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PROSOCIAL ORIENTATION MAY SENSITIZE TO
AGGRESSION-RELATED CUES
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Prosocial orientation may increase sensitivity to aggression-related cues. In
the present experiment, prosocial orientation, but not aggressiveness, correlated
to a cognitive bias towards violence words. Ninety-six advanced students and
postgraduates, 45 male, mean age = 25.6 + 3.5 years, completed a prosocial
orientation scale and an aggressiveness scale (Fahrenberg, Hampel, & Selg,
2001). In each scale, twelve statements were answered by “correct” or “not
correct”, then scores were summed. To test if there was a cognitive bias towards
aggression, participants named — as quickly as possible — the color of each word
of two modified Stroop tables, each table displaying three columns of 24 words
with alternating colors (red, green, blue, yellow). This arrangement resembled an
established Stroop test (Bdumler, 1985) but words referring to an emotion rather
than a color should slow down responses (e.g., Williams, Mathew, & MacLeod,
1996). One table displayed neutral words (“fruit”, “move”, “frame”, “water”,
“journey”, “umbrella”), the other table displayed violence words (“murder”,
“slaps”, “threat”, “punishment”, “command”, “contempt”). In an unpublished
exploration, the author identified the aggression-related and neutral words
lists using a factorial analysis of ratings of whether or not words described an
interpersonal conflict. The reaction time (RT) of the neutral table was subtracted
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from the RT of the violence table in each subject. After median splits according
to the questionnaire scores, groups were compared.

RESULTS

Prosocial-oriented participants showed decelerated responses in the violence
table; aggressiveness was uncorrelated to naming violence words (prosocial
orientation: P, rr = .23, p = .020; cut-off = 8, n = 52: 44; My, qroup: 1.99 £3.78
SeC., Mgy growp: 0.08 £4.82 sec.; Z=2.6, p = .009; aggressiveness: P .oes rr = --02,
p = .837; cut-off = 3, n = 48: 48; My g0y = 1.05 £ 3.75 sec., My, gronp: 0.86 £
5.11 sec., Z=.0.1, p = .988).
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