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ABSTRACT
The media we consume may shape our cognition, emotion, and behavior. While violent media effects on aggression have been 
studied extensively, one popular media genre has escaped scrutiny until now: true crime, featuring real stories of assault, murder, 
or serial killings. We investigated the idea that the manifold examples of real human violence in true crime may be linked to 
people's capacity for malevolent creativity—generating creative ideas for harming others. Yet, in two cross-sectional studies, we 
found only weak to contradictory evidence for this idea. Using multiple regression models, in Study 1 (n = 160), true crime con-
sumption was only linked to higher fluency on a malevolent creativity test (MCT) in individuals high in trait aggression. In Study 
2 (n = 307), links of true crime consumption with malevolent creativity were eclipsed by links to fictional horror, other media 
preference, and depressive affect. Moreover, both studies found that high true crime consumption seemed to mitigate the link 
between general creativity and malevolent originality. Although further experimental and longitudinal research is needed, true 
crime may potentially inhibit consumers from applying their creative potential to uniquely harming others, which may suggest 
prosocial and empathic motives in true crime consumption.

1   |   Introduction

Creativity is no longer seen as a fixed, unchangeable trait that 
only some gifted individuals possess, as is evident from studies 
linking changes in creativity to changes in socio-emotional con-
texts, time on task, or creativity training (De Dreu et al. 2024; 
Fink et al. 2015). In the digital age, research has also addressed 
links between different types of media use (social media, smart-
phones, games) and creativity, questioning how the content we 
consume may shape or be shaped by our creative abilities and 
habits (Acar et  al.  2021; Ceh and Lebuda  2022). Accordingly, 
notwithstanding interindividual differences, there is also a 
strong socio-cultural, environmental, and thus, dynamic aspect 

to creativity in real life (see De Dreu et al. 2024). However, like 
creativity, the environments that we regularly engage with are 
not always positive, but may be darker and even violent—which 
is also reflected in the media landscape. While it is still an open 
question how media consumption impacts creative thinking 
(Ceh and Lebuda 2022), there is a volume of research on effects 
of violent media consumption on aggression and antisocial be-
havior (Anderson and Bushman 2018; Ferguson et al. 2020). Yet 
in daily life, aggressive behavior is sometimes far from ordinary, 
and instead, may be rather novel and creative, and thus, hard to 
anticipate and defend against (Harris and Reiter-Palmon 2015). 
Therefore, as a novel extension of violent media research, we 
investigated in a sufficiently powered, dual-study design how 
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frequent consumption of popular media stories about real human 
violence—true crime—is linked to malevolent creativity, when 
creative ideas are intentionally generated and/or implemented to 
harm others (Cropley et al. 2008; Harris and Reiter-Palmon 2015; 
Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, et al. 2022; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, 
et al. 2022). We selected the true crime genre specifically, as it 
seems to have flown under the radar of contemporary violent 
media—aggression research, despite its tremendous popularity. 
True crime media, in books, podcasts, on TV, and social media 
focus on real crime and cases of violence, stretching from horror 
stories about domestic violence, through human trafficking and 
cold cases, to serial murder. Evidently, true crime stories fasci-
nate people, as 50% of Americans reportedly enjoy true crime 
tales, and ~33% of podcast users regularly listen to true crime 
content (see Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2025). In light of popular de-
bates that something imbedded in these dark, violent tales may 
“stick with” consumers, we consider potential associations with 
malevolent creativity particularly intriguing.

1.1   |   Personality and Environment in Malevolent 
Creativity

When thinking about malevolent creativity, antisocial person-
ality traits and mindsets emerge as the most intuitive expla-
nation for why some individuals use creativity for destructive 
purposes (see studies on terrorism or crime; Hunter et al. 2022). 
As such, research has demonstrated positive links between ma-
levolent creativity and the dark triad, trait aggression, impul-
sivity, and moral disengagement (Kapoor and Kaufman 2022a, 
2022b; Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2021; Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, 
et al. 2022; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et al. 2022). However, 
the prevalence of malevolent creativity in the general popula-
tion (malicious pranks, scams, vandalism, bullying, theft) as 
well as the traditional framing of malevolent creativity tasks 
with unfair social situations (Harris and Reiter-Palmon  2015; 
Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2021) also stresses the relevance of socio-
environmental factors. Consequently, variance in malevolent 
creativity is explained by negative affective states (i.e., being 
angry or depressed; Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2021; Perchtold-
Stefan, Rominger, and Fink 2023), perceived unfairness and 
hostility (Zhang et al. 2024), or negative social contexts like so-
cial threat or exclusion (Baas et al. 2019; Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, 
et al. 2022). These empirical insights suggest that the hostile and 
abusive environments that people are exposed to may stimu-
late real-life malevolent creativity above and beyond individual 
dispositions. Hence, a more thorough exploration of these dark 
environments is needed to understand individuals' dynamic mo-
tivation and capacity for malevolent creativity.

Regarding negative environments, researchers have shown that 
negative childhood experiences like abuse, neglect, or trauma 
are associated with higher malevolent creativity in adults 
(Ceballos and Watt 2023; Jia et al. 2020; Li et al. 2022). This link 
is explained through facilitative effects of childhood adversity 
on the development of antisocial traits, hostile attribution bias, 
moral disengagement, and dysfunctional emotion regulation 
(Bland et al. 2018; Dodge et al. 2015; Zhao et al. 2025). These 
aspects have also been noted as motivational and affective 
routes to malevolent creativity (Kapoor and Kaufman  2022a, 
2022b; Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2021; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, 

and Fink 2023). Active exposure to violence in childhood may 
thus be a decisive factor in individuals' engaging principally 
neutral creative processes for harmful purposes (see Gutworth 
et al. 2018). This fits the idea that repeated exposure to violence 
may systematically alter people's cognitions, emotions, and be-
haviors like malevolent creativity.

1.2   |   Malevolent Creativity and Exposure to 
Violence

But what about passive exposure to violence that is a lot more fre-
quent in people's lives? As an impactful statement, violence has a 
long reach (Sharkey 2018), meaning one does not have to be per-
sonally victimized or directly witness violence to feel its effects. 
Additionally, while some negative environments are inflicted 
upon people, sometimes they are actively chosen and sought out. 
From a creativity angle alone, this is interesting, as intrinsic mo-
tivation and agency, also reflected in media consumption, have 
been linked to higher creativity (Baas et  al.  2013; Karwowski 
and Beghetto  2019). This also resonates with the ongoing de-
bate about violent media effects on aggression and antisocial 
behavior. While many cross-sectional and longitudinal studies 
have found positive effects of violent media use on various as-
pects of aggression (Anderson and Bushman 2018; Krahé and 
Möller 2010), others have delivered null findings or substantially 
diminished effects if trait aggression, family violence, stress, or 
antisocial personality are taken into account (Ferguson  2015; 
Ferguson et al. 2020). In this paper, we do not take a strong a pri-
ori stance with regard to direct versus more nuanced effects of 
violent media on aggression. Rather, we consider both possibil-
ities in relation to true crime as a violent media genre that may 
offer a wide variety of examples on creative human aggression.

With this being—to the best of our knowledge—the first inves-
tigation of its kind, our primary interest is in examining basic 
cross-correctional relationships to gain insights into whether 
there is a link between true crime consumption and malevolent 
creativity at all. In principle, we could expect an association 
from two different perspectives: one, that exposure to true crime 
content may stimulate malevolent creativity by stimulating ag-
gressive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and accumulating 
case-based knowledge (suggesting a more causal link), and two, 
that true crime consumers and people high (or low) in malevo-
lent creativity share certain characteristics and are associated 
by third variables. As will be argued below, based on the latter 
perspective, both positive and negative associations are possible.

1.3   |   Could True Crime Consumption Stimulate 
Malevolent Creativity?

Regarding the stimulation perspective, through the lens of vi-
olent media research, it seems intuitive that repeated exposure 
to real stories of violence and murder may be linked to aggres-
sion, with some studies also finding aggression-enhancing 
effects of fictional crime dramas (see Gibson et  al.  2016). In 
this regard, the General Aggression Model (GAM; Anderson 
and Bushman  2002, 2018) offers a comprehensive integrative 
framework explaining how exposure to media violence or in 
other words, experience with violence, may shape aggressive 
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thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. In the GAM, violent media 
exposure serves as a (causal) situational factor that can prime 
aggressive knowledge structures (perceptual and person sche-
mata, scripts, beliefs, attitudes), increase physiological arousal 
and hostile affect, and subsequently lead to aggressive outcomes. 
Next to these short-term effects, repeated exposure to violence is 
also believed to produce long-term changes by reinforcing ag-
gressive scripts, desensitizing people to violence, and decreasing 
empathy—in brief, normalizing aggression and making it more 
likely in relevant contexts (also see DeWall and Anderson 2011; 
Krahé and Möller  2010). There are various reasons why true 
crime worlds should similarly, if not more strongly, stimulate 
aggressive behavior and malevolent creativity compared to fic-
tional violent media. For one, the violence and suffering in true 
crime stories is based on true events (notwithstanding some sen-
sationalism). This (perceived) realism may automatically pro-
vide fewer opportunities for emotional distancing from elicited 
emotions (Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2025), and thus yield a stronger 
impact on (hostile) thought patterns and affect. Second, a lot of 
true crime content includes detailed and intimate descriptions 
of “successful” human violence, which may more readily bypass 
our brain's reality filters (more emotional engagement, less cog-
nitive evaluation; Chadee et al. 2019) and cumulate in a scary 
world effect (see Hermann et al. 2023 for modern perspectives), 
which may increase hostility and reactive aggression. While 
this seems to link true crime consumption with higher malev-
olent creativity, antisocial cognition is only part of the phenom-
enon. Per definition, malevolent creativity requires ideas to be 
both harmful and original (Harris and Reiter-Palmon  2015), 
which is also reflected in our utilized malevolent creativity test 
that scores fluency, malevolence, and originality in idea gen-
eration (Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2021; Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, 
et al. 2022; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et al. 2022; Perchtold-
Stefan, Rominger, and Fink 2023; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, 
Papousek, and Fink 2023). Accordingly, the question becomes 
why true crime consumption should not only be linked to higher 
malevolence but also to creativity in harming others.

