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AGGRESSION

In its most extreme forms, aggression is human

~ -tragedy unsurpassed. Hopes that the horrors of

World War II and the Holocaust would produce a
worldwide revulsion against the taking of another
human’s life, resulting in the end of genocidal
practices and a reduction in homicide rates, have
been dashed by the realities of increasing homi-
cide and genocide in the last half of the twentieth
century. The litany of genocidal events is both long
and depressing, including major massacres in
Uganda, Cambodia, Rwanda, Burundi, Zaire,
Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia, and Herzegovina, among
others. Homicide rates have risen in a number of
industrialized countries since World War'll, most
notably in the United States. '

We have seen slight declines in the homicide
rate in the United States during the 1990s. But
despite six consecutive years of decreases, the
1997 homicide rate was still 133 percent of the
1965 rate, and 166 percent of the 1955 rate. For
these and related reasons, interest in understand-
ing the causes of aggression remains high, and
there have been major advances in the social psy-
chology of aggression.

WHAT IS AGGRESSION?

Definitions have varied widely over time and across
research domains. However, a consensus has
emerged among most social psychologists study-
ing human aggression about what constitutes “ag-
gression” in general and what constitutes the ma-
jor forms or “ideal types” of aggression. (See the
following books for current definitions and per-
spectives on aggression: Baron and Richardson

1994; Berkowitz 1993; Geen 1990; Geen and
Donnerstein 1998; Tedeschi and Felson 1994).

Basic Definitions. Aggression vs. Assertive-
ness vs. Violence. Human aggression is behavior
performed by one person (the aggressor) with the
intent of harming another person (the victim) who
is believed by the aggressor to be motivated to
avoid that harm. “Harm” includes physical harm
(e.g., a punch to the face), psychological harm
(e.g., verbal insults), and indirect harm (e.g., de-
stroying the victim’s property).

Accidental harm is not “‘aggressive” because
it is not intended. Harm that is an incidental
by-product of actions taken to achieve some
superordinate goal is also excluded from “aggres-
sion” because the harm-doer’s primary intent in
such cases is to help the person achieve the
superordinate goal and because the harm-recipi-
ent doesn’t actively attempt to avoid the harm-
doer’s action. For example, pain delivered during
a dental procedure is not “aggression” by the
dentist against the patient.

In their scientific usages “‘aggressiveness” is
very different from “assertiveness” even though
the general public frequently uses these words
interchangeably. When people say that someone is
an “‘aggressive’”’ salesperson they typically mean
that he or she is assertive—pushy or confident or
emphatic or persistent—but they do not truly
mean “‘aggressive’’ unless, of course, they believe
that the satesperson intentionally tries to harm
customers. Similarly, coaches exhorting players to
“be more aggressive™ seldom mean that players
should try to harm their opponents; rather, coach-
es want players to be more assertive—active and
confident.

Violence, on the other hand, is a subtype of
aggression. The term “violence” is generally used
to denote extreme forms of aggression such as
murder, rape, and assault. All violence is aggres-
sion, but many instances of aggression are not
violent. For example, one child pushing another
off a tricycle is considered aggressive but not
violent. For example, one child pushing another
off a tricycle is considered aggressive but not
violent.

Affective vs. Instrumental Types of Aggression.
“Affective” aggression has the primary motive of
harming the target, and is thought to be based on

68



AGGRESSION

m It is sometimes labeled hostile, impulsive,
Sirveactive aggresston, though these labels often
garyy additional meaning. When aggression is mere-
/4 tool to achieve another goal of the aggressor, it
h .iabeled“mstnnnental aggression. Most robber-
: agj"e primarily instrumental, whereas most mur-
and assaults are affective. Similarly, Jack may
it Jita merely to obtain a desirable toy, a case of
ingtramental aggression. Jim may get angry and
rg,sporld by hitting Jack in order to hurt him, a case
5{ affective aggression.

Proactive vs. Reactive Types of Aggression.
“Proactive” aggression occurs in the absence of
provocation. It is usually instrumental, as when
Jack hit Jim to get the toy. “Reactive” aggression is
& response to a prior provocation, such when Jim
retaliated. There is an asymmetrical relation be-
tween proactive and reactive aggression. Children
who are high on proactive aggression usually are
high on reactive aggression as well, but many
children who are high on reactive aggression en-
gage in little proactive aggression.

