
  

 

 

Tilburg University

Vengeance

Elshout, M.

Publication date:
2015

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in Tilburg University Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
Elshout, M. (2015). Vengeance. Ridderprint.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/2de6e91e-4284-4e41-b663-81eef7525997


   

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Vengeance 
Maartje Elshout 

  



 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover 

Photographer: Jeffrey Ruizeveld 

Model: Bente Schaaf 

 

@Maartje Elshout, 2014 

Printed by Ridderprint BV 

ISBN: 978-90-5335-949-5  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Vengeance 

 
Proefschrift 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 

aan Tilburg University 

op gezag van de rector magnificus, 

prof.dr. Ph. Eijlander, 

in het openbaar te verdedigen ten overstaan van een 

door het college voor promoties aangewezen commissie 

in de aula van de Universiteit 

op vrijdag 9 januari 2015 om 10.15 uur 

door 

Maartje Elshout, 

geboren op 13 maart 1987 te Breda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  



 

  
 

Promotor:  Prof. dr. I. van Beest 

Copromotor:  Dr. R. M. A. Nelissen 

Overige commissieleden: Prof. dr. N. H. Frijda  

 Prof. dr. A. H. Fischer 

 Prof. dr. H. F. M. Crombag 

 Dr. S. M. Breugelmans 

 Dr. J. Karremans 

  



 
 

Contents 

 
Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 7 

Chapter 2 

 

What Is Vengeance? The Vengeance Prototype 19 

Chapter 3 

 

 

Vengeance Is Personal: Comparing Vengeful to Anger-Driven 

Negative Reciprocity 

 

41 

Chapter 4 

 

Situational Precursors of Revenge 59 

Chapter 5 

 

Revenge Acts in Real Life 81 

Chapter 6 

 

Discussion 101 

References 

 

 119 

Dankwoord 

 

 129 

KLI Dissertation Series 133 

 

  



 

  
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 
  



Chapter 1    

8   

I will carry hell to your doorstep. 

You will rue the day. 

You will reap the hate you’ve sown, 

No matter how hard you pray. 

It’s a place without any mercy, 

Fashioned in cold blood. 

Stones of fear and stones of doubt. 

No forgiveness. 

No way out. 

Only justice. 

Then, amen! 

These lines are from the musical The Count of Monte Cristo (written by Frank 

Wildhorn and Jack Murphy). The lines describe the sentiment of desiring vengeance, 

emphasizing the intensity of the experience (Nozick, 1981). The musical is based on the 

famous book with the same title, written by Alexandre Dumas. In the book, Edmond 

Dantès, a young sailor, is about to marry the beautiful Mercédès. However, at their 

engagement dinner, Dantès is arrested on false accusations of treason and sent to the 

Château d’If. During his 10-year stay at the Château d’If, Dantès befriends a priest, a fellow 

prisoner, who helps him understand that the three people who falsely accused Dantès all 

had reasons of their own to get rid of him. The priest also informs Dantès of the location 

of a hidden treasure on the island of Monte Cristo. After the priest’s death, Dantès escapes 

prison and finds the treasure, allowing him to transform into the wealthy Count of Monte 

Cristo. As Monte Cristo, Dantès spends 10 years plotting vengeance, then returns to 

Marseille to carry out his plans. As a result of Monte Cristo’s clever schemes, the three 

enemies lose all that is dear to them (beloved people, money, reputations), which drives 

them to (near) insanity or suicide. Although it is a work of fiction, The Count of Monte 

Cristo is based on a true revenge story of a shoemaker who was wrongfully imprisoned 

for seven years. After having been released, he spent 10 years plotting revenge against his 

former friends who were responsible for his imprisonment. 

The story of Monte Cristo contains several characteristics of vengeance regarding 

its antecedents, the act itself, and its consequences. For example, it shows how Dantès is 

betrayed and falsely accused, the delay in taking revenge in order to plan the act, and the 

satisfied feeling when Monte Cristo sails away, leaving all his enemies behind. These 

characteristics of vengeance, which have been recognized in theoretical literature on 

vengeance, are lacking in definitions and operationalizations commonly adhered to in 

empirical research. In this dissertation, I argue that researchers need a richer 

understanding of vengeance if they want to investigate the antecedents, characteristics, 

and consequences of vengeance. 
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What Is Vengeance? 

Before testing hypotheses about a phenomenon, it is important to define the 

properties of the phenomenon (Rozin, 2001, 2009). Theoretical literature on vengeance 

suggests several specific features of vengeance. First and foremost, it has been theorized 

that vengeance is personal (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; McClelland, 2010; Nozick, 1981; 

Uniacke, 2000). This means that offenses preceding vengeance are not just about being 

harmed and hurt, but about being insulted, slighted, and humiliated, which damage one’s 

self-esteem (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Vos, 2003). Thus, these offenses pose a self-threat. 

They attack one’s sense of personal value and identity (Frijda, 1994).1 In line with this 

notion of self-threat, it has been suggested that emotions of offenses preceding vengeance 

are intense (Nozick, 1981) and do not just consist of anger (or rage), but also humiliation, 

an emotion that damages one’s self-esteem (Vos, 2003). In addition, it has been theorized 

that vengeance is planned (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993) 

and often excessive (Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Nozick, 1981; Uniacke, 2000). 

These are precisely the features that are prevalent in popular stories about vengeance, 

such as that of the Count of Monte Cristo, but also in other tales of vengeance, such as that 

of Medea, or in films (Kill Bill, Trois Couleur: Blanc) and TV series (Revenge) on vengeance. 

Surprisingly, these features are not reflected in definitions of vengeance. In these 

definitions, vengeance is usually defined along the lines of “inflicting harm in return for 

harm” (for exceptions, see Elster, 1990 and Frijda, 1994). For example, dictionaries have 

defined vengeance as “punishment inflicted in retaliation for an injury or offense” or “the 

act of doing something to hurt someone because that person did something that hurt you 

or someone else” (“vengeance”, n.d. a) or “punishment inflicted or retribution exacted for 

an injury or wrong” (“vengeance”, n.d. b). Similarly, scientific literature has defined 

vengeance as “the infliction of harm in return for a perceived wrong” (Stuckless & 

Goranson, 1992, p. 25), “an action in response to some perceived harm or wrongdoing by 

another party that is intended to inflict damage, injury, discomfort, or punishment on the 

party judged responsible” (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001, p. 53), “the imposition of harm in 

return for a real or imagined harm” (Levesque, 2012, p. 2385), and “the attempt to inflict 

harm in return for harm” (Kim & Smith, 1993, p. 38).  

In line with these generic definitions, empirical research on vengeance has 

elicited and measured vengeance in diverse ways. For example, vengeance has been 

elicited by defecting (Kim, Smith, & Brigham, 1998; Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008) or 

investing little (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 1) in social dilemma games, keeping 

more than half of the money that was earned as a team (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, 

Studies 2-3; Gollwitzer & Denzler, 2009; Gollwitzer, Meder, & Schmitt, 2011, Study 3), and 

                                                   
1 In a broad sense, many types of negative reciprocity may be “personal” in the sense that they relate to 
particular individuals or persons. In this dissertation, I use “personal” in a narrower sense. In offenses that 
elicit vengeance, it appears that the whole person, one’s self or identity, is threatened through the other 
person’s disregard of oneself as a person with value. Thus, other than with harms that do not involve 
personal slights or humiliations, these offenses revolve around the self and pose a self-threat. 
 



Chapter 1    

10   

receiving negative performance-related feedback (Eisenberger, Lynch, Aselage, & 

Rohdieck, 2004, Study 2; Gollwitzer et al., 2011, Study 1; Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012, Study 

3). Vengeance has been measured as fast response latencies for aggressive words 

(Gollwitzer & Denzler, 2009), financial harm by subtracting money from earnings or by 

defecting in social dilemma games (Carlsmith et al., 2008; Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, 

Study 1; Gollwitzer et al., 2011; Kim et al., 1998), disagreeing with the offender and 

providing negative feedback (Eisenberger et al., 2004, Study 2), amounts of hot sauce 

administered to the offender (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 2), numbers of 

unpleasant tasks assigned to the offender (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 3), and 

frequencies and intensities of noise blasts given to the offender (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012, 

Study 3). 

According to these definitions and operationalizations, any type of “harm” toward 

a person who caused you harm is considered vengeance (“harm for harm”). However, I 

believe that viewing vengeance in this generic and superficial way does not do justice to 

the concept of vengeance. Offending someone in a social dilemma game by defecting and 

responding directly afterwards with one’s own type of defection – or even by 

administering a few drops of hot sauce – does not do justice to the concept of vengeance 

as described in theoretical literature, nor to the prototypical examples encountered in the 

popular literature. For example, it lacks the personal nature (threats to one’s self), the 

humiliation on top of anger, and the delay in responding in order to plan the act of 

revenge. Even research using paradigms that seem somewhat more personal, such as 

providing negative feedback on an essay, only seems to induce mild annoyances instead 

of the “hell to your doorstep” kind of sentiment. Notably, anger ratings that follow 

empirical manipulations that are claimed to elicit vengeance usually fall below the 

midpoint of the scale (Gollwitzer et al., 2011). 

 

Aims and Scope 

One might wonder whether it is problematic that scientific research, which after 

all needs a certain level of abstraction and rigor, strips the concept of vengeance of its 

meaning. A large body of research is not interested in vengeance per se, but in general 

effects of inflicting harm on someone as punishment for a certain offense.2 For example, 

research has shown that punishment can promote cooperation (Caldwell 1976; Fehr & 

Gächter, 2002; Tenbrunsel & Messick, 1999; Yamagishi, 1988; see Balliet, Mulder, & Van 

                                                   
2 Some scholars may want to call all types of negative reciprocity vengeance, including the general “harm 
for harm” type. It would not be my choice to do so, but I do not mean to enter into a semantic discussion. 
For my point, it is important to understand the argument that there is a specific type of negative reciprocity, 
which appears to have specific antecedents, characteristics, and consequences. This specific type of 
behavior has been recognized in the theoretical literature that I discussed earlier (and by lay-people in 
everyday life). In this theoretical literature (and everyday life), it has been referred to as vengeance (or 
revenge). I argue that when investigating this specific type of negative reciprocity, one cannot rely on 
general operationalizations. If one wants to semantically equate negative reciprocity and vengeance, one 
should think of a different label for this specific variant of negative reciprocity. In this dissertation, I use the 
label “negative reciprocity” for general acts of harm for harm and, like the theoretical literature that I 
discussed, use the label “vengeance” for the specific variant. 
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Lange, 2011, for a meta-analysis on this effect). Other studies have focused on moderators 

of this effect, such as the costs of inflicting punishment (e.g., Balliet et al., 2011). The 

nature of the harm inflicted is not relevant to adequately answer such research questions. 

To answer the question whether inflicting harm can induce changes in the other person’s 

behavior, one only needs to inflict a harm that will be perceived as punishment and 

observe the change in behavior of the person receiving the punishment (e.g., to see if it 

turns more cooperative). Similarly, to examine whether the costs of inflicting harm can 

impact this change in behavior, one only needs to inflict a certain harm, vary how costly 

it is, and then observe the other person’s behavior. Basically, this research is concerned 

with studying the effects of incentives (negative and/or positive) on behavior, and the 

effects observed in these studies can be readily understood from a cost-benefit 

perspective, for instance as provided by (subjective) expected utility theories of behavior. 

Thus, for such research questions, which focus on general effects of harming or punishing 

someone on that person’s behavior, it is not necessary to specify the type of harm.  

However, if one wants to specifically investigate antecedents, characteristics, and 

consequences of vengeance, such as its intrapersonal experience (e.g., whether avengers 

feel satisfied after having taken revenge; Carlsmith et al., 2008; Gollwitzer, Meder, & 

Schmitt, 2011; Yoshimura, 2007), the operationalization of vengeance should accurately 

reflect the concept. To illustrate this, punishing a child for stealing cookies in the hopes 

that this will prevent repetition of the behavior, which is an act of negative reciprocity, is 

generally not perceived as an act of revenge. Vengeance appears to be a more specific 

behavior than negative reciprocity, elicited by specific offenses. As such, it may be 

motivated by different concerns than deterrence only, particularly self-restorative 

motives (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012). As a consequence of these (self-restorative) 

motivations, vengeance might have more specific characteristics (e.g., involving planning) 

and consequences (e.g., being satisfactory) than negative reciprocity in general. Currently, 

some researchers use the same paradigms (e.g., social dilemma games; Carlsmith et al., 

2008) that are also employed in studies on negative reciprocity or punishment, and use 

their results to draw conclusions on vengeance proper. Although such studies may 

provide important insight into the workings of negative reciprocity in general, they do not 

necessarily provide insight into the more specific variant (vengeance). To draw 

conclusions on vengeance, both the offense and the behavior under investigation should 

reflect the concept of vengeance more accurately by containing its core characteristics. 

The solution to this problem may seem straightforward. Researchers should 

simply design manipulations and measures of vengeance that more closely reflect the 

characteristics of vengeance that have been suggested in the theoretical literature. 

However, as I discuss in more detail below, views on the core characteristics of vengeance 

are mixed and sometimes contradictory and these views have not been empirically 

examined. To remedy this ambiguity, the current dissertation provides an empirical 

examination of the concept of vengeance in order to identify its core characteristics 

(Chapters 2-3). In addition, it aims to contribute to important research questions on 
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antecedents, characteristics, and consequences of vengeance by studying when and how 

people take revenge in real life (Chapters 4-5). In order to assess the core characteristics 

of natural instances of vengeance, the studies in this dissertation used autobiographical 

research procedures. This procedure, which focuses on participants’ retrospective 

autobiographical narratives of the phenomenon, is the preferred method when 

investigating subjective experiences and aiming for ecological validity (Baumeister, 

Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). 

It should be noted that a few studies that also aimed to identify characteristics of 

vengeance also used an autobiographical recall procedure (Boon, Alibhai, & Deveau, 2011; 

Boon, Deveau, & Alibhai, 2009; Crombag et al., 2003; Stillwell, Baumeister, & Del Priore, 

2008; Yoshimura, 2007). Importantly, all these studies were based on student samples. 

Students are relatively young and have therefore encountered a less extensive range of 

offenses that may lead to revenge. For example, students have little experience with 

divorce. As young adults, they may view different kinds of offenses as deserving of 

vengeance than more diverse samples. The second major contribution of the present 

dissertation is therefore that it used a more diverse sample of participants in order to 

derive conclusions on the core features of vengeance. In sum, the two main contributions 

of this dissertation to extant empirical knowledge about vengeance are obtaining a more 

specific and richer understanding of vengeance by revealing its core characteristics and 

doing so in diverse samples of participants instead of undergraduates only.3 

 

Why Study Vengeance? 

Acts of revenge can be excessive and have severe consequences (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 

1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Uniacke, 2000; 

Vos, 2003), comprising personally and societally disruptive acts, including rape (Keppel 

& Walter, 1999; Scully & Marola, 1985), homicide and murder (Brookman, 2003; Keppel 

& Walter, 1999), school shootings (Harter, Low, & Whitesell, 2003), and mass murder 

(Miller, 2014). Even more common acts of revenge, such as disclosing a secret or 

gossiping, can have destructive consequences for the target, damaging his/her reputation 

and self-esteem. The severe consequences of vengeance point to the relevance of 

examining the antecedents of vengeance. If we know under which circumstances people 

take revenge and how they execute their acts of revenge, we can better predict when 

vengeance might occur and perhaps, at some point, even manage its effects. Therefore, I 

examined when and how people take revenge in real life. 

 

When Do People Take Revenge? 

Although prior research has provided some insight into which people are more 

likely to take revenge (e.g., those who score high on narcissism; Brown, 2004; Exline, 

Baumeister, Bushman, Campbell, & Finkel, 2004; Rasmussen & Boon, 2014), we know 

                                                   
3 This dissertation focuses on vengeance among individuals, not among groups, such as countries or 
companies (nor on individuals toward groups), and does not include third-party types of punishment. 
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little of the circumstances in which people take revenge. Is vengeance more likely after 

relatively severe offenses or after certain types of offenses? Is vengeance more likely 

toward certain offenders (e.g., friends, strangers)? Does context (e.g., audience members, 

revenge possibilities) matter in the decision to take revenge? So far, empirical research 

has mainly focused on personality traits and given little insight into the influence of such 

situational factors when people consider taking revenge. 

Only a few empirical studies included situational factors in (real-life) situations of 

feelings of revenge. None of these studies (Boon et al., 2009; Crombag et al., 2003; Stillwell 

et al., 2008, Study 2) found situational factors that differed between people who took 

revenge (avengers) and people who did not take revenge (non-avengers). However, if 

there are no situational differences, then whether people decide to take revenge would 

solely depend on personality factors. People with certain traits would always take 

revenge and people who lack those traits would never take revenge. Although possible, 

this seems unlikely. Importantly, the studies that focused on differences between 

avengers and non-avengers in situational factors were based on student samples. As 

discussed, students may have different views of vengeance than more diverse samples. 

Therefore, more diverse samples need to be examined before any conclusions can be 

drawn on the link between situational factors and vengeance. Chapter 4 investigates 

situational precursors of vengeance in a diverse sample. In order to investigate vengeance 

in a way that does not strip it of its meaning, it uses an autobiographical recall procedure. 

 

How Do People Take Revenge? 

To study how people take revenge, I focused on certain characteristics of 

vengeance. Specifically, I focused on characteristics that have been debated in literature 

on vengeance. It is currently unclear whether revenge is satisfying (“revenge is sweet”; 

e.g., McClelland, 2010; Van der Dennen, 2003) or dissatisfying (Carlsmith et al., 2008), 

whether revenge is planned (“revenge is a dish best served cold”; e.g., Bar-Elli & Heyd, 

1986; Frijda, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993) or impulsive (e.g., Elster, 1990), and whether 

revenge is proportional (“an eye for an eye…”, e.g., the equity concept in Frijda, 2007) or 

excessive (e.g., Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Kim & Smith, 1993; Uniacke, 2000; and see also 

Frijda, 2007). Most of these are untested theoretical views. Moreover, the empirical 

studies that did focus on these characteristics usually consisted of lab studies using the 

generic “harm for harm” view of vengeance. As such, these studies involve games in which 

little is at stake and that do not seem to accurately reflect vengeance (cf. McClelland, 

2010). If researchers want to generalize findings on core characteristics of vengeance to 

everyday life, their operationalizations should more accurately reflect real acts of 

revenge. Again, the only information that we currently have on features of real-life acts of 

revenge comes from recall studies that use students (Boon et al., 2009; Crombag et al., 

2003; Yoshimura, 2007), who may take revenge in different ways than more diverse 

samples. 
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Chapter 5 focuses on these characteristics of vengeance. It examines real-life acts 

of revenge of a diverse sample. Specifically, it investigates emotions after revenge, the 

time between offense and revenge, and similarity between offense and revenge in severity 

and domain. In addition to an examination of which characteristics can be identified in 

real-life acts of revenge, Chapter 5 includes a more detailed analysis of the characteristics. 