Through the nature and versatility of true crime stories, it 
can be argued that they essentially provide individuals with a 
rich and flexible repertoire of ideas to damage others in vari-
ous ways, and thus, deliver a blueprint for effective physical 
injury, financial harm, hostage taking, severe bullying, or psy-
chological terror. Accordingly, repeated exposure to true crime 
worlds ranging from cyberstalking1 to serial murder lasting for 
decades2 may make individuals not merely more adept at repli-
cating these ideas, but may enhance their ability to adapt and 
redirect these ideas in creative ways to take revenge on others 
(Perchtold-Stefan et al.  2021). There is plenty of evidence that 
creativity can be stimulated by exposure to other people's ideas, 
although it is still an open question whether this effect is stron-
gest for more common or more original examples (de Chantal 
et al. 2023; Fink et al. 2012; Yuan et al. 2021). Accordingly, even 
if one questions the novelty of true crime content, as most tales 
of violence follow similar narratives that may be more shocking 
than unique, there may still be a stimulation effect on aspects 
of malevolent creativity (see Fink et  al.  2012). Additionally, if 
we consider potential desensitization effects of prolonged true 
crime consumption, this may be accompanied by reduced sensi-
tivity for social transgressions in terms of punishing others. This 
may make it easier to break with established social boundaries 

and normative mental sets, leading to more risky and taboo-
breaking ideas, which may fuel originality in malevolent cre-
ativity (Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et al. 2022).

1.4   |   Are True Crime Consumption 
and Malevolent Creativity Linked Through Other 
Traits?

In addition to a causal link between true crime consumption 
and malevolent creativity, there is also the perspective that 
certain shared “dark” traits may make people both more inter-
ested in true crime and more capable of malevolent creativity. 
In this regard, a cross-sectional study reported a small posi-
tive relationship of true crime consumption and antagonism 
(trait aggression, the dark triad; Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2025). 
Likewise, dark personality has often been linked to malevolent 
creativity (Kapoor and Kaufman 2022a, 2022b; Perchtold-Stefan 
et al. 2021; Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, et al. 2022; Perchtold-Stefan, 
Rominger, et  al.  2022). Importantly, however, there is also an 
interesting reverse trait-based perspective for associations of 
true crime consumption and malevolent creativity. Research 
on morbid curiosity as the general interest in negative things 
(videos of car accidents, haunted houses, horror movies, etc.) 
suggests that controlled exposure to adversity can have adaptive 
functions in terms of self-regulation, preparedness, and mental 
modeling of the world (Scrivner 2021), which also implies adap-
tive traits in morbidly curious individuals. As another take on 
interest in negative things, a recent study on people's motivation 
for engaging with the suffering of strangers also found very low 
endorsement of sensation seeking, entertainment, and interest 
in violence, with knowledge acquisition, personal relevance, 
and social motives (moral duty, empathy) dominating instead 
(Vivanco Carlevari et al. 2024). Moreover, women who on aver-
age score higher on empathy and lower on physical aggression 
than men (Al-Shawaf et al. 2018; Archer 2004) report more true 
crime consumption than their male counterparts (McDonald 
et  al.  2021; Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2025). This suggests that 
there may be prosocial characteristics of true crime consum-
ers that may in fact imply lower malevolent creativity (for neg-
ative links of empathy and malevolent creativity, see Ceballos 
and Watt 2023; Kapoor 2025). In support of and challenging the 
idea of antisocial horror media enthusiasts, Scrivner (2024) pre-
viously reported positive links of fictional horror consumption 
and cognitive empathy. Accordingly, if motives for true crime 
consumption are more prosocial and empathy-driven, traits mo-
tivating true crime consumption may show reverse associations 
to traits motivating malevolent creativity—and then a negative 
link emerges.

1.5   |   The Present Investigation

The present paper investigates the relationship between true 
crime consumption and creative ideation in a malevolent cre-
ativity task in two independent studies. Next to basic correla-
tions, we test this relationship in multiple regression models. 
Overall, a positive association between true crime consump-
tion and malevolent creativity can be expected based on the 
notion that (i) (repeated) exposure to true crime content 
may stimulate aggression and help accumulate case-based 
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knowledge for generating malevolent ideas and (ii) that true 
crime consumers and people high in malevolent creativity may 
share antagonistic traits. However, from another trait perspec-
tive, true crime enthusiasts may actually be more empathetic, 
which is why they may show lowered malevolent creativity. 
These mixed findings point to the possibility that relation-
ships between true crime consumption and malevolent cre-
ativity only emerge when controlling for other variables (as 
they may mask primary relationships) or that the direction of 
the relationship depends on critical moderators. Accordingly, 
we include relevant covariates as well as true crime × covari-
ate interactions that may reveal important moderation effects 
(e.g., true crime consumption only being associated with ma-
levolent creativity under certain conditions). Study 1 uses gen-
der, verbal creativity, and trait aggression as additional factors 
in the true crime–malevolent creativity link. We include gen-
der due to ongoing discussions about gender differences in 
malevolent creativity (Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, Papousek, 
and Fink  2023), and due to higher true crime consumption 
in women (McDonald et al. 2021). Accordingly, from a mod-
erator perspective, it is possible that links of true crime con-
sumption and malevolent creativity may only exist for women 
as the main true crime audience. General verbal creativity is 
included as another interesting moderator, as examples of vio-
lence in true crime content may only be inspiring to people low 
in general creativity, but not to those who are already creative. 
Alternatively, it could be the case that true crime consumers 
are generally more open and creative, which may explain asso-
ciations to malevolent creativity. Trait aggression is included 
as an antisocial disposition that may moderate the relation-
ship of true crime environments with malevolent creativity 
(Bushman 1995; Ferguson 2015). Specifically, true crime con-
sumption may only be linked to higher malevolent creativity 
in people with higher levels of trait aggression. Study 2 also in-
cluded gender, creativity, and trait aggression, but additionally 
added depressive affect, as well as preference for fictional hor-
ror (violent, but not real), and other media preferences to help 
test the robustness of potential true crime relationships with 
malevolent creativity (see Study 1's discussion [Section 2.5]). 
Overall, it is important to emphasize that our investigation is 
largely exploratory. Hence, while we hypothesize that certain 
traits may moderate the true crime–malevolent creativity link, 
we do not have specific a priori hypotheses for each predictor 
and each interaction in our regression models. The main goal 
of this investigation is to understand if and how true crime 
consumption and malevolent creativity are linked, and under 
which conditions, to inform more sophisticated future inves-
tigations on the matter.

2   |   Study 1

2.1   |   Methods

2.1.1   |   Participants

Study 1 includes n = 160 participants (84 women, M age = 25.11, 
SD = 7.91). Participants were recruited from the student and 
the general population, and each filled in an online survey 
(Limesurvey) including all tests and questionnaires. Inclusion 
criteria were fluent proficiency in German (due to the test 

material) and no previous experience with the creativity tests. 
From the original sample size of n = 167 participants, listwise 
deletion was used to exclude people with missing or unusable 
creativity data (n = 4 failed to adhere to instructions in the 
malevolent creativity test, n = 2 failed to answer the verbal di-
vergent thinking test). An additional participant was removed 
due to being an extreme outlier with a malevolent creativity 
fluency score of > 5 SD. The study was approved by the local 
ethics committee. Written informed consent was provided by all 
participants.

2.1.2   |   Questionnaires and Tests

In terms of demographic information, participants reported 
their gender and age. Descriptive statistics for all question-
naires, including Cronbach's alpha, are summarized in 
Table 1.

2.1.2.1   |   True Crime Consumption.  The True Crime 
Consumption and Motivations Scale (McDonald et al. 2021) was 
used to assess frequency of true crime consumption in daily 
life (8 items; e.g., “I watch true crime television shows”, “I lis-
ten to true crime podcasts”, answered from 1 = never to 5 = very 
frequently).

2.1.2.2   |   Aggression.  The short version of the Buss- Perry- ​
Aggression Questionnaire (Bryant and Smith 2001) explores aggres-
sion on four subscales: physical aggression (3 items; e.g., “Given 

TABLE 1    |    Descriptive statistics for measure of Study 1.

M SD Min Max α

True crime 
consumption

1.98 0.83 1 4.63 0.88

Verbal creativity 12.32 3.02 5.5 20.5 0.70

Trait aggression 18.84 4.75 12 34 0.79

Malevolent creativity test

Total malevolent 
creativity

2.34 2.62 0 11 0.72

Malevolent fluency 4.24 2.17 0 10 0.82

Malevolence 2.20 0.40 1 3.26 0.63

Originality 2.24 0.62 1 3.66 0.66

% Physical 
aggression

12.20 14.82 0 100 *

% Property 
aggression

30.90 18.40 0 80 *

% Social aggression 27.67 20.05 0 100 *

% Threat-related 
aggression

11.17 13.98 0 57.14 *

% Trick-related 
aggression

16.81 16.72 0 66.67 *

Note: *Not computed due to different MCT item content.
Abbreviations: α, Cronbach Alpha; M, mean; Max, Maximum; Min, Minimum; 
SD, standard deviation.
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enough provocation, I may hit another person”), verbal aggres-
sion (3 items; e.g., “I can't help getting into arguments when 
people disagree with me”), hostility (3 items; e.g., “I wonder why 
sometimes I feel so bitter about things”), and anger (3 items; e.g., 
“I have trouble controlling my temper”). Subscales were summed 
up into a total aggression score.