Thoughtful vs. Thoughtless Aggression. A more
recent distinction among types of aggression con-
cerns whether the aggressive act resulted from
thoughtful or thoughtless (impulsive) psychologi-
cal processes. In past work, instrumental aggres-
sion has usually been seen as thoughtful, involving
the careful weighing of potential costs and bene-
fits. But more recent work reveals that frequent
use of aggression to obtain valued goals can be-
come so autormatized that it also becomes thought-
less. Affective aggression has usually been seen as
thoughtless, but people sometimes consider vari-
ous possible courses of action and decide that an
angry outburst is the best way to achieve those
goals. This distinction between thoughtful and
thoughtless aggression has important implications
for the development of and intervention in aggression.

Distinguishing among types of aggression is
difficult because underlying motives and psycho-
logical processes must be inferred. Is Jim’s angry
attack on Jack purely anger-based, solely intended
to harm Jack, or is there also some instrumental
component? There is a growing realization that
these ideal types of aggression rarely exist in pure
form in the real world of human interaction. In-
deed, a few scholars have argued that all aggres-
sion is instrumental, serving goals such as social
control, public-image management, private-image

management (i.e., self-esteem), and social justice.
Nonetheless, most aggression scholars still find
these distinctions helpful for theoretical, rhetori-
cal, and application-oriented reasons.

WHAT CAUSES AGGRESSION?

The causes of aggression can be analyzed at two
different levels: the proximal causes (in the imme-
diate situation) and the more distal causes that set
the stage for the emergence and operation of
proximate causes.

Distal Causes: Biological Factors. Distal causes
of aggression are those that make people ready
and capable of aggression. Some are structural,
built into the human species. Others are develop-
mental, based on the particular environmental
history of the individual, and result in individual
differences in preparedness to aggress.

Genetics. In the broadest sense aggression is a
species characteristic. That is, the human species
has physical, cognitive, and emotional systems
capable of intentionally inflicting harm on other
humans. The genetic basis of aggression is easier
to identify in nonhuman species, in which fighting
behaviors can be produced by stimulating certain
regions of the limbic system. Similar physiological
systems exist in humans, but human behavior is
much more complexly determined.

In the more usual sense genetic influences
refer to individual differences in aggressiveness
that are linked to genetic differences within the
species. Human twin studies have yielded mixed
results in estimates of the genetic contribution to
human aggression. Miles and Carey (1997) did a
meta-analysis (i.e., statistical review) on twenty-
four ‘“‘genetically informative” studies. Two im-
portant conclusions were: (1) up to 50 percent of
variation in self- or parent-reported aggression was
attributable to genetic effects; and {2) when ag-
gressiveness was measured by careful observation
of laboratory behaviors, the genetic effect disap-
peared and a strong familyenvironment effect
emerged. These contradictory findings highlight
the complexity of human aggression as well as the
need for additional studies.

Merhanisms. Several biological mechanisms ap-
pear plausible as potential causes of individual
differences in aggressiveness. Hormones (e.g.,
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testosterone), neurochemicals {e.g., serotonin), at-
tention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and general
levels of arousal have all been linked to aggression.
For example, Eysenck and Gudjonsson (1989) pro-
posed that individuals whose nervous system is
relatively insensitive to low levels of environmen-
tal sumulation seek out high-risk activities, includ-
ing criminal ones, to increase their arousal.

But many biological effects on aggression are
neither as strong nor as consistent as the general
public believes. For example, testosterone is fre-
quently cited as the explanation for male/female
differences in violence rates, but the human litera-
ture on testosterone effects is far from clear.
Testosterone levels in humans seems more closely
linked to social dominance, which in turn may well
influence aggression under some limited circum-
stances {Campbell, Muncer, and Qdber 1997;
Geary 1998).

Other psychological variables with links to
aggression also appear to have some genetic basis.
Empathy, behavioral inhibition, negative affectivity,
extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism all
have yielded evidence of some genetic heritability,
and have obvious links to aggression. General
intelligence may also link biological variation to
aggressiveness; low intelligence increases the oc-
currence of frustrating failures and aversive condi-
tions, which might increase the lkelihood of a
person developing an aggressive personality.

Distal Causes: Environmental and Psycho-
logical Factors. Numerous social, environmental,
and psychological factors contribute to the devel-
opment of habitual aggressiveness. Learning stands
out as the most important factor of all.

