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Annoyance, Type and Duration of Postannoyance Activity,
And Aggression: The “Cathartic Effect”

Vladimir J. Koneéni
University of California, San Diego

SUMMARY

A series of experiments was conducted to
elucidate the conditions conducive to a decrease
in aggression following annoyance. The po-
tential capacity of expression of aggression to
bring about a reduction in the amount of sub-
sequent aggression was of particular interest.
This empirical concern was supplemented by
tests of several influential and competing theo-
retical concepts dealing with the cathartic as-
pects of human aggressive behavior. Given the
failure of such concepts to account for major
portions of the data, an integrative theoretical
model was proposed.

Experiment 1 evaluated the usefulness of the
hydraulic, self-arousal, and dissipation of anger
concepts in accounting for the earlier demon-
strations of the cathartic effect. Ina2X 3 X2
design, half of the subjects were annoyed by a
confederate, while the other half were treated
neutrally. During the next stage (the interpo-
lated period), a third of all subjects gave
“shocks” to the confederate, another third
simply waited, while the remaining third
worked on mathematical problems. Ortho-
gonal to the first two factors was the duration
of the interpolated period (7 or 13 min). The
main dependent measure was the number of
shocks administered to the confederate in the
final stage of the experiment.

It was found that annoyed subjects gave more
shocks than nonannoyed ones did, and that only
the former were substantially affected by other
manipulations. In the case of the annoyed wait
and annoyed math subjects, the anger dissipa-
tion hypothesis correctly predicted that the
mere passage of time would decrease the
amount of subsequent aggression, presumably
due to the action of homeostatic processes.
The self-arousal hypothesis correctly predicted
that the annoyed math subjects would give
fewer shocks than the annoyed wait ones would.
Since the subjects were engaged in an absorb-
ing activity, the likelihood of their arousing
themselves by ruminations about the preceding
annoying incident was minimized, and the
amount of subsequent aggression reduced. Yet,
when annoyed subjects had given the confeder-
ate a moderate number of shocks in the interpo-
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lated period, they subsequently gave him fewer
shocks than the 7-min annoyed wait and an-
noyed math subjects; this was the only out-
come predicted correctly by the hydraulic
model. In contrast, when a large number of
shocks had been administered in the interpo-
lated period, the amount of subsequent aggres-
sion was relatively high. The interpretation of
the latter result in terms of an “adaptation ef-
fect” was tested by further experiments.

In Experiment 2 (representing three con-
ceptually independent experiments), the vari-
able of major interest was the change of mode
of aggression from the interpolated to the de-
pendent-measure stage. This variable was
studied in conjunction with the duration of the
interpolated period and the amount of interpo-
lated aggression. The dependent measure was
again the amount of subsequent aggression di-
rected at the confederate. It was found that the
change of mode of aggression eliminated the
adaptation effect observed in Experiment 1,
and that under such conditions, the large num-
ber of interpolated punishments supplemented
the aggression-decreasing effect of the passage
of time. However, when the duration factor
had been kept constant, the large number of
punishments did not lead to a decrease in the
amount of subsequent aggression beyond that
produced by a moderate number of interpolated
punishments.

The most parsimonious interpretation of the
results was in terms of a relationship of bi-
directional causality between the degree of
anger and the amount of aggression expressed.
The level of anger, an important determinant of
the amount of aggression, is apparently affected
by the cognitive labeling processes, and by vari-
ous factors which have an effect on arousal
level. An important implication is that nonag-
gressive activities may decrease the amount of
annoyed people’s aggression. However, ex-
pression of aggression against the annoyer ap-
pears to be a particularly potent anger- and
aggression-reducing factor. Possible reasons
for this result were examined, and additional
data supporting the anger—aggression theoreti-
cal model reviewed. W