It examines, for example, why there may be a delay between the offense and revenge act 

and from whose perspective (the avenger’s, target’s, outsider’s) vengeance is 

proportional or excessive. It is important to contrast avengers’ and targets’ views on 

proportionality. If such views differ, this may explain the occurrence of cycles of revenge. 

Together, Chapter 4 and 5 provide insight into when vengeance may or may not occur and 

what it looks like when it does occur. 

 

Terminology 

In this dissertation, I use a number of different words pertaining to vengeance. To 

avoid confusion, I will briefly explain these words.  

First, although there may be a philosophical difference between vengeance and 

revenge (Uniacke, 2000), many scholars view them as synonyms (e.g., Stuckless & 

Goranson, 1992). I also consider these words to be synonyms and will treat them as such. 

Vengeance (or revenge) is the central topic of this dissertation. It is viewed as a behavior, 

not an emotion (see definitions described above). In this dissertation, I work toward a 

better understanding and new conceptualization of vengeance. The Dutch word for 

vengeance (or revenge) is wraak. 

The term acts of revenge refers to specific actions pertaining to revenge. The Dutch 

word for this is wraakacties. 

Taking revenge means executing an act of revenge. The execution (as opposed to 

the act itself) is then emphasized. In Dutch, this is referred to as wraak nemen. 

Although vengeance is not an emotion, there are terms that refer to the emotion 

that belongs to vengeance. I will use feelings of revenge to refer to this emotion, which 

translates as wraakgevoelens in Dutch. In literature on vengeance, the emotion is 

sometimes referred to as vengeful / vindictive feelings (e.g., Crombag et al., 2003) or the 

desire for vengeance (e.g., Frijda, 1994/2007; translated from the Dutch wraakzucht in 

Frijda, 1993). 

A more ambiguous concept is vengefulness, particularly when not followed by a 

noun specifying what is meant by this (e.g., vengeful feelings, vengeful behavior). This 

construct is mainly used in research on personality traits that are linked to vengeance (i.e., 

what kind of people are more vengeful?). In such studies, a scale that is often used is the 

Vengeance Scale (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992). When inspecting these items, the scale 

seems to consist of items pertaining to the inclination to take revenge after offenses (e.g., 

“I don’t just get mad, I get even”) and attitudes toward vengeance (e.g., “revenge is morally 

wrong”). Thus, vengefulness appears to be operationalized as a personality trait 

indicating the extent to which people are inclined to take revenge and approve of 
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vengeance. Because vengefulness is somewhat ambiguous, I tried to avoid it and only used 

it when discussing (personality) research that is focused on vengefulness. 

Avengers are people who take revenge. In Dutch, they are called wraaknemers. 

Non-avengers are people who do not take revenge. In my research, I use this term 

to refer to people who do or did experience feelings of revenge but did not take revenge. 

In Dutch, this would be translated as something like niet-wraaknemers. 

Finally, I use the term vengeful responders (Dutch: wraakzuchtige reageerders) to 

refer to people who display negative behavior as a response to someone else’s negative 

behavior toward them that elicited feelings of revenge (I contrast this to angry responders, 

people who display negative behavior as a response to someone else’s negative behavior 

toward them that elicited feelings of anger). Similarly, vengeful responses are negative acts 

that were preceded by someone else’s negative act that elicited feelings of revenge 

(contrasted to anger-driven responses, negative acts that were preceded by someone else’s 

negative act that elicited feelings of anger). Of course, these terms come close to avengers 

and vengeance, but are not exactly the same, since they encompass all negative acts that 

followed feelings of revenge, not just those that were explicitly labeled vengeance. 

 

Overview of the Chapters 

Central to this dissertation is the idea that vengeance is more than just “harm for 

harm”. It is important to adopt a richer and more specific view of vengeance when 

examining its antecedents (e.g., is vengeance preceded by offenses of a more personal 

nature?), characteristics (e.g., is vengeance planned?), and consequences (e.g., is 

vengeance satisfying?). The dissertation addresses two limitations in the current 

empirical literature on vengeance: The lack of rich operationalizations of vengeance and 

the use of student samples in studies that do use a comprehensive view of vengeance by 

studying autobiographical descriptions of vengeance. Chapters 2-3 identify core 

characteristics of vengeance. Chapters 4-5 examine research questions on vengeance in a 

diverse sample, adopting a rich view of vengeance by using autobiographical recalls.  

Chapter 4 focuses on situational precursors of vengeance (“when do people take 

revenge?”). Chapter 5 focuses on debated characteristics and intrapersonal consequences 

of vengeance (“how do people take revenge?”). In the chapters that follow, I use the word 

“we” instead of “I” because multiple people were involved in the research and so , papers 

on which the chapters are based are coauthored. Chapters can be read individually, which 

is why there is some overlap in theoretical background and discussions between the 

chapters.  

 

Chapter 2 

Chapter 2 aims to contribute to a richer understanding of vengeance than is 

commonly adopted in definitions and empirical research on vengeance. For this purpose, 

a prototype perspective is used. This approach is suitable for complex concepts, such as 

vengeance, that cannot be easily defined in the classical way (i.e., definitions as presented 
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in dictionaries). A prototype analysis uses lay perspectives to identify features that are, to 

a greater or lesser extent, related to a concept. In six studies the structure of vengeance 

was mapped. Instead of one clear feature (“returning harm”), by which vengeance is 

usually defined, the prototype analysis results in a host of features, revealing the richness 

of the concept of vengeance. Moreover, the features are presented in a hierarchy, 

indicating which features are particularly central to vengeance. One of these central 

features is that vengeance is personal. 

 

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 takes a different approach to identify the core aspects of vengeance. 

Cases of negative reciprocity are primarily driven by anger (Ben-Shakhar, Bornstein, 

Hopfensitz, & Van Winden, 2007; Seip, Van Dijk, & Rotteveel, 2014). Vengeance, however, 

appears to be driven by feelings of revenge or a desire for vengeance (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 

1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007). It is currently unclear, however, how vengeful responses differ 

from anger-driven responses. In order to understand how vengeful and anger-driven 

responses differ, I compare autobiographical recalls of vengeful responders to those of 

angry responders. I focus on characteristics that are suggested in prior theorizing on 

vengeance. Results suggest that vengeance is not the same as (anger-driven) negative 

reciprocity (“harm for harm”). Results again point in the direction that one of the key 

aspects of vengeance is that vengeance is personal (i.e., revolves around the self). Offenses 

preceding vengeful responses contain self-threats and appear to induce a self-focus or 

intrapersonal focus, more so than offenses preceding anger-driven responses. Anger-

driven responses seem to contain a more interpersonal focus. 

 

Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 explores when people actually take revenge. When people experience 

feelings of revenge they do not always actually take revenge. The chapter aims to identify 

situational precursors of actually taking revenge. To gain insight into situational factors 

that may influence the decision to take revenge, autobiographical recalls of a diverse 

sample of avengers and non-avengers are compared. Measures revolve around situational 

factors pertaining to the offense, the offender, and the context of the offense. The study 

disconfirms some straightforward predictors of revenge, such as the intensity of the 

offense, and identifies several situational precursors of revenge, such as revenge 

possibility and social exclusion. 

 

Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 examines what happens once people actually take revenge. The chapter 

has two aims. First, the chapter aims to reveal how certain characteristics of vengeance 

are reflected in real-life acts of revenge. Specifically, it focuses on characteristics of 

vengeance that have been debated in the literature. These characteristics are illustrated 

by corresponding proverbs (“revenge is sweet”, “revenge is a dish best served cold”, and 
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“an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”; Study 1). Second, the chapter aims to provide 

insight into different perspectives on the severity of vengeance (Study 2). For this 

purpose, the perspective of targets of revenge is included. In this way, the notion of 

proportionality (“an eye for an eye”) can be examined in more detail. The perspectives of 

different roles (the avenger’s and target’s) are compared on the severity of offenses and 

subsequent acts of revenge. Results suggest that revenge is generally satisfactory and 

planned, but is not similar to the offense preceding it in domain and severity. Avengers 

and targets of revenge seem to have opposite, self-serving perceptions of severity. Both 

judge the other person’s act as more severe than their own act. This may explain the 

existence of cycles of revenge. 

 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 contains a summary and discussion of the findings of chapters 2-5. In this 

chapter, I discuss the antecedents of vengeance, the act itself, and the consequences of 

vengeance and argue that vengeance is more than just “harm for harm”. Together, the 

characteristics of vengeance indicate that vengeance is personal. In addition, I discuss 

questions that arise from the findings and implications for research on vengeance. I argue 

that although a rich and realistic view of vengeance is necessary to examine the 

antecedents, characteristics, and consequences of vengeance, adopting this view has 

implications for lab research on vengeance. It appears that vengeance is typically a 

phenomenon that is difficult to study in the lab (at least in an ethical way). To illustrate 

this difficulty, I discuss several of my own lab studies in which I did not seem to be able to 

elicit feelings of revenge and vengeful responses. As a consequence, researchers studying 

vengeance may have to rely on other procedures, such as autobiographical recalls. 
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Introduction 

Vengeance is an important phenomenon in personal relationships that has 

potentially far-reaching consequences for the relationship, such as its deterioration or 

termination. However, we know little about vengeance specifically. In daily use, the term 

vengeance4 is usually reserved for special instances of negative reciprocity, such as 

willfully damaging someone’s property or reputation. Not all types of negative reciprocity 

are called vengeance. Punishing a child for stealing cookies, raising your middle finger in 

traffic after someone cut your lane, and complaining to a waiter for the poor service are 

generally not considered acts of vengeance. Yet, definitions of vengeance and empirical 

research based on these definitions equate vengeance with negative reciprocity. Although 

providing interesting findings, this raises the question whether research on vengeance is 

currently gaining insight into vengeance or only into a more general phenomenon. If, as 

we believe, vengeance is a special case of negative reciprocity, it may have different, 

possibly unique antecedents, and inter-, and intra-personal consequences. It may even 

serve a different psychological function altogether. 

In this article, we aim to uncover the vengeance prototype to refine current 

definitions and theories and encourage the development of specific manipulations and 

measures of vengeance. To gain more insight into the vengeance concept, we used a 

prototype approach (Rosch, 1973, 1975; for a recent example see Hepper, Ritchie, 

Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2011), which has been successfully used before to uncover the 

prototype of complex concepts. We believe this to be a fruitful first step in determining 

whether vengeance should be considered a special case of negative reciprocity. If so, 

empirical inquiry into vengeance needs to impose certain requirements on 

operationalizations instead of using generic paradigms. The current research also 

provides insight into the nature of these requirements. 

 

Definitions and Empirical Research 

In scientific literature, vengeance has been defined as “the infliction of harm in 

return for a perceived wrong” (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992, p. 25) or by small variations 

thereof, such as “the infliction of punishment or injury in return for a perceived wrong” 

(Stuckless, Ford, & Vitelli, 1995, p. 1); “an action in response to some perceived harm or 

wrongdoing by another party that is intended to inflict damage, injury, discomfort, or 

punishment on the party judged responsible” (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001, p. 53); “what 

individuals do with the desire to get even for a perceived harm” (Tripp & Bies, 1997, p. 

146); and “the attempt to inflict harm in return for harm” (Kim & Smith, 1993, p. 38). 

Although some acknowledge that vengeance is not the same as negative reciprocity (e.g., 

                                                   
4 In this article, we view “vengeance” and “revenge” as synonyms. Although the English language uses both 
“vengeance” and “revenge”, in Dutch there is only one word for this (wraak). This is the word that we used 
in all studies. 
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Stuckless & Goranson, 1992), these definitions do not distinguish vengeance form other 

acts of negative reciprocity. 

Perhaps not surprisingly given current definitions, vengeance is also not 

distinguished from negative reciprocity in empirical research. In fact, manipulations and 

measures of vengeance generally rely on procedures and measures of related processes, 

such as punishment and aggression after unfairness manipulations. For example, 

manipulations to elicit vengeance involve defection in prisoner’s dilemma games (Kim, 

Smith, & Brigham, 1998; Carlsmith et al., 2008), not investing as expected in a public 

goods game (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 1), keeping more than half of the money 

that was earned as a team (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Studies 2-3; Gollwitzer & 

Denzler, 2009; Gollwitzer, Meder, & Schmitt, 2011, Study 3), using an unfair procedure for 

grading (Brebels, De Cremer, & Sedikides, 2008, Study 1), and receiving negative feedback 

(Eisenberger, Lynch, Aselage, & Rohdieck, 2004, Study 2; Gollwitzer et al., 2011, Study 1; 

Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012, Study 3). Since such unfairness manipulations are also used in 

other processes pertaining to negative reciprocity, the question remains whether these 

are truly the typical antecedents of vengeance. 

The same can be said for measures of vengeance. Vengeance has been 

operationalized as fast response latencies for aggressive words (Gollwitzer & Denzler, 

2009), financial harm by subtracting money from earnings or by defecting in a game 

(Brebels et al., 2008; Carlsmith et al., 2008; Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 1; 

Gollwitzer et al., 2011; Kim et al., 1998), disagreeing with the offender and providing 

negative feedback (Eisenberger et al., 2004, Study 2), amount of hot sauce (Gollwitzer & 

Bushman, 2012, Study 2), number of unpleasant tasks (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, 

Study 3), and high frequencies and intensities of noise blasts (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012, 

Study 3). Such measures are also used in research on other acts of negative reciprocity, 

which again suggests that all instances of negative reciprocity can be perceived as 

vengeance. 

 

Rigor and Coverage 

We would like to stress that the empirical research that we have mentioned in 

these paragraphs are valuable studies examining important research questions, such as 

the function, moderators, and consequences of negative reciprocity. However, the results 

and conclusions of these studies are freely extrapolated to the concept of vengeance. For 

example, it is concluded that people incorrectly expect to feel good after taking revenge 

(Carlsmith et al., 2008), that the goal of vengeance is not fulfilled when seeing the offender 

suffer but when the offender understands why revenge was taken (Gollwitzer & Denzler, 

2009; Gollwitzer et al., 2011), and that third parties influence whether people of low or 

high power take more revenge (Kim et al., 1998). Such conclusions cannot be drawn if the 

studies fail to capture the richer meaning of vengeance in everyday life. 

Although everyday views should not dictate scientific definitions, scientific 

definitions cannot fundamentally differ from everyday concepts either or stand the risk 
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of becoming irrelevant (Gregg, Hart, Sedikides, & Kumashiro, 2008). To be useful, 

scientific definitions (and by extension the operationalizations) of concepts must capture 

the core ingredients present in the everyday understanding of these concepts. For this 

purpose, definitions should compromise between scientific rigor (i.e., providing 

necessary and sufficient conditions that are readily operationalized) and coverage (i.e., 

richness and diversity; Gregg et al., 2008; Hepper et al., 2011). We believe that current 

definitions of vengeance as negative reciprocity have unduly sacrificed coverage for the 

sake of an extreme level of rigor that fails to capture the core elements of the 

phenomenon. 

Metaphorically speaking, if a person wants to see whether people like soup (or 

feel good after vengeance for that matter) and one person believes carrots should not be 

in soup, whereas another believes tomatoes should not be in it, it hardly seems 

appropriate to just feed people boiled water, which is indeed the barest, most meager 

essence of soup. In addition, it may not be advisable to use a less prototypical example of 

soup, such as miso soup (made from seaweed). Instead, it would be more fruitful to use a 

prototypical example of soup (e.g., tomato soup; for a similar argument, see Shaver, 

Schwartz, Kirson, & O’Connor, 1987); a prototypical example would be more appropriate 

to answer the research question. Thus, although it may be difficult to determine the 

crucial features of a concept, it cannot be completely stripped of its meaning (cf. Gregg et 

al., 2008). Instead, prototypical examples can be used in scientific research to test 

hypotheses. A fruitful way to uncover the prototype structure of vengeance (from which 

prototypical examples can be derived), is the prototype analysis (Rosch, 1973, 1975). 

The present article empirically uses a prototype analysis to map the everyday 

understanding of the concept of vengeance, revealing its richness and thereby potentially 

offering the coverage that is lacking in current definitions. By doing so, it will become clear 

that vengeance should actually be considered a specific case of negative reciprocity. 

 

The Prototype Analysis 

The classical view on defining concepts, dating back to Aristotle, assumes that 

concepts can be described with necessary and sufficient criteria (e.g., Smith & Medin, 

1981). With this assumption, category membership is all-or-none: Examples that meet 

these criteria are part of the concept and examples that do not meet the criteria are not. 

As a consequence, all examples of the concept are equally representative of that concept. 

However, many concepts, including vengeance, do not readily conform to this classical 

view. Instead, they have fuzzy boundaries: Some examples of the concept are clearer cases 

of the concept than others. Clear examples of the concept fade into less clear examples 

that fade into examples that are not part of the concept. A better approach for such 

concepts is the prototype analysis (Russell, 1991; Rosch, 1973, 1975; Rosch & Mervis, 

1975; Shaver et al., 1987). 

A prototype analysis identifies features that are, to a greater or lesser extent, 

related to the concept. Not all features have to be present in all examples: They are a set 
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of common, but not essential, features. As a consequence, some examples of the concept 

(those with many central features) are better examples or more prototypical of the 

concept than others. For example, it has been shown that a shirt is a better example of the 

concept clothing than gloves (Rosch, 1975) and that happiness and anger are clearer 

examples of the concept emotion than desire and helplessness (Fehr & Russell, 1984). 

Prototype analysis has previously been used in psychological research to gain a 

better understanding of the concepts emotion (Fehr & Russell, 1984; Shaver et al., 1987), 

love (Fehr & Russell, 1991; Regan, Kocan, & Whitlock, 1998), love and commitment (Fehr, 

1988), love, hate, anger, and jealousy in close relationships (Fitness & Fletcher, 1993), 

anger (Russell & Fehr, 1994), relationship quality (Hassebrauk, 1997), respect in close 

relationships (Frei & Shaver, 2002), intimacy expectations in same-sex friendships (Fehr, 

2004), forgiveness (Kearns & Fincham, 2004), modesty (Gregg et al., 2008), missing a 

romantic partner (Le et al., 2008), gratitude (Lambert, Graham, & Fincham, 2009), prayer 

(Lambert, Fincham, & Graham, 2011), and nostalgia (Hepper et al., 2011). 

The present article applies the same methodology to examine whether vengeance 

also has a prototype structure. If vengeance has a prototype structure, its central features 

can be used to refine current operationalizations of vengeance and distinguish the 

concept from the general negative reciprocity concept. 