2.1.2.3   |   General Verbal Divergent Thinking.  Two 
subtests from the verbal creativity test by Schoppe (1975) were 
used (see Fink et  al.  2015). Per subtest, participants worked 
on two items and were prompted to generate as many unusual 
ideas as possible within a given time. In subtest (a) partici-
pants generated sentences with four words starting with cer-
tain letters (e.g., “R–S–A–M”, 2.5 min per item); in subtest (b), 
they were presented word-beginnings and had to generate 
words with this given prefix (e.g., “De-” in German, 90 s per 
item). A fluency score was obtained for each item by having an 
experienced creativity rater count the number of ideas, which 
was then aggregated across subscales into a total score for ver-
bal divergent thinking.

2.1.2.4   |   Malevolent Creativity.  On the malevo-
lent creativity test (MCT) by Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  (2021); 
Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, et  al.  (2022); Perchtold-Stefan, Rom-
inger, et al. (2022); Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, and Fink (2023); 
Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, Papousek, and Fink  (2023), par-
ticipants generate creative ideas for taking revenge on unfair 
peers or associates. In a shortened test version, participants 
were instructed to produce harmful creative ideas to resolve 
two negative social problems, which included (1) a careless col-
league spilling coffee on an expensive book and (2) a broken 
promise for money for helping out a neighbor. After 3 min had 
elapsed, participants were directed to the next item. Ideas were 
coded for fluency (number of non-identical ideas conforming 
to revenge instructions, i.e., reflecting at least minimal harm), 
malevolence (degree of harmfulness; 1 = slightly malevolent to 
4 = highly malevolent), and originality (1 = very unoriginal to 
4 = very original). One experienced rater determined fluency 
of ideas, and four raters coded ideas for malevolence and orig-
inality. Intra-class correlations (two-way random, consistency) 
for malevolence were ICC = 0.95, and for originality, were 
ICC = 0.93. A total score of malevolent creativity was com-
puted by summing up the number of malevolent ideas that were 
at least moderately original (≥ 2), conforming to the idea that 
malevolent creative ideas need to be both harmful and original 
(see Harris and Reiter-Palmon  2015). As in previous studies, 
no cut-off for malevolence was used, as even slightly malevolent 
ideas may be rather damaging over time (e.g., repeated pranks, 
see Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et al. 2022).

Importantly, the MCT measures malevolent creative ideation, 
that is, people's hypothetical capacity to generate harmful 
creative revenge ideas. It is thus an indirect reflection of anti-
social creative tendencies and does not inform about actual 
implementation of ideas in real life (which is difficult to mea-
sure for ethical reasons, see Nguyen et  al.  2024). Still, several 
previous studies found MCT performance positively linked to 
self-reported malevolent creative actions (e.g., Perchtold-Stefan 
et al. 2021; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et al. 2022). Similarly, 
research argues that symbolic aggression in experimental tasks 
significantly overlaps with actual aggressive behavior (see 

Chester and DeWall 2017). Accordingly, malevolent idea genera-
tion on the MCT may give some insights into real-life outcomes.

To help interpret obtained links of true crime consumption and 
malevolent creativity, we also coded the quality of malevolent 
creativity ideas by using a coding scheme differentiating types of 
aggression embedded in the creative ideas (see Perchtold-Stefan, 
Rominger, Papousek, and Fink  2023): (a) physical aggression 
(ideas that focused on bodily harm like pushing someone, beat-
ing someone up, assault, murder), (b) property aggression (de-
stroying the property of others like damage to the wrongdoers' 
car, furniture, clothes, home, etc.), (c) social aggression (lying, 
defamation, public humiliation, etc.), (d) threat-related aggres-
sion (threats, blackmailing, stalking, etc.), and (e) tricks (pranks 
with minor damage like putting glue in the mailbox, hiding 
things, etc.). Since previous inter-rater reliability had been close 
to excellent for physical, social, and property aggression as the 
main aggression types of interest (ICC > 0.87; Perchtold-Stefan, 
Rominger, Papousek, and Fink  2023), one highly experienced 
rater coded the ideas. For analyses, the number of creative ideas 
from each category was divided by the overall fluency of ideas to 
gain percentage scores, that is, relative shares of specific aggres-
sion themes among all generated ideas.

2.2   |   Statistical Analysis

In a first step, Pearson's correlations were computed to examine 
basic associations between all study variables. Second, a main 
two-step multiple regression model was run. Step 1 tested re-
lationships between gender (women: −1, men: 1), aggression, 
verbal creativity (fluency), and true crime consumption (Step 
1), examining whether the relationship between true crime con-
sumption and malevolent creativity changed when controlling 
for meaningful covariates. Step 2 added all respective two-way 
interactions of variables on total malevolent creativity. Then, 
follow-up regression models were computed for fluency, ma-
levolence, and originality of ideas to investigate from which as-
pect of malevolent creative ideation effects originated from. We 
did not include three-way interactions to avoid overfitting our 
models and due to lack of a pre-existing theoretical framework 
suggesting such interactions. Significant two-way interaction 
effects were followed up with the SPSS macro Process (v4.1) 
set to model 1 (Hayes and Preacher 2014), using simple slopes 
analyses with 5000 bootstraps to illustrate interaction effects 
across different levels of the moderator. As our primary goal was 
to examine potential linear effects of true crime consumption 
on malevolent creativity (along with conditions of this effect), 
in the simple slope analyses, true crime consumption was de-
fined as the predictor by default, and gender, trait aggression, or 
verbal creativity were defined as moderators, serving as poten-
tial conditions of media effects on malevolent creativity. While 
we are fully aware of the limitations of our cross-sectional ap-
proach when it comes to inference of causality, observing signif-
icant slopes here would correspond to true crime consumption 
conditionally predicting malevolent creativity, that is, driving 
malevolent creativity under certain conditions. However, in 
case significant interaction effects from the multiple regres-
sion model failed to produce significant simple slopes with this 
setup (true crime as predictor, other traits as moderators), we 
also conducted sensitivity analyses by switching predictor and 
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moderator to better understand where a significant interaction 
actually originated from. Observing significant simple slopes 
here would correspond to true crime being a conditional and 
perhaps a more contextual factor in other variable predictions of 
malevolent creativity, that is, true crime consumption not driv-
ing malevolent creativity, but altering existing relationships of, 
for example, verbal creativity or aggression with malevolent cre-
ativity. Third, to help guide interpretations, Pearson's correla-
tions with types of aggression (physical, property, social, threat, 
tricks) on the MCT were computed.

Statistical assumptions for the multiple regression models (i.e., 
ratio of cases to independent variables, normality, independence 
of errors, homoscedasticity, linearity, and absence of multicol-
linearity) were met. A significance level of p < 0.05 (two-tailed) 
was applied for all analyses, though for correlational results, 
trend level associations of p < 0.10 are also reported.

2.3   |   Data Openness and Transparency Statement

Both Study 1 and Study 2 were not pre-registered, and were part 
of larger data collection projects with non-overlapping research 
questions. Data and syntaxes are available on the Open Science 
Framework: https://​osf.​io/​hwpav/​?​view_​only=​ca7dc​9facb​934f8​
9a9bb​7b938​4ed1a7c.

2.4   |   Results

2.4.1   |   Correlations

Correlational results are presented in Table 2. True crime con-
sumption only showed a trend level positive association with 
MC fluency (r = 0.14, p = 0.073), but was positively correlated 
with trait aggression (r = 0.20, p = 0.012). Verbal creativity pos-
itively correlated with all aspects of malevolent creativity (r's 
from 0.18 to 0.40), while trait aggression was uncorrelated with 
malevolent creativity (see Table 2). Women reported higher true 
crime consumption than men (r = −0.23, p = 0.003). Men scored 
higher on MC malevolence (r = 0.18, p = 0.027).

These zero-order correlations do not show much evidence for a 
link between true crime consumption and malevolent creativity. 
We proceed with the report of multiple regression models to ex-
amine whether this relation changes when controlling for and 
depending on different levels of important covariates. Due to 
lack of correlations with true crime consumption or malevolent 
creativity, age was not added to the multiple regression models.

Full regression models are presented in Table 3. Figures for sig-
nificant variable interactions with true crime consumption are 
provided. For illustrated other interactions, see Data S1.