Learning. Bandura's sociallearning theory of
aggression (1973) has been most influential. One
key idea in this and all modern learning approach-
es is that much of human development is based on
learning by observing how other people behave.
Patterson, DeBaryshe, and Ramsey (1989) pre-
sented a detailed look at the maladaptive social-
learning processes found in families of aggressive
children. Among the key problems are parental
use of poor disciplinary measures and inadequate
monitoring of their children’s activities. Similarly,
Olweus (1995) has identified a number of child-
rearing factors that are conducive to creating bul-
lies: caretakers with indifferent attitudes toward
the child; permissiveness for aggressive behavior

by the child; and the use of physical punishment
and other power-assertive disciplinary techniques.

Cognitive psychology has also been crucial in
the present understanding of the aggressive per-
sonality, as can be seen in books by Berkowitz
(1993) and Geen (1990), and in Huesmann'’s (1598)
information-processing theory of aggressive per-
sonality development. In brief, humans begin learn-
ing from infancy how to perceive, interpret, judge,
and respond to events in the physical and social -
environment. We learn perceptual schemata that
help us decide what to look for and what we “see.”
We learn rules for how the social world works. We
learn behavioral scripts and use them to interpret
events and actions of others and to guide our own
behavioral responses to those events, These vari-
ous knowledge structures develop over time. They
are based on the day-to-day observations of and
interactions with other people: real (as in the
family) and imagined (as in the mass media). For
example, the long-term exposure to media vio-
lence can increase later aggressive behavior by
influencing a variety of aggression-related knowl-
edge structures. Such long-term media violence
effects have been shown to be substantial in size
and long lasting in duration (Huesmann and Mill-
er 1994).

As knowledge structures develop, they be-
come more complex, interconnected, and difficult
to change. Developing knowledge structures are
like slowly hardening clay. Environmental experi-
ences shape the clay. Changes are relatively easy to
make at first, when the clay is soft, but later on
changes become increasingly difficult. Longitudi-
nal studies suggest that aggression-related knowl-
edge structures begin to harden around age eight
or nine, and become more perseverant with in-
creasing age.

People learn specific aggressive behaviors, the
likely outcome of such behaviors, and how and
when to apply these behaviors. They learn hostile
perception, attribution, and expectation biases,
callous attitudes, and how to disengage or ignore
normal empathic reactions that might serve as
aggression inhibitors.

The pervasiveness, interconnectedness, and
accessibility of any leared knowledge structure
is largely determined by the frequency with which
it is encountered, imagined, and used. With great
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frequency even complex perception-judgment-be-
havior knowledge structures can become
automatized—so overlearned that they are applied
automatically with little effort or awareness. Fre-
quent exposure to aggressive models is particular-
ly effective in creating habitually aggressive peo-
ple, whether those models are in the home,
neighborhood, or mass media. Once the use of
any particular knowledge structure has become
automatized, it becomes very difficult for the per-
son to avoid using it because the perceptions and
behavioral impulses it produces seem to be based
on “how the world really is.”

Social Processes. Several common social proc-
esses contribute to disproportionate exposure to
and learning of aggression-related knowledge struc-
tures. Low intellect (social or academic) creates
excessive failures and frustration in a variety of
developmental contexts. Low social intelligence,
for example, leads to problems in interpersonal
interactions, whereas low academic intelligence
creates problems in school settings. Problems in
either context typically lead to higher-than-normal
levels of aggression, which lead to further frustrat-
ing encounters with parents, teachers, and peers.
The resulting social ostracism often forces child-
ren to spend more time with other social misfits
who also have highly aggressive behavior patterns.
This “gang” can impede further intellectual devel-
opment and reward additional antisocial tendencies.

Environmenis. Many social environments fos-
ter the development of an aggressive personality.
Such factors include poverty; living in violent neigh-
borhoods; deviant peers; lack of safe, supervised
child recreational areas; exposure to media vio-
lence; bad parenting; and lack of social support.
Growing up in a culture of fear and hate, as in
many ethnic-minority communities around the
world, may well be the most extreme version of an
aggressive-personality-fostering environment, and
may well account for the generation after genera-
tion of ethnic and religious hatreds and genocidal
tendencies that occasionally erupt into genocidal
wars (Keltner and Robinson 1996; Staub 1989,
1998). The perceptual knowledge structures mod-
eled and explicitly taught in these contexts guaran-
tee continued mistrust, misunderstanding, and
hatred of key outgroups.