 

Overview 

A concept has a prototype structure if two conditions are met: First, people have 

to be able to identify features of the concept as well as rate the centrality of each feature 

to the concept. Second, the prototype structure should affect cognitions about the concept 

(Rosch, 1975). We tested the first requirement in Studies 1 and 2. In Study 1, participants 

listed features of vengeance, which were classified into categories. In Study 2, participants 

rated the centrality of each of these categories to vengeance. We tested the second 

requirement in Studies 3 (recall test) and 4 (verification speed). In addition, we provided 

ecological validity in Studies 5 and 6 by examining how the prototype structure of 

vengeance influenced ratings of features in autobiographical recalls of vengeance. 

 

Study 1: Generating Features of Vengeance 

The goal of this study was to compile and categorize a list of empirically 

generated features of vengeance (cf. Gregg et al., 2008; Hassebrauk, 1997; Hepper et al., 

2011). 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were 125 Dutch people who were solicited by e-mail 

through a snowballing procedure (Mage = 25.65, SD = 13.31, range: 17-72; 68.8% female, 

2.4% did not specify gender). 

Procedure. Participants listed all features of vengeance that they could think of 

in five minutes with a maximum of 25 features. 
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Results 

In total, participants described 1270 features of vengeance (M = 10.16, SD = 4.73). 

One participant waited five minutes but did not list any features; three participants listed 

25 features. Following the procedure of Hepper et al. (2011), we divided the listed 

features into distinct features, each compromised of one “unit of meaning” (N = 1281; M 

= 10.25, SD = 4.78), since in eleven cases a feature contained two related statements (e.g., 

“preparing plans in secret” was divided into “preparing plans” and “in secret”). 

Next, two independent coders grouped identical features (e.g., anger and anger), 

semantically related features (e.g., anger and angry), meaning-related features (e.g., rage 

and fury), and categories of common meaning (e.g., anger and rage). The two coders met 

to resolve discrepancies and developed a coding scheme with 123 categories. Because we 

wanted to exclude synonyms of vengeance (e.g., a participant translated the Dutch word 

into “vengeance” and “revenge”, others simply used the verb “avenge” or “taking 

revenge”) or closely related words that are mentioned as synonyms in dictionaries (e.g., 

“retaliation”), since they are not part of the prototype, we included “synonyms” as a 

category with the intention to exclude this category afterwards. 

Two different raters then independently assigned each feature to one of the 123 

categories. Inter-rater reliability was high (κ12 = .74), as were the inter-rater reliabilities 

with one of the coders who developed the coding scheme, who also assigned the features 

to categories as a third rater (κ31 = .81 and κ32 = .80). The two raters then met to resolve 

all discrepancies by discussion, which led to a final categorization. We combined four 

further pairs of categories after this procedure because they were conceptually similar 

and frequently confounded. In addition, we combined four pairs of categories that we had 

initially separated because they seemed contradictory, but actually described the same 

concept from different perspectives. For example, we combined “power” and “powerless” 

because they describe the concept “power” from the perspective of the victim (powerless) 

or of the perpetrator or avenger (powerful). Twice categories were truly contradicting: 

planned-unplanned and satisfactory-unsatisfactory. We left these as separate categories. 

It should be noted that sometimes a participant generated features that fell into 

the same category (e.g., a participant writing “negative” and “bad”, which would both fall 

into the category “negative / mean”). These duplicate features could be included because 

they suggest that a participant finds the category highly applicable to vengeance or 

excluded because they provide redundant information and as a consequence, some 

categories might have a high frequency but be mentioned by only a few participants. 

Because there are good arguments for both views, we followed Gregg et al. (2008), and 

decided to analyze both. When excluding duplicates, participants described 1044 features 

of vengeance (M = 8.35, SD = 3.56). 

We discarded synonyms and categories that were mentioned once (34 

categories) or twice (11 categories; cf. Fehr, 1988; Fehr & Russell, 1984; Hassebrauck, 

1997; Kearns & Fincham, 2004; Lambert et al., 2009, 2011). Examples are “jewels”, 

“flashing images”, and “hoping for improvement”. It should be noted that when excluding 
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duplicates, two more categories were mentioned by only two participants (but because of 

duplicates, were mentioned three times). We decided to be conservative and include these 

two categories. This resulted in 69 final categories. From now on, we refer to these 69 

categories as features. The 69 final features and their frequencies are listed in Table 1. 

 

Discussion 

As expected, participants generated a large range of features, instead of a clear, 

limited set of features as would be expected if vengeance could be defined in the classical 

way. In addition, not one feature was listed by all participants, also suggesting that 

vengeance is not defined classically by a set of necessary and sufficient criteria. In fact, 

only one feature was listed by more than half of the participants: anger (67.2%). 

Vengeance appears to be very emotional. The experience was thought to be 

intense (9.6%). Besides anger, it is remarkable how many other specific emotions were 

listed, such as vindictive feelings (33.6%), envy (19.2%), sadness (19.2%), fear (12.8%), 

humiliation (8.0%), disappointment (4.8%), and shame (2.4%). In addition, the general 

category “feelings” was listed often (37.6%), and both positive (14.4%) and negative 

(14.4%) emotions after taking revenge were reported. 

Many participants referred to vengeance as a response to something (48.0%) and 

vengeance a negative act (47.2%). Both verbal and physical aggression were listed 

frequently (37.6%), as well as pain (35.2%) and justice (30.4%). Vengeance as a response 

to a loss in honor was also mentioned often (23.2%). 

 

Table 1 

Prototype Features of Vengeance, Sample Exemplars, Frequencies (Study 1), and Centrality Ratings (Study 2) 

Feature Exemplars Study 1 Study 2 

N1 N2 M SD 

Central Features 

Vindictive feelings Vengeful feelings, Resentment, Rancor, Hate 49 42 6.52 0.68 

Anger Angry, Rage, Fury, Frustration 124 84 6.40 0.67 

Returning harm Returning harm, Counter-act, Reciprocating 

something 

84 60 6.35 0.89 

Taking the law into 

your own hands 

Deciding to be the judge of your own case, 

Taking the law into your own hands 

5 5 6.03 1.02 

Feelings Emotions, Feelings, Negative feelings 57 47 5.98 0.90 

Conflict Conflict, Quarrel, Battle, War 36 28 5.92 0.95 

Enemies Enemies, Against each other 5 5 5.88 1.07 

Personal Personal, On the person 8 7 5.83 0.97 

Deliberate Deliberately, On purpose, Having hostile 

intentions 

7 7 5.79 1.01 

(Wanting to) Break 

even 

Breaking even; Balance; An eye for an eye, a 

tooth for a tooth 

30 26 5.78 1.33 

Pain Suffering, Pain, Causing pain, Hurting 

someone's feelings 

59 44 5.77 0.87 
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Feature Exemplars Study 1 Study 2 

N1 N2 M SD 

Negative / Mean Negative, Mean, Bad, Unkind 92 59 5.66 0.96 

Short-term solution Short-term solution for feelings, in hindsight 

it turns out badly; Sometimes it makes you 

feel good, but that changes 

3 2 5.57 1.27 

Honor Honor, Losing prestige, Honor revenge / 

Honor killings 

36 29 5.57 1.16 

Aggression Aggression, Violence, Name calling, Beating 76 47 5.56 1.05 

Planned / Well 

considered 

Devising a plan, Ruse, Well considered 31 26 5.53 1.14 

Bad thoughts Bad thoughts, Hurts another in his thoughts 4 4 5.52 1.10 

Betrayal Betrayal, Deception, Trust violated 7 5 5.51 1.14 

Intense Intense, Full of emotions, Being beside 

oneself 

14 12 5.47 1.09 

Humiliation Humiliation, Humiliated, Humiliating 

someone 

11 10 5.40 1.05 

Being put in the right Being put in the right, Getting to be put in the 

right, Getting your way 

6 6 5.37 1.32 

No forgiveness Not forgiving, Without forgiveness 3 2 5.35 1.13 

Envy Envy, Jealousy 24 24 5.35 1.24 

Deserved Getting what you deserve, Mischief catches 8 7 5.32 1.37 

Cruel / Extreme Extreme, Crossing boundaries, Cruelty, 

Ruthless 

14 13 5.31 1.20 

Irrational Irrational, Not thinking realistically 4 4 5.28 1.13 

Power Power, Control, Powerless, Impotence 14 13 5.22 1.16 

Roles Victim, Harmed person, Perpetrator 10 6 5.17 1.26 

Outburst Release, Outburst 3 3 5.17 1.26 

Social relationships Family, Friends, Revenge on ex, Love 19 15 5.16 1.29 

Justice Justice, Righfulness, Injustice, Wronged 46 38 5.15 1.33 

Problems Problems 6 6 5.15 1.30 

Blame Blame, Accusation, Blaming the other 10 9 5.14 1.24 

Active Active, Taking action, Wanting to do 

something 

12 11 5.14 1.15 

One-sided One-sided, Not taking into consideration 3 3 5.10 1.28 

Peripheral Features 

Not accepting Not accepting, Cannot stand losing 3 3 5.06 1.27 

Cold Cold, Cold blooded, Ice-coldness 5 4 4.85 1.27 

Obsessive Obsessive behavior, Always in thoughts, 

Letting it control your life 

3 3 4.73 1.51 

Goal Goal, What do you want to achieve with it 6 5 4.70 1.36 

Crime Crime, Misdemeanor, Murder, Mafia 17 12 4.66 1.40 

Unfounded reason Not always for justified reasons, Not always 

well-founded reasons 

3 3 4.62 1.45 

Satisfactory / Sweet Sweet, Gratifying, Satisfaction 19 18 4.58 1.58 

Sadness Sadness, Crying 26 24 4.57 1.22 

Useless Useless, Pointless, Doesn't help 12 11 4.54 1.48 
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Feature Exemplars Study 1 Study 2 

N1 N2 M SD 

Primal instinct Primal instinct, Primitive, Natural 7 7 4.54 1.37 

Conspiring Conspiring, Conspiracy, Collusion 4 4 4.52 1.36 

Expressing your 

opinion 

Expressing your opinion, Making a point 7 7 4.52 1.49 

Unplanned / 

Impulsive 

Unreflective, Impulsive, Reckless 9 8 4.47 1.52 

Darkness Dark, Darkness, Black 5 4 4.46 1.51 

Long lasting For years on end, Can continue eternally, 

Vicious circle 

5 5 4.38 1.42 

Blind Blind, Blindness 3 3 4.24 1.70 

Harassing someone Harassing someone, Stalking 3 3 4.23 1.46 

Unsatisfactory Dissatisfied, Regret, Remorse 19 18 4.19 1.42 

Stress Stress, Unquiet, Restless 4 4 4.17 1.42 

Not expressing 

emotions 

Bottling up, Not being able to express an 

emotion 

5 5 4.16 1.42 

Terminating contact Terminating contact, Making no more 

appointments, Wanting to see the other no 

more 

5 3 4.14 1.48 

Fear Fear, Afraid, Excites fear 17 16 4.06 1.42 

Panic Panic, Upset 7 7 3.95 1.42 

Secret Secret, Concealed 13 12 3.92 1.46 

Self-esteem Self-confidence, Insecurity, Inferior 7 7 3.80 1.47 

Shame Shame, Being ashamed 3 3 3.77 1.41 

Disappointment Disappointed 6 6 3.72 1.46 

Religion Religion, Islam, Muslim, Bible 14 12 3.65 1.77 

Financial harm Financial, Money, Harming someone 

financially 

3 3 3.54 1.42 

Intelligence Intelligence, Intellect 5 5 3.45 1.30 

Legislation Legislation, Juridical, Criminal law, Prison 11 10 3.40 1.41 

Media News items, Film, Literature 6 5 3.17 1.42 

Women Women, Oppression of women, Women less 

valued 

3 3 2.91 1.50 

Death Death 3 3 2.89 1.44 

Note. N1 = frequencies including duplicates, N2 = frequencies excluding duplicates. 

 

Study 2: Centrality Ratings 

The goal of this study was to quantify the centrality of each feature. If a concept 

has a prototype structure, participants should be able to indicate whether a feature is 

typical (central) or less typical (peripheral). 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were 108 Tilburg University students (Mage = 19.74, 

SD = 1.99; 79.6% female), who participated in exchange for course credit. 
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Procedure. Participants were presented with a list of the 69 features in a random 

order, each accompanied by up to four exemplars (for half of the participants the features 

and exemplars were presented in reverse order). Participants rated how related each 

feature was to vengeance on 7-point scales (1 = not at all related, 7 = extremely related).5 

 

Results and Discussion 

The mean ratings of each feature can be found in Table 1. We examined the 

intraclass correlation (ICC) across participants’ ratings of centrality. To compute this 

measure of reliability, we transposed the data, treating the 69 features as cases and the 

108 participants as items. This revealed that participants’ ratings of the features were 

very reliable (ICC = .98, p < .001, 95% confidence interval = .97 to.99). 

Since frequencies and centrality ratings of features are both indicators of the 

prototype structure, we expected them to correlate positively, which they did, r = .51 

(including duplicates) and r = .52 (excluding duplicates), ps < .001. 

Following prior prototype research, we conducted a median split of the centrality 

ratings to divide the features into 35 central and 34 peripheral features of vengeance. It 

should be noted that although we make this division to allow for further studies, we 

consider centrality to be a continuum. 

The prototype structure suggested that vengeance was perceived as a type of 

negative reciprocity, since this was a central feature. In addition, vengeance was viewed 

negatively. Central emotions of vengeance were vindictive feelings, anger, humiliation, 

and envy; peripheral emotions were sadness, shame, disappointment, and fear. Although 

anger has often been related to vengeance, this is less so for humiliation and envy. 

Nonetheless, humiliation has been linked theoretically to vengeance in literature on 

humiliation (e.g., Elison & Harter, 2007; Klein, 1991; Leask, 2013) and vengeance (Bar-

Elli & Heyd, 1986; Elster, 1990; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Uniacke, 2000; Van der Dennen, 2003; 

Vos, 2003), but to our knowledge the link has not been empirically demonstrated, and no 

link seems to have been proposed between envy and vengeance. Cognitions seemed to 

revolve around obsessive thoughts with a negative content. Motivations were diverse, 

often centered on restoring something, such as one’s loss of honor, power, or justice. Other 

motivations were inflicting pain, being put in the right, and breaking even. The behavior 

itself was viewed as aggressive, cruel, deliberate, performed by oneself, and planned. For 

a complete discussion of the vengeance prototype, we refer to the general discussion. 

As for the truly contradicting features, vengeance seemed to be about equally 

satisfying as unsatisfying. Both were mentioned 19 times and both were peripheral 

                                                   
5 To test whether the prototype structure is consistent across samples, we replicated the study with a US 
sample of 151 workers on Amazon Mechanical Turk (Mage = 35.23, SD = 12.11; 38.4% female), who received 
$1.00 for their participation. We used the exact same procedure (with back-translated words). Participants’ 
ratings of the features were again very reliable (ICC = .99, p < .001, 95% confidence interval = .98 to .99). 
Importantly, the centrality ratings of this study correlated highly with those of Study2, r = .88, p < .001, 
indicating that the prototype structure is consistent across samples. 
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features, although satisfactory had a marginally significantly higher centrality rating than 

unsatisfactory, t(106) = 1.90, p = .06, d = 0.18. A reason for the unclear answer as to 

whether vengeance feels good or not that follows from the present findings may be that 

feelings can change over time. In fact, that vengeance is predominantly a short-term 

solution (being satisfactory at first, but unsatisfactory later on) was another central 

feature. 

Furthermore, the prototype confirmed the calculative character of vengeance 

(Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986) and was less supportive of the view of vengeance as an impulsive 

act (Elster, 1990), although the latter was still a peripheral feature, showing that although 

planned acts are more characteristic of vengeance, impulsive acts of vengeance can also 

occur. The centrality rating of the feature planned was significantly higher than that of the 

feature unplanned, t(107) = 6.16, p < .001, d = 0.59. 

 

Study 3: Recall Test 

The goal of Study 3 was to find further support for a prototype structure of 

vengeance. If vengeance has a prototypical structure, it should affect recall for features. 

When a concept is activated, features closely associated with that concept become more 

accessible in memory (Cantor & Mischel, 1977). As a result, central features should be 

more easily recalled and recognized than peripheral features. Since features closely 

connected to the concept will become more accessible at activation of the concept 

regardless of whether they have actually been presented or not (i.e., were in the list of 

features to be memorized), central features should also be falsely “recognized” (e.g., 

thinking that anger was among the presented features when it was not) more than 

peripheral features. In other words, participants should have more false alarms for 

central than for peripheral features. In sum, if vengeance has a prototypical structure, 

participants should correctly recall and recognize more central than peripheral features 

but also falsely recognize more central than peripheral features when the concept is 

activated. 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were 134 Tilburg University students (Mage = 20.93, 

SD = 2.98; 66.4% female), who received course credit or 5 Euros for participating in the 

study, which was part of an experimental session of unrelated studies. 

Procedure. We selected the 20 most central and the 20 most peripheral features 

based on the ratings from Study 2 (cf. Hassebrauck, 1997; Le et al., 2008; Regan et al., 

1998). Next, we divided these features into two sets that each contained 10 central and 

10 peripheral features. We made sure that the two sets did not differ in the mean 

centrality rating of central (set 1: M = 5.80, SD = 0.51; set 2: M = 5.80, SD = 0.57), t(107) = 

0.06, p = .925, and peripheral features (set 1: M = 3.79, SD = 0.79; set 2: M = 3.79, SD = 

0.72), t(107) = -0.02, p = .988. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the sets. 
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Participants saw each feature presented in a sentence containing the word 

“vengeance” to activate the vengeance concept (cf. Hepper et al., 2011), for example, 

“vengeance is about anger”. Each statement was presented for four seconds on a computer 

screen. The order in which the 20 statements were presented was randomized for each 

participant. Subsequently, participants were given three minutes to list all features of 

vengeance that they recalled (free recall). For each participant, we counted the amount of 

correctly recalled central features and correctly recalled peripheral features. Next, 

participants saw a list of all 40 features (so, including nonpresented features from the 

other set) in a random order. They were asked to indicate for each feature whether they 

had seen the feature before or not. We summed participants’ responses for correct 

recognition of central features, correct recognition of peripheral features, false 

recognition of central features (i,e, indicating having seen central features of the other 

set), and false recognition of peripheral features. 

 

Results and Discussion 

We compared central to peripheral features on free recall, correct recognition, 

and false recognition. Participants freely recalled more central (M = 5.07, SD = 1.65) than 

peripheral features (M = 4.04, SD = 1.46), t(133) = 5.31, p < .001, d = 0.46. In addition, 

participants correctly recognized more central (M = 8.20, SD = 1.52) than peripheral 

features (M = 7.49, SD = 1.77), t(133) = 4.36, p < .001, d = 0.38. Finally, participants falsely 

recognized more central (M = 2.10, SD = 1.68) than peripheral features (M = 0.90, SD = 

1.23), t(133) = 8.68, p < .001, d = 0.75. 

