggest that the effect of viewing
prosocial media is robust across multiple contexts. Effect sizes
were comparable to those found in other studies looking at general
prosocial behavior (e.g., Greitemeyer & Mügge, 2014; Mares &
Woodard, 2005), and Table 2 shows how prosocial media com-
pares with other recent meta-analyses of media effects. However,
there were a few notable moderators to these effects that are
discussed in the following section.

Moderators

A number of significant moderators emerged when examining
the wider impact of prosocial media on outcomes. More specifi-
cally, there was significant moderation regarding age, suggesting
that prosocial effects were stronger for emerging adults than for
adolescents and adults. This finding is somewhat perplexing and
certainly necessities further research, but may be a function of the
types or frequency of media used during emerging adulthood
(Coyne et al., 2013) or the family or social changes that take place

during this developmental time period that might also involve
media use (Arnett, 2000). Some studies have also found that
prosocial behavior dips during adolescence and then rebounds into
late adolescence and emerging adulthood (e.g., Carlo, Crockett,
Randall, & Roesch, 2007), which might account for stronger
associations between media content and prosocial behavior during
emerging adulthood. It is of note, however, that there were sub-
stantially more studies done with emerging adults than with ado-
lescents or adults. This was surprising, as prosocial media is
common in popular adolescent TV programs and movies (Coyne
& Smith, 2014), and is likely due to the ease of obtaining emerging
adult college samples (indeed, in the current study, 88% of studies
focusing on emerging adults consisted of college students, with the
other 12% not specifying). Though emerging adulthood is an
important time to study media effects (see Coyne et al., 2013),
prosocial media may have a longer term impact on the develop-
ment of prosocial behavior, empathic concern, and aggression
during childhood and adolescence. This is certainly the case for the
impact of media violence on the development of aggressive be-
havior (Bushman & Huesmann, 2006). There are very few longi-
tudinal studies of the effects of prosocial media, none begin in
early childhood, and none are more than a few years in length. We
encourage researchers to specifically examine the long-term ef-
fects of exposure to prosocial media across all stages of develop-
ment.

Region also moderated the effects, though notably, prosocial
media showed significant positive effects across all regions exam-
ined in the current study. Our analyses suggested that prosocial
media tended to have the strongest effects when studied in an
experimental context, which may also explain the region findings.
These findings suggest that prosocial media has a stronger imme-
diate impact on behavior as opposed to a lengthier effect. Again,
there were very few longitudinal studies, so we call for more
research to be conducted using this methodology (and in multiple
regions) to confirm these results. Additionally, effect sizes were
larger when coming from Dr. Greitemeyer’s lab as compared to
other researchers, likely a result of the high number of experimen-
tal studies and lower sample sizes that are typical of his research.

Effects of prosocial media were also stronger for passive media
(e.g., TV, movies) than active media (e.g., video games, virtual
reality). This went against expectations as we hypothesized that

Table 2
Comparisons With Recent Meta-Analyses of Media Effects

Media type Outcome Effect size Reference

Texting Driving reaction time �.57 Caird et al. (2014)
Advertising of sex and violence Memory for ads �.19a Lull and Bushman (2015)
Media violence Aggressive behavior .19 Greitemeyer and Mügge (2014)
Prosocial media Positive outcomes .18 Current meta-analysis
Facebook use Loneliness .17 Song et al. (2014)
Thin-ideal body image in media Body dissatisfaction �.14a Grabe et al. (2008)
Educational media (Sesame Street) Educational outcomes .14a Mares and Pan (2013)
Media use ADHD-related behaviors .12 Nikkelen et al. (2014)
Television viewing Body fatness .07 Marshall et al. (2004)

Note. Rosenthal’s (1994) formula for converting between r and d was used to standardize scores where
appropriate. ADHD � attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder.
a Effect sizes originally reported as d were standardized and reported as r to make meaningful comparisons
across studies.
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active media represents a more immersive experience for the
consumer and would be more likely to result in learning of the
modeled behavior. One speculation is that prosocial messages are
stronger and more consistent in passive media (Coyne & Smith,
2014). Though such behavior does exist in active media such as
video games, true portrayals of “pure” prosocial behavior may be
somewhat rare and certainly not as popular as violent video games.
Accordingly, participants may have had more experience with
prosocial behavior in passive media and consequently this medium
may be having a larger impact on behavior.