2.4.2   |   Main Multiple Regression Model for Total 
Malevolent Creativity

At Step 1, the full model was significant (F4,155 = 3.41, 
p = 0.011). Only verbal creativity positively correlated with 
total malevolent creativity (B = 0.68, p < 0.001), while gender, 

trait aggression, and true crime consumption were not signif-
icant (all p's > 0.200). At Step 2, the full model was significant 
(F10,149 = 3.19, p < 0.001). In addition to verbal creativity, three 
significant interactions were observed: aggression × gender 
(B = 0.45, p = 0.037), true crime consumption × aggression 
(B = −0.46, p = 0.019) and true crime consumption × verbal cre-
ativity (B = −0.50, p = 0.019). For the aggression × gender inter-
action, simple slopes revealed that trait aggression was linked 
to higher malevolent creativity in men (B = 0.69, p = 0.024), 
but not women (B = −0.21, p = 0.478). For the true crime con-
sumption × aggression interaction, simple slopes showed that 
at low levels of trait aggression, true crime consumption was 
linked to lower malevolent creativity, although the slope did 
not reach statistical significance (B = −0.54, p = 0.079). There 
was no link of true crime consumption and malevolent creativ-
ity at moderate (B = −0.08, p = 0.725) and high levels of aggres-
sion (B = 0.39, p = 0.172). For true crime consumption × verbal 
creativity, simple slopes revealed that true crime consumption 
was linked to lower malevolent creativity at high levels of 
verbal creativity (although the slope failed to reach statistical 
significance: B = −0.58, p = 0.056). There was no link of true 
crime consumption and malevolent creativity at low (B = 0.43, 
p = 0.170) and moderate levels of verbal creativity (B = −0.08, 
p = 0.725. See Figure 1A).

2.4.2.1   |   Sensitivity Analyses for Simple Slopes With 
True Crime Consumption as a Moderator.  As simple slope 
analyses with true crime as a predictor did not yield significant 
results, we also ran the same set of analyses with true crime as a 
moderator. For true crime consumption × verbal creativity, sim-
ple slopes revealed that verbal creativity was linked to higher 
malevolent creativity on the MCT at low (B = 1.24, p < 0.001) 
and moderate levels (B = 0.73, p < 0.001), but not at high levels 
of true crime consumption (B = 0.23, p = 0.434; see Figure 1B). 
For the true crime consumption × aggression interaction, sim-
ple slopes showed that trait aggression was linked to malevolent 
creativity at high levels of true crime consumption (B = 0.68, 
p = 0.010), but not at low (B = −0.25, p = 0.424) or moderate levels 
(B = 0.22, p = 0.299; see Figure 1C).

2.4.3   |   Multiple Regression Model for MC Fluency

At Step 1, the full model was significant (F4,155 = 8.73, 
p < 0.001). Verbal creativity positively correlated with MC 
fluency (B = 0.85, p < 0.001), while true crime consump-
tion only showed a marginal positive association (B = 0.31, 
p = 0.065). Gender and trait aggression were not significant 
(all p's > 0.368). At Step 2, the full model was significant 
(F10,149 = 4.79, p < 0.001). The link between verbal creativity 
and MC fluency remained significant (B = 0.81, p < 0.001), 
while the link to true crime became non-significant (B = 0.23, 
p = 0.189). Instead, significant interactions of aggression × gen-
der (B = 0.40, p = 0.018) and true crime consumption × ag-
gression (B = 0.35, p = 0.027) emerged. For the interaction 
aggression × gender, simple slopes revealed that only in men 
(B = 0.46, p = 0.056), but not women (B = −0.35, p = 0.138), 
there was a positive link between trait aggression and higher 
ideational fluency on the MCT. For the interaction true crime 
consumption × aggression, simple slopes showed that only at 
high levels of trait aggression (B = 0.58, p = 0.011), true crime 
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consumption was positively linked to MC fluency (low ag-
gression: B = −0.12, p = 0.624; moderate aggression: B = 0.23, 
p = 0.189; see Figure 1D).

2.4.4   |   Multiple Regression Model for MC Malevolence

At Step 1, the full model was significant (F4,155 = 3.35, p = 0.012). 
Verbal creativity (B = 0.07, p = 0.019) and gender (B = 0.07, 
p = 0.039) positively correlated with MC malevolence, while 
trait aggression and true crime consumption were not sig-
nificant (p's > 0.193). At Step 2, the full model was significant 
(F10,149 = 2.99, p = 0.002). Next to gender and verbal creativ-
ity, significant interactions of aggression × gender (B = 0.07, 
p = 0.031) and gender × verbal creativity (B = −0.07, p = 0.033) 
emerged. For the interaction aggression × gender, simple slopes 
revealed that trait aggression was linked to higher malevo-
lence on the MCT in men (B = 0.11, p = 0.016), but not women 
(B = −0.03, p = 0.499). For the verbal creativity × gender interac-
tion, simple slopes showed that verbal creativity was linked to 
higher malevolence on the MCT in women (B = 0.16, p = 0.001), 
but not men (B = 0.02, p = 0.682).

2.4.5   |   Multiple Regression Model for MC Originality

At Step 1, the full model was significant at a trend (F4,155 = 2.29, 
p = 0.062). Only verbal creativity positively correlated with MC 
originality (B = 0.10, p = 0.035), while gender, trait aggression, 
and true crime consumption were not significant (p's > 0.059) 
At Step 2, the full model was significant (F10,149 = 2.01, 
p = 0.036). Next to verbal creativity (B = 0.12, p = 0.019), a sig-
nificant interaction of true crime consumption × verbal cre-
ativity emerged (B = −0.11, p = 0.044). However, the simple 
slope analysis did not reveal any significant results, although 
descriptively, true crime consumption was linked to higher 
MC originality at low levels of verbal creativity (B = 0.12, 
p = 0.111) and to lower MC originality at high levels of ver-
bal creativity (B = −0.09, p = 0.225; moderate verbal creativity: 
B = 0.02, p = 0.769). See Figure 1E.

2.4.5.1   |   Sensitivity Analyses for Simple Slopes With 
True Crime Consumption as a Moderator.  For true 
crime consumption × verbal creativity, simple slopes revealed 
that verbal creativity was only linked to higher originality 
in the MCT at low (B = 0.22, p = 0.002) and moderate levels 

FIGURE 1    |    Interaction effects from multiple regression models. Main model (A): At high levels of verbal creativity (orange line, p = 0.056), true 
crime consumption is linked to lower malevolent creativity at a trend. Sensitivity model (B): At high levels of true crime consumption (orange line, 
p = 0.434), verbal creativity no longer translates into malevolent creativity, whereas at low (blue line, p < 0.001) and moderate levels of true crime con-
sumption (gray line, p < 0.001), there is a positive link between verbal creativity and malevolent creativity. Sensitivity model (C): Only at high levels 
of true crime consumption (orange line, p = 0.010), trait aggression is linked to higher malevolent creativity. Main model (D): Only at high levels of 
trait aggression (orange line, p = 0.011), there is a positive link of true crime consumption and MC fluency. Main model (E): (C) none of the slopes 
are significant, although true crime consumption is linked to higher MC originality at low levels of verbal creativity (blue line, p = 0.111). Sensitivity 
model (F): At high levels of true crime consumption (orange line, p = 0.883), verbal creativity no longer translates into higher MC originality. N = 160.
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(B = 0.12, p = 0.019) of true crime consumption, but not high 
levels of true crime consumption (B = 0.01, p = 0.883, see 
Figure 1F).

2.4.6   |   Follow-Up Analysis With Types of Aggression in 
the MCT

Physical aggression (r = 0.25, p = 0.002) and property aggression 
(r = 0.44, p < 0.001) were rated as more harmful, while threat-
related aggression was rated as less original (r = −0.39, p < 0.001) 
and trick-related aggression was rated as more original (r = 0.33, 
p < 0.001). Participants who generated a higher number of trick-
related ideas also showed higher ideational fluency overall 
(r = 0.24, p = 0.002).

True crime consumption was not correlated to any type of 
aggression in malevolent idea generation (all r's < 0.09, all 
p's > 0.284). Verbal creativity positively correlated with trick-
related aggression (r = 0.19, p = 0.019) and negatively cor-
related with threat-related aggression (r = −0.22, p = 0.006), 
while trait aggression positively correlated with physical ag-
gression on the MCT (r = 0.20, p = 0.012). Gender was not as-
sociated with a specific type of aggression (all r's < 0.11, all 
p's > 0.159).

2.5   |   Discussion

Notably, due to its cross-sectional nature, Study 1 cannot deliver 
evidence of causality. However, given prominent frameworks on 
relationships between violent media and aggression that have es-
tablished causality (Anderson and Bushman 2018, even if effects 
are criticized for being small; Ferguson et al. 2020), we also tenta-
tively discuss our results within this context.

In Study 1, no correlation of true crime consumption with 
malevolent creativity was observed. As the only direct trend-
level association, true crime consumption was linked to higher 
fluency in generating revenge ideas on the MCT. However, a 
significant interaction underscored the role of trait aggression 
in this relationship. Only at high levels of trait aggression, a 
significant positive link between true crime consumption 
and MC fluency emerged. This may argue for a combined, 
fluency-based effect of true crime consumption and aggres-
sion on malevolent idea generation and could indicate that 
true crime interest together with aggressive attitudes may be 
linked to lower imaginative resistance to dark, morally deviant 
worlds (as shown for dark personality traits; Black et al. 2019, 
Kjeldgaard-Christiansen et  al.  2021). This could also prompt 
more engagement with the explicit revenge nature of the MCT, 
and thus motivate a higher number of ideas for solving the pre-
sented problem. There is evidence that trait reactive aggres-
sion (activated by the unfair situations of the MCT) is linked 
to longer engagement with negative stimuli (Manning 2020). 
Accordingly, true crime links to fluency of revenge ideas may 
be conditional on an elevated attentional bias for threatening 
or hostile situations and how to resolve them. Yet, fluency on 
our malevolent creativity test is only one aspect of people's ca-
pacity for unique aggression (see Section 4). Still, if we inter-
pret the true crime consumption × trait aggression interaction 

within the violent media—aggression framework (that has es-
tablished causality, e.g., Krahé and Möller  2010), this would 
suggest that true crime media may only stimulate harmful cog-
nition in individuals with aggressive traits.

