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Committing violent acts can be appealing, fascinating, exciting,
and addictive (i.e., appetitive). Cultural settings that accept vio-
lence as a means to power and success promote this appetitive form
of aggression. Former child soldiers of Uganda with military rank
reported committing a greater variety of violent acts compared to
those without rank. They experienced aggressive behavior as more
positive than both those without rank and controls who had never
been involved in armed groups. The relation between the number
of individually committed offense types and appetitive aggression
is weaker in former child soldiers without rank compared to those
with rank. This indicates that the potential for rapid development
of appetitive aggression is rewarded with higher social status in
war-afflicted communities.
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Violence and atrocities are common and are not only integral to wars and
massacres, but also part of the routine work of police and military interroga-
tors. They are present in social interactions across gender and age groups
and are practiced early in children’s play (Nell, 2006; Tremblay et al., 1999).
What drives people to use violence so frequently? Moreover, what moti-
vates the escalation from simple violence to extreme brutality? For example,
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rather than quickly killing victims, some Ugandan rebels brutally butchered
people and even went so far as to burn a 3-year-old (e.g., Ertl, Pfeiffer,
Schauer, Elbert, & Neuner, 2011; Pfeiffer & Elbert, 2011). What makes a man
so hungry for cruelty that he loses all moral scruples? Previous research has
identified gain in social status (Shackelford, Pound, & Goetz, 2005), wealth
(Anderson & Bushman, 2002), and superior reproductive success (Wilson,
Daly, & Pound, 2002) as major goals that likely motivate violent behav-
ior. Yet, until recently the possibility that committing cruel and violent acts
in itself has intrinsic rewarding effects has received little attention (Elbert,
Weierstall, & Schauer, 2010). Nell (2006) proposed an innate and “strongly
male-gendered” human blood lust that can be seen in such phenomena
as the fascination of bystanders for violent acts, game hunting in peaceful
regions, or the intentional mutilation of victims in war-affected regions. The
appetitive experience of committing violence, with all of its appealing, excit-
ing, and potentially addiction-like attributes, can be observed in species close
to humans, like chimpanzees (Gibbons, 2004). The evolutionary perspective
suggests that it facilitates the commitment of aggressive and cruel acts such
as hunting but also inter- and intraspecies aggression as a primary reinforcer
and thereby increases the probability of gaining secondary rewards such as
food or reproductive success. For example, in chimpanzee populations, it has
been shown that the elimination of neighboring tribes facilitates food sup-
ply as well as reproduction and is beneficial for the adults’ health (Williams,
Oehlert, Carlis, & Pusey, 2004). Additionally, within human societies, the
perpetration of violent acts such as homicide is thought to have devel-
oped as an evolutionarily profitable strategy to increase reproductive success
(Jones, 2008; Kelly, 2005). Hence it is not surprising that an appetitive expe-
rience of committing violent acts has also been mentioned in a multitude of
human cultures from warriors in small-scale societies to soldiers of industrial
nations and genocide perpetrators1 (Grossman, 1995; Hatzfeld, 2004; Konner,
2006). In recent years, multiple studies have been conducted to empirically
investigate the impact of this form of aggressive behavior, termed appetitive
aggression, on individuals and societies. We define appetitive aggression as
the perpetration of violence or the infliction of harm on a victim for the pur-
pose of experiencing violence-related enjoyment. It has been demonstrated
with Rwandan genocide perpetrators as well as with soldiers and former
combatants in Congo and Columbia that committing violent acts can indeed
be highly appetitive (Hecker, Hermenau, Maedl, Elbert, & Schauer, 2012;
Weierstall, Bueno Castellanos, Neuner, & Elbert, 2013; Weierstall & Elbert,
2011; Weierstall, Schaal, Schalinski, & Elbert, 2011).

1 “The more we killed, the more we acquired a taste for it. If you are allowed to act out this lust, it will
never let you go again. You could see the lust in our greedy popping eyes. . . . It was an unprecedented
pleasure for everyone” (authors’ translation, Hatzfeld, 2004, p. 53).
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Anecdotal evidence from violent men, rapists, police force reservists,
and torturers suggests that, in the course of time, the pleasure of harming oth-
ers emerges as a function of committed atrocities (Baumeister & Campbell,
1999). It seems that one precondition for the development of appetitive
aggression is the opportunity to behave cruelly and to experience the ben-
efits of doing so. Therefore perpetrators create and are in turn created by
an immediate social context, a culture of cruelty (Elbert, Rockstroh, Kolassa,
Schauer, & Neuner, 2006; Elbert et al., 2010) that enables them to initiate, sus-
tain, and cope with their brutality (Waller, 2006). In such a culture of cruelty,
secondary reinforcers such as wealth gain, social status, or other privileges
further reward people for committing atrocities. Social learning and operant
reinforcement serve to augment appetitive aggression, leading to even more
hideous cruelties.