To summarize, central features were more often correctly recalled and 

recognized and more often falsely recognized than peripheral features of vengeance. 

These findings provide support for a prototype structure of vengeance. 

 

Study 4: Classification and Verification Speed 

In Study 4, we tried to obtain further evidence for a prototype structure of 

vengeance. If vengeance has a prototypical structure, people should classify more central 

than peripheral features as related to vengeance. After all, prototype constructs have 

fuzzy boundaries (Fehr & Russel, 1984; Mervis & Rosch, 1981, Rosch, 1975; Rosch & 

Mervis, 1975), and so, more disagreement should arise on peripheral than on central 

features. In addition, because more closely related features are more quickly recognized 

as belonging to the concept, people should be quicker to verify that central features are 

related to vengeance than peripheral features. Thus, we expected that participants would 

classify more central than peripheral features as being related to vengeance and would be 

faster in doing so. 
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Method 

Participants. Participants were 176 Tilburg University students (Mage = 20.29, 

SD = 2.34; 70.5% female), who received course credit or 8 Euros for participating in the 

study, which was part of an experimental session of unrelated studies. 

Procedure. Participants were presented with the 35 central and 34 peripheral 

features as well as 69 control words that had nothing to do with vengeance (e.g., 

“supermarket”). An ANOVA on the number of characters of the words revealed that 

central vengeance-related words (M = 10.63, SD = 4.43), peripheral vengeance-related 

words (M = 9.59, SD = 3.73), and control words (M = 10.09, SD = 3.34) did not differ in the 

number of characters, F(2, 135) = 0.67, p = .514 (note that if anything, central vengeance-

related words were slightly longer, making it harder to process them and causing a slower 

speed, which makes our test more conservative). 

Participants read that they participated in a study in which they had to respond 

as quickly and accurately as possible. Participants received 10 practice trials, in which 

they indicated whether a feature (e.g., “yoghurt”, “guitar”) was related to the concept food. 

Next, they were presented with the 138 features (the order of the features was completely 

randomized for each participant) and indicated for each feature whether it was a feature 

of vengeance or not. Response accuracy and speed (in ms) were recorded. 

 

Results and Discussion 

First, we compared the percentages of central, peripheral, and control features 

that were classified as vengeance. Because of skew in the percentages, we used 

nonparametric tests. There was a significant main effect of feature type, Friedman χ2(2, N 

= 176) = 340.24, p < .001. Central features (M = 77.44%, SD = 14.56) were more often 

classified as vengeance than peripheral features (M = 56.15%, SD = 18.50), Wilcoxon’s 

Z(175) = 11.45, p < .001, and control features (M = 1.34%, SD = 4.28), Wilcoxon’s Z(175) 

= 11.51, p < .001. Moreover, peripheral features were more often classified as vengeance 

than control features, Wilcoxon’s Z(175) = 11.51, p < .001. 

Next, we compared speed. Because we were only interested in the classification 

speed of features that were classified as vengeance (the “no” responses do not reflect the 

prototype), we only focused on the speed of “yes” responses (verification speed). We did 

not consider verification speed of control features, since they were unrelated to 

vengeance. Following prior research (Greenwald, Nosek & Banaji, 2003; Hepper et al., 

2011), we recoded extremely fast (< 300 ms) and extremely slow (> 3000 ms) responses 

to 300 and 3000 ms respectively and, because the variables were skewed, applied a 

logarithmic transformation. Central features (ms: M = 811.13, SD = 178.73; log: M = 2.90, 

SD = 0.09) were classified faster as a feature of vengeance than peripheral features (ms: 

M = 875.21, SD = 230.94; log: M = 2.93, SD = 0.10), t(175) = -8.83, p < .001. 

To summarize, participants classified a higher percentage of central than 

peripheral features as related to vengeance and were faster in doing so. In addition, they 

classified a higher percentage of peripheral than control features as related to vengeance, 
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suggesting that peripheral features are also part of the prototype, even though they are 

less prototypical than central features. 

 

Study 5: Autobiographical Recall I: Vengeance vs. Ordinary Events 

In Study 5, we tested the ecological validity of the prototype structure of 

vengeance. If central features reflect prototypical vengeance, people’s own experiences of 

vengeance should contain a higher level of central than peripheral features. In addition, 

central features should be more present in real life situations of vengeance than in real 

life ordinary events. 

 

Method 

Participants and design. Participants were 60 Tilburg University students (Mage 

= 20.48, SD = 2.03; 66.7% female), who received course credit or 5 Euros for participating 

in the study, which was part of an experimental session of unrelated studies. They were 

randomly assigned to the vengeance or control condition. One participant in the 

vengeance condition could not think of any situation in which she took revenge and 

therefore returned an empty questionnaire, leaving 29 participants in the vengeance 

condition. 

Procedure. Participants in the vengeance condition recalled and described an 

autobiographical situation in which they took revenge on someone. Participants in the 

control condition described an ordinary event on a normal weekday. After describing the 

situation, participants rated the extent to which each of the 69 features was present in the 

situation on 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).  Examples are “I felt anger” 

(central), “What I felt was intense” (central), “I felt shame” (peripheral), “My behavior was 

impulsive” (peripheral). We computed average ratings for central (α = .96) and peripheral 

(α = .91) features. 

 

Results and Discussion 

A 2 (event type: vengeance vs. control) × 2 (feature type: central vs. peripheral) 

mixed ANOVA revealed a main effect of event type, a main effect of feature type, and an 

event type × feature type interaction effect, F(1, 57) = 58.41, p < .001, p
2 = .51. Both 

central features (Mvengeance = 3.99, SD = 0.94; Mcontrol = 1.83, SD = 0.61), t(57) = 10.51, p < 

.001, d = 2.73, and peripheral features (Mvengeance= 2.95, SD = 0.61; Mcontrol = 1.77, SD = 0.53), 

t(57) = 7.94, p < .001, d = 2.07, were rated higher in the vengeance condition than in the 

control condition. However, central features were rated higher than peripheral features 

in the vengeance condition, t(28) = 8.87, p < .001, d = 1.65, but not in the control condition, 

t(29) = 1.15, p = .259. 

To summarize, central and peripheral features were more present in vengeance 

recalls than in control recalls. In addition, central features were more present in 

vengeance recalls than peripheral features, whereas there was no difference between 

central and peripheral features in control recalls. 
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Study 6: Autobiographical Recall II: Vengeance vs. Other Acts of Negative 

Reciprocity 

In Study 6, we again tested the ecological validity of the vengeance prototype. 

This time, however, we contrasted real life situations of negative responses that people 

would label as vengeance with real life situations of negative responses that people would 

not label as vengeance. This presents a more conservative contrast than everyday 

situations because the prototype structure of vengeance may have features in common 

with other acts of negative reciprocity. However, if, as we expect, vengeance is a specific 

act of negative reciprocity, the prototype structure of vengeance should emerge more 

clearly for vengeance than for other acts of negative reciprocity. Specifically, ratings of 

central features should be higher for real life situations of vengeance than for real life 

situations of other acts of negative reciprocity. If, on the other hand, vengeance cannot be 

distinguished from other acts of negative reciprocity (or is simply another word for 

negative reciprocity, as might be expected from current definitions and 

operationalizations), there will be no differences. 

 

Method 

Participants and design. Participants were 60 Tilburg University students (Mage 

= 20.62, SD = 2.20; 61.7% female), who received course credit or 5 Euros for participating 

in the study, which was part of an experimental session of unrelated studies. They were 

randomly assigned to the vengeance negative reciprocity condition or non-vengeance 

negative reciprocity condition. 

Procedure. Participants in the [non]vengeance negative reciprocity condition 

recalled and described an autobiographical situation in which someone behaved 

negatively toward them and they responded with negative behavior that they would [not] 

label as vengeance. After describing the situation, participants rated the same 69 features 

as in Study 5. We computed average ratings for central (α = .89) and peripheral (α = .78) 

features. 

 

Results and Discussion 

A 2 (negative reciprocity type: vengeance vs. non-vengeance) × 2 (feature type: 

central vs. peripheral) mixed ANOVA revealed a main effect of negative reciprocity type, 

a main effect of feature type, and a negative reciprocity type × feature type interaction 

effect, F(1, 58) = 8.70, p = .005, p
2 = .13. Central features (M = 4.10, SD = 0.86) were rated 

higher than peripheral features (M = 2.91, SD = 0.64) in the vengeance condition, t(29) = 

11.29, p < .001, d = 2.17, and the non-vengeance condition (Mcentral = 3.52, SD = 0.72; 

Mperipheral = 2.73, SD = 0.45), t(29) = 8.38, p < .001, d = 1.53. However, central features were 

rated higher in the vengeance condition than in the non-vengeance condition, t(58) = 2.89, 

p = .005, d = 0.75, whereas there was no difference between conditions in the ratings of 

peripheral features, t(58) = 1.26, p = .212. 
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To summarize, central features were more present than peripheral features in 

both vengeance and non-vengeance negative reciprocity recalls. However, central 

features were more present in vengeance recalls than in non-vengeance recalls, whereas 

there was no difference between negative reciprocity conditions in the presence of 

peripheral features. Thus, peripheral features of vengeance are present in non-vengeance 

types of negative responses to the same extent, whereas central features are on average 

more prominent in vengeance than in non-vengeance types of negative reciprocity. Since 

the concept vengeance was mentioned in both conditions, differences in the mere 

accessibility of vengeance-related features cannot explain the observed differences, 

which therefore seem to reflect actual assessments of the act of negative reciprocity. 

 

General Discussion 

The aim of this article was to uncover the prototype structure of vengeance. For 

this purpose, we conducted six studies using a prototype analysis. The two requirements 

that make a concept suitable for the prototype approach (Rosch, 1975) were met: (a) 

Participants were able to list features and their centrality to the concept (Studies 1 and 2) 

and (b) the internal structure affected information processing, with central features being 

more often recalled and falsely and correctly recognized and verified faster than 

peripheral features (Studies 3 and 4). Furthermore, the structure was ecologically 

validated in autobiographical recall tasks: Central features were more present than 

peripheral features in vengeance recalls and central features were more present in 

vengeance recalls than in control conditions (Studies 5 and 6). Importantly, Study 6 

revealed that central features can distinguish vengeance from non-vengeance acts of 

negative reciprocity in general. 

In these six studies, different variables were used to identify the internal 

structure. We examined frequency, judgments of centrality, memory performance, 

classification percentages and speed, and feature ratings in autobiographical recalls. To 

find further evidence for the internal structure and taking into consideration that the 

prototype structure is assumed to be a continuum, we examined the correlations among 

these measures of internal structure (Table 2). This largely confirmed the internal 

structure. There were significant correlations among frequencies (Study 1), centrality 

ratings (Study 2), false recognition (Study 3), verification percentage and speed (Study 4), 

and feature ratings of vengeance recalls (Studies 5 and 6). Only correct recognition (Study 

3) did not correlate well with the other measures; perhaps because the least prototypical 

features also stood out because they were hardly related to vengeance and were therefore 

often easily recognized as well.6 

                                                   
6 We cannot compare this lack of intercorrelations of correct recognition with other prototype analysis 
articles, since many did not report this correlation table, and among those that did, none reported the 
correlations of correct recognition in the table. 
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All in all, the six studies revealed that vengeance is a prototypically structured 

concept. In addition, Study 6 revealed that the vengeance concept can be distinguished 

from other acts of negative reciprocity in general by its central features. 

 

Table 2 

Correlations Among Measures of Internal Structure 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Centrality ratings 

(Dutch sample) 

- .88*** .51*** .52*** .22 .48** .61*** -.37** .66*** .71*** 

2. Centrality ratings 

(US sample) 

 - .46*** .46*** .21 .46** .62*** -.42*** .57*** .61*** 

3. Frequencies 

(including 

duplicates) 

  - .99*** .25 .47** .36** -.37** .30* .41*** 

4. Frequencies 

(excluding 

duplicates) 

   - .26† .50** .37** -.37** .32** .43*** 

5. Correct 

recognition 

    - .05 -.21 .31† .03 .05 

6. False recognition      - .59*** -.57*** .38* .52** 

7. Percentage 

classified as 

vengeance 

      - -.78*** .41** .47*** 

8. Verification speed        - -.18 -.26* 

9. Feature ratings 

(Study 5) 

        - .91*** 

10. Feature ratings 

(Study 6) 

         - 

Note. N = 69, except for correct and false recognition (N = 40). Feature ratings of Studies 5 and 6 are those 

of vengeance recalls only. Verification speed is scored so that low numbers indicate fast responses (and only 

includes verifications / “yes” responses). 

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, †p < .10. 

 

The Vengeance Prototype 

Theoretical literature on vengeance has already stressed certain features of 

vengeance that also emanated in the present study. However, this has not changed the 

view on vengeance in definitions and empirical research, perhaps because the features 

that have been discussed are diverse and often contradictory (e.g., vengeance has been 

portrayed as impulsive and planned). Why then would the findings of the present article 

influence definitions of and empirical research on vengeance? First, the findings have an 

empirical basis and the prototype structure that we found has been tested in multiple 

empirical studies. Second, the prototype analysis not only generates features, but also 

sorts them by relevance. In this way, it becomes clear which features are truly central to 

vengeance. We discuss the vengeance prototype below and compare the features to those 

mentioned in various theoretical texts. We start with the behavior (of both the eliciting 

situation and the act of vengeance itself), then discuss the emotional experience (after the 



Chapter 2 

36  

eliciting situation and after the act of vengeance), cognitive experience, and motivations 

for taking revenge. 

Central features specifying characteristic elicitors of vengeance are injustice, 

betrayal, and loss of honor. These central features are reflected in (theoretical) literature 

on vengeance that has addressed a sense of injustice (e.g., Kim & Smith, 1993; Tripp & 

Bies, 2010), betrayals or trust violations (e.g., Bies & Tripp, 1996; Crombag, Rassin, & 

Horselenberg, 2003), and loss of honor or reputation (e.g., Bies & Tripp, 1996; Elster, 

1990) as common antecedents. It appears that offenders are (or were) close to the self 

(family, friends, ex-partners), since revenge seemed to take place in close social 

relationships, which also turned out to be a central feature. 

Vengeance is indeed considered a form of negative reciprocity, since 

reciprocating or returning harm was a central feature. The prototype analysis provides 

insight into further qualifications about the nature of acts of vengeance. Prototypical acts 

of vengeance seem to be aggressive (cf. Crombag et al., 2003), cruel (cf. severity; Bar-Elli 

& Heyd, 1986; Chakrabati, 2005; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Nozick, 1981; 

Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003), deliberate and personal (cf. Nozick, 1981), performed by 

oneself (cf. Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986), well planned (cf. Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986) rather than 

impulsive (cf. Elster, 1990), and are viewed negatively. 

As for the emotional experience of acts that elicit vengeance, the experience 

seems emotionally intense, a central feature and reflected in theoretical literature (e.g., 

Nozick, 1981). Central emotions are vindictive feelings, anger, humiliation, and envy; 

peripheral emotions are sadness, shame, disappointment, and fear. Indeed, (theoretical) 

literature on vengeance has emphasized the role of central emotions, such as vindictive 

feelings (e.g., Crombag et al., 2003; Vos, 2003), anger (e.g., Bain, 1859/2006; Kim & Smith, 

1993; Stuckless et al., 1995), and humiliation (e.g., Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Elster, 1990; 

Frijda, 1994), although the role of envy has not yet been emphasized as much. To our 

knowledge, the link between humiliation and vengeance has so far been theoretical, also 

in literature on humiliation (e.g., Klein, 1991), and not empirically demonstrated. 

Interestingly, although humiliation is a central emotion, shame is a peripheral emotion, 

indicating that when examining vengeance, these emotions should not be equated, as is 

often done (Elison & Harter, 2007; Hartling & Luchetta, 1999). 

As for emotions after having taken revenge, there is no consensus on whether 

vengeance feels good (Van der Dennen, 2003) or bad (Carlsmith et al., 2003). The 

prototype analysis shows that both emotions relating to satisfaction and those relating to 

dissatisfaction are peripheral features and are close to each other in the hierarchy 

(although satisfaction has a slightly higher centrality score). This contradiction can be a 

consequence of changes in feelings over time (vengeance being only a short-term solution 

was after all a central feature) or there may be other factors (e.g., how the target responds, 

how the environment responds, or how costly the act was for oneself) that determine 

whether acts of vengeance lead to satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 
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As for cognitions, avengers seemed to have bad thoughts, including revenge 

fantasies. Revenge fantasies seem to occur often, and the majority of people have even 

had homicidal fantasies at least once in their lives (Kenrick & Sheets, 1993). Another type 

of bad thoughts that avengers often seem to have (also revealed by the feature obsessive) 

is rumination (Rachman, 2010; Tripp & Bies, 1997), which may strengthen thoughts of 

and a desire for vengeance (Caprara, 1986; McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 

2001; McCullough, Bono, & Root, 2007; Tripp & Bies, 1997) and makes victims more 

convinced of the intentionality of the offender (Tripp & Bies, 1997). Indeed, avengers 

blaming the target (cf. Tripp, Bies, & Aquino, 2007) and their belief that the act of 

vengeance was deserved were both central features. Another central feature related to 

avengers’ cognitions was no forgiveness. The link between vengeance and forgiveness 

appears to go both ways: Not wanting to seek revenge was a central feature in the 

prototype analysis of forgiveness (Kearns & Fincham, 2004). 

Motivations for taking revenge that were suggested by the prototype analysis are 

restoration of honor (cf. Elster, 1990; Van der Dennen, 2003), power (cf. Frijda, 1994, 

2007; Vos, 2003), and justice (cf. Kim & Smith, 1993; Tripp et al., 2007), inflicting pain (cf. 

Elster, 1990; Frijda, 1994), breaking even (cf. restoring equity; e.g., Frijda, 2007), and 

being put in the right (cf. Vos, 2003). Self-esteem restoration (cf. Frijda, 1994; Kim & 

Smith, 1993; Miller, 2001; Van der Dennen, 2003; Vos, 2003; Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012) 

was only a peripheral feature and there was no feature that referred to escaping pain 

(Frijda, 1994, 2007) and deterrence (cf. Frijda, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; McCullough, 

Kurzban, & Tabak, 2013; Van der Dennen, 2003). Because deterrence has recently been 

proposed to be the main function of vengeance (McCullough et al., 2013), it is surprising 

that no feature referred to it. Deterrence may be a function rather than a direct 

motivation, making it harder for participants to list it. Alternatively, vengeance may serve 

another function than general negative reciprocity, and the deterrence function that is 

ascribed to negative reciprocity or punishment may therefore be less present in acts of 

vengeance. 