We also observed an interaction of true crime consumption 
and verbal creativity on total malevolent creativity, although in 
an unexpected way. Simple slope analyses did not deliver much 
support for true crime consumption driving effects on malev-
olent creativity, as only one slope yielded trend-level signifi-
cance, indicating that at high levels of verbal creativity, true 
crime consumption was linked to lower malevolent creativity. 
While this may initially suggest that true crime may predict 
reduced malevolent creativity in highly creative individuals, 
our sensitivity analyses showed that true crime consumption 
was more likely a moderator in verbal creativity driving effects 
on malevolent creativity: While at low and moderate levels of 
true crime consumption, higher verbal creativity was linked 
to higher total malevolent creativity and higher originality of 
ideas, this link was no longer significant at high levels of true 
crime consumption.3 Effectively, this does not support true 
crime consumption driving effects on malevolent creativity, 
but instead, altering associations of two types of creativity. 
However, the findings are still intriguing, although not in the 
fact verbal and malevolent creativity are linked at lower lev-
els of true crime consumption, as scores of divergent thinking 
tests are expected to correlate with each other, reflecting the 
basic cognitive ability to generate unique solutions to open-
ended problems (Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2021; Plucker and 
Beghetto 2004). Instead, it seems noteworthy that at high lev-
els of true crime consumption, individuals' general creative 
potential may no longer translate into higher originality of 
ideas when the goal of the task is to creatively harm others. 
While several explanations for this are plausible, we first seek 
to replicate this link in Study 2 to determine its robustness 
and practical relevance. As an intermediary summary, Study 1 
does not suggest a direct link between true crime consumption 
and malevolent creativity; instead, true crime relationships 
with malevolent creativity depended on trait aggression, and 
relationships of verbal creativity and malevolent creativity de-
pended on true crime consumption. The secondary findings of 
this study—the interactions of gender and trait aggression, and 
gender and verbal creativity on malevolent creativity—are dis-
cussed in the Supporting Information S1.

2.6   |   Limitations of Study 1 and Outlook on 
Study 2

Study 1 cannot attest that observed associations are specific to 
the true crime genre. Therefore, Study 2 was designed to addi-
tionally assess preference for fictional horror (violent, but not 
real) to determine whether potential links of true crime con-
sumption and malevolent creativity were due to the “true” nature 
of depicted violence. Further, a composite score of preference for 
other media (comedy, action, sci-fi, etc.) was added to the regres-
sion models to control for broader media interests, as previous 
studies found positive links between aggression and non-violent 
media consumption (Delhove and Greitemeyer 2021). In terms of 
potential interactions, it is possible that true crime consumption 
is only linked to malevolent creativity if consumption of other 
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violent media (horror) is high. Alternatively, there may be weaker 
or no links between true crime consumption and malevolent cre-
ativity if people also consume a lot of other (positive or neutral) 
media. Further, Study 2 added depressive affect to the regression 
models, as individuals with certain affective profiles may show 
a broader engagement with violent stimuli or tasks (Krcmar and 
Kean 2005). Previously, studies both reported that certain mo-
tives for true crime consumption were linked to depressive affect 
and trait anxiety (Perchtold-Stefan et  al.  2025), and that de-
pressed mood was linked to higher malevolent creativity on the 
MCT (Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, and Fink 2023). Accordingly, 
links between true crime consumption and malevolent creativity 
may only exist in people with higher negative affective disposi-
tions. Finally, in Study 2, we exchanged verbal creativity for a 
test of affective creativity in generating positive reappraisals for 
negative situations (see Perchtold-Stefan, Papousek, et al. 2022). 
The idea is that true crime consumption and malevolent creativ-
ity may be more closely related to divergent thinking in the af-
fective domain, as they share a certain emotional load. Further, 
women seem to consume true crime content for emotion regu-
lation (Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2025), which may reflect affective 
routes to malevolent creativity. Additionally, since it cannot be 
ruled out that results of Study 1 were influenced by education 
(potentially showing different links to media preferences and 
creativity), Study 2 additionally assessed education levels of 
participants.

3   |   Study 2

3.1   |   Methods

3.1.1   |   Participants

Study 2 includes n = 307 participants (240 women, M age = 27.73, 
SD = 10.09) recruited from the student and the general popula-
tion, who were tested in person at the lab. An a priori power 
analysis suggested a minimum sample size of n = 276 ( f2 = 0.13 
as the smallest effect from Study 1's multiple regression mod-
els for originality; α = 0.05, 1 − β = 0.95, number of predictors in 
multiple regression model = 23). Inclusion criteria were suffi-
cient knowledge of German (due to the test material), and no 
previous experience with the creativity tests. From the original 
sample size of n = 312, listwise deletion was used to exclude peo-
ple with missing or unusable creativity data (n = 3 did not adhere 
to malevolent creativity instructions, n = 2 had a code mismatch 
of affective creativity test sheets and questionnaire data). Our 
sample proved to be highly educated, with 94.7% having at least 
a high school diploma (0.7% compulsory school, 3.9% apprentice-
ship, 57.3% high school diploma, 23.5% Bachelors' degree, 12.7% 
Masters' degree, and 2.0% PhD). The study was approved by the 
local ethics committee. Written informed consent was provided 
by all participants, who were financially compensated for their 
participation (30 Euros).

3.1.2   |   Test and Questionnaires

In terms of demographic information, participants reported their 
gender and age. Descriptive statistics for all questionnaires in-
cluding Cronbach's alpha are summarized in Table 4.

For true crime consumption and trait aggression, the same ques-
tionnaires as in Study 1 were used. See Figure 2 for the distribu-
tion of true crime consumption in both studies.

3.1.2.1   |   Depressive Affect.  The Center for Epidemiolog-
ical Studies Depression Scale (CES-D, German version; Haut-
zinger and Bailer 1993) was used to assess frequency of current 
depressive affect over the past 2 weeks in the general population. 
The CES-D consists of 20 items, rated from 0 (rarely or never) 

TABLE 4    |    Descriptive statistics for all variables in Study 2.

M SD Min Max α

True crime 
consumption

2.63 0.94 1 5.38 0.83

Affective creativity 2.70 2.79 0 16 0.64

Trait aggression 20.60 4.93 12 42 0.79

Depressive affect 13.18 8.51 0 44 0.79

Horror preference 3.45 2.27 1 7 *

Other media 
preference

4.24 1.04 1.50 7 0.69

Malevolent creativity test

Total malevolent 
creativity

2.08 1.32 0 7.75 0.80

Malevolent fluency 4.76 1.57 1.50 9.00 0.89

Malevolence 2.62 0.56 1.40 5.00 0.85

Originality 2.64 0.66 1.30 5.40 0.79

% Physical 
aggression

19.64 14.38 0 82.35 **

% Property 
aggression

24.33 11.06 0 60 **

% Social aggression 38.34 15.52 0 83.33 **

% Threat-related 
aggression

7.36 8.85 0 50 **

% Trick-related 
aggression

10.34 9.60 0 40.91 **

Note: *Single item; **Not computed due to different MCT item content.
Abbreviations: α, Cronbach Alpha; M, mean; Max, Maximum; Min, Minimum; 
SD, standard deviation.

FIGURE 2    |    Distribution of true crime consumption in Study 1 (A) 
and Study 2 (B).
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to 3 (most or all the time). A total score of depressive affect was 
computed by summing up all items.

3.1.2.2   |   Affective Creativity.  The Reappraisal Inventive-
ness Test (RIT, see Perchtold-Stefan, Papousek, et al. 2022) tests 
the spontaneous capacity for inventing different cognitive reap-
praisals for negative situations. Participants were confronted 
with four anxiety-eliciting situations (e.g., walking through a 
dark park alone at night) and had 3 min per item to write down 
as many re-interpretations as possible to downregulate their 
negative feelings. To create an affective creativity score that 
included fluency and quality of ideas similar to the MCT, we 
scored the number of positive re-interpretations, which, accord-
ing to literature, provide the most effective and unique perspec-
tive change from negative to positive, and thus can be regarded 
as the most original in the face of adversity (Perchtold-Stefan, 
Papousek, et al. 2022). Ideas were scored by two experienced rat-
ers (ICC two-way random, consistency = 0.98) and were averaged 
into a total score of affective creativity.

3.1.2.3   |   Media Genre Preferences.  Participants were 
asked to rate 10 statements about genre fandom (Scrivner 2021), 
using 7-point scales from strongly disagree to strongly agree 
(e.g., “I consider myself a fan of [genre] movies and Tv shows”). 
The genres included horror, zombie, psychological thriller, 
supernatural, apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic, science fiction, 
alien-invasion, crime, comedy, and romance. For this study, we 
used the horror subscale as a preference for fictional horror con-
tent, and averaged the rest of the subscales (excluding crime) 
into a measure of other media preferences.4

3.1.2.4   |   Malevolent Creativity.  The same test as in 
Study 1 was used (Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2021; Perchtold-Stefan, 
Fink, et  al.  2022; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et  al.  2022; 
Perchtold-Stefan, Papousek, et al. 2022; Perchtold-Stefan, Rom-
inger, and Fink 2023; Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, Papousek, 
and Fink  2023). In this study, we implemented the original 
4-item version (additionally including a situation with an unfair 
romantic rival and a situation with an inconsiderate roommate 
throwing a party during the week; 3 min idea generation). As in 
Study 1, ideas were coded for fluency, malevolence (1 = slightly 
malevolent, 6 = highly malevolent), and originality (1 = very 
unoriginal, 6 = very original). Compared to Study 1, the rating 
scales were extended from 1 to 4 and from 1 to 6 to increase 
differentiability and examine robustness of previous results. 
One experienced rater determined fluency of ideas; three expe-
rienced raters coded ideas for malevolence and originality. 
Intra-class correlations (two-way random, consistency, aver-
age measures) for malevolence were ICC = 0.99, and for orig-
inality, were ICC = 0.94. A total score of malevolent creativity 
was computed by summing up the number of malevolent ideas 
that were at least moderately original (≥ 3). Ideas were addi-
tionally coded for physical, property, social, threat aggression, 
and pranks by the same experienced rater as in Study 1.