Even in its simplest form, poverty is associated
with more frustrations, bad role models, and lack

of good role models. Bad parenting includes sever-
al particularly common and damaging factors such
as lack of parental attention, inconsistent disci-
pline, harsh and abusive discipline, and inatten-
tion to nonaggressive efforts at problem solving by
the child. Privation, victimization, and violence in
a social milieu of long-standing ethnic/religious
conflicts provide a powerful learning environment
that is mightily resistant to change.

Short-term impoverishment, such as that brought
on by a general decline in economic activity (e.g., a
recession or depression), has been proposed as a
causal factor in aggression directed against ethnic
minorities. The dominant mode] is that the frus-
tration engendered by such economic downturns
leads to increased aggression against relatively
powerless target groups. However, research casts
considerable doubt on this hypothesis. For exam-
ple, Green, Glaser, and Rich (1998) reanalyzed
data on lynchings and data on “‘gay-bashing,” and
showed no evidence of short-term fluctuations in
economic conditions and violence directed at
minorities.

Child abuse and neglect. Child abuse and neg-
lect itself are self-perpetuating problems. Abused
or neglected children are particularly likely to
become abusing and neglecting parents and vio-
lent criminal offenders. Children learn maladap-
tive beliefs, attitudes, and values from their abu-
sive or neglectful parents (Azar and Rohrbeck
1986; Peterson, Gable, Doyle, and Ewugman 1997).

Proximate Causes: Individual Differences.
The distal causes described in earlier sections set
the stage for human aggression of various types.
Proximate causes are those that are present in the
current situation. One type of proximate cause
consists of individual differences between people
that have been created by their biological and
social pasts. People differ widely in readiness for
aggressing. These differences show considerable
consistency across time and sithations (Huesmann
and Moise 1998),

Hostility Biases. Hostility biases have beeniden-
tified in aggressive adults and children, some as
young as six years. The hostile perception bias is the
tendency of aggression-prone peopie to perceive
social behaviors as more aggressive than do nor-
mal people, whereas the hostile expectation bias is
the tendency of aggression-prone people to expect
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and predict others to behave relatively more ag-
gressively (Dill, Anderson, Anderson; and Deuser
1997). The more widely stutiod: hootils asribution
bigs is the tendency of aggiessipriprone people to
attribute hoetile intent to others’ accidentally harm-
ful behaviors. For example, Dodge (1980) had
aggressive and nonaggressive children listen to a
story about a boy who hurt another boy by hitting
him with a bail. When asked, aggressive children
attributed more hostile intent to the boy who
threw the ball than did nonaggressive children.

Attitudes and Beliefs. Aggression-prone people
hold favorable attitudes toward aggression, believ-
ing that aggressive solutions to problems are effec-
tive and appropriate. Aggressive thoughts and
aggressive solutions come to mind quickly and
easily. However, creating nonaggressive alterna-
tives is particularly difficult for the aggressive person.

For example, Malamuth, Linz, Heavey, Bames,
and Acker (1995) found that sexually aggressive
males hold relatively positive attitudes toward the
use of aggression against women, believe in nu-
merous rape myths, engage in more impersonal
sex, and are likely to aggress against women in
nonsexual contexts as well. Research (Anderson
and Anderson 1999) reveals that sexually aggres-
sive men are specifically aggressive only against
women, in both sexual and nonsexual contexts,
but are not unusually aggressive against other men.

Narcissism and Self-Esteem. The predominant
view of the link between self-esteem and violence
has been that low self-esteem contributes to high
violence. However, research from several perspec-
tives has demonstrated a very different pattern.
Certain individuals with high self-esteem are most
prone to anger and are most aggressive when their
high self-image is threatened. Specifically, it is high
self-esteern people who react most violently to
threats to their self-esteem—if their high self-es-
teem is inflated (undeserved), unstable, or tenta-
tive. In other words, narcissists are the danger-
ous people, not those with low self-esteem or
those who are confident in their high self-image
(Baumeister, Smart, and Boden 1996; Bushman
and Baumeister 1998; Kernis, Grannemann, and
Barclay 1989).

