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‘He cut me up!’: How road users make attributions during road rage and how 

these attributions can be manipulated  

 

1. Introduction: 

There is limited research on road rage but increased media reports of road rage episodes culminating in 

serious injury or death have highlighted the behaviour as a serious problem in society. In addition to human 

injury (Sharkin, 2004) the American Automobile Association (AAA) Foundation for Traffic Safety (1997) 

reported a 50% increase in incidents between 1990 and 1996 and an estimated annual cost to society of 

$250 billion. As a result interest has developed amongst society and researchers alike. Road rage has been 

considered ‘a constellation of thoughts, emotions, and behaviours that occur in response to a perceived 

unjustified provocation when driving’ (Britt & Garrity, 2003). This paper focuses on the cognitions involved 

in such displays of anger, specifically the attributions which are made by the perpetrator during a 

provocation and how these attributions could be manipulated to improve safety on the road.    

 

2. Is road rage a real problem: Antisocial behaviour on the road or just bad manners? 

It is important to recognise a difference between aggressive driving and road rage. Aggressive driving 

encompasses a wide range of behavioural responses including tailgating, speeding and red light running 

(Porter & Berry, 1998), whereas road rage is thought to refer to an acute event motivated by anger and 

directed at other road users (Asbridge, Mann & Smart, 2006), appearing to go beyond the initial offence 

committed by the offending driver (Sansone & Sansone, 2010). In addition the National Highway Traffic 

Safety Administration (NHTSA, 2012) places importance on this distinction for legal purposes; aggressive 

driving is considered to be a traffic offence whilst road rage is considered a criminal offence. 

There is limited research on the prevalence of road rage and reports vary widely (Ӧzkan, Lajunen, Parker, 

Sümer & Summala, 2010). A Canadian study found nearly half of respondents in Ontario were shouted at, 

cursed at or had rude gestures directed at them in the last year and approximately 7% of these 

respondents were threatened with personal injury or damage to their vehicle. Furthermore, almost a third 

reported engaging in some form of aggressive behaviour themselves in response to provocation on the 

road (Mann, Smart, Stoduto, Adlaf & Ialomiteanu, 2004).  In the UK the problem appears even worse. In 

1998 the British Crime Survey found that more than half of the drivers questioned reported being the 
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victim of road rage (Marshall and Thomas, 2000) and a survey carried out by Joint (1995) revealed almost 

90% of respondents had experienced some form of road rage incident in the past year.   

Despite its reported prevalence there is no official definition of road rage, so it is not surprising that 

researchers have reported such varying figures. Definitions range from, “a constellation of thoughts, 

emotions, and behaviours that occur in response to a perceived unjustified provocation when driving” (Britt 

& Garrity, 2003) to the more specific description, where “a driver or passenger attempts to kill, injure or 

intimidate a pedestrian or another driver or passenger or to damage their vehicle in a traffic incident” 

(Smart & Mann, 2002a, p761). 

It is possible that the prevalence of road rage has been over-estimated, with the media focusing on 

extreme cases of behaviour, exaggerating its prevalence and possibly encouraging it (Fumento, 1998). 

Support for this argument comes from data revealing  that whilst Britain emerged from a Gallup poll as the 

country with the highest prevalence of road rage, with 80.4% of drivers falling victim (BBC News, 2003) it 

has one of the lowest collision rates (Hole, 2008). Since road rage incidents have been consistently linked to 

increased collision involvement (Mann et al., 2007; Wells-Parker et al., 2002) sceptics, including the well-

known media commentator Jeremy Clarkson (1995, pp.73-76), have questioned the real impact on society, 

suggesting that road rage is in fact a media creation. It has been argued that road rage is just another term 

for bad manners; a new label for an old problem (Nesbit, Conger & Conger, 2007).  

Road rage has been described as a “catch all expression for any calamity on concrete” (Bowles & Overberg, 

1999), and depending on the accepted definition reports can include various aggressive behaviours, from 

rude gestures to murder. Consequently the seriousness of the problem may be exaggerated. Some 

researchers (Smart, Mann & Stoduto, 2003; Mann et al., 2004) emphasise the importance of distinguishing 

between a ‘normal’ aggressive response to provocation from another road user, i.e. swearing and gesturing 

at the offending driver, and a more ‘extreme’ road rage response which may result in damage to persons or 

vehicles (Smart & Mann, 2002b; Yu, Evans & Perfetti, 2004). Although these responses are infrequent, 

approximately 2% to 3% of incidents escalate to the point where threats or actual damage are committed 

(Mann et al., 2004; Smart et al., 2003), they receive the most attention from the media, increasing the 

perceived problem within society.  

