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ABSTRACT

The study examines the effectiveness of Social Cognitive Intervention in reducing Irritability and
Impulsivity among Aggressive Adolescents. The intervention was conceptualized using a Social
Information Processing framework for understanding the development of aggressive behaviour.
Social information processing theory emphasizes the active role of cognition in social
adjustment. A five session Social-Cognitive Intervention was designed to train aggressive
individuals not to infer hostile peer intent, to act non-impulsively and not to be irritated in
negative social encounters and to provide various appropriate responses to such situations. By
focusing on restructuring cognitions and changing social information processing pattern, it is
assumed that changes in feelings of anger, irritability & impulsivity would then follow which
would further reduce aggression among individuals. 100 aggressive individuals were randomly
assigned to experimental and control group. After 5 sessions of social cognitive intervention, all
the aggressive individuals, from both experimental and control groups were administered
Irritability and Impulsivity Questionnaires to assess the effectiveness of intervention.
Experimental and control group were compared on both variables by applying a series of
univariate ANOVAs. Same statistics were also applied to compare experimental and control
group for males and females separately. Individuals in experimental group showed significant
less Irritability and Impulsivity scores as compared to those in control group, thereby proving the
effectiveness of social cognitive intervention. Implications for research and practice involving
the treatment of aggressive adolescents are discussed.
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Aggression has long been recognized as one of the most disruptive and pervasive childhood
behavioral problems. Aggressive behavior tends to be highly stable from early childhood to
adolescence and adulthood (e.g., Huesmann, Eron, Lefiowitz, & Walder 1984; Olweus, 1979;
Feshbach & Fraczek, 1979, p. 2; Kazdin, 1987) and predicts a wide spectrum of adult adjustment
problems (Kohlberg, Lacrosse, & Ricks, 1972). For example, children who are highly aggressive
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in school settings, males in particular, are more likely than less aggressive children to engage in
significantly higher rates of juvenile delinquency as they grow older (Loeber & Stouthamer-
Loeber, 1987). These boys are also more likely to experience poor overall school adjustment,
peer rejection, greater than average rates of school drop out, and higher than average rates of
referral for clinical mental health interventions (Kupersmidt & Coie, 1990). A number of
theoretical explanations have been proposed to account for the diversity and complexity of
aggression and violence in humans. Among other factors, like frustration (Berkowitz, 1993),
biased social information processing (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), Narcissism (Baumeister,
Bushman, & Campbell, 2000) & emotional susceptibility (Caprara et al., 1987), irritability and
impulsivity (Barratt, 1994) have been associated with aggression (Anderson et al., 2004).

Previous studies for irritability and impulsivity show that, even when situations are relatively
neutral, individuals who are high on impulsivity and irritability engage in higher levels of
aggressive behavior than those who are low on the same (Anderson et al., 2004). According to
Snaith and Taylor, 1985, Irritability is an unpleasant mood characterized by reduced control over
temper that may result in irascible verbal or behavioural outbursts (Snaith and Taylor, 1985).
Irritability is also defined as the "tendency to react controversially or rudely at the slightest
provocation or disagreement” (Caprara, Cinanni, D'Imperio, Passerini, Renzi, & Travaglia, 1985,
p. 667). Irritability has been associated with a range and variety of verbal and physical
behaviour. The definition of irritability includes being angrier, in general, and taking offense to
the slightest provocation as well as the propensity to be offensive in the use of aggressive
behavior (Caprara, 1982). Another important correlate of aggression is Impulsivity. Impulsivity
is associated concurrently with verbal and physical aggression [Shapiro et al., 1988; Vigil-Colet
and Codorniu Raga, 2004]. This is because impulsive individuals tend to respond quickly and
without reflection (Barratt and Patton, 1983). Moreover, such individuals are unable to delay
gratification when tolerance of delays produces a less risky outcome (Rachlin, 1974). This is the
reason why impulsivity has been found to be associated with delinquency [White et al., 1994]
and number of arrests and crimes committed [Babinski et al., 1999], In summary, the literature
reveals a positive relation between irritability, impulsivity and aggressive behavior under both
neutral and provoking conditions.

