
The facts on the furious: a brief review of the psychology
of trait anger
Lotte Veenstra1, Brad J Bushman1,2 and Sander L Koole1

Some people are more prone to aggression than others. These

individual differences are associated with trait anger, a

personality dimension that relates to the frequency, intensity,

and duration with which people experience angry feelings. Trait

anger is an important antecedent of state anger and

aggression. People with high trait anger tend to perceive

situations as hostile and are less capable of controlling their

hostile thoughts and feelings. Moreover, people with high trait

anger display heightened approach motivation in threatening

situations. This reactive approach motivation may be

countered by avoidance states, which may reduce anger

among high trait anger people. Insights into the underlying

processes of trait anger may be used to combat human

aggression.
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Human aggression is any behavior directed toward

another person that is carried out with the immediate

intent to cause harm [1]. Aggression is inherent to human

nature. War and bloodshed have been pervasive through-

out history [2] and virtually everyone has hurt someone

physically or psychologically, or at least felt like doing so.

Nevertheless, some people have more aggressive inclina-

tions than others. These individual differences are asso-

ciated with trait anger, or the frequency, duration, and

intensity with which people become angry [3–5]. In this

article, we briefly review recent advances in the psychol-

ogy of trait anger. We begin by characterizing trait anger

as a personality disposition and its role in people’s emo-

tional lives. Next, we discuss research on the underlying

cognitive and motivational mechanisms of trait anger.

Finally, we consider how the resulting insights may be

used to combat aggression in everyday life.

Trait anger as a personality disposition
Individual differences in how easily people become angry

have been observed at least since ancient Greeks (around

400 BCE), who noted that people with a choleric temper-

ament are aggressive, ego-centric, quickly aroused, rest-

less, and impulsive [6,7]. These descriptions have striking

resemblance with modern conceptions of trait anger.

Scientific research on trait anger started during the

1950s, when psychologists first became interested in

individual differences in anger [8,9]. Building on this

early work, Charles Spielberger and his associates intro-

duced their influential state-trait personality theory of

anger in the 1980s [10,11�]. In this theoretical conception,

state anger is an acute emotional–physiological reaction

that ranges from mild irritation to intense fury and rage.

Trait anger, by contrast, is a personality dimension that

reflects the person’s chronic tendency to experience the

emotion of state anger with greater frequency, intensity,

and duration. Conceptualizing trait anger as an individ-

ual-difference variable implies that, across a variety of

situations, people high on trait anger will become angry

more often, more intensely, and for longer periods of time

than people low on trait anger.

To measure trait anger, Spielberger and associates devel-

oped the trait anger scale of the State-Trait-Anger Inven-

tory (STAXI) [10,11�] in which people rate how they

generally feel on brief, face-valid items such as “I feel

infuriated when I do a good job and get a poor evaluation”

or “When I get frustrated, I feel like hitting someone”.

Similar self-report measures have been developed by

other researchers [12,13]. Although the various scales

differ in some respects, they probably measure the same

underlying construct [14]. We therefore refer to all rele-

vant individual difference measures as simply ‘trait

anger’. For ease of presentation, we often discuss trait

anger by referring to people on opposite ends of the trait

anger continuum (e.g., ‘people high versus low in trait

anger’). However, this is a simplification, so it should be

kept in mind that people actually vary in trait anger in a

continuous, graded manner.

Trait anger consistently predicts state anger and aggres-

sive behavior in everyday life. For instance, people high

(rather than low) on trait anger report feeling more anger

while driving, along with more aggressive driving behav-

ior, and they are involved in more driving accidents [15�].
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Likewise, employees high (rather than low) on trait anger

report experiencing angry feelings more often at the

workplace [16]. Finally, a meta analytic review of 85 stud-

ies showed that men high on trait anger are more likely to

physically abuse their female partners than men low on

trait anger [17]. Thus, people high on trait anger may even

direct their anger and aggression towards their loved ones.