Sex. Males and females differ in aggressive
tendencies, especially in the most violent behav-
iors of homicide and aggravated assault. The ratio
of male to female murderers in the United States is

almost 10:1. Laboratory studies show the same
type of sex effect, but provocation has a greater
effect on aggression than does sex. Bettencourt
and Miller (1996) used meta-analytic procedures
and found that sex differences in aggression prac-
tically disappear under high provocation.

Men and women also appear to differ in what
provokes them. Bettencourt and Miller showed
that males are particularly sensitive to negative
intelligence provocations whereas females are par-
ticularly sensitive to insults by a peer and to physi-
cal attacks. Geary, Rumsey, Bow-Thomas, and
Hoard (1995) showed that males are more upset
by sexual infidelity of their mates than by emotion-
al infidelity, whereas the opposite pattern occurs
for females. Buss and Shackelford (1997) showed
similar sex differences in the effects of infidelity
on materetention tactics, including use of violence.

Biology. Other biological differences that peo-
ple bring with them to the current situation may
also contribute to aggression, but as noted earlier
many biologicat effects on aggression are neither
as strong nor as consistent as the general public
believes. For example, testosterone is frequently
cited as the explanation for male/ female differ-
ences in violence rates, but the human literature
on testosterone effects is mixed.

Proximate Causes: Situational Factors. The
second type of proximate causes of aggression
consists of the situational factors currently pres- .
ent. Some of these factors are so powerful that
even normally nonaggressive individuals can be
made to behave aggressively.

Provocation. Most aggressive incidents can be
directly linked to some type of perceived provoca-
tion. Some are direct and obvious, such as verbal
insults and physical assaults. Some are less direct,
as when an expected pay raise fails to materialize.
Most murders and assaults in normal (i.e., nonwar)
contexts are the result of provocations of one kind
or another, usually in a series of escalatory
provocations, threats, and counterthreats. Federal
Bureau of Investigation data reveal that most mur-
ders in the United States occur during arguments
among family, friends, or acquaintances. The tend-
ency for stranger-based homicides to be relatively
rare is even more pronounced in other industrial-
ized cultures than in the United States. Frequently,
the provocations involve sexual or emotional infi-
delity, or perceived insults to one’s honor.
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ik Frustration. Frustration is both an event and an
- #pdetional reaction. It occurs when something
Afigieks the attainment or threatens the continued
possession of a valued goal objective. For example,
&isupervisor’s bad report may prevent a promo-
#ioh; ¥ spouse’s infidelity may threaten the contin-
. wedexistence ofa marriage, or a flood may destroy
one’s home. If the frustrating agent is another
person, then the frustrating event is also a provocation,
The original form of the frustration-aggres-
sion hypothesis by Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer,
and Sears (1939) stated that: (1) all acts of aggres-
sion are the result of previous frustration; (2) all
frustration leads to aggression. But some frustra-
tions do not yield aggression, and some aggression
is not the result of a prior frustration. Indeed,
many contemporary scholars believe that if a frus-
wrating event is fully justified, the frustrated person
would show no residual inclination to aggress.
However, Berkowitz (1989) claimed that even fully
Justified frustration can produce aggressive tend-

encies. This prediction was recently confirmed by
Dill and Anderson (1995).

In a similar vein, Miller and Marcus-Newhall
{1997) have shown that provocations can lead to
increased aggressive tendencies against individu-
als who were not part of the frustrating event at all,
a phenomenon typically labeled displaced aggres-
sion. Miller and Marcus-Newhall also suggest that
such displaced aggression is increased if the dis-
placement target provides a minor “triggering”
provocation, and if the displacement target is a
member of a disliked outgroup.

Incentives. Incentives are the rewards or bene-
fits a person expects for having performed a par-
ticular action. Many situations in politics, the busi-
ness world, and sports encourage aggression by
their incentives. People often expect their chances
of winning an election, getting a contract, or de-
feating an opponent to be enhanced by harming
their competitor. Research on television violence
has shown that seeing a character rewarded (or not
punished) for aggressing increases subsequent ag-
gression by the viewer more so than does unrewarded
(or punished) television violence, presumedly by
increasing the perceived incentive value of aggres-
stve behavior.