Another point to consider is the subjective nature of defining drivers as victims or perpetrators. Incidents of 

road rage often transpire when a driver or passenger reacts aggressively to the driving behaviour of 

another road user. However, the driver who is initially victimised may retaliate to provocation by the 

aggressor, starting a cycle of aggression. Where an injury occurs as the result of an incident the individual 

that initiated the exchange could be labelled the victim if they are the party that is injured (Mann et al., 

2007). Thus in some cases the distinction between victim and perpetrator is blurred, they only differ in the 
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attribution of blame. Since most studies of prevalence use a self-report methodology this fuzzy distinction 

may lead to exaggerated rates of prevalence. 

On the other hand is the view that prevalence may have been under-estimated. Some researchers (James & 

Nahl, 2000; Marshall & Thomas, 2000) recognise that the media has influenced perceptions, but road rage 

is just another term for aggressive and antisocial behaviour on the roads. Others believe that road rage 

merely reflects increased rage in society in general; individuals are less inhibited to show anger everywhere 

(Joint, 1995; Rose, 1999). Without official ‘road rage’ legislation, there are four motoring offences which 

perpetrators in the UK can be convicted of; ‘Causing death by dangerous driving’, ‘Dangerous driving’, 

‘Careless or inconsiderate driving’ or ‘Causing danger to other road users’. Road rage offences which are 

not covered by motoring law may be covered by existing criminal law (AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety, 

1997) such as ‘Murder or manslaughter’, ‘Common assault’ and ‘Using threatening, abusive or insulting 

words and behaviour and causing harassment fear or distress’. Therefore, police records cannot accurately 

depict the prevalence; it is difficult to collect data when road rage cases are absorbed under different 

offences. Furthermore, not all road rage incidents result in collision or injury to persons or vehicles and may 

go unreported, so the actual cost to society is perhaps underestimated.  For this reason it can be more 

informative for studies to use surveys to record experiences of road rage from a representative sample 

rather than using police statistics. Although it must be noted that this method is susceptible to sample bias 

and response bias; researchers may under-sample the drivers that are hard to contact and interviewees 

may forget or lie about events which are deemed socially undesirable (Hough, 2002). Consequently 

samples used in these investigative studies may not be reflective of the actual driving population. 

The absence of an official definition of road rage makes it difficult to study, and in turn creates difficulties in 

introducing legislation to penalise road rage perpetrators and introducing interventions to reduce incidents 

on the road (Porter & Berry, 2004). Based on the previous literature and suggested definitions, a possible 

working definition is proposed: Road rage is the outward display of aggression towards another road user 

following perceived provocation on the road, characterised by intent to harm or intimidate that road user 

or cause damage to their vehicle. 

 

3. Attribution Theory and Road Rage: 

There is very little literature on the attributional processes which occur during an incident of road rage 

which is surprising considering the prominent role of cognition within models of aggression (e.g. Berkowitz, 

1990). Theories of attribution can provide some insight into the factors which mediate the road rage 

response. In particular attributions which emphasise the responsibility of others over self have been found 

to elicit anger and aggressive driving behaviour (Feather & Deverson, 2000).   
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Theories of attribution focus on the processes that individuals employ to make sense of the events around 

them, especially the perceived causality of those events and behaviours (Fincham & Jaspars, 1980). A 

number of theories have been proposed with similar but distinct explanations for the process of attribution 

(e.g. Heider, 1958; Kelley, 1967) and over time they have been extended to include the resulting emotional 

and behavioural responses (Fincham & Roberts, 1985; Shaver, 1985). The two main causal attributions 

which people make are internal (dispositional) and external (situational) (Heider, 1958). External 

attributions implicate factors such as the environment or other people as the cause of the behaviour 

whereas internal attributions implicate characteristics of the individual.  

Sometimes information about situational and dispositional factors contributing to the behaviour of another 

individual is unavailable, thus people make differential attributions to themselves and to others, leading to 

attributional bias. An attributional bias observed in driving psychology is the actor-observer effect (Jones & 

Nisbett, 1972). On the road drivers tend to rationalise their own bad driving with situational factors (e.g. 