Finally, one could wonder whether peripheral features should be viewed as part 

of the vengeance prototype. Our studies revealed that peripheral features are 

spontaneously listed as features of vengeance (Study 1), are more often classified as 

vengeance than control features (Study 4), and are related more to vengeance than 

control recalls (Study 5), suggesting that they are part of the prototype. However, Study 6 

revealed that the peripheral features of vengeance were equally present in non-

vengeance negative reciprocity recalls. Thus, although the peripheral features may be part 

of the vengeance prototype, they are not uniquely related to vengeance. 

To summarize, prototypical vengeance is a type of negative reciprocity that is 

aggressive, planned, and personal, and is performed after having suffered intense 

situations of anger, humiliation, and envy that led to obsessive negative thoughts. It is 

aimed at restoring one’s honor, power, and justice by inflicting pain on the other person 

or otherwise breaking even. We would like to stress that these are the common features 
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of prototypical acts of vengeance, but that, as is the case with all prototype structures, not 

all acts of vengeance need to possess all features. 

 

Future Directions and Limitations 

The prototype features can be used to refine current manipulations and measures 

of vengeance to distinguish them from those of other acts of negative reciprocity. 

Prototypical vengeance is elicited by threats to ones honor and betrayals of close others 

that caused feelings of anger, humiliation, and envy. Most of the manipulations currently 

used to elicit vengeance (often focused on strangers – not close others – violating a 

fairness norm instead of a betrayal, which may cause anger, but not humiliation and envy) 

do not reflect this. In addition, since vengeance is often measured soon after, there is 

hardly room for obsessive negative thoughts, which is the typical cognitive response. 

Moreover, prototypical acts of vengeance are aggressive (sometimes even cruel), 

personal, and planned in advance. Most operationalizations of vengeance in empirical 

research are about harming the other person financially (e.g., defecting in a prisoner’s 

dilemma game or taking away some of the person’s earnings). Besides financial harm 

being only a peripheral feature (and please remember that peripheral features were 

equally present in non-vengeance negative reciprocity situations, so do not distinguish 

vengeance from negative reciprocity), these responses are not very aggressive or planned 

in advance. Even aggressive measures that are sometimes used, such as noise blast, only 

measure impulsive and not planned behavior. 

We would like to encourage further research on appropriate manipulations and 

measures of vengeance. It is vital that we find manipulations and measures that are 

uniquely tailored to vengeance (instead of using generic paradigms of negative 

reciprocity) before continuing hypothesis testing about its consequences and underlying 

processes. The prototype analysis suggests that manipulations should elicit a combination 

of anger, humiliation, and envy, and that the act of vengeance should be aggressive, 

personal, and planned. 

We realize that it may be difficult to find manipulations and measures that reflect 

the vengeance prototype and can be used in the lab, particularly for ethical reasons. We 

hope that future research reveals creative ways to study vengeance in the lab. However, 

to the extent that this is not feasible, vengeance shall have to be studied outside the lab. 

For example, autobiographical recall studies can be used to examine real experiences of 

vengeance. This procedure has been used successfully before (Boon, Deveau, & Alibhai, 

2009; Crombag et al., 2003; Funches, Markley, & Davis, 2009; Skarlicki, Barclay, & Pugh, 

2008; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997; Tripp, Bies, & Aquino, 2002, Study 1; Stillwell, Baumeister, 

& Del Prioire, 2008; Yoshimura, 2007), and some researchers using this procedure claim 

that “revenge is clearly one of those phenomena that will be difficult to investigate with 

other methods” (Boon, Alibhai, & Deveau, 2011, p. 135), citing its infrequent occurrence, 

difficulty in anticipating its occurrence, and difficulties with lab procedures. 
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A limitation of our research is that, like most prototype articles, most of our 

studies used student samples. Conceptions of vengeance of these students, who are 

generally young and well-educated, may differ from those of nonstudent samples. In 

addition, most of our studies used Dutch samples, and the prototype structure may differ 

across countries. To test whether the prototype structure we found could be generalized 

to a more diverse sample of a different country, we replicated Study 2 with a sample of 

mTurk workers from the USA. The centrality ratings that we found in this study correlated 

.88 with those of the Dutch sample, suggesting that the prototype structure is consistent 

across samples. Further studies could be conducted to validate the structure in samples 

of entirely different cultures. It is noteworthy, however, that even in a low honor culture 

(the culture in which the studies were conducted) honor is a central feature of vengeance, 

which suggests that the prototype structure of vengeance may not vary drastically across 

cultures. 

Finally, besides directions on the improvement of operationalizations of 

vengeance, the present research suggests interesting directions for future research. For 

example, prototypical elicitors of vengeance seem to be characterized not only by feelings 

of anger, but also feelings of humiliation and envy. The link between vengeance and 

humiliation has, to our knowledge, not been established empirically in previous research, 

and we have yet to find literature on the link with envy. Future research focusing on the 

emotional experience of avengers could test the roles of humiliation and envy in 

vengeance. 

Furthermore, the contradiction in the prototype structure (reflected by 

discussions in theoretical literature) that revenge can be satisfactory as well as 

unsatisfactory should be investigated further. As we mentioned, one possibility is that 

vengeance is a short term solution for one’s feelings, as this was a central feature. Another 

possibility is that some acts of vengeance are satisfactory and others are not. Future 

research could examine whether feelings after having taken revenge change over time 

and examine possible moderators to reveal which acts are satisfactory and which are not. 

 

Conclusion 

We have identified the prototype structure of vengeance. We hope this will 

encourage empirical research to study vengeance as a specific type of negative reciprocity 

instead of viewing it as a synonym for negative reciprocity. Prototypical vengeance is a 

type of negative reciprocity that is aggressive, planned, and personal, and is performed 

after having suffered intense situations of anger, humiliation, and envy that led to 

obsessive negative thoughts. It is aimed at restoring one’s honor, power, and justice by 

inflicting pain on the other person or otherwise breaking even.  
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Introduction 

Negative reciprocity is a common response to norm violations (e.g., Fehr & 

Fishbacher, 2004; Fehr & Gächter, 2002; Yamagishi, 1988). Anger seems to be the primary 

emotion driving negative reciprocity (Ben-Shakhar, Bornstein, Hopfensitz, & Van Winden, 

2007; Seip, Van Dijk, & Rotteveel, 2014). Sometimes, however, it is suggested that cases 

of negative reciprocity result from feelings of revenge or a desire for vengeance (Bar-Elli 

& Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007). These cases have been labeled vengeance7. However, 

it is not clear if and how responses fueled by anger (anger-driven negative reciprocity)8 

and responses fueled by feelings of revenge (vengeful negative reciprocity) differ from 

each other. 

We propose that the key component of vengeful negative reciprocity that 

distinguishes it from anger-driven negative reciprocity is its personal nature. This notion 

is based on theoretical reflections on personal aspects of vengeance (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 

1986; Frijda, 1994; Nozick, 1981; Uniacke, 2000) and on theoretical assumptions on 

characteristics of vengeances that are consistent with this personal aspect. Specifically, 

vengeance is viewed as an emotional experience of high intensity (Nozick, 1981) that is 

associated with high levels of rumination (Tripp & Bies, 1997) and elicits planned 

responses (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986). In line with a personal account of vengeance, 

vengeance may have additional functions besides deterrence of future norm-violations 

(which is associated with negative reciprocity in general), particularly self-restorative 

functions (Frijda, 1994; Kim & Smith, 1993; Miller, 2001; Van der Dennen, 2003; Vos, 

2003). 

Importantly, these theoretical reflections have not been empirically examined. To 

our knowledge, only one empirical study focused on the personal aspect of vengeful 

negative reciprocity. This study (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012) revealed that vengeance has 

a self-restorative function by increasing self-esteem, which conforms to the view that 

vengeance is personal. In the present article, we investigate the potential personal 

characteristics of vengeful negative reciprocity more comprehensively. In addition, we 

explicitly compare vengeful negative reciprocity to anger-driven negative reciprocity to 

examine whether all types of negative reciprocity are personal or this is a specific feature 

of the vengeful type. As we will discuss, the personal aspect of vengeance may have 

profound implications in terms of the severity of the response. This warrants an explicit 

distinction of vengeance within the domain of negative reciprocity at large. 

 

The Personal Nature of Vengeance 

                                                   
7 Although there may be a philosophical difference between vengeance and revenge (Uniacke, 2000), we 
followed other articles (e.g., Stuckless & Goranson, 1992) in viewing them as synonyms. In our study we 
only referred to emotions and used “feelings of revenge” as the emotion for the vengeance / revenge 
condition. 
 
8 Note that, in order to provide meaningful comparisons with vengeance, with “anger” or “responses fueled 
by anger” we always mean anger toward an offender, not toward oneself or third parties. 
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In the scientific literature, vengeance has been defined as “the infliction of harm 

in return for a perceived wrong” (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992, p. 25), “an action in 

response to some perceived harm or wrongdoing by another party that is intended to 

inflict damage, injury, discomfort, or punishment on the party judged responsible” 

(Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001, p. 53), and “the attempt to inflict harm in return for harm” 

(Kim & Smith, 1993, p. 38). In these definitions, it appears as if any infliction of harm as 

response to an offense is to be considered vengeance. In line with these generic definitions of 

vengeance as negative reciprocity, empirical inquiries elicit vengeance by a broad range 

of norm violations. For example, vengeance is elicited by defection in prisoner dilemma 

games (Kim, Smith, & Brigham, 1998; Carlsmith et al., 2008), disappointing contributions 

in a public goods game (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 1), and keeping more than a 

fair share of a team earning (Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Studies 2-3; Gollwitzer & 

Denzler, 2009; Gollwitzer, Meder, & Smitt, 2011, Study 3). 

In real life, however, the term vengeance seems to be reserved for “special” 

instances of negative reciprocity (Elshout, Nelissen, & Van Beest, 2014). For example, 

arguing with someone, punishing a child for stealing cookies, or raising your middle finger 

in traffic after someone cut your lane are generally not called acts of revenge. Several 

theoretical reflections have provided views on what may constitute specific 

characteristics of vengeance, but so far, this has not affected empirical research on 

vengeance. 

We believe that one of the most important characteristics that distinguish 

vengeful from anger-driven negative reciprocity is its personal nature. This idea is not 

new, but is based on theoretical reflections on vengeance that identify this personal aspect 

as one of the main characteristics of vengeance (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994; 

Nozick, 1981; Uniacke, 2000). In line with this view, a prototype analysis on vengeance 

revealed that the personal nature also emerged as one of the central features 

characterizing lay-people’s understanding of the concept of vengeance (Elshout et al., 

2014). Thus, both scholars and lay-people assume that vengeance is personal. 

Theoretical reflections about other characteristics of vengeance are also in line 

with the view that vengeance is personal. For example, this is apparent from the offenses 

that are argued to typically precede vengeance. These offenses are not just general 

transgressions, but insults and slights that are believed to be committed intentionally and 

in ill-will (cf. Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Nozick, 1981). Moreover, it has been theorized that 

vengeance is not even just be about being hurt – which can induce anger – but about being 

humiliated, resulting in an impaired self-esteem (Vos, 2003). All in all, offenses resulting 

in vengeance appear to revolve around a self-threat. They attack one’s sense of personal 

value and identity (Frijda, 1994). It is also argued that there is almost always a personal 

tie between the perpetrator and the victim of offenses resulting in vengeance (Nozick, 

1981). Consequently, although a neutral third party can punish the offender, he/she 

cannot take revenge (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986). Importantly, Bar-Elli & Heyd also argued that 

once, for whatever reason, the personal nature of an offense disappears (e.g., the offender 
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had an ulterior motive, a certain need, or acted out of ignorance), the desire for vengeance 

will dissipate and only feelings of anger remain. 

This personal dimension may explain why offenses that elicit vengeance are often 

considered to be characterized by a high emotional intensity (Nozick, 1981) and 

rumination about the offense (Tripp & Bies, 1997). In addition, if vengeance is more 

personal than anger-driven responses, it may also serve more personal functions. Indeed, 

many scholars suggest that deterrence, the function of negative reciprocity in general 

(e.g., Fehr & Fishbacher, 2004; Fehr & Gächter, 2002; Yamagishi, 1988), may also be a 

function of vengeance (e.g., McCullough et al., 2013), but is not its only function (Frijda, 

1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Van der Dennen, 2003). 

Additional functions of vengeance may be regaining a sense of power (Frijda, 1994, 2007; 

Vos, 2003), restoring self-esteem (Frijda, 1994; Kim & Smith, 1993; Miller, 2001; Van der 

Dennen, 2003; Vos, 2003), restoring honor (Elster, 1990; Van der Dennen, 2003), easing 

one’s pain (Frijda, 1994, 2007; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992), equity in suffering (Frijda, 

2007), restoring justice (Kim & Smith, 1993; Tripp et al., 2007), and receiving 

acknowledgment of the wrongdoing (Vos, 2003). 

In sum, compared to anger-driven responses, vengeful responses seem not so 

much aimed at achieving interpersonal effects, such as preventing the other from 

repeating the negative behavior in the future, but much more at achieving intrapersonal 

consequences, such as feeling better about oneself and regaining a sense of power. As a 

result, vengeful responses may feel more satisfying than anger-driven negative 

reciprocity (cf. Van der Dennen, 2003). In addition, this focus on intrapersonal rather than 

interpersonal aspects may explain why it is often argued that vengeful behaviors are less 

impulsive (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993): When a 

response is aimed at preventing repetition (negative reciprocity in general), it is 

important to respond fast, so that the response can be linked to the offense and the 

offender can learn from this “feedback”. However, when intrapersonal functions become 

more important, responding quickly is less relevant, and instead, it becomes more 

important to respond in a way that will successfully restore what aspect of the self was 

damaged (e.g., power, reputation, self-esteem). 

Finally, the intrapersonal focus of vengeance may also have consequences for the 

relationship between avengers and their victims. The social function of anger is to attain 

a better outcome by forcing a change in the other person’s behavior, indicating that a 

relationship is still viable (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). If this is indeed the case, we might 

expect different relational consequences in cases of vengeance. When experiencing 

feelings of revenge, people appear to be more focused on restoring the self and not so 

much on changing the other person’s future behavior. Therefore, vengeful responders 

(compared to angry responders) are likely to show fewer considerations for the 

implications of their behavior for the relationship. They may not even be interested in 

pursuing a relationship altogether. As a result, the relationship is less likely to be restored 

afterwards. 
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Importantly, all the views on characteristics and functions of vengeance that we 

discussed so far are theoretical and have not been empirically investigated. We know of 

only one empirical study (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012) that made a similar assumption and 

showed that vengeance has a self-restorative function in that it can increase self-esteem. 

Thus, the finding of this study is in line with the view that vengeance is personal. The study 

solely focused on the function of vengeance. In our study, we add to the finding by 

providing a more comprehensive overview of intrapersonal effects, including all 

characteristics that we have discussed so far and that are based on theoretical reflections. 

In addition, although the study by Zdaniuk and Bobocel provides important insight into 

the function of vengeful negative reciprocity, it does not contrast vengeful negative 

reciprocity to other types of negative reciprocity. It may still be the case that all types of 

negative reciprocity, including anger-driven negative reciprocity, are personal. The 

present study includes an anger-driven negative reciprocity condition with which 

vengeful negative reciprocity can be contrasted. 

 

The Present Study 

In the present study, we compared vengeful to anger-driven negative reciprocity. 

Our aim is twofold. First, we want to test whether all instances of negative reciprocity can 

be viewed as vengeance, as is common practice in empirical research on vengeance. If this 

is indeed the case, we should find no significant differences when comparing both types 

of negative reciprocity. Instead, we expect that vengeance is not simply an anger-driven 

response toward an offender. Second, if vengeance is not the same as anger-driven 

negative reciprocity, we aim to gain insight into how vengeance is different. We concur 

with theoretical perspectives that emphasize the personal nature of vengeance. 

Specifically, we propose that, compared to anger-driven responses, vengeful responses 

result from more personal offenses. We expect that these offenses are perceived as more 

severe and elicit more intense negative self-conscious emotions (e.g., shame, humiliation; 

Tangney & Fischer, 1995) and rumination. We also expect that, compared to anger-driven 

responses, vengeful responses are more personal, delayed, and satisfying, are motivated 

more by intrapersonal motivations, and result in less reconciliation. 

Offenses preceding vengeance often invoke feelings of powerlessness (e.g., Frijda, 

1994, 2007). Therefore, a closely related yet distinct reason as to why vengeful and anger-

driven negative reciprocity may differ is that offenses that result in feelings of revenge 

also result in less (perceived) power than offenses that result in anger. Since this may also 

explain some of the proposed differences (e.g., when feeling powerless, responses may 

also be less immediate and responses that help oneself regain a sense of power may also 

be more satisfying), we also included measures of perceived power in the study. 
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Method 

Participants and Design 

Participants were 309 workers on Amazon Mechanical Turk (Mage = 34.19, SD = 

11.68, 49.5% female), who lived in the USA and received a participation fee of $1.50. 

Participants were randomly assigned to the feelings of revenge (n = 151) or anger (n = 

158) condition (Four participants in the feelings of revenge condition could not think of a 

situation in which they experienced feelings of revenge and so, did not complete the 

questionnaire). We only included participants who had actually responded to their 

feelings of anger or revenge in our analyses. So, the final sample consisted of 238 

participants, 119 in each condition (Mage = 34.21, SD = 11.80, 51.3% female). 

 

Measures9 

Offenses. Participants in the feelings of revenge [anger] condition described a 

situation in which they had experienced feelings of revenge [were angry] because of 

another person’s behavior toward them. They were first asked to describe the situation 

in as much detail as possible. 

Offense severity. After describing the offense, participants indicated how severe 

they thought the other’s behavior had been on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all severe, 7 = 

very severe). 

Perceived power. Participants indicated the extent to which it had been possible 

for them to respond at the very moment that the incident occurred on a 7-point scale (1 = 

not at all possible, 7 = very possible). We also measured participants’ sense of power at the 

moment that the incident occurred with the 8-item sense of power scale (Anderson, John, 

& Keltner, 2012; e.g., “I could get the other person to listen to what I said”), α = .87. 

Emotional experience. Participants then indicated how they had felt because of 

the other person’s behavior on 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = completely; all other scales 

are similar 7-point scales). They indicated to what extent they felt the following emotions 

after the offense: 1) humiliation, 2) shame, 3) anger, 4) contempt, 5) disappointment, 6) 

sadness, 7) envy, 8) fear, 9) feelings of revenge. 

Rumination. Participants indicated how often they had ruminated about the 

offense (“I often thought about what the other person had done”, “I was unable to get the 

other person’s behavior out of my mind”, “I kept replaying what the other person had 

done in my head”), α = .91. 

Response. Participants then described their response, provided they did in fact 

respond to the offense they described. 

