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ABSTRACT

Media literacy is an important factor in determining how an individual internalises media messages 
which in turn, affect how they view the world. This paper expounds on how personal locus, an 
element of media literacy, affects the cognitive process of constructing and interpreting violent media 
messages. The focus of this study is youths between 15 and 19 years old as this age group is deemed 
the most susceptible to the effect of violent media messages. A total of 21 respondents were selected 
and sorted into four different groups based on their media literacy level. The findings reveal that 
youths with a higher media literacy score have a clearer aim in their consumption. They are also more 
curious about media education and the effects of media. Youths with high media literacy are able to 
utilize different media literacy skills, resulting in a more varied interpretation and analysis of violent 
media messages. Their perception of violence is more abstract and contextualized. Youths with low 
media literacy, on the other hand, have a limited and more superficial interpretation of violent media 
messages. It can be concluded that youths with low media literacy are more susceptible to negative 
effects of violent media messages. This research is useful for the government to design better media 
literacy policies, especially with the rise of violent media messages on social media.
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INTRODUCTION

Media literacy is generally understood as the ability to critically and responsibly access, 
analyze, evaluate, and create mediated communication (Mohd Salleh et al., 2019). Potter 
(2019) synthesized that there are seven cognitive skills required in media literacy, namely 
the ability to analyse, evaluate, categorize, induce, deduce, synthesise, and abstract media 
messages. Australia, Canada, England, South Africa, Scandinavia, Russia as well as 
countries in Europe, South America and Asia are among the first countries that implemented 
media literacy within their school curriculum. Most of these curricula  focus on educating 
society, especially children and teenagers to critically scrutinize and evaluate media messages 
(Fedorov et al., 2022). Australia, for example, provides media education from pre-school 
to grade 12. The syllabus emphasizes aesthetic and semiotic values, using a humanistic and 
liberal approach to popular art. In Russia, its media literacy movement focuses on media 
education practices in the digital environment (Kaminskaya & Erokhina, 2022).

When COVID-19 hit, the usage of media worldwide increased tremendously. 
In tandem, media literacy proponents accelerated their research on media literacy at 
institutional levels such as schools, colleges, and community hubs (Potter, 2019; Khan et 
al., 2021, Schmitt et al., 2018). These studies are important as the world is increasingly 
mediatized at a rapid pace. However, the focus on institutional levels have hampered and 
slowed down media literacy studies at the individual level. Potter’s (2019) cognitive approach 
in the media literacy theory emphasizes how an individual’s cognitive understanding of 
media messages is the core of the institutional movement of media literacy. Therefore, this 
research seeks to address this gap to understand how media literacy affects individuals 
and not institutions. More specifically, this study captures the thought process of youths 
in interpreting media messages and how they present the interpretation within discussions 
with others. 

In Malaysia, media literacy is an important area that had been touched on by media 
scholars. For example, the study of Hassim et al. (2021) aimed to understand how media 
literacy intervenes with childhood obesity. Md Ghani et al. (2022), on the other hand, 
studied how media literacy influences parents’ vaccination knowledge. Pandian et al.’s 
(2020) research revealed that secondary school students are self-assured of their own digital 
media literacy capability. The studies of media literacy in Malaysia have largely revolved 
around understanding how media literacy affects family institutions and general media 
literacy skills. However, very few studies have looked at how media literacy in Malaysia 
assists individuals in navigating and understanding violent media messages. 

One of the most emphasized aspects in the study of media literacy is how it can 
become an intervening tool to deal with elements of violence in the media. Moorhouse and 
Brooke (2020) expounded on how critical media literacy is in preventing primary violence 
from happening. They opined that while much has been said on media violence and media 
literacy, there are not many studies that deal with the construction of violent messages by 
individuals at the cognitive level. The construction of the idea and meaning of violence by 
individuals are key to creating effective intervention to violent actions.