‘I’m in a rush’) but assign dispositional attributions to other drivers (e.g. ‘They are reckless’). Baxter, 

Macrae, Manstead, Stradling and Parker (1990) found the actor-observer effect when they asked 

participants to imagine causing a provocation on the road in comparison to experiencing the same 

provocation caused by somebody else.  On occasions where the participant engaged in the provocation 

they placed more emphasis on situational causes for their behaviour. However, when the provocation was 

engaged by another road user, participants placed more emphasis on dispositional causes for the offence. 

Individuals are thought to assume a sense of control over the situation by assigning an internal cause to the 

offender’s driving behaviour (Jones & Davis, 1966). All motorists make unintended errors at times, but this 

finding indicates that drivers tend to perceive provocation from another road user as intentional. It is 

difficult to convey an apology to another motorist in a way that can be easily understood, thus actions on 

the road may be misinterpreted as aggressive or threatening. Road rage may arise if a driver fails to 

recognise another motorist’s offensive behaviour as a mistake rather than acting with intent.  

A study of aggression in children (Hubbard et al., 2001) revealed the presence of a hostile attributional bias, 

the belief that an action targeted at an individual is performed with specific intent to upset or hurt that 

person. Cars provide an environment of perceived protection, power, easy escape and anonymity which 

may all contribute to an individual ‘encased in an automobile’ having a lower threshold for hostility (Fong, 

Frost & Stansfeld, 2001; Turner, Layton & Simons, 1975). Hence this bias may facilitate an aggressive 

response during a provocation on the road. 

Wickens, Wiesenthal, Flora and Flett (2011) found Weiner’s (1995, 2001, 2006) attributional theory of 

social conduct particularly relevant to studying causal attributions in the driving context. According to the 

model (Weiner, 2001) after experiencing a personal transgression the victim seeks to determine the cause 

of the behaviour by assessing various dimensions of the perceived cause and making a judgment of the 
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transgressor’s responsibility. If the transgressor is perceived as responsible the experienced emotion will be 

negative, e.g. anger. Conversely a judgment of minimal responsibility will elicit feelings of sympathy or 

forgiveness (Weiner, 2001; Takuka, Weiner & Ohbuchi, 2001). Wickens and colleagues describe the 

dimensions in terms of road rage; controllability (was the act under the offending driver’s control or was it 

preventable), intentionality (was the act deliberate or unintended) and locus of causality (was the act due 

to an internal or external factor). The dimensions of stability (does the motorist drive offensively all the 

time) and globality (does the motorist behave offensively in other areas of their life) are less important for 

drivers making causal attributions during the incident because it is unlikely that they will meet the 

transgressor again afterwards. Consistent with this, Wickens and colleagues (2011) found the former three 

dimensions to be positively related to responsibility when participants were required to complete an online 

driving diary recording the anger-provoking incidents they experienced. Since attributions of responsibility 

have been found to elicit anger, an individual that attributes an offender’s driving behaviour to internal, 

controllable and intentional factors is expected to respond with anger to that situation (Britt & Garrity, 

2006; Weiner, Perry & Magnusson, 1988).  

A study requiring participants to recall experiencing specific anger-eliciting events, Britt and Garrity (2006) 

found stability was the most effective causal dimension in predicting anger and aggression. Globality failed 

to predict aggression in any scenario, and locus of control was also found to be a poor predictor. These 

results are surprising because, as previously mentioned globality and stability are not as relevant as locus of 

causality when making attributions during a road rage scenario. However, the dimensions of controllability 

and intentionality were not included in the study, which may account in part for stability emerging as such 

a strong predictor of anger. Moreover the study is reliant on participants’ retrospective and subjective 

reports of driving events, exposing it to effects of temporal distance and social desirability; events may 

have been misremembered, lied about or even confabulated with stereotyped information (Hough, 2002).  

 

4. Are some people more susceptible to road rage?  

Road rage has been found, at least initially, to be motivated by driving behaviour rather than race, gender 

or age (Asbridge, Smart & Mann, 2003). However, studies have consistently reported both perpetrators and 

victims to be predominantly young and male (Smart & Mann, 2002ab; Hemenway, Vriniotis, Miller, 2006). 

This is consistent with research which found young males to be naturally more aggressive, especially for 

aggression which causes pain or physical injury (Eagly & Steffen, 1986), and more risk taking (Zuckerman & 

Kuhlman, 2000). Both aggression (Lajunen & Parker, 2001) and sensation-seeking (Zuckerman & Kuhlman, 

2000) have been identified as predictors of driver aggression. Furthermore, increased collision involvement 

has been associated with both victimisation and perpetration (Mann et al., 2007). Perhaps perpetrators 

drive more aggressively in general, increasing the likelihood of being to be targeted with aggression in 
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retaliation; hence the figures may reflect an overlap with the same people experiencing both aspects of 

road rage. Alternatively the increased collision rates may reflect two distinct paths for the two groups. 