Emotions after the response. Participants then indicated how they had felt after 

their response, rating each of six emotions: 1) guilt, 2) shame, 3) regret, 4) happiness, 5) 

                                                   
9 We report all measures and do so in chronological order. The materials of this study were based on two 
pilot studies with student samples and many different measures. For reasons of clarity, we only report the 
main study, but data of the pilot studies are available upon request. 
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satisfaction, 6) feelings of triumph. A factor analysis on these items (KMO = .77) with an 

oblique rotation yielded two factors (based on a scree plot as well as eigenvalues greater 

than 1), explaining 86.92% of the variance. One factor contained the three negative 

emotions (guilt, shame, regret; factor loadings respectively .945, .936, .885) and was 

labeled Dissatisfaction feelings, α = .91. The other factor contained the three positive 

emotions (happiness, satisfaction, feelings of triumph; factor loadings resp. .912, .947, 

.957) and was labeled Satisfaction feelings, α = .93. 

Time between offense and response. Participants also indicated how much time 

had passed between the offense and response (“I responded…”: 1 = within one minute, 2 

= between one minute and one hour, 3 = between one hour and one day, 4 = between one 

day and one week, 5 = between one week and one month, 6 = between one month and one 

year, 7 = after one year). 

Self-reported motivations. We also measured to what extent the following (self-

reported) motivations had played a role in participants’ responses. We measured the two 

motivations of punishment: deterrence (“prevent repetition of the behavior”) and just 

deserts (“give the other person what he/she deserved”; Carlsmith, Darley, & Robinson, 

2002). We further measured additional motives that have been mentioned in literature 

on vengeance: regaining a sense of power (“regain a sense of power”; Frijda, 1994, 2007; 

Vos, 2003), restoring self-esteem (“feel good about yourself again”; Frijda, 1994; Kim & 

Smith, 1993; Miller, 2001; Van der Dennen, 2003; Vos, 2003; Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012), 

restoring honor (“restore your honor; Elster, 1990; Van der Dennen, 2003), easing one’s 

pain (“ease your pain”; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992), restoring equity 

in suffering (“make the other person feel what you felt”; Frijda, 2007), causing suffering 

(which we distinguished from the previous item by excessiveness instead of equity: “make 

the other person suffer as much as possible”; Elster, 1990; Uniacke, 2000), and receiving 

acknowledgment of the wrongdoing (“make the other person acknowledge the 

wrongdoing”; Vos, 2003). 

Relationship restoration. Relationship restoration was measured in three ways. 

We measured reconciliation with three items (“To what extent has the situation been 

resolved”, “To what extent have you and the other person made up?”, “To what extent has 

everything worked out between you and the other person?”), α = .82. We also measured 

forgiveness (“To what extent have you forgiven the other person?”). We also assessed the 

Inclusion of Other in Self scale (IOS; Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992) twice; once regarding 

the relationship before the offense/response and once regarding the current relationship. 

Closeness with the offender before the offense was measured as the final item before 

participants described their response and current closeness with the offender was the 

final item of the questionnaire (apart from demographics). 

Domains of offense and response. To gain insight into the domains of offenses 

and responses of vengeful and angry responders, we performed a content analysis on 

participants’ descriptions. For this purpose, we used a coding scheme we had previously 

developed (Elshout, Nelissen, Elshout, Van Beest, & Van Dijk, 2014). Since this was a 
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coding scheme designed to categorize vengeance and not for categorizing negative 

reciprocity in general, we did not simply apply the same coding scheme, but allowed for 

additional categories to emerge if necessary. However, no additional categories emerged, 

leaving us with a total of 12 categories of offenses and responses (one category, reporting 

to authority, was a response category only; see Table 1 for the full list of categories and 

their descriptions). If multiple acts were described as a single offense and/or response, 

they were first separated (by the first author and checked by the second author), resulting 

in a total number of 298 offenses and 301 responses described by the participants. The 

categorization of the first author was sent to the second author, who made his own 

categorization, after which the authors met to discuss discrepancies. To examine the 

consistency an independent research assistant coded all offenses and responses 

independently, using the coding scheme developed by the authors. This revealed that both 

categorizations of offenses, κ = .73, and responses, κ = .78, were highly consistent, and so 

we retained our initial categorization. 

 
Table 1 

Categories and Descriptions of Categories 

Categories Description 

Reputational 

damage 

 

This category contains everything that involves damaging someone’s reputation, particularly 

behind the person’s back – telling other people what happened, gossiping, badmouthing or 

disclosing a secret. For offenses, this will sometimes be interpreted as someone telling lies 

about the person to other people. That also belongs to his category. Only when the situation 

involves explicit lying to the person himself/herself, it belongs to “lying”. If the person is 

belittled (which damages self-esteem rather than reputation), it belongs to “personal 

devaluation”. 

 

Personal 

devaluation 

 

This category contains everything that involves damaging (/ attempts to damage) someone’s 

self-esteem by belittling (making a fool of someone, deriding someone), bullying, or insulting 

the person (providing negative feedback on the person or on his/her work), with or without 

an audience. If the person is confronted, it belongs only to this category if it is pointed out that 

it occurred in the presence of other people, otherwise it belongs to “arguing”. Bullying is also 

part of this category, but just teasing a person is not; this belongs to “annoyances”. 

 

Reporting to 

an authority 

 

This is a response category, in which the response is left to a third person. This category 

CANNOT be used as an offense (reports that are described as offenses are usually viewed as 

“reputational damage” by the person). For responses, this contains everything that involves 

reporting the incident to an authority, such as a supervisor or the police. It also includes the 

way towards this, such as employing a lawyer (the way towards a judge). An authority is 

viewed as a person or body that can attach a consequence of punishment to the person’s 

behavior. If the incident is told to other people who cannot do this, it belongs to “reputational 

damage”. 

 

Arguing 

 

This category contains everything that involves arguing / having a conflict. For offenses, it is 

usually about verbal aggression, such as calling someone names or insults that do not damage 

one’s self-esteem as much. For responses, it is usually about confronting the person. It 
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Categories Description 

involves making the person aware of his/her behavior and expressing your disapproval of 

the behavior, with or without verbal aggression. 

 

Annoyances This category contains everything that involves annoying the person (e.g., egotism / doing 

something that annoys the person). However, ignoring as a way to annoy someone belongs 

to “social exclusion”. Negative comments on you / your work and insults belong to “personal 

devaluation”. If the situation involves annoying someone by making it difficult for the person 

to reach his/her goal, it belongs to “sabotage”. 

Violence This category contains everything that involves violence / physical aggression (e.g., hitting, 

kicking), including threatening with violence and stalking. Sexual violence also belongs to this 

category. 

 

Damaging or 

stealing 

property 

This category contains everything that involves damaging or taking away someone’s 

property. However, moving someone’s property belongs to “annoyances”. 

Social 

exclusion 

This category contains everything that involves social exclusion (ostracism). Two 

subcategories are ignoring (including responding with brief answers) and rejecting. Rejecting 

also encompasses ending a relationship or terminating contact with the person. Reducing 

contact and deserting someone also belong to social exclusion. 

 

Lying This category contains everything that involves active lying to the person (i.e., telling untruths 

to the person). If the situation involves withholding information (passive lying) to sabotage 

someone with lies, it belongs to “sabotage”. If the situation involves telling lies about the 

person to other people, it belongs to “reputational damage”. 

 

Infidelity This category contains everything that involves infidelity / cheating. Note that in situations 

of infidelity sometimes the feelings of revenge are not directed towards the partner but 

towards the other person (the rival). Because infidelity is the central theme, these situations 

still belong to infidelity. 

 

Sabotage This category contains everything that involves sabotaging someone (making sure that 

he/she will not reach his/her goal). It involves thwarting long-term goals, such as plans, 

ambitions, or other personal goals, not small, short-term annoyances or those that do not 

involve personal goals; these belong to “annoyances”. This category also includes sabotage by 

withholding information. 

 

Violating an 

agreement or 

promise 

This category contains everything that involves violating an agreement or promise. It 

involves explicit agreements and promises, not implicit ones, such as doing something 

without permission. (Last-minute) cancellations of agreements also belong to this category. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Percentage of Responders 

Of all participants, 78.0% actually responded toward the offender. The percentage 

of participants who responded to the offense did not differ across conditions (n = 119, 

81.0% in the feelings of revenge condition and n = 119, 75.3% in the anger condition), 

χ2(1, N = 305) = 1.41, p = .235. As stated, we only selected participants who responded to 

the offense for further analyses. 
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Offenses 

Domains of offenses. Offenses that elicited feelings of revenge and anger differed 

in terms of domain, χ2(10, N = 298). = 51.36, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .42. We inspected the 

standardized residuals to examine which cells contributed mostly to this difference. Two 

categories had standardized residuals greater than |1.96| (or than |2|, the critical value 

used by convention). Specifically, feelings of revenge were less likely to be preceded by 

arguing than feelings of anger. On the other hand, feelings of revenge were more likely to 

be preceded by infidelity than feelings of anger. All percentages and standardized 

residuals can be found in Table 2. 

The observed differences in the types of offenses – although not all statistically 

significant – were all in a direction that suggest that offenses of a more personal nature 

(e.g., infidelity) are more likely to precede feelings of revenge, whereas less personal 

offense types (e.g. arguing) are more likely to precede anger. The only exception to this 

pattern were offenses involving a personal devaluation, which were more present among 

angry than vengeful responders (although the standardized residuals suggested this 

differences was not significant). We had expected that this type of offense would be more 

prevalent for vengeful responders. A reason why this may not have been the case is that 

upon closer inspection, this category mainly consisted of insults, which could also be part 

of arguing, a less personal offense. Indeed, despite a high inter-rater reliability, the 

personal devaluation category was sometimes confounded with arguing and annoyances, 

two anger-related offenses. 

 

Table 2 

Percentages of Participants in Each Category for Offenses and Responses 

  Offenses Responses 

 Vengeful 

responders 

% (std. res.) 

Angry 

responders 

% (std. res.) 

Vengeful 

responders 

% (std. res.) 

Angry 

responders 

% (std. res.) 

Arguing 3.8% (-2.8) 19.4% (3.0) 30.7% (-1.1) 42.0% (1.2) 

Infidelity 13.8% (2.2) 2.9% (-2.3) 3.3% (1.6) 0.0% (-1.6) 

Sabotaging 17.0% (1.5) 7.9% (-1.6) 5.2% (0.6) 3.3% (-0.6) 

Personal devaluation 6.9% (-1.5) 15.1% (1.6) 6.5% (1.1) 2.7% (-1.1) 

Violating agreement/promise 0.6% (-1.4) 4.3% (1.5) 0.0% (-0.7) 0.7% (0.7) 

Annoyances 12.6% (-1.4) 22.3% (1.5) 3.9% (0.4) 2.7% (-0.4) 

Reputational damage 11.3% (1.3) 5.0% (-1.4) 13.1% (2.1) 3.3% (-2.1) 

Damaging/stealing property 15.1% (1.1) 8.6% (-1.2) 5.9% (1.2) 2.0% (-1.2) 

Social exclusion 7.5% (0.4) 5.8% (-0.4) 24.8% (-0.9) 32.7% (0.9) 

Violence 5.7% (0.4) 4.3% (-0.4) 4.6% (-0.2) 5.3% (0.2) 

Lyinga 5.7% (0.4) 4.3% (-0.4) - - 

Reporting to an authorityb - - 2.0% (-1.1) 5.3% (1.1) 

Note. Noffenses = 298; Nresponses = 301. Note that the Ns do not correspond with the number of participants due 

to some participants reporting multiple offenses and/or multiple responses. 
aAlthough this was a category for offenses and responses, none of the participants reported a response in 

this category. 
bUnlike the other categories, this was a response category only. 
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Offense severity. Vengeful responders perceived the offense as slightly more 

severe (M = 5.49, SD = 1.31) than angry responders (M = 5.17, SD = 1.37), but this 

difference was not statistically significant, t(236) = 1.83, p = .068, d = 0.24. Thus, 

surprisingly, offenses that vengeful responders reported were not perceived as more 

severe than those that angry responders reported. Perhaps participants viewed “severity” 

more in objective terms instead of in terms of personal consequences. Importantly, since 

vengeful and angry responders did not differ in perceived offense severity, differences 

between vengeful and angry responders cannot be explained by differences in perceived 

severity of the offense.10 

Perceived power. Vengeful (M = 5.05, SD = 2.00) and angry (M = 5.16, SD = 2.05) 

responders did not differ in the extent to which they could respond at the moment that 

the incident occurred, t(236) = -0.42, p = .677. Vengeful (M = 2.44, SD = 1.24) and angry 

(M = 2.54, SD = 1.32) responders also did not differ in their sense of power, t(236) = -0.42, 

p = .677. Thus, differences between vengeful and angry responders cannot be ascribed to 

differences in powerlessness. 

Emotional experience. A MANOVA on emotions after the offense with condition 

(feelings of revenge vs. anger) as a between-subjects factor revealed a significant effect, 

F(9, 228) = 17.31, p < .001, p
2 = .41. Compared to angry responders, vengeful responders 

experienced more humiliation, F(1, 236) = 9.25, p = .003, p
2 = .04, shame, F(1, 236) = 

10.25, p = .002, p
2 = .04, contempt, F(1, 236) = 4.56, p = .034, p

2 = .02, envy, F(1, 236) = 

14.32, p < .001, p
2 = .06, fear, F(1, 236) = 8.26, p = .004, p

2 = .03, and feelings of revenge, 

F(1, 236) = 120.89, p < .001, p
2 = .34. They did not differ in the amount of anger, F(1, 236) 

= 0.15, p = .700, disappointment, F(1, 236) = 0.37, p = .546, and sadness, F(1, 236) = 3.05, 

p = .082, that they experienced (Table 3). 

Even though the overall offense severity did not differ, offenses of vengeful 

responders led to more intense emotions than those of angry responders. Although they 

were equally angry, disappointed, and sad, vengeful responders reported more 

humiliation and shame, two self-conscious emotions (e.g., Tangney & Fischer, 1995). In 

addition, they reported more contempt, envy, and feelings of revenge, emotions that are 

also associated with vengeance in laypeople’s perceptions of vengeance (Elshout et al., 

2014). Finally, vengeful responders reported more fear than angry responders, which we 

did not expect. Future research may reveal whether this was a coincidental result in the 

current sample or is a systematic difference. 

 
  

                                                   
10 Because the difference in severity approached significance, which might explain some results (e.g., 
vengeful responders ruminating more than angry responders), we nonetheless repeated the ANOVAs and 
t-tests with severity as a covariate. This yielded the same conclusions except for the following results: The 
differences in contempt, F(1, 235) = 3.42, p = .066, and forgiveness, F(1, 235) = 2.22, p = .138, became not 
significant. 
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Table 3 

Emotions 

 

 

Vengeful responders 

M (SD) 

Angry responders 

M (SD) 

Emotions after offense   

   Anger 6.51 (0.93)a 6.55 (0.74)a 

   Disappointment 5.34 (1.81)a 5.48 (1.62)a 

   Sadness 4.80 (2.09)a 4.31 (2.21)a 

   Humiliation 4.58 (2.24)a 3.71 (2.20)b 

   Shame 3.77 (2.22)a 2.88 (2.07)b 

   Contempt 5.67 (1.73)a 5.17 (1.91)b 

   Envy 2.29 (1.85)a 1.51 (1.25)b 

   Fear 2.92 (2.03)a 2.19 (1.85)b 

   Feelings of revenge 6.37 (1.02)a 4.06 (2.05)b 

Emotions after response   

   Dissatisfaction 2.19 (1.62)a 2.11 (1.56)a 

   Satisfaction 3.60 (2.05)a 3.03 (1.87)b 

Note. Means in the same row with different subscripts differ significantly from each other, p < .05. 

 

Rumination. Vengeful responders ruminated more (M = 6.03, SD = 1.10) than 

angry responders (M = 5.47, SD = 1.50), t(216.66) = 3.30, p = .001, d = 0.43.11 This 

difference might be the result of a more intrapersonal focus of vengeful responders after 

a more personal offense. 

 

Responses 

Domains of responses. Vengeful and angry responders differed in domains of 

responses, χ2(10, N = 302). = 27.69, p = .002, Cramer’s V = .30. Again, we inspected the 

standardized residuals. Reflecting the preceding offenses, vengeful responses also 

seemed to be of a more personal nature than anger-driven responses. However, only one 

category had standardized residuals greater than |2|. Specifically, vengeful responders 

responded more by inflicting reputational damage than angry responders. All percentages 

and standardized residuals can be found in Table 2. 

Emotions after the response. Vengeful responders experienced Dissatisfaction 

feelings to an equal extent as angry responders, t(236) = 0.407, p = .684. However, they 

experienced Satisfaction feelings to a higher extent than angry responders, t(236) = 2.25, 

p = .026, d = 0.29 (Table 3). Vengeful responders’ higher scores on Satisfaction feelings 

may be the result of a primary focus on intrapersonal aspects of the response (self-

restoration) instead of interpersonal aspects (e.g., the continuation of the relationship). 

Time between offense and response. Vengeful and angry responders differed in 

the time that passed between the offense and response, χ2(6, N = 238) = 18.18, p = .006, 

Cramer’s V = .28. Vengeful responders waited longer before responding than angry 

                                                   
11 Degrees of freedom are adjusted for unequal variances. This is done for all t-tests with unequal variances 
between conditions. 
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responders (Figure 1). To examine this difference more closely, we recoded the time 

variable into immediate responses (within one minute) and delayed responses (after one 

minute). Immediate responses were less common among vengeful responders (12.6%) 

than among angry responders (23.5%), χ2(1, N = 238) = 4.80, p = .029, Ф = -.14. We also 

looked at short-term vs. long-term responses by taking 1 day as the cutoff point. Long-

term responses (responses after at least one day had passed) were more common among 

vengeful responders (60.5%) than among angry responders (36.1%), χ2(1, N = 238) = 

14.15, p < .001, Ф = .24. 

Thus, vengeful responders waited longer before they responded than angry 

responders. This delay may be the result of vengeful responders remembering personal 

offenses for a longer time. This would be in line with vengeful responders reporting higher 

levels of rumination than angry responders and with the view that feelings of revenge 

persist (cf. Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993). From another perspective, angry 

feelings may dissipate more rapidly, since for a deterrence function, only relatively quick 

responses will be effective. 
 

Figure 1. Percentages of time between offense and response. 

 

 

Self-reported motivations. Vengeful and angry responders did not differ in the 

extent to which they identified deterrence, t(236) = -1.59, p = .113, and acknowledgment 

of wrongdoing, t(236) = -0.47, p = .640, as motivations for their response. Compared to 

angry responders, vengeful responders scored significantly higher on just deserts, 

t(230.10) = 3.12, p = .002, d = 0.40, regaining a sense of power, t(231.36) = 3.01, p = .003, 

d = 0.39, regaining self-esteem, t(236) = 2.92, p = .004, d = 0.38, restoring honor, t(236) = 

2.45, p = .015, d = 0.32, easing one’s pain, t(236) = 2.77, p = .006, d = 0.36, equity in 
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suffering, t(236) = 2.18, p = .030, d = 0.28, and causing as much suffering as possible, 

t(236) = 3.14, p = .002, d = 0.41 (Table 4). Thus, self-reported motivations indicated that 

vengeful responders were more focused on restoring some aspect of the self (whether 

power, self-esteem, honor, or easing pain) than angry responders. 