In Malaysia, the government’s approach is mainly to censor media messages 
(especially films) that are deemed harmful or violent. Sim (2021) pronounced that 
censorship of films in Malaysia is effective in intervening with violent behaviours among 
young people, but this approach is often criticized by filmmakers. She also emphasized 
that there should be more qualitative research to understand viewers’ perception of violent 
media messages in Malaysia’s context. This understanding has become more crucial as 
more and more digital tools are available to bypass censorship. 
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It is against the background of the gaps within media literacy and media violence 
studies in Malaysia, that this research is formulated. The main aim of this research is to 
capture the thought process of youths in a group setting as they reflect upon violent media 
messages and to understand how youths’ media literacy levels affect their interpretation 
of media violence. This research is important for policymakers to build effective policies 
that can equip Malaysian youths to decipher media messages and intervene in the effect of 
violent media messages on the community. On a theoretical level, this research adds value 
to the media literacy knowledge by focusing more on individuals rather than institutional 
change (Potter, 2019). 

In summary, the questions raised to answer the research problem are as follows:
a) How do individuals construct the meaning of elements of violence seen on media, 

especially within a group setting?
b) What are the similarities and differences in the meaning construction of media violent 

messages between those with high and low media literacy?
c) To what extent does the strength of personal locus play an important role in the 

meaning construction process of media violent messages?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The media literacy theory using a cognitive approach was founded by James Potter, a 
leading figure in the field of media literacy (Potter, 2019). He theorized that individuals are 
overloaded with information from the media and are unable to process all the information. 
Therefore, individuals would resort to automatic filtering of the messages within the mind 
to evaluate the importance of information presented to them until something catches their 
interest. However, automatic processing of information affects the subconscious mind 
and individuals may unconsciously shape their perception of the world through media 
messages given to them.  At the same time, the automatic processing of information causes 
us to ignore important and quality messages in the process, which can lead to an incorrect 
perception of the world (Potter, 2019). 

The main premise of the cognitive approach to media literacy is that when an 
individual receives information from the media, the individual will use his or her existing 
knowledge structure within their personal locus to make decisions, with skills and abilities. 
The person’s knowledge structure is derived from five structures which are media effects, 
media content, the media industry, the real world, and oneself. This knowledge structure is 
the basis of awareness used in understanding media messages (Nguyen, 2021).

Personal locus refers to the consciousness that controls the information processing 
activities in a person’s mind (Potter, 2019). Personal locus is the most important construct 
to determine the level of media literacy of an individual. Personal locus has two important 
dimensions, namely control and awareness. Control in this context is control over media 
messages while awareness refers to a person’s level of awareness when exposed to media 
messages. Control of media messages is controlled by two parties, the media, and the 
individual. Usually, control is shared between the media and the individual. The higher the 
ability of individuals to control media messages received, the higher their level of literacy. 

At the same time, a person’s level of awareness has two states — automatic or 
conscious (mindful). Automatic processing refers to the state when an individual performs 
automatic processing without much thinking. As a person moves from automatic processing 
to the conscious, they increase their awareness of the media used, the specific purpose of 
exposure and the choices available in information processing.
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Potter (2004) combined the two dimensions of control and awareness and created 
four neighbourhoods or categories that symbolize four different levels of literacy, namely 
the automatic-manipulated neighbourhood, the automatic-habitual neighbourhood, the 
conscious-manipulation neighbourhood (mindful-manipulated) and high level of literacy 
(high degree of media literacy). The link between control and awareness and the level of 
media literacy can be seen in Figure 1.

Person in control

Automatic-Habitual

Automatic-
Manipulated

High degree of media 
literacy

Mindful-Manipulated

Media in control

Automatic Conscious

Figure 1. Neighbourhoods in personal locus by Potter (2004)
 
At the basic level, all individuals are at the automatic-manipulated neighbourhood 

by choosing to ignore the media’s effect on them. They expose themselves to various media 
messages until something grabs their attention and lets the media have control over their 
attention. This is the lowest level of personal locus strength. Individuals within the habitual-
automatic neighbourhood have a higher desire to control their exposure and their construction 
of meaning, but still use automatic processing. They are unaware of their ability to control 
the media content exposure. Those in the mindful-manipulated group control their exposure 
to media messages and criticize the media messages they watch. However, they are unable to 
empower themselves to know what to do. The fourth group with high media literacy has good 
control over the media and at the same time, has a high level of awareness. They are able 
to answer important questions such as how much they should reveal themselves, what media 
messages to avoid, and what media messages to seek out (Potter, 2019).