In the aforementioned studies, people were asked to

think back about their daily lives, which may introduce

memory bias. This problem is alleviated when research-

ers use experience sampling, a methodology in which

people record their responses while they are immersed in

their daily activities, often using mobile technology such

as cell phones [18,19��]. One such study asked 165 Amer-

ican university employees to report their anger every 25–

30 min over two days, separated by a period of 6 months

[20]. Trait like stability between everyday responses of

anger on numerous occasions and a variety of contexts was

very high, such that reported anger for one day related

highly with reported anger several months later. These

individual differences were associated with trait anger,

though the strength of this relationship was modest. More

work is needed to develop individual differences mea-

sures of trait anger that go beyond self-report, for

instance, by using implicit measures such as increased

attention towards aggressive cues [21], or physiological

measures [22].

Trait anger as a cognitive disposition
Researchers have conducted laboratory studies of trait

anger, which offer more control over the kinds of circum-

stances to which people are exposed, and allow research-

ers to examine causal mechanisms. For instance, one

innovative study examined drivers with varying levels

of trait anger during a driving simulation [23]. Consistent

with field observations [15�], high trait-anger drivers

drove faster, had more accidents, higher arousal, and

scored higher in state anger compared with low trait-

anger drivers. Other laboratory studies have shown that

imagining anger-provoking situations leads people with

high (rather than low) trait anger to display greater

increases in cardiovascular arousal, and feelings of anger,

but no greater increases in other emotions such as fear or

joy [24,25].

To explain the behavioral and emotional effects of trait

anger, many researchers have suggested that trait anger is

related to systematic biases in processing information

[1,5,26,27]. Indeed, several studies have shown that high

trait anger is associated with selective attention to hostile

social cues such as aggressive action words (e.g., kick,
assault, punch) [21], autobiographical memories of the self

as an angry person [28], rumination about anger-provok-

ing experiences [29], and the tendency to interpret the

behavior of others in a hostile manner [30]. For example,

people with high (rather than low) trait anger tend to

explain ambiguous situations with derogatory descrip-

tions such as “the person in the story isn’t smart enough,

was feeling angry, and will storm out of the room” [30].

Trait anger is further associated with impaired mobiliza-

tion of effortful control, especially in anger-relevant situa-

tions [9]. For instance, compared with people with low

trait anger, people with high trait anger tend to make

more errors when they have to inhibit their response

while viewing angry faces, but not while viewing happy

faces [31]. The idea that effortful control is important to

anger regulation meshes well with the broader emotion

regulation literature, which suggests that effortful control

is vital for gaining mastery over one’s emotional life [32].

Lapses in effortful control may disrupt the ability of high

trait anger people to reappraise the situation in less hostile

terms, to distract themselves from hostile contextual cues,

and to suppress aggressive impulses once these are

triggered.

Trait anger as a motivational disposition
Over the past decades, the biological foundations of trait

anger have become increasingly clear. Behavior-genetic

analyses indicate that anger displays during childhood are

moderately to highly heritable [33,34]. The specific genes

that regulate anger and aggression have remained elusive

[34]. Still, there is ample evidence that individual differ-

ences in anger are at least partly biologically based. The

neurophysiological system that is most implicated in trait

anger is the approach system [35]. This motivational

system provides the impulse to go toward [36��]. The

approach system competes with the avoidance system,

which provides the motivational impulse to go away. Both

the approach system and the avoidance system belong to

a deep biological heritage, which presides in rudimentary

form in all life forms that have had to fight or flee for their

survival [37].

Several lines of research have found that high trait anger is

associated with self-reported, neurological, and physio-

logical indicators of approach motivation. In self-report

measures, for instance, higher levels of trait anger have

been found to be associated with increased reward sensi-

tivity, an indicator of the approach system [38]. On a

neurological level, higher trait anger is associated with

more activation in the left anterior cortex [39], which is

involved in approach behavior [40]. Finally, on a physio-

logical level, higher levels of trait anger are associated

with approach-related neuro-endocrine responses such as

increases in testosterone [41], and increased cardiovascu-

lar activity in response to challenges and stress, which

may contribute to high blood pressure and cardiovascular

disease [22].

If approach motivation drives the behavioral effects of

trait anger, then trait anger should be linked to increases

in approach motivation in anger-relevant situations.
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