 
Table 4 

Motivations 

 

 

Vengeful responders 

M (SD) 

Angry responders 

M (SD) 

Deterrence 3.78 (2.27)a 4.24 (2.12)a 

Just deserts 5.30 (1.83)a 4.50 (2.15)b 

Regain sense of power 4.98 (1.90)a 4.18 (2.19)b 

Regain self-esteem 4.40 (2.06)a 3.61 (2.11)b 

Restore honor 4.03 (1.99)a 3.37 (2.14)b 

Ease one’s pain 4.75 (2.04)a 4.00 (2.12)b 

Equity in suffering 4.68 (2.21)a 4.07 (2.13)b 

As much suffering as possible 4.39 (2.19)a 3.50 (2.16)b 

Acknowledgment of wrongdoing 5.03 (2.12)a 5.16 (2.03)a 

Note. Means in the same row with different subscripts differ significantly from each other, p < .05. 

 

Relationship Restoration 

Vengeful responders reconciled less with the offender, t(236) = -2.87, p = .004, d = 

-0.37, and forgave the offender less, t(236) = -2.03, p = .043, d = -0.26, than angry 

responders. In addition, a mixed model analysis on closeness with condition as between-

subjects factor and time (before the offense vs. current) as within-subjects factor revealed 

a main effect of time, F(1, 236) = 164.67, p < .001, p
2 = .41, no main effect of condition, 

F(1, 236) = 2.67, p = .103, and a condition × time interaction effect, F(1, 236) = 8.33, p = 

.004, p
2 = .03. Follow-up tests revealed that vengeful and angry responders felt equally 

close with the offender before the offense took place, t(236) = 0.13, p = .896, but that 

vengeful responders currently felt less close with the offender than angry responders, 

t(201.76) = -3.42, p = .001, d = -0.44 (Table 5). 

The intrapersonal focus (as opposed to being focused on changing the other 

person’s behavior in order to have a fruitful relationship) may explain why vengeful 

responders reported lower levels of relationship restoration than angry responders. This 

finding is also consistent with vengeful responders reporting more contempt than angry 

responders, since, at least compared to anger, relationships deteriorate more when 

experiencing contempt for the other person (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). 
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Table 5 

Relationship Restoration 

 

 

Vengeful responders 

M (SD) 

Angry responders 

M (SD) 

Reconciliation 2.80 (1.87)a 3.51 (1.95)b 

Forgiveness 3.06 (2.36)a 3.67 (2.30)b 

Closeness   

   Before 3.39 (1.93)a 3.36 (2.03)a 

   Current 1.50 (1.15)a 2.16 (1.78)b 

Note. Means in the same row with different subscripts differ significantly from each other, p < .05. 

 

General Discussion 

The present study revealed that vengeance is not the same as an anger-driven 

response to an offense. This finding is important because it challenges current definitions 

and empirical research suggesting that vengeance is simply an anger-driven response to 

a norm violation. Specifically, our findings highlight the personal nature of vengeance. 

Compared to anger-driven responses, vengeful responses resulted more from personal 

offenses, which elicited more intense emotions and more rumination. Moreover, 

compared to anger-driven responses, vengeful responses were more delayed, more 

satisfying, motivated more by intrapersonal motivations, and resulted in less relationship 

restoration. 

A potential alternative explanation is that vengeful responders felt more powerless 

to respond than angry responders. As a result, vengeful responders may have waited 

longer with their response (because right after the offense they felt powerless to respond) 

and they also may have been more satisfied afterwards (because regaining a sense power 

may be a positive experience). However, we measured sense of power in two ways 

(opportunity to respond immediately and by using the sense of power scale). Both 

measures did not differ between vengeful and angry responders. Thus, it appears that our 

findings cannot be explained by differences in sense of power. 

We would also like to note that feelings of revenge were not simply an extreme 

case of anger. Instead, people experiencing feelings of revenge reported equal amounts of 

anger as people experiencing angry feelings. Moreover, vengeful responders did not 

indicate that offenses were more severe than those that angry responders reported. There 

was only a marginally significant difference in perceived offense severity. More 

importantly, even when controlling for this difference in severity (see Footnote 3), almost 

all conclusions remained the same. 

 

Limitations 

We did not explicitly ask the participants whether they viewed their (vengeful) 

response as vengeance or not. Nor did we ask targets of the response or outsiders whether 

they viewed the response as vengeance or not. Which responses are typically labeled 

vengeance and whether people have different views of which responses can be labeled as 

vengeance depending on their role in the situation or on other variables, is beyond the 
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scope of the current investigation. Based on the current findings, we expect that negative 

responses that are labeled as vengeance would involve a personal nature and expect that 

this personal component in vengeance would also be recognized by outsiders. In fact, this 

expectation is supported by a prototype analysis of vengeance in which lay people 

identified “personal” as one of the main features of vengeance (Elshout, Nelissen, & Van 

Beest, 2014). 

If vengeance is personal, one might expect that people who experience feelings of 

revenge want to solve this situation themselves and not let third parties punish the 

offender on their behalf (cf. theoretical reflections by Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Nozick, 

1981). In our study, participants always described a response to an offense toward 

themselves. Therefore, we cannot test whether vengeful responders had a higher 

willingness to be the punisher themselves compared to angry responders. We do expect 

that this is the case, since vengeful responders can only restore their intrapersonal state 

(e.g., lost self-esteem) by taking revenge themselves. Related to this, in our study, 

participants themselves were always the victim of the offense. Therefore, we cannot 

examine whether people can have feelings of revenge for something that was done to 

another person. We expect that people can have feelings of revenge for something that 

was done to another person if they had a close relationship with this person. In this way, 

the other person’s pain can be felt as if it is one’s own. Future research may examine 

whether vengeful responders prefer to take revenge themselves and whether people can 

experience feelings of revenge for close others. 

We chose to use autobiographical recalls as our method for several reasons. First, 

our research question focuses on subjective experiences and intrapersonal consequences, 

for which personal narratives are the preferred method (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 

1990; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). Second, if we manipulated anger and feelings of 

revenge in the lab, differences between these emotions would have to already have been 

established, which was not the case. Now that we have indications that vengeful negative 

reciprocity is more personal than anger-driven negative reciprocity, these kinds of 

negative reciprocity could be investigated by varying the personal aspects of a situation. 

However, this will be difficult, because it requires manipulations that are close to the 

ethical limits. Indeed, because of these ethical limitations, revenge is already typically a 

phenomenon that is difficult to study in the lab (Boon, Alibhai, & Deveau, 2011). We 

acknowledge that people may distort their recollections of the situation, but note that if 

participants distorted their recollections, we have no reason to believe that this would 

happen more in one condition than in the other, and thus do not see how distorted recall 

would explain the pattern of results. 

 

Implications 

The findings have important implications for future research on negative 

reciprocity. They reveal that not all anger-driven negative reciprocity can be viewed as 

vengeance. Hence, not all conclusions on anger-driven negative reciprocity can be 
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extrapolated to vengeful negative reciprocity. If researchers want to elicit vengeful 

responses in the lab, they shall have to use offenses that are characteristic of vengeance. 

Specifically, offenses must be personal and not only elicit anger but also self-conscious 

emotions, such as humiliation. 

The acknowledgment of the personal nature of vengeance in empirical research 

also leads to new predictions. We would expect, for example, that after personal offenses 

that induce feelings of revenge, people would be particularly willing to incur high costs 

for causing harm to the other person. Specifically, the intrapersonal (as opposed to 

interpersonal) focus that characterizes vengeance could explain why vengeance often has 

such severe consequences (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; 

Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003). Whereas anger appears to induce 

a focus on changing the other person’s behavior, so that ultimately a relationship might 

continue in a fruitful way (Fischer & Roseman, 2007), feelings of revenge seem to induce 

a more internal focus on restoring what was lost (e.g., reputation, self-esteem, power). So, 

the continuation of the relationship with the victim seems to be of little concern to 

vengeful responders (in fact, the relationship deteriorated much more for vengeful than 

for angry responders). As a consequence, responses fueled by feelings of revenge may be 

more severe than responses fueled by feelings of anger. 

 

Conclusion 

We conclude that vengeance is a type of negative reciprocity with specific characteristics. 

The current definitions and operationalizations of vengeance lack recognition of the 

personal aspect of vengeance. We should appreciate that vengeance is personal.
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Introduction 

Acts of revenge can be excessive and have severe consequences (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 

1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Uniacke, 2000; 

Vos, 2003), comprising personally and societally disruptive acts, including rape (Keppel 

& Walter, 1999; Scully & Marola, 1985), homicide and murder (Brookman, 2003; Keppel 

& Walter, 1999), school shootings (Harter, Low, & Whitesell, 2003), and mass murder 

(Miller, 2014). In addition, acts of revenge are often unpredictable, which is particularly 

illustrated by extreme acts of revenge, such as murder. Commonly, friends and 

acquaintances of avengers express disbelief when hearing about the horror caused by 

“such a normal person”. The digital magazine Thought Catalog posted stories of people 

who knew a murderer (http://thoughtcatalog.com/christine-stockton/2013/12/30-

people-on-that-time-i-knew-a-murderer/). Reactions like “He seemed like a totally 

normal, nice guy”, “He was a nice and smart kid”, “He was a really nice guy (…) I never 

would have thought he’d do something like that”, “It freaks me out to this day that he 

seemed so normal but apparently wasn’t...”, “It shocked the hell out of me, because I knew 

him as a pretty laid back, easy going kid, a little moody, but what teenager isn’t?”, 

“[Acquaintances of the killer] did not believe he was the real killer until he confessed; they 

thought he was a great intelligent guy”, “I never would’ve expected him to murder anyone” 

are rule rather than the exception when people discovered that the person they knew was 

a murderer. 

Of course, not all murders are acts of revenge. In addition, murder is an extreme 

act of revenge. However, the unpredictability of acts of revenge is also apparent in more 

common acts of revenge. In a pretest12, we asked victims of revenge to what extent they 

felt several emotions. Interestingly, next to anger, the emotion that was experienced most 

intensely was surprise. One participant even commented at the end of the questionnaire 

that “I think being the victim of revenge is always surprising, even if you realize you have 

done wrong by the person originally.” 

Given the severe nature of acts of revenge and its apparent unpredictability, it is 

important to gain a better understanding of the factors that lead up to such acts. Quite 

some studies have related personality traits and demographic variables to vengefulness 

and the inclination to take revenge. These studies revealed that vengefulness (usually 

measured by the Vengeance Scale; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992) is associated with higher 

levels of narcissism (Brown, 2004; see also Exline, Baumeister, Bushman, Campbell, & 

Finkel, 2004), social dominance (McKee & Feather, 2008), power attitudes (McKee & 

Feather, 2008), endorsement of the negative reciprocity norm (Eisenberger, Lynch, 

                                                   
12 In the pretest, we asked 200 mTurk workers (Mage = 32.35 years, SD = 10.67; 36% female), who received 
0.30 dollar for participating, whether they could recall a specific situation in their own lives in which they 
were the victim of revenge. In total, 152 (76%) could recall such a situation. They indicated their initial 
emotional response to the situation by reporting to what extent they felt the following emotions on 7-point 
scales (1 = not at all, 7 = completely): surprise, fear, anger, and sadness. Paired-samples t-tests with a 
Bonferroni correction revealed that these participants felt surprise (M = 5.23, SD = 1.55) and anger (M = 
5.66, SD = 1.45) to an equal extent, but felt both emotions more than fear (M = 4.02, SD = 1.94) and sadness 
(M = 3.87, SD = 2.10), ts > 6.38, ps < .001, which did not differ significantly from each other. 
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Aselage, & Rohdieck, 2004), neuroticism (McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001; 

but see Sheppard & Boon, 2012, who find no association), and trait anger (Stuckless & 

Goranson, 1992), and is associated with lower levels of agreeableness (McCullough et al., 

2001; Sheppard & Boon, 2012), empathy (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992), and universalism 

and benevolence values (McKee & Feather, 2008). In addition, the Dark Triad of 

personality traits (Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy) predicted the 

likelihood of taking revenge in a hypothetical scenario, particularly through increased 

power/justice goals and perceptions of revenge effectiveness and decreased relationship 

goals (Rasmussen & Boon, 2014; see also Giammarco & Vernon, 2014, for links between 

Dark Triad variables and vengefulness). As for demographics, on average, men appear to 

be more vengeful than women (Brown, 2004; Cota-McKinley, Woody, & Bell, 2001; 

Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; but see Ysseldyk, Matheson, & Anisman, 2007, who found no 

difference), as do younger people and religious conservatives (Cota-McKinley et al., 2001). 

However, although we have some idea of which people are more vengeful than 

others, we know much less about the circumstances in which people take revenge. 

Therefore, the present study focused on situational factors that could be related to 

actually taking revenge. We used a representative sample of avengers (i.e., people who 

had feelings of revenge and took revenge) and non-avengers (i.e., people who had feelings 

of revenge but did not take revenge) to gain a better understanding of the situational 

factors that distinguish avengers from non-avengers. In this way, we gain more insight 

into common antecedents of real-life acts of revenge. Importantly, to allow for a complete 

focus on situational factors, we used a design that makes explanations in terms of 

personality differences between avengers and non-avengers unlikely (see method 

section). 

 

Situational Factors 

Prior research has provided little insight into situational factors that might 

influence whether people take revenge. Most empirical research comparing avengers and 

non-avengers focused on a different research question, such as whether revenge is 

satisfying (e.g., Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008; Gollwitzer, Meder, & Schmitt, 2011). 

We focused on factors that we believed represented a comprehensive list of situational 

characteristics that could make the difference between enacted and unacted feelings of 

revenge. In our view, there are three main categories: factors pertaining to the offense, 

factors pertaining to the offender, and factors pertaining to the context in which an offense 

takes place. We divided these main categories in six subcategories: type of offense, 

perceived intensity of the offense, type of offender, closeness with the offender, social 

context of the offense, and revenge possibility. 

First, the type of offense may differ. In many definitions of revenge (e.g., Aquino, 

Tripp, & Bies, 2001; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless, Ford, & Vitelli, 1995; Stuckless & 

Goranson, 1992; Tripp & Bies, 1997), offenses are only discussed in terms of “harms” and 

“wrongs”, providing little information on which specific types of offenses are relatively 
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more likely to precede revenge. In a theoretical article, Tripp and Bies (1997; see also Bies 

& Tripp, 1996) made a distinction on the basis of an inspection of interviews between a 

damaged sense of civic order (e.g., rule violations) and a damaged social identity (e.g., a 

wrongful accusation) as antecedents of revenge. However, in this article, no distinction 

was made between avengers and non-avengers when discussing the type of offenses. In 

our present study, we explicitly compare types of offenses reported by avengers to those 

reported by non-avengers. This will provide insight into which types of offenses may 

result in actual revenge. 

Our study is not the first to focus on type of offenses. Four empirical studies 

provided a more detailed characterization of types of offenses (Boon, Deveau, & Alibhai, 

2009; Crombag, Rassin, & Horselenberg, 2003; Stillwell, Baumeister, & Del Priore, 2008, 

Study 2; Yoshimura, 2007), three of which compared avengers and non-avengers 

(Yoshimura only focused on avengers). None of these studies found any differences in 

offenses preceding acts of revenge and those that did not. However, it is important to note 

that all studies consisted of student samples. Students are relatively young and have 

therefore encountered a less extensive range of offenses that may lead to revenge 

(students have little experience with divorce, for instance) and, as young adults, may view 

different kinds of offenses as deserving of revenge (e.g., a partner who kissed another) 

than a more diverse sample. Thus, it is important to examine more diverse samples before 

concluding that the type of offenses does not predict whether people take revenge. 

Second, offenses that avengers and non-avengers report as causing their feelings 

of revenge may differ in perceived intensity. Because revenge is viewed as a severe act 

(Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 

1992; Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003), it is possible that it is a response to a severe offense. 

Perhaps offenses that lead to revenge are simply more severe than offenses that do not 

lead to revenge. Related to this, offenses that lead to revenge may elicit more intense 

emotions (most importantly, more intense feelings of revenge) than offenses that do not 

lead to revenge. Gollwitzer et al. (2011) compared avengers’ anger after a provocation (an 

unjust essay evaluation in Study 1 and an unfair recommendation to distribute raffle 

tickets in Study 3) to non-avengers’ anger, and found in Study 3 that avengers indeed 

experienced more anger than non-avengers, but found no difference in Study 1. In both 

studies the levels of anger were low, and so, it is unlikely that participants in either group 

felt particularly vengeful. We know of no other study that directly compared avengers’ 

and non-avengers’ emotional experience after an offense. If they are more intense, 

offenses that precede acts of revenge may also involve more rumination than those that 

do not. Rumination has been positively associated to vengefulness (McCullough, Bellah, 

Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001; McCullough, Bono, & Root, 2007) and aggression (Bushman, 

2002; Caprara, 1986; Denson et al., 2011), but links are sometimes absent (Ysseldyk, 

Matheson, & Anisman, 2007). Again, we know of no study that compared avengers’ and 

non-avengers’ levels of rumination after an offense, although the positive associations 

between rumination and aggression suggest that avengers may ruminate more. 
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Next to characteristics of the offense, characteristics of the offender (the type of 

offender and closeness with the offender) may differ. Close relationships may inhibit 

revenge for fear of relational consequences. On the other hand, revenge may be more 

likely in close relationships because the offense hurts more or more is at stake. Similarly, 

revenge may be more or less common among friends and acquaintances as opposed to 

strangers. One study revealed that people were most vengeful toward coworkers, 

followed by strangers and friends, and least toward romantic partners (Cota-McKinley et 

al., 2001). Importantly, these were hypothetical scenarios and type of offense was 

confounded with type of offender, allowing for the possibility that the varying intensity of 

the vengeance scenarios caused the results, as the authors themselves pointed out. It is, 

therefore, important to examine whether this pattern will be replicated with real offenses. 

In addition, because vengefulness is not the same as actually taking revenge (in fact, one 

study even found that avengers and non-avengers did not differ in vengefulness; 

Gollwitzer et al., 2011, Study 3), avengers and non-avengers should be compared on their 

relationship with the offender. We know of one study that compared avengers and non-

avengers on who the offender was (Stillwell et al., 2008, Study 2), in which no difference 

was found. However, this study was based on a student sample, and for reasons described 

earlier, the results may not generalize to the general population. 

The context in which an offense takes place may also influence whether people 

take revenge. Therefore, a fifth aspect that we examined is the social context of the offense. 