This research utilized the media literacy theory’s cognitive approach to understand 
how the strength of personal locus affects youths’ interpretation of violent media messages 
that they come across daily. It aims to contribute to the theory by understanding how 
youths specifically construct the violent media messages and how elements of media 
literacy, especially personal locus, are applied within the meaning construction. 

Studies on personal locus or individual control over one’s selections as well as the 
media that ultimately shape their reality are not novel. Cho et al. (2022), for example, built 
a conceptual framework for social media literacy where their framework focused on social 
media users’ self  and their dynamic choices of messages and networks. Cho et al. (2022) 
argued that literacy of any kind, especially media literacy, should start at the individual 
level of construct. They also emphasized the importance of personal locus. However, this 
research focuses more on the meaning of the construction of media messages instead of 
choices of networks or focusing on social media per se.

Recent literature for media literacy and the strength of personal locus are mostly 
focused on the competencies and abilities of young generation to utilize digital tools for learning 
purposes. For example, Galih et al. (2019) explored the level of personal locus of both students 
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and lecturers in state universities using Moodle e-learning systems. Their research found that 
most university students in Indonesia’s state universities have good personal locus in terms 
of using systems. Asady and Mirbakhsh (2019) studied news media literacy among 466 high 
school students in Tehran based on the cognitive approach in the media literacy theory. The 
results show intrinsic motivation to be the highest predictor of news media literacy.

In Malaysia, most media literacy research focused on health-related issues such 
as parents’ media literacy effect on vaccination knowledge (Md Ghani et al., 2022) or 
parents’ media literacy effect on child’s obesity (Hassim et al., 2021). Many of the local 
research focused on digital or media competences. For example, Ker et al. (2020) reviewed 
the Malaysian Generation Z’s digital competencies such as competence of access, analysis, 
evaluation, creation, reflection, and action in their use of media. However, there is a lack 
of research that evaluates the personal locus of youths in their interpretation of media 
messages, much less violent media messages.

Muhammad (2019) expounded on media violence content and its impact on 
audiences. He reviewed violent content from films, video games and computer games as 
well as the effect of exposure on real-life violence. Ismail et al. (2022), on the other hand, 
attempted to understand how Malaysian youths’ social media practices can shape their 
attitude towards violent extremism. These studies set the foundation where the researchers 
added to the literature of media violence in Malaysia by understanding how personal 
locus, an element of media literacy, affects violent media message interpretation.

It can be surmised from past research that there is a need to investigate individuals’ 
personal locus strength and not just mere technical competencies when it comes to media 
literacy. At the same time, there is a gap in media violence studies in Malaysia to see how 
individual personal locus can affect the interpretation of violent media messages. Hence, 
this study specifically looks into these gaps and seeks to address the thought process of 
violent media message interpretation and meaning construction among youths in Malaysia.

METHODS

To capture the thought process of youths as they reflect upon violent media messages 
and to understand how the youths’ media literacy levels affect their interpretation of 
media violence, this research utilized focus group discussion as the methodology. Focus 
groups allow for richer discussions and probing (Ochieng et al., 2018), making it the most 
appropriate for this study.  For the instrumentation of the questions, the researcher adapted 
and extended the theme from Xufang (2022). The theme was subjected to a thorough 
expert validation to ensure that the questions were valid.

The questions were: 
1. How do you view violence in general?
2. How do you view violence in movies?
3. How close do you think violence that you watch on mass media in general are reflective 

of the real world?
4. Do you think violent media content affect how you feel?
5. What do you think of the effect of violent media content on you or people in general?