The prototypical incentive-based example of
individual aggression is the contract killer, who

murders purely for money. The Iragi assault and
takeover of Kuwait, as well as NATO's subsequent
attack on Iraq are clear examples of incentive-
based institutional aggression (though other fac-
tors also clearly played a role). Contract murders
account for only a small percentage of homicide
totals, but they nicely illustrate the concept of
relatively anger-free instrumental aggression.

Aversive Stimulation and Stress. Almost any form
of aversive stimulation can increase the likelihood
of aggression—noise, pain, crowding, cigarette
smoke, heat, daily hassles, and interpersonal prob-
lems illustrate a few such aversive factors. When
the cause of an aversive stimnulus is an identifiable
person, such as a smoker, these factors are also
provocations. As such, they can increase aggres-
sion directed at the person identified as the
provocateur, as well as against other “displaced”
targets.

In cases where there is no identifiable human
agent causing the aversive stimulation the effects
on aggression are often less noticeable, but much
research demonstrates their reality. The most stud-
ied of these effects, with relevant data gathered for
over one hundred years, is the heat effect. Ander-
son and Anderson (1998) showed that a wide array
of studies across time, culture, and method con-
verge on the conclusion that hot temperatures
increase aggressive tendencies. People who live in
hotter cities have higher violent crime rates than
those in cooler cities. This effect persists even
when controlling for poverty, education, and cul-
ture. Violent crime rates are higher during hotter
years, seasons, months, and days. When people
are hot, they think more aggressive thoughts, feel
more hostile, and behave more aggressively.

Alcohol and Drugs. Bushman (1993) reviewed
studies on alcohol and drug effects on aggression,
and found that central nervous system depressants
increase aggression. Neither actual alcohol con-
sumption nor the mere belief that one has con-
sumed alcohol were individually sufficient to pro-
duce reliable increases in aggression, but when
research participants believed they had consumed
alcohol and had actually consumed alcohol, ag-
gression increased. The exact mechanisms under-
lying these drug effects are not yet fully under-
stood. Steele and Josephs (1990) proposed an
“alcohol myopia” explanation, in which alcohol
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impairs key perceptual processes necessary to nor-
mal inhibitions against extreme and risky behav-
ior. Bushman’s review (1997) confirmed this view.

Aggression Cues. Objects or events associated
with aggression in semantic memory can cue or
“prime" aggressionrelated thoughts, affects, and
behavior programs also stored in memory. For
instance, seeing a gun can prime aggressive thoughts
(Anderson, Benjamin, and Bartholow 1998) and
increase aggressive behavior. This phenomenon,
labeled the “weapons effect” by Berkowitz and
LePage (1967), has been found in field and labora-
tory studies, in several different countries, with
pictures of weapons and with real weapons.

As mentioned earlier, one prevalent source of
aggressive cues in modern society is the mass
media. Television shows, movies, and video games
are filled with violence. Over 1,000 empirical com-
parisons, compiled by Paik and Comstock (1994)
have conclusively demonstrated that even short-
term exposure to media violence increases aggres-
sion. The immediate impact of viewing violent
media is more proncunced for people with strong
aggressive tendencies (Bushman 1995). Unfortu-
nately, aggressive people also are the most likely to
seek out violent media.

Many people in modern society believe that
viewing aggression (e.g., on television) or behay-
ing in a mildly aggressive way within protected
environments (e.g., playing football} will reduce
later aggressive behavior. This catharsis hypothe-
sis, though, has been thoroughly debunked (Bush-
man, Baumeister, and Stack in press; Geen and

Quanty 1977).

Opportunity. Some situations restrict opportu-
nities (o aggress; others provide “good” opportu-
nities. Church service situations have many im-
pediments to aggression—there are witnesses,
strong social norms against aggression, and specif-
ic nonaggressive behavioral roles for everyone in
attendance. Country and Western bars on Satur-
day nights present better opportunities for aggres-
sion, because many aggression facilitators are pres-
ent: alcohol, aggression cues, aggression-prone
individuals, males competing for the attention of
females, and relative anonymity.

Removal of Self-Regulatory Inhibitions. One
often-neglected facet of human aggression has

gammered increased attention; the aggression inhi-
bitions that normally operate in most people. Sev-
eral different research groups have independently
identified and discussed how these inhibitions are
sometimes overridden (Bandura, Barbaranelli,
Caprara, and Pastorelli 1996; Keltner and Robin-
son 1996; Staub 1989, 1998). Most people do not
commit extreme acts of violence even if they could
do so with little chance of discovery or punish-
ment. Such self-regulation is due, in large part, to
the fact that people cannot easily escape the conse-
quences that they apply to themselves. Self-image,
self-standards, and sense of self-worth—in other
words moral standards—are used in normal self-
regulation of behavior.

