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Frustration-Aggression Hypothesis: 
Examination and Reformulation 
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Examines 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 create aggressive inclinations even when they are not arbitrary or 
aimed at the subject personally. Interpretations 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-neoassociationistic 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, Leonard 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) 
propositions are important for an understanding of human ag- 
gression or even valid at all. Readers of books specifically con- 
cerned with aggression 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)'~ t~or 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 dubious 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- 
t en t ly -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 years. Most 
psychologists still think of the frustration-aggression hypothe- 
sis almost entirely as it was first spelled out by DoUard et al. As 
a consequence, many critiques 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 ofthwartings on the instigation to aggression. This 
latter hypothesis should be evaluated on its own. 2 

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. 

2 Some criticisms of the frustration-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 I have 
noted elsewhere (Berkowitz, 1969~ ~p. 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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