Impulsivity is associated with high levels of hostile behaviors (Atkins and Stoff, 1993) and
hostile attribution bias (Schwartz et al., 1998). Nasby, Hayden, and dePaulo (1980) coined the
term “hostile attribution bias” to describe the tendency of aggressive youth to attribute hostile
intent to others. Hostile attribution of intent in turn are believed to cause aggressive behaviour,
instigate more problematic social interaction, and thereby limit non-aggressive interactions that
could provide opportunities to learn pro-social behaviour (Dodge, 1999; Weiss et al., 1992).
Thus it is suggested that hostile attribution of intent may be a key element in the development
and persistence of behavioural problems over time. The episodes of behavioural problems like
irritability and impulsivity can be reduced (ultimately reducing the level of aggression) if
appropriate training on how to use social information accurately is provided to aggressive
individuals.

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) | 7



Social Cognitive Intervention: Reducing Irritability and Impulsivity among Aggressive Adolescents

In the present study, the above mentioned two important correlates of aggression, namely
irritability and impulsivity was the target for change. A five session Social-Cognitive
Intervention was designed specifically for the present research work with material and activities
appropriate for the age group of 12-15 years. The primary goal of the intervention was to train
aggressive individuals not to infer hostile peer intent, to act non-impulsively and not to be
irritated in negative social encounters and to provide various appropriate responses to such
situations. By focusing on restructuring cognitions and changing social information processing
pattern, it was assumed that changes in feelings of anger, irritability & impulsivity would follow
which would further reduce aggression among individuals as both are found to be related
(Caprara & Renzi, 1981). A number of studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of
intervention strategies and programs specifically designed to prevent or reduce anti-social
behaviour by targeting social cognitive and social information processing skills linked to social
behaviour (Gottfredson, 1997; Hughes & Cavell, 1995; Larson, 1994,). Likewise, training in
social problem solving is frequently a part of mental health treatment programs for aggressive
and antisocial children (Kazdin, 1994).

METHOD:

Selection of Subjects:

Initially 300 individuals (150 males and 150 females) with the mean age of 13.60 years
(SD=1.03 years) were randomly selected from four schools of Patiala and Chandigarh (Punjab,
India). The subjects were administered Aggression Questionnaire (Buss & Perry, 1992) and 100
individuals with equal number of males and females (n=50) scoring high on Aggression were
selected. Scores on Aggression Questionnaire (Buss & Perry, 1992) were tabulated in descending
order separately for males & females. For both males and females, ranked score of aggression
were divided into two halves i.e. upper 33% & lower 33%, leaving middle 34% out for
calculation. Participants in Upper 33% half were considered high on aggression. From both
groups, 50 aggressive males and 50 aggressive females were then finally selected for including
in the study. These 100 individuals were then randomly assigned to experimental and control
group. This assignment was done with the help of slips representing each aggressive individual.
The total numbers of aggressive individuals for each school were divided into two halves by
drawings those slips randomly and putting it in two blind boxes. After this, one of these boxes
was assigned as experimental group and other one as control group. There were equal number of
males and females in control group and experimental group. Demographic characteristics of
sample used are given below in detail.
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics of sample

Gender Numbers of | Mean  Age(In

Specification individuals Years) SD (In Years)
Total Sample 100 13.38 0.91

Males 25 13.58 0.97
Control group Females 25 13.24 0.66

Total 50 13.41 0.84

Males 25 13.46 1.07
Experimental | oo oles 25 13.24 0.87
group

Total 50 13.35 0.98
Measures:

Aggression (Buss and Perry, 1992):

The revised version of 'Buss & Durkee Hostility Inventory' (Buss & Durkee, 1957) i.e.
Aggression Questionnaire (Buss & Perry, 1992) was used to assess aggression. It consists of 29
items, distributed unequally among Anger ( 7 items- item number 1, 9, 12, 18, 19, 23 & 28),
Physical Aggression (9 items-item number 2, 5, 8, 11, 13, 16, 22, 25 & 29), Hostility (8 items-
item number 3, 7, 10, 15, 17, 20, 24 & 26) & Verbal Aggression (5 items- item number 4, 6, 14,
21 & 27). It measures hostile aggression, because it contains items for aggressive behaviour and
for angry/hostile feelings. For the total score, internal consistency (alpha) is .89 and 9-week test-
retest reliability is .80 (Buss & Perry, 1992; Harris, 1997). Validity is supported by acceptable
correlations with other self-report measures of aggression and with peer nominations of
aggressive behaviour (Buss & Perry, 1992; Harris, 1997).