Prosocial Behavior as a Multidimensional Construct

One major aim of the study was to examine prosocial behavior
in the media in a multidimensional context to reflect how it is
being increasingly measured in the prosocial literature. Exposure
to prosocial media showed a significant effect on prosocial behav-
ior aimed toward strangers, but not toward family or friends.
Prosocial behavior is considerably more common toward family
and friends than toward strangers (Padilla-Walker & Christensen,
2011), so it is interesting that prosocial media did not transfer to
positive behavior in these relationships, especially given that
prosocial behavior is more commonly portrayed in the media in a
friend or family context than among strangers (Padilla-Walker et
al., 2013). However, this finding is consistent with another study
that found aggressive content to be longitudinally associated with
prosocial behavior toward strangers but not toward other targets
(Padilla-Walker et al., 2015), suggesting this may be a meaningful
pattern. One possible explanation is that prosocial behavior toward
strangers is more often promoted by dispositional traits such as
empathic concern and self-regulation, whereas prosocial behavior
toward family members and friends is more a function of the
quality of the relationship with that person (Padilla-Walker &
Christensen, 2011). Thus, it may be more likely that prosocial
media content is related to increases in empathic concern (indeed,
the current results suggest this association exists) rather than
changes in relationships. However, it should also be noted that
relatively few studies considered prosocial behavior toward family
or friends, so future research should continue to explore target of
behavior, both as it is presented in the media, and as measured in
developmental outcomes.

Additionally, exposure to prosocial media was more likely to
influence certain types of prosocial behavior, such as helping
others and having prosocial thoughts, while not influencing more
specific behaviors, such as volunteering or donating. One possible
explanation is the type of prosocial acts portrayed in the media
may have some impact on the type of behavior modeled (i.e., direct
imitation). For example, perhaps helping behaviors are more often
portrayed in the media than are donating behaviors. However,
there were not enough studies that specified different types of
prosocial behavior in the media for us to assess this possibility.
Another possibility is that prosocial content does not influence
high cost behaviors (e.g., volunteering and donating) as much as it
does low cost behavior, though that was not supported by exam-
ining cost as a moderator, which suggested no difference between
high- and low-cost behavior. Clearly future research is needed to
understand these distinctions, but these findings provide interest-
ing insight suggesting that prosocial media content influences
some types of prosocial behavior, and not others, which will be

important for future research to continue to explore in a multidi-
mensional fashion.

Limitations and Conclusions

There are a number of strengths to the current analysis, includ-
ing the focus on multidimensionality of prosocial behavior, the
large number of unpublished studies we were able to obtain, the
use of multiple coders, and the effort to obtain zero order corre-
lations from authors (see Rothstein & Bushman, 2015). However,
there are also notable limitations. The largest limitation of the
meta-analysis was that there appeared to be some evidence of
publication bias in the field. For example, though both were highly
significant, unpublished papers showed a smaller effect than pub-
lished articles. Accordingly, we encourage researchers to continue
to research this topic to understand the wider impact of prosocial
behavior. Though not a direct limitation, there were a number of
moderators that could not be considered due to small sample sizes,
but this provides important avenues for future research. In addi-
tion, future studies should consider prosocial content from addi-
tional types of media such as books and new media (e.g., social
networking) and how this content might influence prosocial de-
velopment.

Despite these limitations, the current study adds to research
done over a decade ago (Mares & Woodard, 2005) and more
recently (Greitemeyer & Mügge, 2014) suggesting that prosocial
media is positively associated with prosocial behavior and em-
pathic concern, and negatively associated with aggression. These
findings hold across multiple contexts, such as age, methodology,
region, media type, and several relating to the multidimensionality
of prosocial behavior. These results have a number of implications
for researchers, parents, media consumers, and media producers.
We hope that researchers continue to examine prosocial behavior
in the media. Compared to studies on media violence, for example,
the overall number of studies focusing on prosocial media is
relatively small. Additionally, we encourage parents and media
consumers to seek out depictions of prosocial media in video
games, films, TV programs, and music—and to consider the dif-
ferent types of prosocial messages that may be communicated
(e.g., is the media depicting helping or volunteering, and is it
toward a stranger or friend?). Currently, depictions of media
violence reign supreme, with violent media far outselling prosocial
media (Coyne & Smith, 2014). We encourage media consumers to
purchase and view prosocial media at higher levels and we en-
courage media producers to strategically create prosocial media
that will attract consumers in positive ways. This is no easy task;
however, we can change the media culture if researchers, parents,
consumers, and producers work together to produce and purchase
outstanding, interesting, and nuanced depictions of prosocial be-
havior in the media.
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