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Frustration—Aggression Hypothesis:
Examination and Reformulation

Leonard Berkowitz
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Examinges the Dollard et al. (1939) frustration-aggression hypothesis. The original formulation’s
main proposition is limited to interference with an expected attainment of a desired goal on hostile
(emotional) aggression. Although some studies have yielded negative results, others support the core
proposition, Frustrations can creale aggressive inclinations even when they are not arbitrary or
aimed at the subject personally. [nterpretations and attributions can be understood partly in terms
of the original analysis but they can also influence the unpleasantness of the thwarting. A proposed
revision of the 1939 model holds that frustrations generate aggressive inclinations to the degree that
they arouse negative affect. Evidence regarding the aggressive consequences of aversive events is
reviewed, and Berkowitz’s cognitive-necassociationistic model is summarized.

In 1939, researchers at the Yale University Institute of Hu-
man Relations published a small monograph that has had a tre-
mendous impact, directly or indirectly, on almost all of the be-
havioral sciences. Led by John Dollard, Eeonard Doob, Neal
Miller, O. H. Mowrer, and Robert Sears (1939), the group at-
tempted to account for virtually all of human aggression with a
few basic ideas. Their book, Frustration and Aggression, quickly
attracted considerable attention. Seven articles in one 1941 is-
sue of Psychological Review were devoted to the controversy
generated by the monograph, and excerpts from these papers as
well as from other related articles were reprinted in a major
section of the classic Readings in Social Psychology (Newcomb
& Hartley, 1947). Most of the studies investigating the causes
and consequences of aggression in the immediately following
decades were oriented, to some extent at least, toward issues
raised by the Yale group’s analysis (see Berkowitz, 1958, 1962;
Buss, 1961).

Almost 50 years have now gone by since the publication of
Frustration and Aggression. Although the monograph’s central
argument is still well known, anyone who surveys the widely
differing discussions of this formulation in introductory psy-
chology and personality/social psychology books is bound to
come away uncertain as to whether the Dollard et al. (1939)
prapositions are important for an understanding of human ag-
gression or even valid at all. Readers of books specifically con-
cerned with apgression are no better off because these works
offer very different conclusions about the current status of the
frustration-aggression thesis. Some writers have been al-
together negative. Bandura (1973), for example, criticized the
Yale formulation as a drive theory, holding that frustrations typ-
ically only create a general emotional arousal. From his per-
spective, social learning determines how the person will respond
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to this arousal (see-Bandura, 1973, p. 54). Zillmann (1979) was
also dubicus and attributed the occasional demonstrations of
aggressive responses to frustration ‘‘to the involvement of sup-
plementary factors such as personal attack or the instrumental
value of aggressive reactions” (p. 138). Zillmann (1979) con-
tended that “the blockage of a goal reaction, in and of itself. . .
generally will not induce interpersonal hostility or aggression™
(p. 139), Baron (1977), on the other hand, was more favorably
disposed but maintained that frustration “is not a very com-
mon or important {antecedent of aggression] and is probably
far less crucial in this respect than has widely—and persis-
tently—been assumed” (p. 92). Baron suggested that barriers to
goal attainment would produce aggressive reactions only when
they were unexpected. '

Readers of these various discussions can also see that the ba-
sic formulation has not been altered over the past 50 vears, Most
psychologists still think of the frustration-aggression hypothe-
sis almost entirely as it was first spelled out by Dollard et al. As
a consequence, many critigues take up the entire package of
1939 propositions, including the Yale group’s ideas regarding
hostility catharsis, thereby clouding the assessment of the postu-
lated effects of thwartings on the instigation to aggression. This
latter hypothesis should be evaluated on its own.?

' In fairness to the Yale group’s analysis, it should be noted (as will
be mentioned later) that they basically thought of a frustration as an
unexpected blockage of an anticipated goal attainment.