Appetitive aggression seems to be an especially useful adaptation in
societies without law enforcement, because it facilitates killing and com-
mitting atrocities (Nell, 2006). This enhances intraspecies cruelty, which is
advantageous as it makes punishment and intimidation more effective. Such
strategies are used to establish and maintain dominance in relationships,
discourage parasites and cheats, discipline offspring or prospective sexual
partners, and maintain cooperative behavior (Buss & Duntley, 2006; Clutton-
Brock & Parker, 1995). If a person has the ability and the will to commit
atrocities, this discourages others from attacking or threatening him. This
protects the cruel individual and others close to him, consequently increasing
his reproductive success as well as his social status (Elbert et al., 2010; Nell,
2006). Even today, the readiness to be aggressive and even offensive is an
attribute of successful men (e.g., in tribal societies or street gangs; Campbell,
1993; Chagnon, 1988). Individuals who develop appetitive aggression are
expected to profit, because their willingness to use violence brings them
influence, respect, and power.

To profit in this manner, individuals need to distinguish themselves by
behaving cruelly and be recognized for doing so. Thus, it can be postu-
lated that individually committed violent acts contribute much more to the
development of appetitive aggression than offenses committed as part of a
group. Social psychology research suggests that being part of a group facil-
itates violence and cruelty through a mechanism called deindividuation. For
example, in a study across 27 different cultures, Watson (1973) demonstrated
an increased probability of committing atrocities, torture, and killing when
warriors hid their identities before going to war. By enhancing the group
norms and therefore facilitating violent and cruel behavior, deindividuation
seems to lead to a diminished sense of responsibility (Aronson, Wilson, &
Akert, 2004). This mechanism potentially promotes the habituation to violent
behavior and thereby contributes to the development of appetitive aggres-
sion in early stages. Yet in this setting, both the responsibility for and also the
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experience of control, power, and enjoyment of the violent act are shared by
the perpetrators. In contrast, individually committed atrocities likely enforce
the development of appetitive aggression in conjunction with the individual’s
reputation as being someone who is willing to use violence. In a culture of
cruelty, such an individual gains increased social status.

We anticipated that these advantages of appetitive aggression would
be apparent within the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a rebel movement
that has terrorized northern Uganda for decades. During the civil war from
1986 until 2006, the LRA abducted between 50,000 and 80,000 people, mainly
boys between 10 and 18 years old (Amone-P’Olak, 2004; Blattman & Annan,
2009; Pham, Vinck, & Stover, 2009). They were used as soldiers and carriers
(Vinck, Pham, Stover, & Weinstein, 2007). Reports from former child soldiers
reveal that they were brutally treated during their abduction and were often
forced to kill family members or neighbors (Ertl et al., 2011; Pfeiffer & Elbert,
2011; Schauer & Elbert, 2010). They had to fight against troops of the gov-
ernment army, assault villages, torture, and kill (Amone-P’Olak, Garnefski, &
Kraaij, 2007; Vinck et al., 2007). The beginning of the child soldiers’ captivity
was marked by especially extreme physical and psychological maltreatment
(Veale & Stavrou, 2003). However, this brutal and arbitrary treatment ceased
as soon as they became soldiers and obtained weapons. For most of the
former child soldiers, rank and their weapon are associated with favorable
memories like pride and respect and feelings of recovered control and power
(Veale & Stavrou, 2003). During their time with the rebels, two thirds of
the abductees were forced to use violence and one third became soldiers
(Blattman & Annan, 2009). Committing atrocities in such a culture of cruelty
facilitates the formation of lust for violence; this effect is especially strong
in childhood when brain plasticity is greatest and moral development takes
place (Elbert et al., 2006).