3.2   |   Statistical Analysis

The same statistical analyses as in Study 1 were applied. In a 
first step, Pearson's correlations among all study variables were 
computed. Second, a main multiple regression model was run 

to test the relationships between gender (women: −1, men: 1), 
aggression, depressive affect, affective creativity, horror prefer-
ence, other media preference, and true crime consumption (Step 
1) and their two-way interactions (Step 2) on total malevolent 
creativity. Then, follow-up regression models were computed for 
fluency, malevolence, and originality of ideas. Regression mod-
els of Study 2 differed from models of Study 1 in two more ways: 
First, age was added as a covariate in all models due to correla-
tions with creativity measures (see below). Second, we did not 
compute interactions of gender with other variables due to the 
unequal gender composition (240 women: 67 men), and the un-
likeliness of detecting significant interaction effects due to men 
being underrepresented. However, as in Study 1, no significant 
interactions between gender × true crime consumption on ma-
levolent creativity were observed, removing gender interactions 
from Study 2's models likely does not affect the integrity of our 
research questions. Significant two-way interaction effects were 
followed up with the SPSS macro Process (v4.1, see Study 1) to 
illustrate interaction effects across different levels of the moder-
ator (default: affective creativity, depressive affect, media con-
sumption, or aggression depending on the interaction terms, 
sensitivity analysis: true crime consumption). Third, Pearson's 
correlations with specific types of aggression generated on the 
MCT were computed.

Statistical assumptions for the regression models were met. 
A significance level of p < 0.05 (two-tailed) was applied for all 
analyses; for correlations, trend level associations of p < 0.10 are 
also reported.

3.3   |   Results

3.3.1   |   Correlations

All correlational results are presented in Table  5. True crime 
consumption only positively correlated with MC fluency 
(r = 0.13, p = 0.024). Further, true crime consumption positively 
correlated with trait aggression (r = 0.20, p < 0.001), horror 
media preference (r = 0.26, p < 0.001), and other media prefer-
ence (r = 0.20, p < 0.001). Affective creativity correlated with 
all aspects of malevolent creativity (r's 0.15 to 0.30) except for 
malevolence. Depressive affect positively correlated with MC 
fluency (r = 0.12, p = 0.043). Horror media preference positively 
correlated with MC malevolence (r = 0.16, p = 0.004). Women 
reported higher true crime consumption than men (r = −0.27, 
p < 0.001) and showed higher MC fluency than men (r = −0.15, 
p = 0.011).

With only a small correlation between true crime consumption 
and MC fluency, these zero-order correlations show weak sup-
port for a general link between true crime consumption and 
malevolent creativity. We proceed with the report of multiple 
regression models to examine whether this relation changes 
when controlling for, and depending on different levels of, 
important covariates. As age showed negative correlations 
with MC fluency (r = −0.23, p < 0.001) and MC malevolence 
(r = −0.25, p < 0.001), it was added as a covariate in all regres-
sion models. Education only showed miniscule links to MCT 
fluency (r = 0.13, p = 0.022) and was thus omitted from the 
main regression models.5
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Full regression models are presented in Table 6. Figures for sig-
nificant variable interactions with true crime consumption are 
provided. For illustrated other interactions, see Data S1.

3.3.2   |   Main Multiple Regression Model for Total 
Malevolent Creativity

At Step 1, the full model was significant (F8,298 = 3.19, 
p = 0.002). Apart from age (B = −0.19, p = 0.012), only affec-
tive creativity correlated with malevolent creativity (B = 0.29, 
p < 0.001), while true crime consumption showed a weak 
trend-level association (B = 0.14, p = 0.086). At Step 2, the full 
model was significant (F23,283 = 1.57, p = 0.048), but next to 
age and affective creativity, only presented two trend-level in-
teractions of depression × other media preference (B = −0.17, 
p = 0.081) and horror × other media preference (B = −0.16, 
p = 0.081) that were not considered further due to their failed 
significance.

3.3.3   |   Multiple Regression Model for MC Fluency

At Step 1, the full model was significant (F8,298 = 8.54, p < 0.001). 
Apart from age (B = −0.14, p < 0.001) and affective creativity 
(B = 0.46, p < 0.001), true crime consumption positively cor-
related with MC fluency (B = 0.19, p = 0.040), while horror pref-
erence showed a negative correlation (B = −0.23, p = 0.016). At 
Step 2, the full model was significant (F23,283 = 3.35, p < 0.001), 
yet links of true crime consumption and MC fluency were re-
duced to a trend (B = 0.18, p = 0.058). In addition, only one trend-
level interaction of horror × other media consumption emerged 
(B = −0.19, p = 0.063, see total MC).

3.3.4   |   Multiple Regression Model for MC Malevolence

At Step 1, the full model was significant (F8,298 = 3.92, p < 0.001). 
Apart from age (B = −0.13, p < 0.001), horror preference positively 
correlated with MC malevolence (B = 0.10, p = 0.007), while the 
effect of true crime was not significant (B = 0.01, p = 0.748). At 
Step 2, the full model was significant (F23,283 = 2.10, p = 0.003). 
Horror preference retained a significant positive effect on MC 
malevolence (B = 0.11, p = 0.005). While only reaching trend 
level significance for total MC and MC fluency, the interaction 
of horror × other media preference became significant here 
(B = −0.08, p = 0.025). For the horror × other media preference 
interaction, simple slopes analyses revealed that horror prefer-
ence was linked to higher malevolence of ideas when preference 
for other media preference was low (B = 0.19, p = 0.001) or mod-
erate (B = 0.11, p = 0.005), but not when it was high (B = 0.03, 
p = 0.602).

3.3.5   |   Multiple Regression Model for MC Originality

At Step 1, the full model was (F8,298 = 2.28, p = 0.022). Affective 
creativity positively correlated with MC originality (B = 0.09, 
p = 0.012), while other media preference showed a negative trend 
level association (B = −0.08, p = 0.083). True crime consumption 
was not significant (B = 0.01, p = 0.751). At Step 2, the full model 
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was significant (F23,283 = 1.62, p = 0.039). Here, two significant 
interaction effects emerged: true crime consumption × affective 
creativity (B = −0.10, p = 0.026) and horror preference × depres-
sive affect (B = 0.13, p = 0.007). For the true crime × affective 
creativity interaction, simple slopes revealed that true crime 
consumption was linked to higher MC originality if affective 
creativity was low (although the slope failed to be significant: 
B = 0.12, p = 0.057). There was no link of true crime consump-
tion and MC originality at moderate (B = 0.02, p = 0.658) and 
high levels of affective creativity (B = −0.08, p = 0.210). See 
Figure 3A. For the horror preference × depressive affect interac-
tion, simple slopes revealed that horror preference was linked to 
higher MC originality when depressive affect was high (B = 0.19, 
p = 0.003), but not when it was moderate (B = 0.06, p = 0.198) or 
low (B = −0.07, p = 0.283).

3.3.5.1   |   Sensitivity Analyses for Simple Slopes With 
True Crime Consumption as a Moderator.  For the true 
crime × affective creativity interaction, simple slopes revealed 
that affective creativity was linked to higher MC originality if 
true crime consumption was low (B = 0.08, p < 0.001) and mod-
erate (B = 0.05, p = 0.002). Yet, affective creativity was no longer 
linked to MC originality when true crime consumption was 
high (B = 0.01, p = 0.548). See Figure 3B.

3.3.6   |   Follow-Up Analysis With Types of Aggression in 
the MCT

Physical aggression was rated as more harmful (r = 0.79, 
p < 0.001), but also more original (r = 0.60, p < 0.001), while so-
cial aggression was rated as less harmful (r = −0.37, p < 0.001) 
and less original (r = −0.29, p < 0.001). Threat-related aggres-
sion was also rated as less harmful (r = −0.15, p = 0.044) and 
less original (r = −0.24, p < 0.001). Trick-related aggression was 
rated as less harmful (r = −0.36, p < 0.001).

True crime consumption was positively correlated with threat-
related aggression (r = 0.13, p = 0.033), and at a trend, with social 
aggression (r = 0.11, p = 0.066), and was negatively correlated 
with trick-related aggression (r = −0.15, p = 0.009). Trait ag-
gression negatively correlated with trick-related aggression 
(r = −0.14, p = 0.014). Depressive affect positively correlated 
with physical aggression (r = 0.15, p = 0.008) and negatively 
correlated with trick-related aggression (r = −0.14, p = 0.017). 
Horror movie preference positively correlated with physical ag-
gression (r = 0.13, p = 0.020) and negatively correlated with trick-
related aggression (r = −0.18, p = 0.001).

