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Age and Vengeance as Predictors of Mild Driver Aggression

According to Stuckless and Goranson (1992), vengeance can be a strong motivation for aggressive and violent behavior.  McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, and Johnson (2001) have noted that revenge motivated aggression is stimulated by a variety of goals, including getting even, teaching the victim a lesson, and "saving face” to establish respect.  Further, there is often a belief that vengeful aggression may ultimately deter future unfair treatment from the victim or other observers and increase personal self worth (Cota-McKinley, Woody, & Bell, 2001; Wilmot & Hocker, 2001).  Such vengeful tendencies can cultivate over time as perceptions of injustice accumulate, which can lead to a vengeful disposition and an increased tendency toward destructive retaliatory behavior (Gibson & Wiesenthal, 1996; Holbrook, 1997). According to McCullough et al. (2001), vengeful individuals typically ruminate longer over perceived infractions, are less forgiving, and demonstrate prolonged motivation to harm perceived transgressors.

Vengeance has been recently linked to roadway aggression and violence in both hypothetical and actual driving situations (Gibson & Wiesenthal, 1996; Hennessy & Wiesenthal, 2001a).  Wiesenthal, Hennessy and Gibson (2000) have defined driving vengeance as the wish or desire to get even with another within the driving environment in response to a perceived injustice or infraction.  For some drivers, this desire is fulfilled through acts of personal aggression and violence (Hennessy & Wiesenthal, 2001a).  Within the driving environment, aggression arises predominantly as a consequence of perceived conflict, provocation, threat, or danger from another driver (Gibson & Wiesenthal, 1996; Gulian, Debney, Glendon, Davies, & Matthews, 1989; Matthews, Dorn, & Glendon, 1991; Wiesenthal et al., 2000).  Seclusion and lack of communication between drivers typically prohibits personal explanations for negative driving behaviors.  As a result, those who do not see a clear environmental explanation to actions that are perceived as aversive and potentially harmful, may view those actions as purposeful and personal (Ohbuchi & Kambara, 1985; Quigley & Tedeschi, 1989), leading to reduced inhibitions against harming the transgressor (Geen & Stonner, 1973).  However, revenge motivated aggression is often much more harsh and persistent than the precipitating action, possibly in an attempt to exert power and control over the perceived violator and to authoritatively bring the dispute to a conclusion (Black, 1983; Cramerus, 1990; Daly & Wilson, 1988; Elster, 1990; Kim & Smith, 1993; Lane, Hull, & Foehrenbach, 1991; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992).  Despite its destructive nature, vengeful individuals typically feel warranted in harming others they believe are deserving of punishment or correction for inappropriate behavior, because it provides a sense of “justice” (Baumeister, 1997; Bies & Tripp, 2001; Daly & Wilson, 1988; Pettiway, 1987).

Previous research has found that age is negatively related to both mild driver aggression and vengeance (Hauber, 1980; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Wiesenthal & Hennessy, 1999; Wiesenthal et al., 2000).  Similarly, as drivers age and gain experience, they typically achieve a greater understanding of the causes of anger and a degree of behavioral control (Geen, 1990), and also develop a greater accuracy in the perception of risks involved in hazardous driving patterns (Cvetkovich & Earle, 1990; Rumar, 1990), which could lead to decreased aggressive responses (Geen, 1990).  However, some older drivers still maintain a vengeful attitude over time (Hennessy & Wisenthal, 2001a).  Due to the fact that a vengeful attitude is based on experience and perceptions of others’ behavior (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992), it is possible that, over time, some older drivers maintain vengeful aggression as a part of their typical behavior.  Consequently, they should be more likely to perceive innocuous actions of other drivers as intentional infractions, thus enhancing the perceived need for defensive aggression and punishment of violators.  In the absence of police, such drivers may feel that they alone are left to take action to protect themselves in the presence of threat of injustice.  As a result, it is predicted that mild driver aggression will decline with age, but only among those with low to moderate levels of driving vengeance.  Highly vengeful drivers will actually show an increase in driver aggression with age.
Method

Participants

The proposed research will attempt to recruit approximately 200 voluntary participants, from the general driving population of Buffalo New York.  All participants will be required to possess a valid driver’s license, commute on a daily basis for at least 20 minutes per day, and be the primary driver.  A broad age range from 21 to 65 will be obtained.  
Materials
Driving vengeance will be measured using the Driving Vengeance Questionnaire (DVQ) (Wiesenthal et al., 2000) which has been developed to evaluate a general susceptibility toward a vengeful driving attitude.  Items represent common driving situations in which a participant might be irritated, or feel unjustly treated by another driver.  Participants are required to select a likely response from a series of four options involving decreasing levels of aggression.  Response alternatives range from displays of extreme aggression (e.g., force the other vehicle off the road) to nonaggressive reactions (e.g., do nothing).  Scoring consists of assigning a rank to each item, based on the level of aggression involved in the chosen response option (from 4 to 1 respectively).  A vengeance score is calculated as the sum of all individual item ratings, with higher scores indicating a more vengeful driving attitude.  

Mild driver aggression will be measured using the Self Report Driver Aggression Questionnaire (SRDA - Hennessy & Wiesenthal, 1997, 1999, 2001b) which has been developed to evaluate the likelihood of engaging in mild driver aggression (defined as intentionally harmful acts directed toward others in the traffic environment).  The scale presents five common forms of driver aggression (horn honking out of frustration, purposeful tailgating, swearing/yelling, using hand gestures, and flashing high beams out of frustration) and asks participants to indicate how frequently they engage in each behavior, in general, while driving.  Responses range from 0 = “not at all” to 5 = “nearly all the time”.  An aggregate driver aggression score is calculated as the mean response to the five individual items.  Higher scores indicate a greater likelihood of engaging in mild aggressive driving behaviors.
Procedure


All participants will complete the Driving Vengeance Questionnaire (DVQ) and Self Report Driver Aggression questionnaire in private.  Due to the sensitive nature of the present driving measures, all questionnaires will be completed anonymously and instructions will emphasize that all responses will be held in strict confidence.
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Figure 1.  Frequency of Mild Driver Aggression as a Function of Age X Vengeance.
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