We expected that within the LRA, some individuals with a certain dis-
position might have developed a greater desire for violence as an adaptive
behavior. As a result, they should have been driven by a lust for cruelty and
power and would have profited by gaining higher social status. Thus former
child soldiers who held a rank during their time with the rebels compared
to those without rank are expected to report that violence is experienced
as more pleasantly exciting and fascinating, and as a consequence, report
having committed more crimes. A control group with individuals who have
never been abducted should have committed even fewer crimes than former
child soldiers without rank, as they had never been integrated into such a
culture of cruelty. Due to the randomness of the abductions of children by
the LRA in North Uganda, the three groups (the nonabducted children and
the former child soldiers, both with and without rank) had equal precon-
ditions. The differences among the abducted children seem therefore to be
explained best as a result of the ability to adapt to the cruel setting within
the LRA.
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METHODS

Participants

All participants lived in a camp for internally displaced people in Pabbo,
North Uganda. Over time, the sparse infrastructure of this camp has been
expanded to include some long-term housing and basic first-response
medical facilities. Although some outlying land has been developed for agri-
culture, in the face of ever diminishing outside aid, the camp continues to
struggle with insufficient food supplies. Young men from different parts of
the camp were randomly recruited from the streets to participate in the study.

Interviews were conducted with 83 male participants ranging from 17 to
27 years of age. Of these participants, 42 had been abducted by the LRA and
spent between 2 days and 12 years with the rebels. Of those, 18 constituted
the group of child soldiers without rank because they held no rank within
the LRA. The remaining 24 participants owned a weapon and held at least the
rank of a private during their time with the rebels. Therefore they constituted
the group of the former child soldiers with rank. To compare our results to
a nonabducted control group, we interviewed 41 young men of comparable
age that had all experienced the war in North Uganda but who had not spent
time as child soldiers in the bush (i.e., less than 1 day of abduction). Table 1
presents the demographic data separately for the three groups. Fisher’s Exact
tests and a Kruskal–Wallis test did not reveal differences in age, number of
displacements, level of education, or marital status among the three groups
or in the number of abductions between the child soldiers without and with
rank (all p > .05). According to Mann–Whitney U tests the two abducted
groups did not differ in the age of first abduction and in the period since the
last demobilization (both p > .05). As expected, the child soldiers with rank
were with the rebels for a significantly longer time (z = 5.29, p < .001).

Contrary to other rebel groups, within the LRA there was nearly no
alcohol or drug consumption due to the group’s religious orientation (Green,
2008; Wessells, 2006). This was true for all participants in this study.

The Ethical Review Board of the University of Konstanz and the Uganda
National Council for Science and Technology approved the study and all
participants gave their written informed consent. For 2 participants under
the age of 18, the guardians gave informed consent. Participants received a
financial compensation of 4,000 Ugandan shilling (about $1.60). All data sets
were included in the analyses.

Procedure

The survey was conducted in September 2009 in a camp for internally dis-
placed people in Pabbo, North Uganda. The semistructured interviews were
conducted in private areas, in or around the houses of the respondents within
the campgrounds. To guarantee confidentiality the researchers assured that
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TABLE 1 Demographic Data

Child soldiers
with ranka

Child soldiers
without rankb

Not abducted
or abducted

less than 24 hrc

Age
M 21.4 21.7 21.3
SD 2.47 2.54 2.51
Range 17–26 17–25 18–27

Age at time of the first
abduction
M 10.4 11.2 –
SD 3.82 3.97 –
Range 2–16 4–18 –

No. (%)
Abducted once 20 (83.3%) 17 (94.4 %) –
Abducted twice 4 (16.7 %) 1 (5.6 %) –

Total duration being abducted
in weeks
M 161.1 3.4 –
SD 175.05 3.05 –
Range 4–624 0.2–12 –

Rank
Private 15 (62.5 %) – –
Escort guard 3 (12.5 %) – –
Escort chief 1 (4.2 %) – –
Commander 1 (4.2 %) – –
Sergeant 1 (4.2 %) – –
2nd Lieutenant 1 (4.2 %) – –
1st Lieutenant 2 (8.3 %) – –

Years since last demobilization
M 7.7 10.3 –
SD 3.97 4.08 –
Range 1–7 4.0–16.9 –

No. (%) of displacements
0 1 (4.2 %) 0 0
1 5 (20.8 %) 4 (22.2 %) 9 (22 %)
2 4 (16.7 %) 6 (33.3 %) 15 (36.6 %)
3 5 (20.8 %) 3 (16.7 %) 7 (17.1 %)
>4 8 (33.4 %) 5 (27.8 %) 9 (21.9 %)
Missing 1 (4.2 %) 0 1 (2.4 %)

