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‘red mist’ falls

When the

The psychology
of aggression

Andy Wrathall applies

various theories of
aggression to practical
sporting situations to
help you understand
them better.

here can often be confusion between

aggression and assertion. In a

nutshell, aggression is ‘an intent to
harm’ and tends to be reactive and outside
the rules of the sport. Assertion is generally
within the rules and is goal-directed and
not intended to harm (although a problem
does occur with combat sports such as
boxing where there is intent to harm but
this is within the rules). A number of
psychological theories and/or hypotheses
have been proposed to attempt to explain
why individuals become aggressive. This
article looks at each in turn and applies
them to some practical sporting situations.

Instinct theory
The first and most basic theory of aggres-
sion is instinct theory. This is an evolu-
tionary theory which proposes that we are
all born with an aggressive instinct which
surfaces at times of provocation or threat,
It proposes that all human beings retain
some of their inherited ‘ritualistic’ animal
aggressive instincts, and these come to the
fore when we sense danger. On the field of
play, performers can respond aggressively
when defending a goal or reacting to a foul.
Some players only need small amounts of
provocation to react in a violent manner,
while others are able to stay cool under
much greater intimidation, enabling them
to focus more intently on the task. Can you
think of any examples of these two types
of individual from modern-day sport?
However, numerous psychologists have
attacked this theory on the grounds that:
® human aggression is often not sponta-
neous
® aggression is often learned and linked
to behaviour
® 10 innate, biologically determined char-
acteristics have been identified
Consequently, other explanations for
aggression have been proposed.

Frustration-aggression
hypothesis

The second theory af aggression to consider
follows from the frustration-aggression
(F-A) hypothesis, developed by Dollard

April 2010

In 1997 Roy Keane was booked after tackling Alf-inge Haland

and colleagues in 1939. This proposes that
individuals display aggressive behaviour
due to innate characteristics combined with
learning from others. Individuals become
aggressive when their goal or intention is
blocked, leading to frustration. The theory
can be summarised as in Figure 1.

When performers are prevented from
achieving their aims or goals, their level
of frustration increases, which leads to
aggression. The buildup of frustration is
decreased if the individual can release this
aggression, possibly by retaliation; this in
turn causes a reduction in the inclination
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Figure 1 Frustration-aggression hypothesis

to be aggressive. If a sports performer is
able to release aggression then catharsis
takes place. The real problem occurs if the
performer is unable to release aggression.
He or she will begin to self-punish, which
will lead to more frustration and increased
aggression.

Key term

Catharsis, from a Greek word meaning
;Qmm:miou in sport psychology means
‘cleansing one's emotions’ — that is,
‘letting off steam’, relieving tensions and
getting rid of one's aggression.
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would be when a

striker is fouled on his or her run towards

goal. He or she could retaliate immediately
by pushing at the defender, allowing the

aggressive feelings and

striker to rele:

therefore allowing cath

fouled striker is unable to
is, the goal of retaliating is
blocked), he or she will probably harbour

However, if th

the aggressive instinct and remain frus-
ed until he or she
ch. E
frequently in professional sport; you often
T

need to calm down, as the ‘red mist’ has

an gain revenge

in the m:

ples of this acour

commentators remarking that play

descended. When this

surs players are

oflittle use either to themselves or to their

team as they are not focused on the task
or role required of them,
However, opponents of the frustration~

ession hypoth that:

is argue

w Not all frustration leads to aggression

= Not all aggression is caused by frustra-
tion — it

' The hypothesis fails to account for situ-
ational factors or for individual differences

The two proposed explanations for

aggression mentioned so far both su

gest there is

me natural inclination to

ssive (it derives from nature)
er, the next two explanations
mentioned suggest aggression also in
some way develops due to the influence
of the environment (it is partly due to
nurture)

Aggressive cue hypothesis
The third proposed explanation for aggres-

sion, the aggressive cue hypothesis,
was set out by Berkowitz in 1969 after he
revisited Dollard's frustration-aggression
hypothesis. The argument is summarised

in Figure 2
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Figure 2 Aggressive cue hypothesis
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Berkowitz is has been con-

hypoth
sidered to provide a mor

powerful
explanation for aggression than previous
attempts. The aggr

sive cue hypothesis
links a

ession to learning, rather than

eing it simply as an innate response to

an

an external stim Frustration causes
an increase in arousal levels, but aggres-
sion is not always inevitable. It will be
triggered only if socially acceptable cues
(psychological signals) are present