3.4   |   Discussion

In Study 2, a significant albeit small association of true crime 
consumption and MC fluency emerged. At first, this replicates 
trend-level findings from Study 1 and, from the perspective of 
media effects on hostile cognition (Bushman 2016), could indi-
cate that true crime content provides individuals with a richer 
repertoire of damaging ideas that results in higher fluency for 
resolving negative social situations (MCT). Alternatively, true 
crime consumption and MC fluency may be linked by higher 
motivation for engaging with negative content (Black et al. 2019, 

see Study 1) and morbid curiosity regarding one's own and oth-
ers' darker ideas (Scrivner  2021). However, the effect of true 
crime consumption on MC fluency was small at best. This sug-
gests that controlled for other relevant constructs (affect, more 
general media consumption), true crime content may have a 
rather negligible association with harmful ideational fluency.

While previous interactions of true crime consumption and ag-
gression (Study 1) also vanished, we managed to replicate the 
significant interaction of true crime consumption and creativity 
on originality of revenge ideas with closer to real-life affective 
creativity. However, just like in Study 1, we only found weak 
support for true crime consumption driving effects on malev-
olent creativity. While a trend-level effect suggested that true 
crime consumption may indeed provide case-based knowledge 
for malevolent creativity, and thus, predict higher originality of 
ideas in individuals generally low in creativity, sensitivity anal-
yses showed that true crime was more likely a moderator of 
associations between affective and malevolent creativity. Here, 
affective creativity was positively linked to MC originality at low 
and moderate levels of true crime consumption, but no longer 
at high levels of consumption, replicating findings from Study 
1 exactly. With the general pattern of both studies converging, 
the intriguing part of both interactions is the missing link of two 
creativity measures with MC originality under high true crime 
consumption. This may suggest that if individuals consume a lot 
of true crime content, their creative potential in other domains 
(in Study 2: affective) no longer translates into higher originality 
for causing harm to others. Overall, this finding runs counter 
to the idea that extensive consumption of real-life violence may 
make people with a prerequisite cognitive capacity for creative 
thinking more creative in harming others (in a hypothetical 
test). Our data also showed that when high true crime consum-
ers generated revenge ideas, these ideas included more threat-
related aggression (intimidation, blackmailing, harassment) 
and at a trend, social aggression (lying, rumors, manipulation), 
which were both rated as less harmful and less original, and are 
also less representative of the true crime genre, which focuses 
primarily on physical violence (assault, sex crimes, murder). 
This idea is further discussed in the Section 4.

The secondary findings of this study—the interactions of fic-
tional horror and other media preference, and fictional horror 
and depressive affect on malevolent creativity—are discussed in 
the Supporting Information S1. Suffice it to say we found media 
preferences other than true crime, together with negative affect, 
more strongly associated with malevolent creativity. Briefly in-
terpreted, fictional horror, compared to true crime, may offer 
more examples of novel, surprising, extraordinary harm to 
others,6 simply because it is not constrained by laws of nature, 
the legal system, and human capability. Together with high de-
pressed affect, this passive repertoire of creative harm thus may 
manifest in more original, out-of-the-box ideas to take revenge 
in real-life situations.

4   |   General Discussion

Looking at the true crime media genre, one might argue that 
detailed and realistic portrayals of aggression are more likely 
to influence consumers' own unique and dangerous real-life 
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aggression. But is true crime consumption “truly” linked to 
higher malevolent creativity?

The answer partly depends on which aspects of malevolent cre-
ativity we consider most integral to the phenomenon and most 
damaging to society. In our two studies, we find weak to contra-
dictory evidence that true crime consumption may be positively 
associated with people's creative aggression. When true crime 
consumption showed positive links to malevolent creativity, 
effect sizes were small, and links were restricted to ideational 
fluency (and conditional upon higher trait aggression in Study 
1). However, as the MC fluency scoring uses a minimum ma-
levolence threshold, ideas may strongly vary in their harmful-
ness (e.g., “not helping someone in the future when asked” vs. 
“slipping peanuts to someone with a severe allergy”). As dis-
cussed, true crime fans may be more morbidly curious, which 

could also extend to their own repertoire of darker ideas (Black 
et al. 2019; Scrivner 2021), thus motivating more answers on the 
MCT but not necessarily higher malevolence or originality of 
ideas. Nevertheless, one could argue that in real life, generat-
ing a broader range of revenge ideas increases the likelihood of 
harming others in unique and personalized ways. Still, as asso-
ciations between true crime and MC fluency were small and con-
ditional in Study 1, these findings do not suggest strong or stable 
links of true crime consumption and fluent malevolent ideation. 
This is especially important in light of alternative explanations 
that both true crime and MC fluency may be associated by third 
shared variables like morbid curiosity, need for cognition lead-
ing to a higher motivation for complex social problem-solving, 
sensation seeking, or threat sensitivity. Regarding the latter, 
true crime consumption has been linked to higher defensive 
vigilance (McDonald et  al.  2021), while malevolent creativity 

FIGURE 3    |    Interaction effect of affective creativity and true crime consumption on MC originality. Main model (A): At low levels (blue line) of 
affective creativity, true crime consumption is positively linked to MC originality at a trend (p = 0.057). There is no link of true crime consumption 
and MC originality at moderate (gray line, p = 0.658) and high levels (orange line, p = 0.210) of affective creativity. Sensitivity model (B): At low levels 
(blue line, p < 0.001) and moderate levels (gray line, p = 0.002) of true crime consumption, affective creativity is positively linked to MC originality, 
yet at high levels of true crime consumption, affective creativity is no longer linked to MC originality (orange line, p = 0.548). N = 307.
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was found to be increased under social threat (Baas et al. 2019; 
Perchtold-Stefan, Rominger, et al. 2022).

4.1   |   Conditional Relationships of True Crime 
Consumption With Malevolent Creativity

There were no direct positive links of true crime consumption 
with malevolence or originality of ideas, tentatively suggesting 
that in general, it may neither translate into more harmful nor 
into more unique, unexpected aggression, which is where the 
most destructive potential of malevolent creativity lies (Harris 
and Reiter-Palmon  2015; Perchtold-Stefan, Fink, et  al.  2022; 
Perchtold-Stefan, Papousek, et al. 2022). The only true crime 
links to more meaningful indicators of malevolent creativity 
(total MC, MC originality) that we found seemed to be condi-
tional on individuals' general creative potential. In Study 1, 
true crime consumption was linked to lower total malevolent 
creativity at high levels of verbal creativity, while in Study 2, 
true crime consumption was linked to higher MC originality at 
low levels of affective creativity. It may be tempting to suggest 
that repeated exposure to examples of violence in true crime is 
indeed a focal predictor of malevolent creativity under certain 
conditions, driving malevolent creativity in uncreative people, 
while reducing malevolent creativity in creative people. In 
principle, these results would fit within the framework of the 
GAM (Anderson and Bushman 2018), which—although often 
emphasizing a main effect of violent media on aggression—
also considers interactions with person factors in explaining 
aggressive behavior, thus allowing for individual differences as 
moderators and mediators in violent media—aggression links. 
Critically however, both of these simple slopes failed to reach 
statistical significance (p's > 0.05, but < 0.10), meaning that 
they were likely not the reason for the significant interaction 
of true crime and creativity. Instead, as shown by sensitivity 
analyses, true crime consumption seems to serve as moderator 
altering the link between people's more general creative poten-
tial and its application for malevolent purposes. This is where, 
in our opinion, parallels to the GAM disappear, as the GAM 
treats media violence more as a focal predictor of aggression-
related outcomes, and moderation effects are usually on the 
strength of that effect (e.g., Huesmann and Taylor 2006; Krahé 
and Möller  2010). Moreover, notwithstanding their cross-
sectional nature, our findings indicate that true crime con-
sumption may even buffer effects of general creative potential 
on originality of harmful ideas. This does not fit the idea that 
(prolonged) engagement with violent media, like true crime 
primes aggressive concepts, desensitizes to violence, and de-
creases empathy, as this should strengthen the link between 
general creative capacities and malevolent creativity.

Instead, in both studies, we observed that the positive link of 
verbal and affective creativity to MC originality at low and 
moderate levels of true crime consumption vanished at high 
levels of consumption. Moving away from the GAM to other 
interpretations for this finding, we first (1) consider the per-
spective of creativity stimulation by others' ideas, and then (2) 
the perspective of who consumes true crime and why. Critically, 
however, it should be noted that these perspectives treat true 
crime consumption as a more secondary, contextual modera-
tor of individuals applying their creativity for harmful purposes 

and not, as our analyses showed, true crime as a main driver of 
malevolent creativity.

4.2   |   Perspectives on Creativity Stimulation by 
True Crime Content

Regarding the creativity stimulation perspective (1), researchers 
agree that being exposed to ideas of others can stimulate one's 
creativity, yet there is disagreement whether these ideas should 
be moderately or highly original (de Chantal et al. 2023; Fink 
et al. 2012; Yuan et al. 2021). Some studies find that more re-
mote examples increase originality of generated ideas via higher 
cognitive load and controlled attention, leading to an earlier 
increase of originality in the divergent thinking process (de 
Chantal et  al.  2023). Conversely, others report that exposure 
to common ideas increases originality, arguing that shared in-
formation has a greater associative strength, while too origi-
nal ideas by others may not resonate with one's own semantic 
network and thus inhibit idea generation (Fink et al. 2012). For 
our results, both perspectives have merit: If true crime stories 
mostly provide examples of generic violence (e.g., repetitive nar-
ratives, focus on blunt violence), a missing association of more 
general creativity with MC originality would support the idea 
that frequent exposure to common aggression may not inspire 
unique aggression due to fixation effects (de Chantal et al. 2023). 
Alternatively, if true crime stories mostly feature unique and 
surprising instances of aggression (e.g., due to the statistical in-
frequency of murder vs. its representation in true crime), a miss-
ing association with MC originality may support the idea that 
unique aggression may not increase observer originality due to 
lack of semantic resonance (Fink et al. 2012), or due to lack of 
personal resonance (see below). As a limitation, we did not rate 
the consumed true crime content for creativity (i.e., how creative 
consumers perceived the true crime stories to be), which pre-
vents further insights into its common vs. creative nature. To 
remedy this, future studies could assess participants' subjective 
originality and unexpectedness of consumed true crime stories 
to better understand their potential stimulation effects. This 
would also help to sort out our trend-level effects in the original 
simple slope analyses, according to which true crime consump-
tion was linked to lower malevolent creativity in more creative 
participants (for whom true crime examples of violence may be 
uninspiring) and linked to higher MC originality in less creative 
participants (for whom true crime examples of violence may be 
novel). Still, these interpretations should only be considered fur-
ther if these slopes reach significance in future studies.