Education, No. (%)
No school/some primary 9 (37.5 %) 4 (22.2 %) 15 (36.6 %)
Primary school 1 (4.2 %) 4 (22.2 %) 4 (9.8%)
Vocational school 3 (12.5 %) 1 (5.6 %) 5 (12.2 %)
Some secondary school 5 (20.8 %) 9 (50 %) 11 (26.8%)
Secondary school 6 (25.0 %) 0 6 (14.6%)

Marital status, No. (%)
Single 17 (70.8 %) 7 (38.9 %) 25 (61 %)
Married 3 (12.5 %) 3 (16.7 %) 5 (12.2 %)
Partner/cohabiting 4 (16.7 %) 8 (44.4 %) 10 (24.4 %)
Divorced 1 (2.4 %)

an = 24. bn = 18. cn = 41.
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no other person was present or could listen to the interviews. The inter-
views were conducted in Acholi with the help of five local counselors who
had been trained in the concepts of mental disorders and aggression (Ertl
et al., 2010). All questionnaires were translated into Acholi and back into
English by different interpreters and the results of the translation procedure
were discussed in detail with the interpreters before the application of the
interview.

Measures

APPETITIVE AGGRESSION SCALE

A person’s propensity to perpetrate aggressive acts was assessed using the
Appetitive Aggression Scale (AAS; Weierstall & Elbert, 2011), a semistructured
interview that has been validated with more than 1,600 ex-combatants and
has been proven to have good psychometric properties. It contains ques-
tions regarding the appetitive perception of aggression. Each item is scored
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (I totally disagree) to 4 (I totally
agree). The items are based on the definition of the instrumental aggres-
sion subtype according to Vitiello and Stoff (1997) and the International
Classification of Diseases (10th ed.; World Health Organization, 2008) addic-
tion criteria. Further items were compiled on the basis of interviews with
perpetrators about the appetitive experience of perpetrating aggressive acts.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient as a measure for reliability of the scale was .85.
In a principal-axis factor analysis, all items loaded statistically significantly
onto a single factor accounting for 32% of the total variance. Moreover, fur-
ther analyses have revealed that the scale measures a distinct construct of
human aggression (for further details, see Weierstall & Elbert, 2011).

NUMBER OF OFFENSE TYPES

As a further measure of aggressive behavior, the number of different types of
committed offenses was assessed with a list of 17 different types of offenses
ranging from physical assault to rape or killings. The offenses could have
been perpetrated either individually or as part of a group. Therefore we
assessed the number of individually committed offense types as well as
offense types committed while in a group. Each offense type was coded
as 1 (committed) or 0 (not committed). The number of different committed
offense types was summed to a total score.

Data Analysis

For the detection of group differences concerning the number of individu-
ally committed offense types, the number of group committed offense types
and appetitive aggression, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was
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calculated. Moderated multiple linear regression analysis was used to demon-
strate the correlation of the variables in the different groups. The statistical
analysis was carried out using SPSS 20.0 and R for Mac OS Version 2.11.1.

RESULTS

For the assessment of the differences among the nonabducted, the child
soldiers without rank, and child soldiers with rank, a MANOVA was cal-
culated with the summed scores of the number of individually committed
offense types, the number of group committed offense types, and the AAS
as dependent variables and the groups as independent variables. The statis-
tical analyses revealed highly significant differences with strong effect sizes
on the multivariate level, F(6, 156) = 8.18, p < .001, η2

p = .24, and on the
univariate level concerning the number of individually committed offense
types, F(2, 34.23) = 15.43, p < .001, η2

p = .35; the number of group com-
mitted offense types, F(2, 35.65) = 21.65, p < .001, η2

p = .35; and appetitive
aggression score, F(2, 38.54) = 5.50, p = .008, η2

p = .15. According to
the Levene’s test, the homogeneity of variances could not be assumed for
all variables on the univariate level. Thus the F values just presented were
all corrected according to Welch, and the Games Howell test was used for
the post-hoc tests (Field, 2009). As illustrated in Figure 1, the post-hoc tests
showed that the child soldiers with rank exceeded (all p < .05) the other