Participants were selected from the age range of 15–19 years. According to Guo 
(2022), youths in this age range are youths who have higher reasoning abilities than 
children. They can distinguish between what is seen as true and what is not true. They 
have the ability to question the validity of things that happen. They also have the cognitive 
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ability to think and plan a real act of violence and improvise the act based on violent 
acts that they watched. Apart from that, youths who can identify themselves with violent 
heroes in the media are the ones who will become violent, especially if  they continue to 
think about themes of violence. The nature of youths who like to rebel and fight against 
authority causes this group to be the only group that will respect criminals and perpetrators 
of violence. Ochieng et al. (2018) also stated that the selection of respondents should be 
those who understand the topic being discussed. Youths are the group who have time to 
watch the media and can express their opinions on what they watch. In summary, youths 
are a group that is no stranger to the media and elements of violence in the media.

Ethical approval was obtained for this study. This study selected respondents from 
four major schools in Kajang, a small town in Selangor, Malaysia. The reason for the 
selection of this town is because this town is a mix of urban and rural areas. At the same 
time, the youths are the largest population in this town. To randomly select respondents for 
the focus group discussions, the researchers first conducted a survey based on Arshad et al.’s 
(2022) measurement of media literacy to gauge the youths’ media literacy level. From the 
survey conducted, the respondents who scored above three were categorized as high media 
literacy (HML group) while those who scored less than three were categorized as low media 
literacy (LML group). Overall, Table 1 shows the frequency and percentage of HML and 
LML groups. The percentage of HML is 80.4% (N= 78) while 19.6% (N = 19) are LML.

Table 1. Frequency and percentages of groups 

Group Frequency (N) Percentages (%)
High literacy
Low literacy

78
19

80.4
19.6

Total  97 100

The highest mean score of the survey was 3.91 while the lowest mean score of was 
2.38. The overall average score was 3.28. The media literacy level of youths on average 
exceeds the determination point 3, meaning that their literacy level tends to be high. 
However, it should be noted that the mean difference is only 0.28, indicating that there 
is room for improvement. Based on the survey results, the researchers can conclude that 
the media literacy level of youths aged 15–19 years is high. These youths are aware of the 
impact of the media and the message that media is trying to convey to them. 

From the survey, the researchers then randomly selected 11 respondents from the 
HML group, and 10 respondents from the LML group. Each HML and LML group were 
then divided into two focus groups. In total, there were four focus groups. See Figure 2.

 

3.00

1.00

High

Low

5.00 High Media Literacy  
(Focus Group A)
6 respondents

*Labelled as Respondent 1–6

Low Media Literacy
(Focus Group C)
5 respondents

*Labelled as Respondent 12–16

High Media Literacy  
(Focus Group B)
5 respondents

*Labelled as Respondent 7–11

Low Media Literacy
(Focus Group D)
5 respondents

*Labelled as Respondent 17–21

Figure 2. Distribution of focus group respondents
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Comparisons were made between a) the two groups with high media literacy levels, 
b) the two groups with low media literacy levels, and c) the four groups with different 
levels of media literacy. To ensure the clarity of the presentation of the research results, a 
combination of Group A and B would be referred as HML (High Media Literacy) groups, 
while a combination of Group C and D would be referred as LML (Low Media Literacy) 
groups. Thematic analysis was conducted to find recurring themes on the construction of 
media violent messages. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In answering the first research question on how individuals construct the meaning of 
elements of violence seen in media, the study found that youths aged 15–19 construct the 
meaning of violence from media differently depending on their level of media literacy. 
Using a cognitive approach, Potter (2004) stated that everyone has an existing knowledge 
structure which is the result of reality construction based on the process of socialization with 
society. This study found that media is one of the important agents of socialization in the 
construction process of a person’s reality. In the social construction of reality, an individual 
not only accepts the subjective reality given by society, but that reality is negotiated in the 
individual’s mind using the existing skills within them (Kendrick & Fullerton, 2019). This 
skill exists with the frequency of cognitive use of the individual’s mind in giving meaning to 
what often happens around him/her. Skills, in the context of this study, refers to a person’s 
media literacy used to negotiate the reality of violence received from media socialization 
agents. The HML groups were found to have a different perception of violence compared 
to the LML groups. The respondents were labelled using numbers as shown in Figure 2. 