Perpetrators may experience a higher risk of collision involvement due to their aggressive driving 

behaviour, whereas increased collision risk for victims may reflect other driving behaviours (e.g. driving 

slowly in fast moving traffic). More believable is the possibility of a fuzzy distinction between victim and 

perpetrator, as discussed earlier. Most incidents of road rage appear to escalate from a trivial incident or 

offence to an interaction of aggressive verbal or physical exchanges, blurring the distinction between victim 

and perpetrator (Hennessy & Wiesenthal, 2002).This third suggestion is consistent with the notion that an 

underlying factor links the victims and perpetrators of road rage.  

Researchers have revealed individual differences in blame attributions, including the extent to which blame 

is assigned to the actor, the belief that the negative behaviour was intentional and consequently the 

magnitude of the road rage response (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). This indicates that the attributional style 

associated with road rage can be influenced by personality factors, making some people more susceptible 

to road rage. 

Alcohol problems (Mann et al., 2004; Butters, Smart, Mann & Asbridge, 2005), substance abuse (Butters et 

al., 2005), holding a criminal record (Hemenway et al. 2006), history of past traffic violations (Hennessy & 

Wiesenthal, 2002) and carrying a firearm (Hemenway et al., 2006) have all been associated with road rage. 

Rather than these behaviours being direct predictors of a road rage response it is possible that they are 

markers for an underlying personality trait which makes an individual more likely to engage in these 

activities and which also makes them more likely to engage in a road rage response (Yu et al., 2004). 

Research has already identified a number of personality traits as predictors of driver aggression including, 

impulsivity (Wickens, Toplak & Wiesenthal, 2008), trait anger (Deffenbacher, White & Lynch, 2004; Lajunen 

& Parker, 2001), Type A behaviour (Miles & Johnson, 2003) and sensation seeking (Zuckerman & Kuhlman, 

2000).  

As discussed earlier, the actor-observer effect (Jones & Nisbett, 1972) is the natural tendency to attribute 

other’s negative behaviour to dispositional factors and our own behaviour to situational factors. If an 

individual possesses a low threshold for impulsivity then they may act on this initial attribution before other 

factors come to light. Conversely someone with a higher threshold for impulsivity will find it easier to 

inhibit aggressive behaviours and may not act at all. This explanation is consistent with research which 

found impulsivity was associated with aggressive driving (Deffenbacher, Lynch, Oetting & Swaim, 2002). 

Worryingly, in the USA, Hemenway et al. (2006) found that individuals carrying firearms are more likely to 

be involved in a road rage incident. It is hard to establish whether this factor is a direct predictor of road 

rage or a marker for an underlying personality trait which increases the likelihood of both carrying a firearm 

and violence on the road (Yu et al., 2004). These individuals may have high trait aggression which makes 
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them more likely to carry a firearm and independent of this more likely to be involved in road rage. 

Alternatively, having a firearm readily available may give the driver a sense of power and if they have high 

trait aggression then they may act aggressively in response to provocation (with or without the firearm). 

Weiner (1995) suggested that hostile attribution bias (Hubbard, Dodge, Cillessen & Coie, 2001), the 

tendency to attribute an offensive behaviour targeted at an individual as intended to harm or upset that 

individual, is more likely to be possessed by those high in trait aggression. This notion is substantiated by 

the finding that in ambiguous situations drivers high in trait aggression attributed hostile intent to other 

drivers rather than seeing the behaviour as accidental or justifiable (Matthews & Norris, 2002).  

Road rage is not DSM-IV recognised, but it has been suggested that perpetrators may meet the criteria for 

certain personality disorders including Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) and Intermittent Explosive 

Disorder (IED).  BPD is characterised by impulsivity, inappropriate intense anger and difficulty controlling 

anger (APA, 2000). Furthermore many BPD assessments include a sub-measure for reckless driving amongst 

other measures of impulsivity (e.g. sexual impulsivity, excessive spending, substance abuse), indicating that 

reckless driving might be a relevant clinical feature of the BPD profile (Sansone & Sansone, 2010). Galovski, 

Blanchard and Veazey (2002) found court-referred aggressive drivers more likely to possess Antisocial 

Personality Disorder (ASPD) or BPD than nonaggressive drivers. However, the sample size was very small 

only testing 30 participants in total and included a relatively unique sample of court-referred individuals, 

making it hard to generalise the findings. However, in a study which measured the explicit relationship 

between BPD and road rage using a much higher sample (N=419) Sansone, Lam and Wiederman (2010) 

found BPD to be significantly more prevalent among participants reporting road rage involvement than not 

(24.8% vs 9.8%). 