* Some criticisms of the frustratlion-aggression hypothesis have fo-
cused on Dollard et al’s {1939) implied contention that there was an
innately determined connection between a thwarting and the resulting
instigation to aggression. These objections seem to argue that any dem-
onstration that learning can modify the likelihood of an aggressive re-
sponse to a frustration invalidates the hypothesis. However, as [ have
noted elsewhere (Berkowitz, 1969, pp. 3—4), the Yale psychologists’ gen-
eral theoretical position holds that “built-in” behavior patterns can be
modifiable by learning without being entirely learned. At any rate, for
the time being one can ask if and when thwartings give rise to aggressive
reactions without dealing with this issue.
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This article offers a new look at the possible connection be-
tween frustration and aggression, but rather than reviewing all
of the studies bearing on this relationship, it focuses on the ma-
Jor theoretical issues that have been raised regarding the frustra-
tion-aggression hypothesis and cites only those investigations
that seem most relevant to these particular questions. Thus, af-
ter summarizing the Dollard group’s original conception, this
article takes up some of the major criticisms that have been
leveled against this formulation and attempts to demonstrate,
by making use of an admittedly highly selective number of stud-
ies, that frustrations, properly defined, can contribute to human
aggression under some conditions. Contrary to the widely held
view that frustrations produce aggressive inclinations only
when there is an “involvement of supplementary factors such
as personal attack or the instrumental value of aggressive reac-
tions” (Zillmann, 1979, p. 138), this article argues that the
blocking of goal-directed activity can create an instigation to
aggression in the absence of these particular factors. This is not
to say, however, that various situational and personal conditions
do not affect the chances that the thwarting will be followed by
open aggression, and this review identifies some of these condi-
tions that can either heighten or decrease the likelihood of overt
aggression.

After this survey, [ then go on to suggest how this hallowed
and well-worn analysis should be revised to accommodate other
considerations. This reformulation essentially addresses the
question of why frustrations give rise to an instigation to aggres-
sion angd proposes that the frustration—-aggression relationship
is basically only a special case of a more general connection
between aversive stimulation and aggressive inclinations. More
specifically, it is argued here that thwartings produce an instiga-
tion to aggression only to the degree that they generate negative
affect. Many (but not all} of the factors affecting the probability
of aggressive reactions to a goal blockage, such as the unexpect-
edness or impropriety of the interference, presumably have this
maoderating effect at least partly because they influence the ex-
perienced unpleasantness of the frustrating event. This broader
proposition also provides an answer to yet another frequently
mentioned criticism of the frustration-aggression thesis: Frus-
trations are not a very common or important antecedent of ag-
gression. One cannot say in the abstract whether thwartings are
weak or strong instigators to aggression. The likelihood that an
unexpected barrier to goal attainment will give rise to an ag-
gressive reaction depends on the aversiveness of this event.

Although this reformulation is intended as a substitute for
the earlier version of the frustration—aggression hypothesis, it is
worth reviewing the analysis propounded by Dollard and his
associates for a number of reasons: the 1939 formulation’s his-
torical significance, the great number of studies that have
sought to test or apply the original conception (some of which
identify the conditions that can affect the likelihood of overt
aggression after the thwarting), and of course, the possibility
that frustrations in and of themselves do praduce an instigation
ta aggression independently of how unpleasant these thwartings
might be.

Examination of Original Propositions

Original Formulation

Although slim in size and short in supporting research, the
Dollard et al. (1939) monograph was highly ambitious in its

aspirations. It advanced a few basic propositions to explain the
origin and consequences of virtually all human aggression, The
principal postulates had to do with the effects of frustration,
but other ideas dealt with the target of the resulting aggression,
and still others with the possibility of a cathartic lessening of
the instigation to aggression. Although many writers (e.g., Ban-
dura, 1973; Zillmann, 1979) have discussed these propositions
as a single interrelated package, as was noted earlier, this article
focuses only on the notion of frustration as the single cause of
aggression.

Frustration and aggression. Dollard et al. (1939) started their
monograph with a sweeping generalization as their core as-
sumption: “Aggression is always a consequence of frustration”
(p. 1). This statement means, they were quick to note, that (a)
“the occurrence of aggressive behavior always presupposes the
existence of frustration™ and (b) “the existence of frustration
always leads to some form of aggression™ (Dollard et al., 1939,
p. 1). Before one can examine these ideas, however, it is neces-
sary to understand how the Yale group defined the terms frus-
tration and aggression.

Definition of frustration. The word frustration is one of the
many psychological concepts originating in everyday speech
that is all too susceptible to radically different meanings. Even
psychologists have used the term in many different ways, some-
times referring to an external instigating condition-and some-
times to the organism’s reaction to this event.* Amsel’s (1958)
discussion of frustrative nonreward used this latter usage,
whereas Dollard and his colleagues were careful to speak of
frustrations only in the former sense, as external occurrences,
For them, a frustration was “an interference with the occur-
rence of an instigated goal-response at its proper time in the
behavior sequence” (Dollard et al., 1939, p. 7). It is important
to spell out just what is involved in this definition, because a
truly adequate test of the Yale group’s thesis obviously requires
establishing what they regarded as a frustration.

