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		Modern television and media are saturated with violence. As technology has evolved, so has the accessibility of violent news and programming. Modern streaming services allow viewers to binge-watch episode after episode of crime dramas, while violent crime stories also dominate local news cycles. This constant diet of violent programming can affect viewers by increasing fear and concern about being victimized (Straughan, 2021). In this paper, we will discuss how long-term exposure to media violence affects the public’s perception of reality by elevating fear through an exaggerated sense of the prevalence of violence. To help us understand how this occurs, we will first explore two prominent communication theories: Agenda Setting and Cultivation Theory.
The Impacts of Agenda Setting and Cultivation Theory on Perceptions
		Concerns about the media’s impact on public perceptions have given rise to several prominent theories. McCombs & Shaw (1972) developed the Agenda Setting Theory during the 1968 presidential election, arguing that media coverage influences what audiences think about and prioritize. Given the media’s intense focus on violence and crime, these issues remain top of mind for the public despite declining crime rates (Gramlich & Eddy, 2025). 
		Another influential theory explaining how media shape perceptions is Cultivation Theory, developed by George Gerbner and his colleagues in the 1960s and 1970s. The theory’s central premise is that the more time individuals spend consuming television and media, the more likely they are to believe that what is depicted reflects reality. The effects, however, are cumulative and long-term rather than immediate (Obert-Hong, 2019). Two key concepts of the theory are mainstreaming and resonance. Mainstreaming describes how, over time, diverse audiences develop common perceptions of the world through consistent television messaging. Resonance, on the other hand, can amplify the effects of Cultivation Theory when what is portrayed on television corroborates what the viewer experiences in real life (Kumar, 2025). 
Mean World Syndrome and Perceptions of Crime
		Gerbner was particularly interested in the impact of media, especially television, on the public’s perception of the prevalence of violence. He theorized that repeated, long-term exposure to violent images and stories on television created a skewed, exaggerated perception of crime and increased fear. He described this phenomenon as the Mean World Syndrome, in which audiences who consume violent content come to believe that the world is more dangerous than it is (Straughan, 2021). The syndrome’s extensive impact can be illustrated by the large gap between perceptions and reality regarding the prevalence of violent crime in the U.S. According to Gramlich (2024), “The Bureau of Justice Statistics indicates that violent and property crime rates each fell 71% between 1993 and 2022.” Despite data showing a dramatic decrease in crime rates, the public continues to believe the opposite and to prioritize crime as one of the biggest threats to modern society. Gramlich (2024) also states that “In 23 of 27 Gallup surveys conducted since 1993, at least 60% of U.S. Adults have said there is more crime nationally than there was the year before.” Now that we better understand the concept of Mean World Syndrome and how the public perceives crime despite real-world trends, we shall explore how trends in violent programming contribute to this phenomenon.
Modern Television and Media and The Role of Local News
		Despite the decades-long decrease in television and media violence, violent programming continues to proliferate. As technology has evolved, there have been increasing opportunities to be exposed to violent content. With the advent of cable television and the 24-hour news cycle, news networks such as CNN increased the accessibility of real-life crime news stories. This has since been exacerbated with the advent of social media, smartphones, and streaming services (Straughan, 2021). 
		Streaming services have also affected the level of violence due to their unregulated nature. A current example of this type of ultra-violent programming is the program “Squid Games,” which, despite being fictional, realistically portrays individuals battling for survival to entertain the rich (Daly, 2025). Having explored the increasing availability of violent programming, let us now turn our focus to the impact of local news on perceptions of crime. 
		Research shows that local news plays a significant role in fostering the Mean World Syndrome. This is, in part, because local news has become the primary source for American audiences. Additionally, local news content is a contributing factor. According to Romer et al. (2003), local news media “rely heavily on sensational coverage of crime and other mayhem with a particular emphasis on homicide and violence.” This type of coverage inspires anxiety and fear, as is currently being seen in the recent news coverage of the violent and deadly clashes with ICE (Nelson, 2026). 
The Long-Term Effects of Television Violence on Perceptions of Reality
		Long-term exposure to media violence affects the public’s perception of reality by heightening fear through an exaggerated sense of the prevalence of violence. Despite a decades-long decline in violent crime, the public’s perception of the pervasiveness of crime continues to rise due to the proliferation of media such as social media, cable news, unregulated streaming services, and local news, all of which serve up an increasingly violent diet of programming to modern viewers (Straughan, 2021). As a result, Cultivation Theory and Mean World Syndrome may be more relevant today than when they were created in the 1970s.
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