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Ethological explanation Explanations seeking to understand the innate behaviour of animals (including 

humans) by studying them in their natural environment, trying to account for 

behaviour in terms of its adaptive value to the specific species. 

Fixed Action Pattern An innate “hardwired” neural mechanism, which is triggered by a specific sign 

stimulus to activate a specific motor action (FAP). 

Innate Releasing 

Mechanism 

A behaviour which is stereotyped, universal amongst members of the species, 

independent of individual experience, ballistic and produced by specific triggers.  

Evolutionary explanations 

of human aggression 

These explanations argue that humans have inherited their ancestors’ psychological 

mechanisms for improving their chances of passing on their genes. i.e. modern 

behaviours have evolved because they solved challenges faced by our ancestors. 

Limbic system System in the brain including the brain structures of the hypothalamus and 

amygdala. Activation is associated with aggression. 

Serotonin A neurotransmitter which works in the frontal areas of the brain to inhibit the 

firing of the amygdala. Low levels are associated with aggression. 

Testosterone A steroid hormone from the androgen group i.e. stimulates or controls the 

development and maintenance of male characteristics. It may reduce activity of 

the orbitofrontal cortex or reduce serotonergic activity in the brain.  

MAOA Gene coding for the body’s production of an enzyme that controls the breakdown 

of mood-related neurotransmitters e.g. serotonin. The low activity allele is 

associated with aggression. 

Social-psychological 

explanations 

Explanations for aggression including frustrations aggression, deindividuation and 

SLT. 

The Frustration-

Aggression Hypothesis 

The theory that all aggression results from any event or stimulus that prevents an 

individual from attaining some goal 

Deindividuation A psychological state in which an individual loses their personal identity and takes on 

the identity of a social group. 

Social Learning Theory The theory that aggression is acquired through a process of observational learning 
in social contexts. 

Institutional aggression Aggressive behaviour that exists within certain institutions or groups e.g. 

educational and healthcare settings, prisons. It can also refer to other forms of 

collective aggression between social groups, based on the racial/national/religious 

characteristics of members of one group e.g. warfare, terrorist activities. 

Dispositional explanations 

e.g. importation model 

People who enter prison do so already possessing certain traits (i.e. values, 

attitudes and experiences) that predispose them towards interpersonal violence 

within prison. 

Situational explanations 

e.g. deprivation model 

The characteristics of the prison itself, rather than the population which accounts 

for aggression in prison. 

Desensitisation Repeated exposure to violence reduces normal levels of physiological and 

psychological arousal associated with anxiety, making aggressive behaviour more 

likely. 

Disinhibition Normal social constraints against certain behaviours can be weakened by 

environmental triggers. These behaviours then appear temporarily socially 

acceptable and therefore more likely. 

Cognitive priming Violent images provide us with ready-made “scripts” about aggression which are 

stored in memory and are triggered when we perceive aggressive cues in a 

situation, making aggressive behaviour more likely. 

 

 

 

 

 

1 of 12



Miss Burns’ Psychology Classroom 
 

 

Ethology is the study of animal behaviour patterns in the natural environment. No distinction is made between 

human and non-human animals. In animal species instinctual behaviours such as aggression have evolved in the 

form of “fixed action patterns” produced by “innate releasing mechanisms”… 

Innate Releasing mechanism An innate “hardwired” neural mechanism, which is triggered by a specific 

sign stimulus to produce a motor action (FAP).

Fixed Action Patten
Motor actions which are stereotyped, universal, independent of individual 

experience, ballistic, and have specific triggers. 

Lorenz’s hydraulic model provides a way to visualise how innate releasing mechanisms can trigger fixed action 

patterns: The sign stimulus acts like a weight which pulls a lever (IRM) which allows water to flow from a tank, 

symbolising the release of energy which occurs when a FAP is performed.

Evidence

Tinbergen: Sticklebacks become highly territorial 

during mating season when they develop a red spot on 

their underbellies. Models were produced to resemble 

male sticklebacks (red bellies) and female sticklebacks 

(swollen bellies). All males attacked the model 

designed to look like another male. If there was no 

spot there was no aggression. 

This suggests that red bellies act as sign stimuli, 

triggering an IRM in male sticklebacks to perform 

an attack FAP. 

Sackett: Rhesus monkeys were reared in isolation and 

were provided with pictures of monkeys 

playing/exploring/in threatening poses. As the baby 

monkeys matured they displayed disturbed behaviour 

to the pictures of threatening monkeys. 

This suggests that that aggressive poses are sign 

stimuli to rhesus monkeys, triggering a defensive 

FAP.