In general, HML youths see violence with a broader perspective and make room 
for different interpretations and factors before summarizing their view on the reality of 
violence. HML youths see violence as something that is not necessarily physical but can 
also be emotional and verbal. For example, when asked to define violence, Respondent 2 
questioned back: 

“First of all, the violence we are talking about, are they doing it for fun? Or are 
they forced to do so? If you do it with friends, it’s always just fun, and you don’t 
intend to hurt them”. (Respondent 2, FG A)

The other respondents in the HML group concurred with the statement and added on: 

“There is emotional violence. You keep scolding or bullying a person with 
words, it hurts. That is violence even if friends”. (Respondent 5, FG A)

The HML group argued that when it comes to violence, violent actions should not 
be condoned regardless of circumstances. One of the HML respondents opined:

“If a good character does violence to an evil character, then the good character 
will become an evil person. Not good. Because people will be affected. If you 
want revenge, do it the right way…Sue him”. (Respondent 9, FG B)

The LML groups, on the other hand, confined their definition of violence to physical 
violence alone. The LML group insisted that there needs to be a significant amount of 
violence to be classified as violent. Among their responses: 
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“I mean…if I just scold you, you cannot say that is violent. Our parent also 
will scold us.” (Respondent 15, FG C)

“I think if like a girl beat the guy, then the guy don’t feel anything. It is not very 
violent. No injury also…” (Respondent 17, FG D)

To answer the research question on the similarities and differences of the LML and 
HML groups, as well as how personal locus comes into place, the researchers analysed 
their views on media violent messages as well as the skills that were utilized during the 
discussions. An important difference that emerged is that youths with high media literacy 
could negotiate the reality given by socialization agents (media) to match their experience 
and their own societal values. Respondents from HML groups provided these statements:

“Ok…When you watch the action and the challenge, it’s very fake, so you watch 
it just to watch. Sometimes, some plans, they have value in life and others. You 
take that value, and you apply it in your life.”.   (Respondent 6, FG B)

“Like I saw a certain film...in that film, there is a moral value, as he stated, or some 
words or sayings or an action in the film, you know... Scenes that can inspire me to 
keep going. So, the impact is very clear”. (Respondent 1, FG A)

This shows that those with high analytical skills will have a perspective on reality 
that is consistent with their experience and based on their societal values. They are also 
more likely to doubt the truth of messages received from socializing agents. This is 
consistent with the statement by Kendrick and Fullerton (2019) that media messages are 
often adjusted to personal life experiences only by those who are highly media literate. 

For those with low media literacy, it is easier for them to believe the reality displayed 
by the media even if  it is not experienced in their daily lives. For example, they are more 
likely to accept the reality that there are many bad people in this world, especially men. For 
example, Respondent 10 from the LML group stated:

“I feel like I am more careful when I am around men, because you won’t know 
when they become violent. I feel that because when you watch movies, it’s 
always the guy that is very violent.”

 This study found that awareness of media literacy in Malaysia is generally 
still low, especially among youths. This matter should be taken seriously because it affects 
youths with low-level media literacy more than those with high-level media literacy. Those 
with high levels of media literacy practice self-censorship. This was evident in HML groups 
when asked if  they would allow children to watch violent cartoons. 

“No... Because they can’t think anymore ma... there must be an adult to watch.”
 (Respondent 3) 

“They still don’t know... What is right and what is wrong.” (Respondent 1)

Those with low-level media literacy from groups C and D showed a significant 
difference of perception. For them, censorship and age categories in movies are unnecessary 
and troublesome. 