However, people with apparently normal moral
standards sometimes behave reprehensibly toward
others, including committing such actions as mur-
der, torture, even genocide. Two particularly im-
portant mechanisms that allow people to disen-
gage their normal moral standards involve morat
justification and dehumanizing the victim. Com-
mon justifications for extreme and mass violence
include “it is for the person’s own good,” or the

~ good of the society, or that personal honor de-

mands the violent action. These justifications can
be applied at multiple levels, from a parent’s abuse
of a child to genocidal war. Dehumanizing the
victim operates by making sure that one’s moral
standards are simply not applicable. War propa-
ganda obviously fits this mechanism, but people
also use this mechanism at an individual level.
Potential victims are placed in the ultimate out-
group—one that has no human qualities.

The Escalation Cycle. Many proximate causal
factors seem too trivial or weak to contribute to
serious aggression. How can seeing a weapon,
being uncomfortably hot, or watching a violent
movie increase murder rates? The answer lies in
the escalation cycle. As noted earlier, assaults and
homicides do not typically result from one brief
encounter or provocation. The parties involved
usually know each other and have had a series of
unpleasant exchanges. The final encounter may
well begin as a relatively minor dispute, but one
person escalates the level of aggression. The other
personresponds in kind and subsequently increas-
es the aggressiveness of the next response. A shout-
ing match can quickly become a shoving match,
which can lead to fists, guns, and death. Seemingly
trivial factors increase the likelihood of violence by
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inci‘easing the accessibility of aggressive thoughts,
affect, and behavioral acts at each turn of the
escalation cycle,

INTERVENTION: PREVENTION AND
TREATMENT

The knowledge structure approach explains the
difficulty of rehabilitating adults who repeatedly
commit violent crimes, or of changing the genocidal
climate of groups that have long histories of hate
and violence. At the individual level, a lifetime
of developing aggressive behavior scripts and
automatized hostile perception, expectation, and
atiribution biases cannot be unlearned easily. How-
ever, this approach also reveals that preventing the
development of an aggressive or genocidal per-
sonality is 2 more reasonable goal if appropriate
steps are taken prior to full maturation.

Preventing and Treating Aggressive Person-
ality. There are three main loci for preventing a
child from developing into an aggressive adult.
First, one can reduce exposure to events that teach
aggressive behaviors or scripts. This would include
direct modeling (e.g., by abusive or violent par-
ents) as well as indirect modeling (e.g., exposure to
media violence). Second, one can reduce exposure
to events that teach that aggression is rewarding.
For example, most media violence is highly re-
warding for the perpetrator, especially when it is
the protagonist who is committing the violence.
Similarly, adult violence against children {(e.g., by
parents or school officials) appears highly reward-
ing to the child because the adult “wins” the
encounter and there are no obvious costs 1o the
adult for harming the child. Third, one can reduce
exposure to events that teach hostile perception,
expectation, and attribution biases. Once again,
the entertainment media is one source of violence
exposure that increases the perception that the
world is a dangerous place. A heavy dose of media
violence (e.g., television, movies, video gaimes,
music) can increase all three hostility biases. Wit-
nessing high levels of violence in one’s neighbor-
hood also increases these biases.

At all three loci, reducing exposure to aggres-
glapenhancing factors would seem much easier to
dg.in the context of a normal and relatively non-
violent culture than in the context of a genocidal
culture. Though the following statements focus on

dealing with the aggressive personality, the gener-
al principles apply to dealing with the genocidal
personality.

Furthermore, treating people who have al-
ready developed a strong and stable aggressive
personality is much more difficult than preventing
the development of such a personality. People
with aggressive personalities must learn new
nonhostile knowledge structures ranging from per-
ceptual schemata through attributional ones to -
behavioral scripts. The knowledge structure ap-
proach outlined earlier explains why it is easiest to
intervene successfully in younger children whose
personalities are still malleable, harder to succeed
with violent juvenile offenders and young abusive
parents, and hardest of all to succeed with habitu-
ally violent adult criminatls.