Goal-directed hehavior and expectations. In particular, an
impediment to a goal is not a frustration in the Yale psycholo-
gists’ sense unless the organism is striving, implicitly or explic-
itly, to reach this objective. Mowrer, one of the Yale group, made
this very point in 1949 when he observed that a frustration was
possible only when there was an ““intent to gratify the primary
drive™ (cited in Yates, 1962, p. 110). But more than goal-direct-
edness is involved here; the last part of the Dollard et al. (1939)
definition quoted earlier implies that the persan/organism had
also been making anticipatory goal-consuming (i.¢., goal enjoy-
ing) responses. A brief quotation in the monograph shows how
this behavior theory language can readily be translated into cog-
nitive terminology (while still keeping to the spirit of the Dol-
lard et al. concept). Dollard et al. (1939) referred to a couplet
from the English poet Matthew Prior to illustrate their thesis:
“Say, what can more our tortured souls annoy/ Than to behold,
admire, and lose our joy?” (p. 19). If one takes these two lines

* A few criticisms of the frustration-aggression hypothesis have ob-
jected to the many different meanings of the term frustrarion. Although
these different usages of the word are a problem in many discussions, it
should be recognized that Dollard and his colleagues were clear and
consistent in their definition.
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seriously, it would seem that Dollard and his colleagues had ba-
sically thought of a frustration as an obstacle blocking the at-
tainment of an expected gratification.

In other words, although some psychologists have viewed a
frustration only as the omission of a customary reward (e.g.,
Azrin, Hutchinson, & Hake, 1966) or as a deprivation, this was
not precisely what Dollard and his colleagues had in mind. For
them, strictly speaking, deprivation is not necessarily the same
as frustration. Poor people lacking the good things of life need
not be frustrated in Dollard et al.’s {1939) sense of this term.
Nor would Dollard et al. have fully agreed with Buss’s (1961,
pp. 17-20) conception of a frustration as the blocking of any
action typically leading to a reinforcer. The Yale group would
have said that keeping people from some attractive goal was a
frustration only to the extent that these persons had been antici-
pating the satisfactions they would have obtained at reaching
this objective (see Berkowitz, 1968, 1969, 1978, for a further
discussion of this point). This expectancy conception is used
throughout this article even though Dollard et al. avoided using
cognitive language.

Other parameters. Dollard et al. (1939) identified several as-
pects of the thwarting that presumably affected the strength of
the resulting instigation to aggression, giving special attention
to {a) the strength of the drive whose gratification was blocked,
(b) the degree of interference with this drive satisfaction, and (c)
the number of frustrated response sequences. Taking these up
in order, the analysis proposed that (a) the greater the satisfac-
tion anticipated on attaining their objective, the more aggres-
sively inclined people will become when kept from reaching
their goal; (b) the strength of the resulting instigation to aggres-
ston will be reduced by whatever partial gratifications are ab-
tained; and (c) the frustration-generated aggressive inclinations
will summate over repeated instances of unsatisfied expecta-
tions. [n regard to the latter proposition, the Yale group sug-
gested that each thwarting might well leave some residual insti-
gation to aggression, although they also recoghized that the left-
over aggressive inclinatigns probably subside to some degree
with the passage of time (Dollard et al., 1939, pp. 31-32). But
when these residuals are present, they presumably become
added together, so that prior frustrations can intensify the ag-
gressive reaction evoked in the immediate situation.*

Definition of aggression. Dollard et al’s (1939) definition of
aggression is fairly straightforward: The term referred to any
“sequence of behavior, the goal-response to which is the injury
of the person toward whom it is directed” (p. 9). Thus, for all of
their 1939 behavior theory language, Dollard and his colleagues
regarded aggression as not merely the delivery of noxious stim-
uli but as an action having a fairly definite objective: the inflic-
tion of injury. Of course, the exact nature of this response is not
always the same from one occasion to the next. Anticipations
of punishment could lead to indirect forms of aggression rather
than a direct attack on the target (Dollard et al., 1939, p. 45).
But just how the aggressor hurt the target was not especially
important, according 1o Dollard et al.; different aggressive
forms theoretically were interchangeable in that the per-
formance of any aggressive act presumably would lessen the
thwarting-generated instigation to aggression {Dollard et al.,
1939, p. 50).