The cue could be something that has
developed over time — as when a player
has a pre-ex
opponent. For example, Roy Keane vowed
revenge on the Norwegian player AlfInge

ing rivalry with a particular

Hiland for a challenge on him in 1997,
Manchester United had been losing to
Haland's Leeds United team when Keane
attempted to tackle Haland. In the process

Keane sustained an injury to his anterior

Aggression

cues present more ikely

Socialy-leamned
cues absent

Aggression
less likely

hael Hughes received red cards after this scuffl

cruciate ligament. As Keane lay prone on
the ground, Haland criticised Keane for the

revenge when he fouled Haland, damaging

the Norwegian's knee ligaments, In his auto-
‘biography Keane admitted that he wanted to
‘hurt’ Haland as revenge for the taunting he
received years previously. Keane was fined
£5,000 and received a three-match ban. It
could be argued that from a psychological
point of view the Norwegian player served
as the trigger or cue for Keane’s aggression.

In sport, certain cues are considered
more likely to lead to an aggressive
e. These are:

respons
= individuals (coaches, players or fans)
who are known for their aggression (for
example, Robbie Savage, Mike Tyson,
English football fans in the 19805 and 19905)
w sports which are aggressive by nature
(that is, contact sports such as rugby and
ice hockey)

 places which are linked with aggression
(where a violent act previously occurred,
as in the case of English fans in Europe
in the 1980s and 1990s)
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s typically associated with aggres-
sive acts (such as bats or boxing gloves

When people are playing sport, situations
can arise which may lead to an aggressive
response. These include losing, playing
poorly as an individual and/or team,
disagreement with officials, pressure of
the event, and being fouled

Social learning theory

The final theory of aggression is Bandura's
social learning theory (1966). Bandura
gued that aggression is a learned
response, ot innate, and is copied from

others, especially if that aggression is

successfully reinforced (that is, one has
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Figure 3 Social learning theory
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a vicarious experience of aggression).
Bandura argued that aggression is learned

ia the process outlined in Figure 3.

However, social learning theory has
been attacked on the grounds that it does
not fully explain why some individuals

Key term

Vicarious experience Seeing others
an activity and

Here is an example of social learning
theory. An experienced player within
your team fouls an opponent as the latter
is about to shoot, but the action goes
ted by the officials. The foul unset-
tles the opponent and prevents him from
scoring. Your team-mate has got away with

undef

ve act has been

the foul and the aggre

positively reinforced;

attempt to copy it the next time.
Bandura argued that aggression is

onsequently, you

learned mostly from significant others
who are held in high esteem (such as
role models, coaches or team-mates). His
original experiment investigated how
hildren copied the aggre
of adults with life-sized dolls. The children

ve behaviour

were placed in four groups:
 children playing normally

u children watching cartoons of adults
playing aggressively with the dolls

u children watching videos of adults
playing aggressively with the dolls

w children playing with the adults while
the latter were behaving aggressively with
the dolls

‘The study found that the children in the
fourth group were the most aggressive.
Bandura attributed this to the children
experiencing aggression vicariously and
copying the behaviour of the significant
others — the adults.

Examples of vicarious experience are
numerous in sport today. Intense media
coverage means that many playe:
role models displaying acts of aggression. If
the role models behaviour goes unpunished
itis often copied, as players come to believe
that it is acceptable to act in this way.

see their

Copy.

become aggressive when placed in a spe-
cific situation, without observing others

being aggressive.

Summary

Aggression is a complex personality
trait and there are numerous factors and
situations which can lead to an individual
becoming aggressive. However, a situation
which may cause one person to be aggres-
sive may have very little effect on another.
Therefore you must always be aware of
the situation and the personality of the
individual involved.

Andy Wrathall is a regular contributor to PE
and coordinator of AS/A-level PE at
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Sample questions
Now try the questions below to check your

understanding of the content covered in
this article
1 What do you understand by the
social learning theory of aggression?
(s marks)
2 Playing contact sports may increase
or decrease aggression within the game.
Discuss this statement using your
knowledge of any appropriate theories.
(6 marks)
3 Why does playing competitive games
ofton lead to aggressive behaviour?
(3 marks)
4 ‘Sport is often seen as a release valve
for aggression.’ Discuss this statement,
using examples to illustrate your

answer. (4 marks)

See suggested solutions in PEReviewOnline.
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