Irritability (Caprara et al., 1985).

The scale contains 30 items along with a 6-point Likert-type scale for each item ranging from 5
(completely true for me) to 0 (completely false for me). Authors reported good reliability i.e.
coefficient alpha for the scale is found to be .81, the split-half correlation is .90, and the test-
retest correlation is 83.2.

Impulsivity (BIS-11, Patton et al., 1995).

Impulsivity was measured with the help of Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11, Patton et al.,
1995). Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11) consists of 30 statements of personal characteristics.
Respondents are asked to indicate the extent to which the statements apply to them using a four-
point scale ranging from rarely/never to always/almost always. Each is rated on a 1 rarely/never)
to 4 (always/almost always) scale. The BIS-11 has been used with a variety of populations (e.g.
Crean et al., 2000; Kirby et al., 1999) and has demonstrated good reliability and validity (Fossati
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et al., 2002; Patton et al., 1995). Patton et al. (1995) report internal consistency coefficients for
the BIS-11 total score that range from 0.79 to 0.83.

Social Cognitive intervention:

After assigning aggressive individuals into two groups, i.e. experimental group and control
group, Participants in experimental group were given five session intervention. Detail of each
session is as follows:

Session I:

First session consisted of general introduction in which purpose, procedure & benefit of the
program were discussed. Role of personality and specially role of cognitions in all kind of
behaviour was also highlighted. ABC model of behaviour (Ellis, 1993) & other exercises with
effect of perception on behaviour as the main concern were discussed.

Session I1:

In second session, aggression and its negative effect on us & others were demonstrated. Role of
cognitions in aggressive behaviour were linked with the help of some activities & exercises.
Session I11:

In third session, concept of ambiguous situation was defined & possibility of negative ambiguous
situation as an accidental one was also discussed. Role of uncontrolled and unintentional
situational factors in negative social ambiguous situation was the main concern of the session.
Significance of feelings in one’s reaction to social stimuli was also elaborated.

Session 1V:

Fourth session was basically related to our responses after attribution and what we should keep
in mind while reacting to negative ambiguous social situation.

Session V:

In fifth session, other factors that predispose individual to misattribute intentions and behave
aggressively were discussed. Hypothetical scenarios were used to practice all the steps that they
learnt in previous sessions i.e. from negative encounter to appropriate response in which getting
information about situation, attributing intent & finally choosing appropriate responses were
included.

The Intervention program was carried out in the school premises. The respective principals of
different schools were made aware of the aims of the program and its usefulness for students. It
was only after the consent of the school authorities that the program was conducted. There were
10-12 participants in each group as they were from different schools. Trained counselling
Psychologist conducted these sessions. Each session was of 70 to 75 minutes duration. No
student was absent during any session as sessions were planned according to students availability
and convenience of the school. This whole exercise took around 40 days.

Participants were given some home assignment after each session to perform in which they had
to note some observation and do some relaxation exercises for which they were trained briefly
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during each session. One follow-up session of general interaction with them was scheduled to get
feedback which came out to be very satisfactory. Findings of the study are mentioned in
following sections.

Procedure:

Aggressive individuals were randomly assigned to experimental and control group (n=50) with
the procedure mentioned above. The experimental group was given 5-session social cognitive
intervention designed specifically to deal with hostile attribution of intent and thereby reducing
aggression. To avoid unethical practice, control group was also given a sort of intervention in
which neutral or unrelated issues were discussed like study habits, time management &
appropriate approach in career selection. After 5 sessions of social cognitive intervention, all the
aggressive individuals, from both experimental and control groups were administered Irritability
and Impulsivity Questionnaires to assess the effectiveness of intervention. Experimental and
control group were compared on both variables by applying a series of univariate ANOVA:s.
Same statistics were also applied to compare experimental and control group for males and
females separately. Finally results were interpreted and findings were discussed.

RESULTS:

Findings of the study are mentioned in the Tables and Figures given in Appendix 1.