SEARCH 14(3), 2022

99

“No... You see…Like Thor and Thunder… we can’t watch... But I looked, 
sneaked in, there was nothing [violent or bad]. I don’t see why [we can’t 
watch]”. (Respondent 14)

“I think it’s good that we can get it from the Internet because I can see ma...”
                                                                                                       (Respondent 16)

When asked about the viewing of violent cartoons by children, Respondent 17 
stated that she would allow her younger brother to watch violent cartoons “because we 
grew up like that ma... I think it’s ok for him to watch.”

So far, the Malaysian government’s approach has been to block and filter. But with 
the advancements of technology, this approach needs to be reviewed. Youths nowadays 
have the technical knowledge of technology and finding access to filtered information has 
become easy for them (Nurzihan et al., 2021). Stringent censorship can also backfire and 
lead to negative consequences. Based on the current situation and the voices of youths, 
they need media literacy skills. They need to understand why censorship is necessary, how 
not to expose themselves to negative information that will give an incorrect picture of their 
reality and be given the skills to filter, analyze and draw conclusions for themselves about 
media content.

The findings of the study prove that the HML groups use media literacy skills more 
actively compared to the LML groups. Table 2 are exhibits of transcripts from Groups A 
and B that reflect their media literacy skills during the discussions.

Table 2. Statements exhibiting media literacy skills by the HML groups

Skills Group A Group B
Analyzing Yes, there is a time... we watch... we 

think... real life is the same... so there is 
an influence.

Ok, so when you watch a movie that has 
action and adventure, it’s a lie, so you 
watch it to like it. There are movies, they 
have life values and things like that. You 
take that value and apply.

Evaluating Still can’t… because we believe there is 
heaven and hell….
There is no punishment... there must 
be... otherwise, everyone can kill... so 
there is no one in the country anymore... 
because there is no law... there must be 
law.

Gandhi once said, an eye for an eye will 
make the whole world blind... So, revenge 
is not a good thing. After all, who are we 
to judge what will happen... I mean... In 
my way... I mean, as a Christian, God 
is the real Judge. He will know who is 
guilty.

Categorizing In TV, blood is not right. In life, it’s true, 
it’s more painful than what we see.

Because when I watch violent movies, 
when one person kills another, I don’t 
laugh. The funny thing is the way they 
kill is not that bad.

Induction Because TV follows real life… So, what 
happens on TV, happens in real life.

Men are stronger... So, when a woman 
hits a man, her impact is less than when 
a man hits a woman.

Deduction If that’s true... so now there are no more 
bad men lor... If all the bad people have 
to be killed, then there are no more bad 
people...

So, like I watch this movie, there is a 
moral value, like he said, or a saying or a 
movie action, understand no... There was 
a scene that inspired me to keep going.
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Skills Group A Group B
Synthesis In Brilliant Mind… Like them all… 

fighting for money. So, you have to 
answer the questions, look at the plate, 
remember the things on the plate.

Rambo rips the bad guy’s throat out 
with his hands

Abstracting I think their EQ is very low... Because 
when the EQ is low, it’s easy to be 
influenced by what’s near the TV.

But I don’t think it’s a bad thing. I know 
it probably won’t happen in real life, but 
all this opens possibilities… It helps me 
to understand what to look out for… 
when I’m on the street.

The HML groups evidently applied their real-life experiences and were able to 
relate it to the media content. This finding concurs with Nguyen (2021) that the ability 
to contextualise media violent content based on shared experiences reflects respondents’ 
personal locus strength. Table 3 shows statements from groups C and D where their media 
literacy abilities were manifested, although not as active as groups A and B.

Table 3. Statements exhibiting media literacy skills by the LML groups
Skills Group C Group D
Analyzing Men are stronger ma... Women are 

weaker... Women beat men for nothing. 
But a man hits a woman... it must hurt.

Evaluating Assessing the reason, we have the law... 
Having to use that method for the law of 
that person. 

Categorizing TV is a lie; real life is real. So, when we 
see that thing in real life...We try to run 
away from that place. Because we know 
that one is for fun but the other one 
might happen in real life.