Evaluation

 It has been shown that performance of an aggressive act can be a further stimulus making further 

aggression more likely. This contradicts the hydraulic model i.e. the hydraulic model predicts that the 

performance of an act would use up the energy specific energy, and reduce any further aggression.... 

 

 There are subtle variations between members of the same species in the production of aggressive 

behaviours. This contradicts the idea that FAPs are universal, stereotypes and independent of individual 

experience e.g. the duration of each behaviour varies from one animal to another, and even in the same animal 

from one encounter to another... 

 

 There is evidence that aggressive behaviour is not necessarily adaptive. This means that doubt is cast on the 

assumption that animal aggression is made up of adaptive rituals e.g. Jane Goodall studied chips in Tanzania and 

observed a “4 year war”, where chimps attempted to systematically slaughter those of another community in a 

coordinated,  premeditated fashion e.g. holding individuals down and biting/hitting for up to 20 mins in spite of 

appeasement signals... 

 

 

 

 Evidence for the ethological explanation comes from animals. This means that the evidence found may not 

generalise to more cognitively complex species such as humans. E.g. aggression in humans is less likely a result 

of IRMs and FAPs as shown in the wide ranging and subtle variations in situations which trigger human 

aggression such as by Nisbett who found a north-south divide in the US in homicide rates amongst white males, 

with southern males being more likely to kill another man if their “honour” had been insulted... 
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These explanations argue that humans have inherited their ancestors’ psychological mechanisms for improving 

their chances of passing on their genes. i.e. modern behaviours have evolved because they solved challenges 

faced by our ancestors... 

1) Females lose more resources than men if they choose a sub-standard partner, so are pickier about who 

they select. Therefore to succeed males must compete with other males to present themselves as the 

most attractive mate, demonstrating an ability to protect both them and their offspring. Therefore 

aggression is likely between men competing for access to females. 

2) Our male ancestors faced is that of paternity uncertainty. It would have been impossible for our male 

ancestors to know whether their partner was bearing their child, in comparison to females who always 

know. Therefore aggression is likely by men towards women as a strategy to guard them from access to 

other men. 

Evidence

Daly & Wilson (85) In a review of conflicts 

that resulted in murder in Detroit 

- the victims and offenders were most likely 

to be unemployed and unmarried young men. 

- In 58/214 cases, the reason for the 

murder was sexual jealousy involving 2 men 

contesting a female partner. 

This suggests that aggression is a 

strategy by which males increase their 

fitness i.e. low status males who have not 

yet secured a mate may attempt to 

increase their status, and therefore 

attract a female, by competing with 

other young men.

Daley & Wilson (96) Analysed data on violence of men towards 

women. They round that 

-murder rates were higher in estranged than cohabiting couples. 

-murder and assault by husbands was greatest on younger wives 

and decreased with age. 

-murder and assault by husbands was higher in non-marital than 

marital relationships. 

-the highest rate of violence was when a woman was cohabiting 

but had a child by another man. 

This suggests aggression towards Fs may be a M strategy for 

increasing fitness i.e. it is more likely in cases where there 

is more chance of the F mating with another M, which could 

potentially lead to paternity uncertainty/ becoming a cuckold. 

Therefore aggression towards Fs maybe seen as a form of 

sexual jealous/ mate retention/guarding

Evaluation 

☺Historically and cross-culturally, women were/are treated more harshly for adultery than men. The 

universality of this kind of behaviour suggests may have evolved as a strategy to increase male fitness by 

preventing cuckoldry e.g. Neck rings are worn by the women of the Myanmar tribe to stretch the neck 

(weakening the neck muscles) as an aid to beauty. If a woman commits adultery, he is allowed to remove them, 

with painful, if not fatal, results... 

 

Explanations are based on conjecture rather than evidence. This means the explanations are supposition 

based on correlational data as the explanation is impossible to test empirically e.g. murder statistics... 

 

The explanation has ethical implications. This is because the predictions it makes are socially sensitive e.g. it 

could be seen to justify/ excuse domestic violence towards women by their partners... 

 

Evidence on human aggression demonstrates androcentrism. This means that it explains aggression from a 

male perspective, emphasising the differences between men and women (this is alpha bias) e.g. The evolutionary 

argument states that men must prevent women from being unfaithful, and does not really acknowledge the fact 

that men also be unfaithful, provoking female aggression... 

 

 There are alternative explanations, with more empirical evidence, which can provide an explanation for 

aggression. This means the murder statistics used to support the evolutionary explanation can be accounted for 

by other mechanisms such as social learning e.g. Smetana found that parents were more likely to physically 

punish boys for bad conduct whereas they were more likely to explain to girls why their behaviour was wrong... 
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