Table 2 clearly indicates that social cognitive intervention was successfully used in the present
experiment. Individuals in the experimental group received social cognitive intervention which
had a significant effect on level of irritability and impulsivity. Subjects in the control group had a
higher level of irritability (M=95.26) than those in experimental group (M=62.46) & this
difference came out to be highly significant {F (1, 98) =117.5, p< 0.01}. Same trend has been
observed for both males and females i.e. when compared separately both groups scored
significant less scores on irritability. For impulsivity control group scored more (M=73.68) as
compared to experimental group (M=61.10). The difference between both groups with less
scores in experimental group has been found to be significant {F (1, 98) =29.87, p<0.01).
Although the difference between control group and experimental group on impulsivity was
significant for both males and females, females were found to have more benefit from social
cognitive intervention as the difference between control and experimental group was more for
female group{F (1, 98) =25.76, p<0.01) as compared to male group{F (1, 98) =9.74, p<0.01).
Summary of ANOVA for both irritability and impulsivity is presented in Table 3. Findings of
study have been graphically represented in Figure 1 & 2. Thus it can be stated here that
restructuring of social cognitions and social information processing style of the subjects in the
experimental group has significant effect on the level of their irritability and impulsivity of
aggressive individuals. Reduction in irritability and impulsivity may further reduce the levels of
aggression.
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DISCUSSION:

The main issue dealt with in the present experiment was, ‘can social cognitive intervention lead
to a change in the irritability and impulsivity level of aggressive individuals?” Though a lot of
research has been done in the area of aggression and its correlates (Bandura, 2001; Baumeister,
Bushman, & Campbell, 2000; Barratt, 1994; Berkowitz, 1993), none, to our knowledge (in
Indian setting) has used social cognitive intervention to reduce irritability and impulsivity.

Results clearly indicate that social cognitive intervention was successfully used in the present
experiment. Individuals in the experimental group received social cognitive intervention which
had a significant effect on level of irritability and impulsivity. Subjects in the control group had a
higher level of irritability {F (1, 98) =117.5, p< 0.01} and impulsivity {F (1, 98) =29.87, p<0.01)
than those in experimental group and these differences were found to be highly significant.

As discussed above, irritability and impulsivity are important correlates of aggressive behaviour.
We used social cognitive intervention to reduce irritability and impulsivity hoping that this
would reduce aggression. This does not mean that by simply reducing irritability, their
aggression can be treated. The only fact that the finding of the present experiment provide is that
social cognitive intervention can be successfully used to reduce irritability and impulsivity in
aggressive individuals. Since irritability impulsivity & aggression have been found to be
associated (Caprara & Renzi, 1981; Caprara, Barbaranelli, & Comrey, 1992), change (in present
case, reduction) in one can be expected to be related with change in other. Another important
implication of the present findings is that social cognitive intervention has been especially useful
in taking care of irritability of adolescents, as it was an adolescent sample & in early adolescents,
it has been reported that fluctuation in hormones are associated with greater irritability
(Buchanan et al 1992), thus beside its correlation with aggression, irritability in itself is very
crucial to handle so that various problems usually associated with adolescence can be avoided.

Another significant finding of the present research work was that the aggressive individuals in
experimental group showed less impulsivity as compared to those on the control group. Since
impulsive individual do not think of consequences before responding to the situation, they end
up acting aggressively. Personality research characterizes impulsivity as the enduring tendency
to act without thinking or to respond quickly to a given stimulus, without deliberation or
evaluation of consequences [White et al., 1994]. This deficit in attention to future consequences
is corrected at the response evaluation step of social information processing (SIP) model, which
requires consideration of both immediate and long-term future consequences of an action or
response that helps in reducing impulsivity. In the context of SIP patterns, a child who often acts
without considering the unique elements of a particular social situation may be more likely to
rely on their “*default’” way of processing and responding. When faced with a potentially
conflictual situation in real life, children who are not impulsive are likely to consider the unique
elements of the situation at hand and deliberate on the future consequences of their potential
responses. However, impulsive children are less likely to integrate peripheral information and
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consider long-term future consequences of their actions in a particular situation, and by failing to
do so; they may not recognize important differences between hypothetical and real responses.
Furthermore, once an aggressive response has been put into action, non-impulsive children may
be more able to process immediate feedback and alter their response. However, once the
impulsive child has enacted a response, he/she may not possess the effortful control skills
necessary to reevaluate or change a response once it has been enacted [Newman and Wallace,
1993]. In the present intervention, aggressive individuals were trained with help of social
information processing model, to evaluate responses and their consequences and not to have
predetermined mental set while responding in negative encounter and have non-impulsive and
fresh appraisal of the situation. Such kinds of strategies have been proved to lower down the
impulsiveness of aggressive individual.