So, you know where to laugh, where not 
to laugh.

Induction I think... all Korean girls wear very 
beautiful.

Deduction It’s like if people can’t control 
themselves...it’s very dangerous. So, 
we have to be careful with the people 
around us.

Synthesis The ghost is looking for a girl... then 
guna knife and stab it many times… 
then just throw it in the trash

Don’t know what happened, the eye 
came out, then the friend remembered 
that the eye was a lemon. Because the 
friend is blind. So, he used those eyes, 
made lemonade. So, he cut the eye. 
Blood came out, very scared.

Abstracting No men will not use violence. Usually, women beat men for security 
reasons.

Table 2. (con’t)
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As can be seen from Table 3, not all media literacy skills were manifested by the 
LML groups. Throughout the focus group discussions, the LML groups showed a lack 
of abstraction skills compared to the HML groups. For example, when asked whether 
children should watch violent films, one of the responses was: 

Violence is bad especially for children. It teaches kids wrong things. Like when 
you teach a boy to do something bad. That’s violence. (Respondent 5, FG A)

Respondent 5 reasoned why violence against children is not good because it brings 
bad consequences. But Respondent 13 from the LML group countered that children should 
be exposed to violence based on a rationalization, 

“If you don’t let him see it, he will want to see it”. (Respondent 13, FG C)

The LML groups had problems expressing their feelings, tended to agree with media 
messages, rarely gave implicit meaning and rarely analyzed media messages. Reflecting on 
Potter (2004, 2019) and Nguyen (2021), this research demonstrates that a weaker personal 
locus means lesser frequent usage of cognitive skills during construction of messages. The 
LML groups admitted that they believe in what is presented in the media and they look 
up to influencers. In group D, they admitted that they believe in the media and what is 
presented to them. 

An overview of the process of meaning construction that takes place in the minds 
of youths are reflected within the findings of this study. With these findings, this study 
hopes to advance media literacy, particularly the understanding of media violence among 
youths. The consistency of the present findings with that of Potter (2019) and Guo (2022) 
concludes that the strength of personal locus is pivotal to ensure that individuals are 
better equipped to interpret media messages correctly with varied assumptions to reflect a 
broader worldview. 

CONCLUSION

This study aims to understand how youths construct the meaning of violence, especially 
based on what they have consumed through media and how their personal locus 
(component of media literacy) affects the interpretation of violent media messages. The 
findings clearly indicate that youths with a stronger personal locus, hence higher media 
literacy, can decipher violent media messages in a more systematic, organized, and diverse 
way. Further, the study establishes the importance of strengthening the personal locus of 
youths to better equip them to handle the influx of violent media messages. 

This study has also given a glimpse at the level of media literacy of the Malaysian 
youth. This is important as youths are exposed to media content daily, are the most active 
users of media and the most vulnerable group to be influenced. This study can be used as a 
reference point to build an effective curriculum and policy for media literacy and education 
among youth. Media content creators, be it filmmakers, social media influencers or media 
organisations should take this into account to responsibly create content that would affect 
youths in a positive manner. Additionally, the government, media players and educators 
should work together to strengthen the community’s personal locus through campaigns, 
more targeted media education and quality contents. 
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This study’s limitation is that it only involved focus group discussions among 21 
youths aged between 15 and 19 years old. Nevertheless, the researchers hope that the 
insights gained can be a stepping stone for future research in understanding how individuals 
interpret media messages and how media literacy is utilized within the interpretation. 
Future research may expand this to different age groups such as children aged 7–14, or 
university students aged 20–25 years old. 

Further, this study classified respondents according to their level of media literacy 
(or strength of personal locus). However, future studies could fruitfully investigate 
how personal locus is formed by looking at the knowledge structure and agents such 
as personality, environment, media, and social institutions. The researchers believe that 
further understanding of this matter will provide a clearer picture of the cognitive process 
that takes place.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited. 
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