Intermittent explosive disorder (IED) has also been associated with road rage. This impulse-control disorder 

is characterised by explosive outbursts of behaviour disproportional to the provocation (APA, 2000). 

Researchers have reported that the prevalence of IED (Kessler et al., 2006) is similar to the prevalence of 

serious cases of road rage (Smart et al., 2003). However, there is debate over the diagnostic criteria of IED, 

with sceptics suggesting that the disorder is only diagnosed when other disorders are not applicable (Mayo 

Clinic, 2010), raising questions as to its actual existence. Does this aggressive behaviour qualify as criteria 

for a mental disorder or just normal but undesirable human behaviour? 

 

5. Possible methods for manipulating attributions associated with road rage  

Given the evidence for increased collision involvement amongst those involved in road rage incidents 

(Mann et al., 2007) exploring methods to reduce these incidents is important. As discussed, attributions 

made about other drivers during a provocation are influential in producing an aggressive response. 
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Therefore, methods which can manipulate road user attributions could have the effect of reducing 

collisions on the road and creating a safer driving environment. 

As highlighted by Baxter et al. (1990) motorists rarely take into account their own mistakes when they 

assign causal attributions to other drivers. One method of manipulating attributions made during incidents 

of road rage is to remind drivers of their own inadvertent errors and encourage them to seek 

environmental causes for another motorist’s offence. By assigning uncontrollable and external causes to 

the behaviour motorists are more likely to feel sympathy or forgiveness towards the other driver. For 

instance, Takuka (2006) found that motorists who were reminded of their own past wrongdoings produced 

more positive attributions and less negative emotional reactions in response to another driver’s offensive 

behaviour. 

A further method involves drivers being made aware of their own driving behaviours; how these 

behaviours may be perceived as offensive and possibility misconstrued as deliberate. If the driver 

recognises that other drivers make similar attributional biases they may be more likely to acknowledge 

their own errors and in turn make a concerted effort to communicate an apology to the other driver, which 

could deter a reaction of anger (Ellwanger, 2007). A driver campaign aimed at encouraging patience for 

road construction workers put this idea into practice, attempting to sensitize drivers to their attributional 

biases (Ellwanger, 2007). By asking drivers to view delays as necessary and justifiable rather than a result of 

uninterested workers, their attributions for the delays are altered and may reduce frustration and 

aggression on that stretch of road.  

Another proposed approach is to screen new drivers for particular personality traits (e.g. trait anger and 

impulsivity) or disorders (BPD, IED) associated with road rage (Asbridge et al., 2006) and those identified 

would undergo additional driver training. This approach has ethical considerations because screening 

would discriminate against a minority of people that may never be involved in an incident of road rage; 

underlying personality traits and personality disorders may only account for small proportion of the people 

involved in road rage incidents. There is an additional possibility that individuals identified as possible ‘road 

ragers’ would not be influenced by extra training, especially if they have high impulsivity or a disorder 

associated with high impulsivity.   

 

6. Conclusion: 

There is very limited research on road rage and most of the available literature focuses on prevalence and 

potential risk factors. There is almost no previous research on the sort of attributions which drivers make 

during instances of provocation on the road and how these may lead to road rage. This may be due to 

limitations associated with studying these attributions. Firstly the intangible nature of attributions makes 
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them hard to test and to manipulate. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, road rage is inconsistently 

defined in previous literature, creating problems for data collection and designing appropriate studies to 

investigate the attributional style of road rage perpetrators. It is clear that for road rage to be considered a 

serious road safety problem an official definition is required, agreed on by researchers and the criminal 

justice system alike. Introducing a consistent definition into the literature will allow the introduction of 

legislation to penalise road rage offenders. In turn this will facilitate the systematic research of its 

underlying causes and potential interventions to reduce these incidents on the road. Considering the 

previous literature a possible definition is proposed: Road rage is the outward display of aggression 

towards another road user following perceived provocation on the road, characterised by intent to harm or 

intimidate that road user or cause damage to their vehicle. Future research should make use of advanced 

simulator technology to systematically study the attributions associated with road rage. 
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