The subjects in the experimental group were interviewed after the social cognitive intervention.
They reported that the exercises that were a part of intervention helped them see things in a new
perspective. It helped them relax, re-focus & re-think on certain important issues of life. They
felt changed. This kind of feedback can lead us to infer that social cognitive intervention has
important role not only to reduce irritability, impulsivity & aggression but other behaviour as
well.

Separate analysis for the effect of intervention on males and females proved that such
intervention is helpful in reducing irritability, impulsivity for both males and females.

The effective & proper use of social cognitive intervention can have far reaching positive effects
on an individual’s life. Focusing cognitions & targeting them for change can help an aggressive
individual to see aggression provoking scenario from a new perspective with relaxed state of
mind.

LIMITATIONS:

The findings however may not be generalized to individuals with different age group, culture &
background since the data was gathered from four public urban schools of two cities but it can
work as very important guidelines for counsellors in different educational institutes. Thus it
should be tested in diverse settings to enhance its external validity. Moreover, intervention
should be tested by taking into consideration the other significant correlates of aggression and
some behavioural measures of aggression can also be used.
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APPENDIX 1:

Table 2, Means and Standard Deviations of Irritability and Impulsivity scores obtained by
Males, Females and combined sample in control & experimental Group along with F-ratios.

Irritability scores
Groups Control group Experimental group
Means sp? Means sp? F-ratio
Combined Sample 95.26 13.041 62.46 16.9624 | 117.502
Males 95.32 14.25284 | 62.44 18.7796 | 48.62639
Females 95.2 12.00347 | 62.48 15.32188 | 70.649
Impulsivity scores
Groups Control group Experimental group
Means SD# Means SD# F-ratio
Combined Sample 73.68 10.14 61.10 12.73 29.87*
Males 74.36 11.57 62.40 15.28 9.74*
Females 73.00 8.66 59.80 9.70 25.76*
Note: Values are means scores of Irritability and Impulsivity
a- Standard Deviation *p<.01
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Table 3, Summary of ANOVA for the Effect of Intervention (Experimental & Control Group)
on Irritability and impulsivity for combined sample.

. df MS 58 df [ Ms
YRGS 29 e Effect | Effect Error Error | Error 3
g;)r;n;?ed 26896.00 | 1 26896.00 | 22432.04 | 98 | 228.8984 | 117.50*
Irritability I Sores 1351368 | 1 13513.68 | 13339.60 | 48 | 277.01 | 48.63*
Females | 1338248 |1 1338248 | 9092.24 | 48 | 189.42 | 70.65*
Combined | 30cs 41 |1 3956.41 |12981.38 |98 | 132.4631 | 29.87*
Impulsivity |>2mPle
PUSIVILY M\ ales 1788.02 | 1 1788.02 | 8815.76 |48 | 183.66 | 9.74*
Females | 2178.00 |1 2178.00 |4058.00 |48 | 8454 | 25.76
*n< .01
EFFECT OF INTERVENTION ON IRRITABILITY
SCORES
120
110 |
> 100 95.26 95.32 95.2 @ Control group
; & 90
m 80 B Experimental
= 370 §2.46 G2.44 G248 Group
% v 60
— 50
40
30
Combined Males Females
Sample SUBGROUPS

FIGURE |, Means scores of Irritability of males, females and combined sample in both
experimental and control group
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EFFECT OF INTERVENTION ON IMPULSIVITY
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% 73.68 (4.50 73 @ Control group
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=
CB 50
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= 40

30
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FIGURE 11, Means scores of Impulsivity of males, females and combined sample in both
experimental and control group

***Analysis of data is carried out with the help of STATISTICA 7 software.
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