Child Abuse: Treatment and Prevention. Farly
intervention attempts relied primarily on inten-
sive dynamic psychotherapy with the abuser, but
this approach has repeatedly failed. Cognitive be-
havioral interventions have had much greater suc-
cess, largely because they deal directly with the
knowledge structure issues that are so important
in this domain (Wolf 1994). This approach suc-
ceeds by teaching abusive caregivers to use
nonaggressive child compliance techniques, per-
sonal anger control, and developmentally appro-
priate beliefs about childhood abilities.

Reducing Exposure to Aggressive Social Models.
Reducing children’s exposure to aggressive social
models would reduce the percentage who grow up
believing in and using aggressive tactics. One way
of doing this is to reduce exposure to violent
media, especially television and video games. The
research literature on television violence has con-
clusively demonstrated that early and repeated
exposure to violent television causes children to
develop into aggressive adults. For example, kids
who watch a lot of violent television at age eight
are more likely to have criminal records at age
thirty, even after statistically controlling for a va-
riety of other relevant social variables. Research
has suggested that exposure to violent video games
has a similar effect.

Reducing other types of exposure 1o violent
social models would also help. Reducing parental
violence towards children, reducing the frequency
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and visibility of violence in children’s neighbor-
hoods, reducing violence in schools—including
violence by school authorities in attempts to con-
trol children~would all have a positive impact on
the overall level of aggressiveness in society.

Treating Violent Juvenile Offenders. Many treat-
ments have been tried with violent juvenile offend-
ers, including such things as “boot camps,” indi-
vidual therapy, “scared straight” programs, and
group therapy; there is little evidence of sustained
success for any of these approaches. One problem
is that these standard approaches do not address
the wide range of factors that contribute to the
development and maintenance of violent behav-
ior. However, there is evidence that treatment can
have a significant beneficial impact on violent
juvenile offenders (e.g., Simon 1998). Tate, Reppucd,
and Mulvey (1995) drew attention to one approach
with impressive results—the Multisystemic Thera-
py developed by Henggeler and Borduin {e.g.,
Henggeler, Schoenwald, Borduin, Rowland, and
Cunningham 1998). Multisystemic Therapy is a
family-based approach that first identifies the ma-
jor factors contributing to the delinquent and
violent behaviors of the particular individual un-
dergoing treatment. Biological, school, work, peers,
family, and neighborhood factors are examined.
Intervention is then tailored to fit the individual
constellation of contributing factors. Opportuni-
ties to observe and commit further violent and
criminal offenses are severely restricted, whereas
prosocial behavior opportunities {including study-
ing school subjects, developing hobbies) are great-
ly enhanced, and are rewarded. Both the long-
term success rate and the cost/benefit ratio of this
approach have greatly exceeded other attempts at
treating this population.

Adults. Attempts at treatment or ‘“‘rehabilita-
tion” of violent adults, usually done in the context
of prison programs, have led to a general consen-
sus of failure. However, several studies have yielded
some evidence of a positive effect of treatment on
the behavior of violent adults {e.g., Simon 1998).
Rice (1997) reported that an intensive program for
violent offenders cut recidivism rates in half for
nonpsychopathic offenders. Unfortunately, the re-
cidivism rate for psychopathic offenders was sig-
nificantly increased by this particular treatment

program.

MAKING MODERN SOCIETIES LESS
VIOLENT

Several controversial suggestions for social change
emerge from the past forty years of research on
human aggression. These suggestions, designed to
decrease aggression and violence levels generally
rather than to treat already-violent individuals, are
controversial for political rather than scientific
reasons. Research results clearly support each of them. .

1. Reduce exposure to media violence and
other aggressive role models, especially for
children and adolescents.

2. Replace the use of corporal punish-
ment with more positive child-control
techniques.

3. Reduce social rewards for aggressive activi-
ties, including those previously thought to
be cathartic.

4. Increase social rewards and social support
for nonaggressive prosocial activities (e.g.,
learning in school) while making success at
such activities possible (e.g., reducing
class sizes).

5. Increase the quality of prenatal and
postnatal care, to decrease the proportion
of the population suffering from develop-
mental difficulties that interfere with nor-
mal learning and socialization processes
(Anderson in press).

6. Increase the quality of parenting, by
providing instruction, social support, and
€Conomic support.
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