FIGURE 1 Differences between the groups in the number of individually committed offense
types (OT_ic), of group committed offense types (OT_gc), and on the Appetitive Aggression
Scale (AAS). Means of the groups and standard errors are presented. Asterisks (∗) indicate
significant differences.
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two groups by the number of individually committed offense types (M =
9.04, SD = 4.33), the number of group committed offense types (M = 11.46,
SD = 5.24), and by appetitive aggression score (M = 26.38, SD = 16.38).
Yet, there were no significant differences between the child soldiers without
rank and the nonabducted. The former (M = 4.39, SD = 3.42) did not report
more individually committed offense types than the latter (M = 3.68, SD =
2.33, p = .707). Similarly the child soldiers without rank (M = 6.39, SD =
5.89) did not perpetrate significantly more group committed offense types
than the nonabducted (M = 3.34, SD = 3.88, p = .131). The same was true
for the appetitive aggression, as can be seen in Figure 1. The child soldiers
without rank (M = 15.28, SD = 12.64) did not experience violence as more
appetitive than the nonabducted (M = 13.76, SD = 11.54, p = .900).

The group differences showed an overall similar pattern for the num-
ber of committed offense types and appetitive aggression scores (Figure 1).
The child soldiers with rank had higher scores than the other groups across
all categories. Yet, the similar patterns did not indicate whether the indi-
vidually committed offenses or the group committed offenses contributed
more to the development of appetitive aggression, nor did they explain how
the latter might have affected the gain of a rank within the LRA. To assess
the influence of the individually committed offense types, group commit-
ted offense types, and social status and to disentangle the predictive effects,
a multiple linear regression analysis was performed. According to the the-
oretical hypothesis, the score on the AAS was regressed by the number
of individually committed offense types, the number of group committed
offense types, the group membership, and all interactions among the three
variables. For differences between the groups, two dummy-coded variables
were created. The reference group was the child soldiers with rank. With
the variable dummy_not_abducted they were compared to the nonabducted
group, and with the variable dummy_without_rank they were compared to
the child soldiers without rank group. For the mitigation of multicollinearity,
all predictors were z standardized before the interaction terms were calcu-
lated (for methods, see, e.g., Kleinbaum, Kupper, Muller, & Nizam, 1998).
To assess which of the interactions were really important within the model,
a backward stepwise regression was applied. Akaike Information Criterion
(Akaike, 1987) was used to estimate the model fit.

The selected model (see Table 2) explained 42% of the variance.
It revealed that the prediction of appetitive aggression by the number of
individually committed offense types was highly significant. When controlled
for the latter, neither the number of group committed offense types nor the
belonging to one of the three subgroups added significantly to the expla-
nation of appetitive aggression. Moreover, a highly significant interaction
indicated that for the child soldiers without rank, the prediction of appetitive
aggression by the number of offense types was considerably weaker than for
the child soldiers with rank. In contrast, this was not the case for the non-
abducted, as the interaction between dummy_not_abducted and the number
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TABLE 2 Results of the Selected Regression Model Predicting
Appetitive Experience of Violence

β p

OT_ic 1.05 <.001
OT_gc 0.17 .216
dummy_not_abducted 0.08 .555
dummy_without_rank 0.01 .930

OT_ic × dummy_not_abducted −0.26 .150
OT_ic × dummy_without_rank −0.35 .009
OT_ic × OT_gc −0.39 .019

Note. Standardized regression coefficients (β) are presented for the num-
ber of individually committed offense types (OT_ic), the number of group
committed offense types (OT_gc), the dummy-coded groups, and significant
interactions. R2

adj. = .42. dummy_not_abducted = comparison among child
soldiers with rank and not abducted; dummy_without_rank = comparison
among child soldiers with rank and child soldiers without rank.
N = 83.

of individually committed offense types was not significant. The interaction
of individually committed offense types and group committed offense types
became negatively significant. This indicated that the strong effect of indi-
vidually committed offense types on appetitive aggression became smaller
in inverse proportion to the number of offense types committed as part of a
group.

The scatter plot presented in Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between
the number of individually committed offense types and appetitive aggres-
sion separately for the different groups. The relationship between the two
variables was apparently weaker within the child soldiers without rank than
within the other two groups.

As the child soldiers without rank and those with rank differed in the
duration of the abduction, this variable could have a possible confounding
influence on the presented results. Therefore a multiple regression was con-
ducted with only the abducted to assess whether duration or the interaction
between duration and individually committed offense types would influence
the appetitive aggression if individually committed offense types were con-
trolled for. All predictors were z standardized. Neither duration (p = .586) nor
the interaction (p = .440) had any influence on appetitive aggression.

As Cook’s distance only reached a maximum of .14, indicating no signif-
icant influence of outliers, no outlying cases were excluded (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2006).