When frustration {eads to open aggression. Every thwarting
obviously does not lead to overt aggression. In their work, Dol-
lard et al. (1939) seemed to say that the major reason frustrated
people do not always attack some available target openly is that
they anticipate that such behavior may bring punishment (pp.
32-34). Thwarted persons presumably will restrain themselves
to the degree that they believe their aggression will cause either
themselves or loved ones to be harmed or if they think they will
be unable to carry out an aggressive act (Dollard et al., 1939, p.
34). They also suggested that any interference with the insti-
gated aggression is also a frustration and thus would strengthen
the thwarted persons’ aggressive inclinations (Dollard et al.,
1939, p. 40). ’

Twao vears afier the publication of the Yale monograph, one
of the group, N. E. Milier (1941), offered an important clarifi-
cation. The original statement should not have implied, he said,
that the absence of overt aggression after a frustration was only
due to inhibitions evoked by the threat of punishment. The in-
ability to attain a desired goal obviously can have nonaggressive
as well as aggressive consequences. Other responses can occur,
he noted, that may inhibit apgressive reactions. He and his col-
leagues actually believed, said N. E. Miller (1941), that “frustra-
tion produces instigations to a number of different types of re-
sponse, one of which is an instigation to some form of aggres-
sion” (p. 338). However, even when aggression is not initially the
dominant response, he argued, if the person persists in trying to
reach the goal but the thwarting continues, the nonaggressive
reactions will extinguish and there will be an increasingly
greater “probability that the instigation to aggression eventually
will become dominant™ (N. E. Miller, 1941, p. 339).

Target of aggression. Dollard et al.’s discussion of the form
of the frustration-induced aggression was linked to a consider-
ation of the target of this aggression. ““The strongest instigation
aroused by a frustration,” they held, was to “acts of aggression
directed against the agent perceived to be the source of the frus-
tration . . " (Dollard et al., 1939, p. 39). They also suggested,
however, that the threat of punishment could lead to a displace-
ment of this aggression to substitute targets (Dollard et al.,
1939, pp. 41-44) as well as to changes in the form of the aggres-
sion. Although nothing was said about the factors governing just
what target would be attacked or the strength of this displaced
aggression, N. E. Miller (1948) later advanced an important the-
orctical analysis of displacement in behavior theory terms that
addressed this particular problem. This formulation is, in my
opinion, a tour de force, but space limitations keep me from
discussing the model’s complexities in this article (see Berko-
witz, 1962, Chap. 3, for a detailed examination of Miller’s anal-

* Although my revision has little to say about this particular proposi-
tion, I would prefer to avoid Dollard et al’s implication that repeated
frustrations result in an accumulating aggressive drive even though
these occurrences are widely separated in time. When frustrations are
far apart, it probably is better to suggest that prior thwartings semehow
sensilize the person Lo later frustrations {perhaps through lowering a
response threshold) so that these later events can activate aggressive re-
actions more readily.
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ysis).* All that needs to be said here is that precise tests of
the entire frustration-aggression thesis should provide the
thwarted individuals with appropriate targets having theoreti-
cally suitable stimulus characteristics.

Initial Modification of Frustration-Aggression
Hypothesis

At this point, before I go on to the major criticisms, I would
like to offer two “friendly amendments” to the 1939 concep-
tion, essentially narrowing the scope of this thesis. As was men-
tioned carlier, Dollard and his associates believed that all ag-
gression could be traced to one or more prior frustrations, al-
though they did not specify how this previous influence would
operate. This supposition seems to neglect the possibility that
aggression can be learned instrumental behavior. People at
times attack others, not because they have been thwarted in the
past, but because they think this action will bring them some
other benefits (other than the infliction of injury).