4.3   |   Perspectives on Traits and Motivations 
of True Crime Consumers

Moving from the creativity to the true crime consumer perspective 
(2), stimulating effects of examples may depend on similarities 
vs. differences between example providers and idea generators 
(de Chantal et al. 2023), which prompts the question if true crime 
consumers share the darker and violent characteristics of their 
preferred stories (Black et  al.  2019; Kjeldgaard-Christiansen 
et al. 2021). A previous study found small positive correlations of 
true crime consumption with aspects of antagonism (Perchtold-
Stefan et al. 2025); however, it also observed links to more positive 
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constructs like openness for experience and more adaptive emo-
tion regulation in daily life. In terms of motives for true crime 
consumption, defensive vigilance (preparing for danger) and 
authenticity (relevance) were also more strongly endorsed than 
excitement and sensationalism, which resembles findings by 
Vivanco Carlevari et al. (2024), who also highlighted social mo-
tives of moral duty and empathy as reasons why people engage 
with others' suffering. Altogether, these findings suggest that for 
the majority of people, true crime consumption is not driven by 
predatory and voyeuristic motives, but instead, may be linked 
to empathy, morality, justice sensitivity, and the need to prepare 
for danger (see McDonald et al. 2021). If we transfer a more pro-
social, empathy-driven idea of true crime consumption to our 
findings, this may explain why high levels of true crime con-
sumption seemed to eliminate the initially positive link between 
one's more general creativity capacity and originality in malevo-
lent creativity. Though speculative for now, frequent true crime 
consumers may be more aware of the suffering and disastrous 
outcomes of creatively harming others. This is why creative indi-
viduals, although having the necessary cognitive capacities, may 
show attenuated persistence and effort in idea generation, and 
thus originality on the MCT (e.g., De Dreu et al. 2024). Matching 
an empathy motive of true crime consumption, Scrivner (2021, 
2024) found enjoyment of horror media not negatively, but partly 
positively related to empathy and concern for others, challeng-
ing ideas of cold-heartedness in horror consumers. Additionally, 
Perchtold-Stefan et al. (2025) found a positive link between true 
crime consumption and cognitive reappraisal and positive re-
focusing in daily life, either suggesting that people with good 
emotion regulation better tolerate the negativity of true crime, 
or that repeated engagement with negative true crime content 
may train adaptive emotion regulation skills (see Scrivner 2021). 
In both instances, better emotion regulation may potentially ex-
plain why creative people high in true crime consumption do 
not show higher originality in malevolent creativity, as the MCT 
situations could be more easily reappraised or distanced from, 
and thus, lose their provocative, creativity-stimulating potential 
(Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2021).

Departing from an overly prosocial take on true crime, elements 
of the Routine Activity Theory (RAT; Cohen and Felson  1979; 
Hayes et al. 2021) may also be useful for explaining why elevated 
true crime consumption could attenuate the link between gen-
eral and malevolent creativity. RAT proposes that crime occurs 
when a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence 
of guardianship (e.g., police, surveillance) converge in time and 
space. Though originally formulated to explain crime as a situ-
ational opportunity, later RAT applications have emphasized 
that individuals' awareness of guardianship and risks can lead to 
behavioral adjustments that reduce opportunities for victimiza-
tion (Hayes et al. 2021). Additionally, RAT implies that potential 
offenders are sensitive to cues that deter crime. Applied loosely 
to our findings, frequent engagement with narratives of real vi-
olence may heighten individuals' sensitivity to the presence of 
guardians (e.g., legal systems, witnesses, public scrutiny). This 
increased vigilance towards the consequences of crime could 
potentially reduce people's motivation to engage with novel yet 
risky forms of aggression. This interpretation aligns with the idea 
that many true crime consumers engage with the genre not out of 
voyeuristic motives but out of a desire to understand and prevent 
harm, potentially reducing the appeal of malevolent ideation.

4.4   |   Strengths, Limitations, and Future Outlook

People who consume media stories on real human violence may 
be easily ascribed a higher capacity for creative harm. Yet, in our 
two studies, true crime consumption was only weakly linked to 
higher fluency on a malevolent creativity test. Study 2 further 
suggested that when contrasted with other media habits (e.g., 
fictional horror preference) and negative emotionality, true 
crime consumption is not uniquely associated with malevolent 
creativity. As the oppositive perspective, in both studies, high 
true crime consumption seemed to weaken the link between 
general creative potential and originality in malevolent creativ-
ity, tentatively hinting at prosocial motives and effects of true 
crime engagement that may prevent individuals from using 
their creative potential for destructive purposes.

Before discussing some limitations, we consider our sufficiently 
powered dual-study design, along with our complex regression 
models controlling for other variables and interactions a strength 
of our investigation that, despite its cross-sectional nature, pro-
vides some robustness to the observed basic relationships of true 
crime consumption and malevolent creativity. Importantly, how-
ever, next to all obtained effect sizes being small, some restrictions 
apply to our more prosocial interpretations. As we did not assess 
empathy or specific (prosocial) motivations for true crime con-
sumption, these inferences remain speculative until confirmed 
in future investigations. In this respect, future research is also 
warranted to validate currently discussed motives for true crime 
consumption regarding prosocial and antisocial perspectives (see 
McDonald et al. 2021; Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2025). Further, our 
findings are limited by their cross-sectional nature, meaning that 
for all discussed effects, the reverse paths could also hold. In the 
future, longitudinal cross-lagged panel analyses (see Krahé and 
Möller  2010) or experimental designs like testing the effect of 
true crime abstinence on malevolent creativity may better scruti-
nize these relationships. This will help to address whether there 
are simply some dispositions and motivations that make people 
more likely to engage in true crime consumption and malevo-
lent creativity (like morbid curiosity, openness for experience, 
lower imaginative resistance to deviant worlds, threat sensitiv-
ity, or sensation seeking), or whether true crime consumption 
changes people's thought patterns and emotions over time. As 
another take, increased expertise in malevolent creativity may 
also change true crime consumption, as dark crime narratives 
may match one's harm-oriented mindset. For now, it is an open 
question if there is a causal link between violent media exposure 
in true crime and malevolent creativity at all, or if our small ob-
tained links between the two are due to shared third variables. 
Additionally, future studies in larger, more diverse samples 
should implement a more detailed assessment of true crime con-
sumption including duration (e.g., hours per week), consumed 
content (degree of violence), and motives (see Perchtold-Stefan 
et al. 2025), along with controlling for other demographic vari-
ables like socio-economic status. As another limitation, in Study 
2, fictional horror preference was only assessed with one item, 
questioning the interpretability of results. Yet, we argue that 
entering this unspecific index of horror preference along with 
other media preferences into our analyses was already enough 
to render links of true crime consumption and MC fluency non-
significant, which is helpful for understanding the robustness of 
true crime effects (or lack thereof). Finally, in line with recent 
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suggestions (Rietzschel et al. 2024), we acknowledge that gener-
ating malevolently creative ideas is only one part of the creative 
idea journey. It is thus vital to extend malevolent creativity re-
search towards aspects of idea evaluation (balancing originality 
with usefulness, risks, and gains) and implementation (selection 
of ideas for actual use) to arrive at a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of how violent media consumption may influence 
malevolent innovation in real life. Yet, as of now, our findings 
do not support the idea that passive consumption of true tales of 
human violence is linked to a higher capacity for creative harm.

In terms of practical implications, our findings caution against 
prematurely stigmatizing the (vast) true crime audience (see 
Perchtold-Stefan et al. 2025), as simplistic assumptions about the 
harmfulness of crime-related media are likely misplaced. Instead, 
while some true crime enthusiasts may already process their favor-
ite content in empathic ways, media literacy trainings could further 
encourage reflective and adaptive engagement with entertaining 
violent media. Overall, our findings also highlight the importance 
of integrating moral and emotional reasoning into creativity edu-
cation and promotion, emphasizing how creative potential can be 
channeled towards constructive rather than destructive goals.
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Endnotes

	1	Example: Tyler Clementi, a university student that became the victim 
of cyberstalking and invasion of privacy in 2010 when his roommate 
used a webcam to secretly broadcast intimate moments of Tyler in his 
dorm room.

	2	Example: The Zodiac Killer, who claimed responsibility for at least five 
murders in the late 1960s, sending taunting letters and cryptic codes to 
the police and media. His identity remains a mystery to this day.

	3	For a potential three-way interaction with gender, see Data S1.

	4	Removing the “zombie” and/or “apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic” sub-
scales from the other media preferences did not change the overall pat-
tern of the multiple regression results. Thus, they were retained in this 
scale.

	5	Sensitivity models with education as an additional covariate did not 
change any of Study 2's reported results.

	6	The SAW Franchise by James Wan and Leigh Whannell comes to 
mind.
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