DISCUSSION

In this study, a group of formerly abducted child soldiers with and without
rank, together with a nonabducted control group, were examined. We were
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FIGURE 2 Scatterplot of the prediction of the Appetitive Aggression Scale (AAS) by the
number of individually committed offense types within different groups. The straight lines
indicate the regression lines for each group.

specifically interested in the relationship among social status, appetitive
aggression, and the number of offense types committed, either individually
or as part of a group. Appetitive aggression was observed in members of all
groups, but the extent was much greater in former child soldiers with rank.
The same was true for the number of individually and group committed
offense types. Furthermore, the individually committed offense types were
closely associated with appetitive aggression. This correlation was apparently
weaker within the child soldiers without rank than in the other two groups.
Additionally when many offense types had been committed as part of a
group, the influence of individually committed offense types on appetitive
aggression was diminished.

Number of Individually Committed Offense Types
and Appetitive Aggression

Within this study, a firm connection between the number of individually
committed offense types and appetitive perception of violence was demon-
strated. Hence these results are consistent with studies from Weierstall
et al. (2011) and Hecker et al. (2012), in which a corresponding inter-
relation was shown for Rwandan genocide perpetrators and Congolese
ex-combatants. Baumeister and Campbell (1999) suggested that the devel-
opment of appetitive aggression is a consequence of committing atrocities.
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On the other hand, high appetitive aggression itself likely leads a person
to commit atrocities (Nell, 2006). A prospective explanation for the cor-
relation between the number of individually committed offense types and
appetitive aggression could be that it represents a vicious cycle driven by
both intrinsic and extrinsic reinforcement. Committing atrocities increases
appetitive aggression, which in turn enhances the perpetration of atroci-
ties. As former soldiers and genocide perpetrators have described it, such a
cycle of violence and cruelty culminates in addiction-like aggressive behavior
(Grossman, 1995; Hatzfeld, 2004).

Yet the interrelation between individually committed offense types and
appetitive aggression is not equally strong among all groups. It is much
weaker within the child soldiers without rank compared to the other two
groups, even though the child soldiers without rank were immersed in
a culture of cruelty that strengthened the interrelation and facilitated the
development of appetitive aggression. There are two possible explanations
for this. First it has to be considered that former child soldiers without a
rank were with the rebels for a shorter period of time than former child
soldiers with rank. They thus experienced only the initial military training
period to become a child soldier, which is described by most of them as
the worst period of their lives (Veale & Stavrou, 2003). This might have
reduced the impact of the number of offense types on appetitive aggres-
sion. But considering that the time spent with the rebels did not influence
the interrelation of individually committed offenses and appetitive aggres-
sion, this is not a very convincing explanation. Another possibility could be
that by dividing the former child soldiers according to their social status,
individuals with a high predisposition to develop appetitive aggression are
separated from others without such a disposition. In this latter group, due
to the slower development of appetitive aggression, the correlation between
the number of different offenses and appetitive aggression is not as strong.
Therefore, they were not able to adapt well to their cruel environment; that
is, they failed to gain social status and suffered psychological strain sufficient
enough to drive them out of the rebel groups as soon as they were able to
leave.

Appetitive Aggression and Gains in Social Status

The result that appetitive aggression is higher in former child soldiers who
held a rank suggests that higher appetitive aggression is advantageous.
Individuals who enjoy committing violence hold a distinct status within the
rebel group. As the data presented are cross-sectional, it remains uncer-
tain whether the higher appetitive aggression enabled individuals to gain
a rank or if it developed through achievement of a certain rank and the
power associated with that rank. Yet the latter explanation seems unlikely,
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as individuals who are not highly motivated to kill and do not resort eas-
ily to violence would probably not gain a rank within the LRA. In a study
with former Congolese combatants, Hermenau, Hecker, Mädl, Schauer, and
Elbert (2013) found that within rebel groups, appetitive aggression is appar-
ently connected to the rank of soldiers having been recruited as children but
not of soldiers having been recruited as adults. Whereas the latter usually
started with a higher rank from the beginning due to their education and
experience, the former needed to impress their superiors by their willing-
ness to use violence to gain social status. This supports the interpretation
that appetitive aggression is advantageous in the pursuit of higher social
status. Moreover, the same relationship between the number of individually
committed offense types and appetitive aggression was found for both the
nonabducted and the former child soldiers with rank. This indicates that the
appeal of violence did not develop primarily in response to the possession
of a rank. It is more likely that individuals with high appetitive aggression
gain a superior social status in societies and subcultures in which violence
is accepted or even appreciated. The ability to perceive the perpetration of
violence as appetitive would thus constitute an advantage in a culture of
violence. It not only makes living in such a cultural setting more accept-
able, but it also increases the likelihood of survival and brings with it further
advantages that come with elevated social status.