Moreover, in maintaining that every aggressive action ulti-
mately stems from some earlier thwarting, Dollard et al. also
appeared to assume that aggression was always primarily aimed
at doing harm. Such an assumption fails to recognize the im-
portant distinction between instrumental and hostile aggres-
sion first made by Feshbach (1964) and now widely accepted
by most social psychological investigators of aggression (e.g.,
Baron, 1977; Rule, 1974). Where all aggression is a deliberate
attempt to injure someone, in Aostile (or emotional) aggression,
the primary goal is to do harm, whereas instrumental aggres-
sion is oriented mainly to the attainment of some other objec-
tive such as money, social status, or territory. The Yale group
apparently was thinking only of hostile aggression, forgetting
that instrumental aggression can be learned much as other in-
strumental behaviors are learned. Throughout this article, then,
1 am concerned only with the relatively immediate effects of
frustrations on what seems to be largely hostile aggression.®

Criticisms and Defense

The publication of the frustration-aggression monograph
was soon followed by a series of objections from other social
scientists, most of whom argued that only some kinds of thwart-
ings produce aggressive inclinations. As an example, in his con-
tribution to the previously mentioned Psychological Review
symposium, Maslow (1941) maintained that the Dollard et al.
thesis held only for those frustrations seen by the afflicted indi-
viduals as a “threat to their personalities.” (Although, of course,
from the Yale group’s perspective, these frustrations would be
regarded as involving the blocking of relatively strong insti-
gations.) Nowadays, this type of objection states that people
prevented from reaching a desired goal become aggressively in-
clined only when the interference is thought to be illegitimate
(i.e.. a violation of socially accepted rules) or is viewed as a per-
sonal attack.” Although both of these latter points can be com-
bined into one proposition (thus, an attack on the self is usually
regarded as socially improper), some writers have emphasized
one of these ideas more than the other, and it is convenient to
look at them separately.

lilegitimate Thwartings and What People Say
They Would Do

Pastore (1952) was among the first to suggest that only illegiti-
mate frustrations produce aggressive reactions, In his study the
subjects were asked how they would respond to various hypo-
thetical situations such as a city bus's failure to pick them up
at a regular bus stop. Not surprisingly, the students typically
answered that they would not become angry if the thwarting
seemed reasonable or proper. And so, in the bus example they
said they would not have been bothered at the bus’s passing
them by if it had displayed a sign showing it was on the way to
the garage. Cohen (1955) conducted a similar investigation in
which university women were asked to indicate what would be
the ideal reaction to a variety of incidents and also what would
be the likely actual response. The subjects believed that people
were less apt to be aggressive in response to a nonarbitrary frus-
tration in comparisen with an arbitrary frustration. Interest-
ingly, Cohen also found that although only about 6% of the
women said that aggression was an ideal reaction to a nonarbi-
trary thwarting, over half of the participants in the study

3 The interested reader should note that several aggression experi-
ments have obtained results consistent with N. E. Miller’s conflict the-
ory{e.g., Fitz, 1976; Pigg & Geen, 1971),

% It is theoretically possible to distinguish between hostile and instru-
mental aggression independently of frustration in terms of the events
that reinforce the aggressive reactions following the goal blockage. Thus,
when people are engaged in hostile aggression, information that their
attacks on the target have hurt that person should have a reinforcement
value even when no extrinsic rewards are obtained. Furthermore, espe-
cially in the case of hostile aggression, this information about the tar-
get’s suffering, when provided shortly after the aggressor starts attacking
1he intended target, can also serve as an incentive to ¢ven stronger acts
of aggression, Several experiments have demonstrated that deliberately
provoked subjects are spurred to stronger attacks on their tormentor
when they receive indications that their initial punishment of that per-
son is hurting him (see Baron’s, 1977, discussion of “pain cues™; see
also Berkowitz, 1981, and Rule, 1974). Frustrations should have much
the same effect as the deliberate pravocations in creating this suscepti-
bility to the pain cues. However, one should also recognize that many
aggressive actions have both hostile and instrumental components. In
many laboratory experiments, as a case in point, the subjects have to
punish the target to some extent in order to fulfill their obligations as
research participants and thus are engaged in instrumental aggression.
But at the same time, they may also inflict far more intense punishment
than is minimally necessary because they also want to hurt the target;
this hostile component is combined with the instrumental aspect of the
aggresstve performance.

* A statement made by Bandura (1983), who is by no means a doctri-
naire adherent of attribution theory, provides a good example of how
widespread this view is. Discussing what he regarded as the shortcom-
ings of frustration-aggression theory, he maintained that “when thwart-
ing provokes aggression, it is probably attributable more to personal
affront than to blocking of behavior. Consistent with this interpretation,
people report more aggression to thwartings that appear unwarranted
or suggest hostile intent than to those for which excusable reasons exist,
even though both involve identical blocking of goal-directed behavior”
(Bandura, 1983, p. 17). This article attempts to demonstrate that even
frustrations “for which excusable reasons exist” can activate an instiga-
tion to aggression.