Number of Group Committed Offense Types, Appetitive
Aggression, and Social Status

Group committed offense types had no influence on the development of
appetitive aggression when controlling for individually committed offense
types. This is in line with the assumption that child soldiers need to impress
their superiors by their willingness to be aggressive and use violence to
gain social status. Moreover it supports the assumption that deindividua-
tion reduces the experience of control, power, and enjoyment of the violent
act by diminishing the feeling of responsibility for the violent behavior.
Committing violence while being part of a group certainly facilitates the
perpetration of cruelties and therefore might enhance the development of
appetitive aggression in early stages. However, committing violence as part
of a group does not significantly contribute to a cruel reputation and thus
does not lead to the acquisition of respect, power, and social status within
a rebel group. Only individuals with a predisposition to enjoy aggressive
behavior are able to distinguish themselves by individually committing atroc-
ities. They have less need to justify their behavior and attribute it to group
norms. Their appetitive aggression motivates them to perpetrate violence
individually, seeking a stronger sensation of enjoyment and power and
thereby building a reputation and social status within their group.
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LIMITATIONS

The respondents of this study were former child soldiers who escaped from
armed groups months or years earlier. The assessment of appetitive aggres-
sion is thereby potentially diminished or biased as a consequence of norms
of the society and the susceptibility to giving socially desirable answers to
aggression questionnaires (Blümke & Zumbach, 2007). Therefore the effect
might even be stronger in a sample with active fighters. Another indicator
for this assumption is the longer duration with the armed groups of the child
soldiers with rank. Together with reports from former soldiers and killers,
which indicate an addiction to the exertion of violence (Grossman, 1995;
Hatzfeld, 2004), it supports the supposition that people with a very high
level of appetitive aggression tend to stay longer with rebel groups. Social
desirability might also provide an explanation as to why no difference was
found between the nonabducted and the child soldiers without rank in the
number of committed offenses. Shame, guilt, and fear of consequences, com-
bined with a low appetitive experience of aggression, might have resulted
in underreporting of criminal acts, especially by the former child soldiers
without rank.

It is obvious that perpetrators themselves also suffer from the conse-
quences of war, and they do not always perceive aggression as appealing.
In fact, aggression has often been linked to affect dysregulation, impulsive,
uncontrolled behavior that is born of anger, fear, and even post-traumatic
stress disorder (Elbert et al., 2006; Ford, 2002; Taft, Vogt, Marshall, Panuzio, &
Niles, 2007). This article does not address these issues but focuses only
on appetitive aggression and social status and therefore does not dis-
cuss the relationships among appetitive aggression, impulsive and reactive
aggression, and mental disorders.

CONCLUSIONS

This study indicates that strong appetitive aggression is associated with social
status and power in a cruel setting. We suggest that its development is a prof-
itable adaptation, which enhances the probability of survival and empowers
individuals to gain a higher social status. Furthermore, it can be asserted that
this predisposition for the rapid development of strong appetitive aggres-
sion is relatively widespread and not limited to a small fraction of potentially
psychopathic individuals.

This study highlights the need to consider appetitive aggression as
an important factor in understanding aggressive behavior and in particu-
lar recurrent cruel behavior in crisis regions and other violent settings. Its
development is influenced by a set of different factors and requires inter-
disciplinary input from social, biological, and evolutionary psychology to be
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properly explained. An important factor seems to be a social environment
that is accepting of and that promotes violent behavior. It creates opportu-
nities to experience feelings of power and control through violent and cruel
actions without having to fear any consequences. In such conditions, social
learning and secondary rewards further reinforce appetitive aggression.
Appetitive aggression might begin simply with the feeling of regaining con-
trol in insecure and dangerous situations and acting out within the anonymity
of a group without having to take full responsibility for his actions. However,
soon the feeling of control and power leads to enjoyment of violence and
a craving for more. Individually committed atrocities will become more and
more appealing for individuals with the predisposition to easily develop
appetitive aggression, thereby reinforcing a cycle of violence and cruelty.
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