The offense can take place with or without an audience. It is possible that, since revenge 

is often about reputational concerns (Elster, 1990) the more people are present, the more 

likely revenge becomes. Similarly, since revenge may be a way to deter future offenses 

(McCullough, Kurzban, & Tabak, 2013) revenge may be more likely when a large audience 

is present at the offense, so that these other people are warned at the same time. The 

opposite may also occur: Because revenge is often frowned upon by outsiders (Tripp, Bies, 

& Aquino, 2002), the more people are present, the less likely revenge may become. Thus, 

although its direction may not be entirely clear, the number of people may affect whether 

or not people take revenge. 

Finally, situations may differ in the extent to which they offer a revenge possibility. 

Avengers may have had more or better opportunities to take revenge than non-avengers. 

If so, non-avengers may not at all differ from avengers in their desire for revenge and may 

even be future avengers (who are still waiting for their opportunity). Of course, some non-

avengers will never have an opportunity to take revenge, as is the case when the offender 

has died or is unknown (e.g., when discovering burglary without traces of the burglar). 

 

The Present Study 

The current article focused on a representative sample to examine situational 

differences between avengers and non-avengers that might predict whether people take 

revenge. This enabled us to obtain an accurate reflection of common antecedents of real-

life acts of revenge in the general population. Participants recalled an autobiographical 
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situation in which they experienced feelings of revenge and either took revenge 

(avengers) or did not take revenge (non-avengers). We measured several situational 

variables, specifically type of offense, perceived intensity of the offense, type of offender, 

closeness with the offender, social context of the offense, and revenge possibility. 

 

Method 

The materials of this study were selected from a larger study that contained many 

variables. We only included variables relevant for the current research question. Excluded 

variables focused on the prevalence of revenge, characteristics of the revenge act, revenge 

fantasies, and motivations. 

 

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were randomly drawn from the CentERdata LISS (Longitudinal 

Internet Studies for the Social Sciences) panel. This is a representative sample of Dutch 

people who participated in monthly Internet surveys in exchange for € 7.50 per half an 

hour. Out of 2029 participants selected for the questionnaire, 1767 participated (Mage = 

51.71 years, SD = 17.08, range: 16-89; 52.8% female, n = 933, and 47.2% male, n = 834; 

87.1% response rate).13 

A total of 597 participants (33.9%) indicated that they had never experienced 

feelings of revenge. Because the whole questionnaire was about feelings of revenge, for 

these participants the questionnaire ended and they received their payment. The 

remaining participants proceeded with the questionnaire, an autobiographical recall task 

in which participants wrote about a time in their lives in which they experienced feelings 

of revenge and did or did not take revenge. Participants who indicated that they had taken 

revenge at least once in their lives (37.9%, n = 440) were randomly assigned to the 

avengers or non-avengers condition. In this way, the two groups were comparable on 

personality traits and demographics, allowing for a complete focus on situational 

differences. Participants who indicated that they had never taken revenge (62.1%, n = 

722) were automatically assigned to the non-avengers condition and treated as a separate 

group in preliminary analyses (see data analysis). 

Some avengers (n = 82), non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once in their 

lives (n = 30), and non-avengers who had never taken revenge (n = 129) were excluded 

from the analyses because they did not follow instructions. For example, they described 

no situation, a situation in which no specific person was the offender, a situation in which 

they had not taken revenge in the avengers condition (and vice versa), or a hypothetical 

                                                   
13 We started with a sample of 2500 participants, of whom 2490 received an announcement of our 
questionnaire on feelings of revenge one month prior to the actual questionnaire (10 members did not 
receive the questionnaire for reasons of absence or having quit their membership in the meantime). In the 
announcement, we asked them to think of situations in which they had experienced feelings of revenge 
toward a specific person. We announced the study because we were wary that participants might indicate 
too easily that they had never experienced feelings of revenge. This announcement was read by 2033 
participants (81.6% response rate), of whom 2029 received the questionnaire. 
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situation or a situation that did not happen in their own lives. All these participants were 

excluded before analyses were performed.14 

After excluding participants, 921 participants remained: 139 avengers, 189 non-

avengers who had taken revenge at least once in their lives, and 593 non-avengers who 

had never taken revenge (Mage = 49.63 years, SD = 16.74, range: 16-88; 53.3% female, n = 

491 and 46.7% male, n = 430). Of these participants, 35.8% (n = 330) had a university or 

professional education (HBO, WO) as their highest degree, 20.7% (n = 191) a secondary 

vocational education (MBO), 36.1% (n = 332) a secondary education (VMBO, HAVO, 

VWO), 6.9% (n = 64) a primary education only, and of 4 participants (0.4%) the education 

was unknown. The participants were mostly Dutch (86.0%, n = 792), but included first 

generation participants of non-Dutch descent (4.5%, n = 42) and second generation 

participants of non-Dutch descent (7.0%, n = 65), and of 22 participants (2.4%) the origin 

was unknown. Of the participants, 855 had participated in a questionnaire in which they 

indicated whether they were religious. Most participants were not religious (56.8%, n = 

523), while 34.4% were (n = 317; of 81 participants, 8.8%, this was unknown). Of those 

who were religious, 95.3% (n = 302) was Christian, 2.5% (n = 8) was Islamic, and all other 

religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism) occurred less than 1.0% (n = 7). 

 

Materials15 

General instructions and offense descriptions. Avengers [non-avengers] read 

the following instructions (translated from Dutch): 

We would like to ask you to describe a situation in which you experienced feelings 

of revenge toward one person and actually took revenge [but eventually did not 

take revenge] on this person. This is the core of our study, so please think carefully 

about this. Choose a situation that you can remember well. 

In addition, avengers read the following instructions for reasons of clarity: 

Describing your situation of revenge will occur in two stages. In the first stage, we 

will ask you to describe which behavior the other person displayed toward you 

that made you want to take revenge. Subsequently, we will ask you some questions 

about this incident. Only in the second stage will we ask you to describe your 

response to this incident, your act of revenge, and ask some questions about that. 

Describe the other person’s behavior that made you want to rake revenge below 

                                                   
14 We did, however, repeat the analyses on the whole sample, including data from these participants. The 
only difference was that on the whole sample, sadness after the offense differed between conditions, with 
non-avengers feeling slightly more sad than avengers when testing emotions separately, t(1144) = 2.02, p 
= .043, d = 0.15. All other conclusions remained the same. 
 
15 Materials are reported in chronological order. 
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(so, do not yet describe your act of revenge). Please describe the other person’s 

behavior as detailed as possible.16 

Non-avengers only read: “Describe the other person’s behavior that made you 

experience feelings of revenge below. Please describe the other person’s behavior as 

detailed as possible.” 

Type of offense. We performed a content analysis of offense descriptions. Since 

some participants described multiple acts, we first separated these acts, which led to a 

total of 1093 distinct offenses. One of the authors reduced each offense into one sentence 

without irrelevant context and then into a few words, describing the core act only (e.g., 

rejection, verbal aggression). Similar words (e.g., rejection, ignoring, excluding) were 

placed into one category. A second author received all data, including the original stories, 

and also coded the data, after which the authors met to discuss discrepancies. The 

categorization process resulted in 11 categories (12 when also coding acts of revenge). In 

15 of 1093 cases, the offense was described too ambiguously to be ascribed to a category. 

To examine the consistency of the categorization, an independent rater received the 

coding scheme and coded all offenses. The categorizations were highly consistent, κ = .72, 

and so we retained our categorization. The categories and descriptions can be found in 

Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

Categories and Descriptions of Categories 

Categories Description 

Reputational 

damage 

 

This category contains everything that involves damaging someone’s reputation, particularly 

behind the person’s back – telling other people what happened, gossiping, badmouthing or 

disclosing a secret. For offenses, this will sometimes be interpreted as someone telling lies 

about the person to other people. That also belongs to his category. Only when the situation 

involves explicit lying to the person himself/herself, it belongs to “lying”. If the person is 

belittled (which damages self-esteem rather than reputation), it belongs to “personal 

devaluation”. 

 

Personal 

devaluation 

 

This category contains everything that involves damaging (/ attempts to damage) someone’s 

self-esteem by belittling (making a fool of someone, deriding someone), bullying, or insulting 

the person (providing negative feedback on the person or on his/her work), with or without 

an audience. If the person is confronted, it belongs only to this category if it is pointed out that 

it occurred in the presence of other people, otherwise it belongs to “arguing”. Bullying is also 

part of this category, but just teasing a person is not; this belongs to “annoyances”. 

 

Reporting to 

an authoritya 

 

This is a response category, in which the response is left to a third person. This category 

CANNOT be used as an offense (reports that are described as offenses are usually viewed as 

“reputational damage” by the person). For responses, this contains everything that involves 

reporting the incident to an authority, such as a supervisor or the police. It also includes the 

way towards this, such as employing a lawyer (the way towards a judge). An authority is 

                                                   
16 Because this paper is solely focused on comparisons between avengers and non-avengers, we will not 
discuss the act of revenge and items pertaining specifically to the act of revenge (which were completed by 
avengers only). 
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Categories Description 

viewed as a person or body that can attach a consequence of punishment to the person’s 

behavior. If the incident is told to other people who cannot do this, it belongs to “reputational 

damage”. 

 

Arguing 

 

This category contains everything that involves arguing / having a conflict. For offenses, it is 

usually about verbal aggression, such as calling someone names or insults that do not damage 

one’s self-esteem as much. For responses, it is usually about confronting the person. It 

involves making the person aware of his/her behavior and expressing your disapproval of 

the behavior, with or without verbal aggression. 

 

Annoyances This category contains everything that involves annoying the person (e.g., egotism / doing 

something that annoys the person). However, ignoring as a way to annoy someone belongs 

to “social exclusion”. Negative comments on you / your work and insults belong to “personal 

devaluation”. If the situation involves annoying someone by making it difficult for the person 

to reach his/her goal, it belongs to “sabotage”. 

Violence This category contains everything that involves violence / physical aggression (e.g., hitting, 

kicking), including threatening with violence and stalking. Sexual violence also belongs to this 

category. 

 

Damaging or 

stealing 

property 

This category contains everything that involves damaging or taking away someone’s 

property. However, moving someone’s property belongs to “annoyances”. 

Social 

exclusion 

This category contains everything that involves social exclusion (ostracism). Two 

subcategories are ignoring (including responding with brief answers) and rejecting. Rejecting 

also encompasses ending a relationship or terminating contact with the person. Reducing 

contact and deserting someone also belong to social exclusion. 

 

Lying This category contains everything that involves active lying to the person (i.e., telling untruths 

to the person). If the situation involves withholding information (passive lying) to sabotage 

someone with lies, it belongs to “sabotage”. If the situation involves telling lies about the 

person to other people, it belongs to “reputational damage”. 

 

Infidelity This category contains everything that involves infidelity / cheating. Note that in situations 

of infidelity sometimes the feelings of revenge are not directed towards the partner but 

towards the other person (the rival). Because infidelity is the central theme, these situations 

still belong to infidelity. 

 

Sabotage This category contains everything that involves sabotaging someone (making sure that 

he/she will not reach his/her goal). It involves thwarting long-term goals, such as plans, 

ambitions, or other personal goals, not small, short-term annoyances or those that do not 

involve personal goals; these belong to “annoyances”. This category also includes sabotage by 

withholding information. 

 

Violating an 

agreement or 

promise 

This category contains everything that involves violating an agreement or promise. It 

involves explicit agreements and promises, not implicit ones, such as doing something 

without permission. (Last-minute) cancellations of agreements also belong to this category. 

Note. aReporting to an authority was a response category only. Thus, it was not used to categorize 

offenses. 
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Time since the offense. Next, participants indicated how long ago the offense 

(which we called “the occurrence”) took place: 1 = today, 2 = last week, 3 = last month, 4 

= last six months, 5 = last year, 6 = 1-5 years ago, 7 = 5-10 years ago, 8 = more than 10 

years ago. 

Type of offender. Participants indicated whether the offender (who was always 

called “the other person”) was male or female, and estimated the offender’s and their own 

age at the time of the incident. They also indicated who the offender was: 1 = (ex-)partner, 

2 = father/mother, 3 = child, 4 = sibling, 5 = other family members, 6 = a (male or female) 

friend, 7 = boss, 8 = coworker, 9 = neighbor, 10 = acquaintance (not a friend), 11 = 

stranger, 12 = other.17 Participants also indicated how often they saw the offender before 

the incident: 1 = (almost) daily, 2 = weekly, 3 = monthly, 4 = yearly, 5 = less than once a 

year, 6 = never. 

Closeness with the offender. Participants indicated the closeness of their 

relationship with the offender by the Inclusion of Other in the Self scale (Aron, Aron, & 

Smollan, 1992). Participants saw seven pictures of two circles, one representing the self 

and one representing the other person. The extent to which the circles overlapped 

differed in each picture. Participants chose the picture that best described their 

relationship with the offender. 

Social context of the offense. Participants then indicated how many people were 

present at the offense. They were instructed to not count themselves and the offender and 

to type in “0” if no one was present. Participants who did not type in zero were asked to 

indicate what kind of people they were: 1 = acquaintances, 2 = strangers, 3 = mix of 

acquaintances and strangers. 

Emotions after the offense. We announced that participants would encounter 

several questions on how they felt because of the offender’s behavior. Participants 

indicated the extent to which they felt the following emotions after the offense on 7-point 

scales (1 = not at all, 7 = completely; all scales are similar 7-point scales unless stated 

otherwise): 1) humiliation, 2) hurt feelings, 3) anger, 4) shame, 5) disappointment, 6) 

sadness, 7) fear, 8) contempt, 9) feelings of revenge, 10) other.18 

Revenge possibility. Participants indicated on a 7-point scale to what extent it 

was possible to counteract at the moment of the incident (1 = not at all possible, 7 = 

completely possible). 

                                                   
17 Participants who chose an “other” option were asked to describe the offender. Participants who chose 
“other family member” mentioned the following categories: in-laws (n = 46), cousin (n = 4), stepfamily (n = 
3), and uncle / aunt (n = 3). Other categories (e.g., grandchild, grandparents) were mentioned less than 
three times. Participants who chose the general “other” category mentioned the following people: classmate 
(n = 21), teacher (n = 7), customer / client (n = 6), rival / ex-partner of current partner (n = 4), business 
partner (n = 4), ex-boss (n = 4), and doctor (n = 3). All other categories (e.g., new partner of ex-partner, 
burglar) were mentioned less than three times. 
 
18 Participants who chose the “other” category mentioned the following emotions: feelings of powerlessness 
(n = 25), incomprehension (n = 6), insecurity (n = 6), feelings of aggression (n = 4), surprise (n = 3), 
indignation (n = 3), despair (n = 3), and disbelief (n = 3). All other emotions (e.g., hatred, feelings of injustice) 
were mentioned less than three times. 
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Offense severity. Participants indicated on a 7-point scale to what extent they 

thought the offender’s behavior was severe (1 = not at all severe, 7 = very severe). In 

addition, to obtain more objective scores of offense severity, we asked three independent 

raters to rate offense severity, using the same item as participants, α = .77. The ratings of 

the three raters were averaged. 

Rumination. Rumination was measured by the extent to which participants “often 

remembered what the other had done”, “could not get the other person’s behavior out of 

my head”, and “kept replaying what the other person had done in my head”, α = .83. 

Non-avengers’ intention to take revenge. Non-avengers were asked whether 

they still intended to take revenge; 1 = yes, I intend to do so, 2 = yes, if I get the 

opportunity, 3 = no, because I do not want to take revenge, 4 = no, because this is not 

possible. 

Current situation. Finally, all participants answered some questions about their 

current situation. They rated to what extent they currently still experienced feelings of 

revenge towards the offender (on the same 7-point scale as feelings of revenge were 

previously measured). In addition, they indicated how often they still saw the offender 

and rated their current closeness with the offender. For both items, we used the same 

options as for the corresponding item described earlier. 

 

Data Analysis 

Categorical outcome variables were analyzed using chi-square tests and 

(multinomial or binary) logistic regression analyses; continuous outcome variables were 

analyzed using t-tests or ANOVAs with Tukey-Kramer corrected post-hoc tests (for 

unbalanced designs) for variables with equal variances and Welch tests and Games-

Howell post-hoc tests for variables with unequal variances. For reasons of clarity and 

because our research question did not focus on differences between non-avengers who 

had vs. had not taken revenge, we combined the two non-avengers groups whenever 

possible. Because differences between the avengers and non-avengers condition could 

then be a result of divergent characteristics of the non-avengers who had never taken 

revenge group (which consisted of participants who were not randomly but automatically 

assigned to the non-avengers condition), we did separate the groups whenever 

preliminary analyses revealed a difference between the two non-avengers groups. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Type of Offense 

Avengers reported different offenses than non-avengers, χ2(10, N = 1078) = 19.25, 

p = .037, Cramer’s V = .13 (Table 2). We inspected the standardized residuals to examine 

which cells contributed mostly to this difference. This revealed that avengers reported 

particularly more offenses of social exclusion (standardized residual 2.7) than non-

avengers. No other standardized residuals were greater than |1.96| (or than |2|, the 

critical value used by convention). 
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Table 2 

Type of Offenses 

 Avengers Non-avengers 

Annoyances 32 (18.4%) 171 (18.9%) 

Damaging or stealing property 13 (7.5%) 118 (13.1%) 

Personal devaluation 24 (13.8%) 106 (11.7%) 

Sabotaging 17 (9.8%) 102 (11.3%) 

Reputational damage 15 (8.6%) 96 (10.6%) 

Violence 12 (6.9%) 88 (9.7%) 

Social exclusion 25 (14.4%) 65 (7.2%) 

Arguing 12 (6.9%) 61 (6.7%) 

Infidelity 6 (3.4%) 37 (4.1%) 

Lying 11 (6.3%) 30 (3.3%) 

Violating an agreement or promise 7 (4.0%) 30 (3.3%) 

Note. N = 1078 (174 avengers, 904 non-avengers). Note that the N does not correspond with the total 

number of participants due to some participants reporting multiple offenses. 

 

Thus, avengers wrote particularly more often about offenses of social exclusion, a 

category that also encompassed rejection, than non-avengers. Research on social 

exclusion supports this finding, revealing antisocial and aggressive responses after being 

excluded or rejected (Ayduk, Gyurak, & Luerssen, 2008; Buckley, Winkel, & Leary, 2004; 

Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Chow, Tiedens, & Govan, 2008; Geller, Goodstein, Silver, & 

Sternberg, 1974; Harmon-Jones & Sigelman, 2001; Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 

2007; Romero-Canyas, Downey, Reddy, Rodriguez, Cavanaugh, & Pelayo, 2010; Van Beest 

& Williams, 2006; Van Beest, Williams, & Van Dijk, 2011). Why would social exclusion be 

followed by revenge relatively more often than other types of offenses? A possibility is 

that other types of responses (such as talking about the situation) are hardly possible 

when people turn their backs on you, and so, responding vengefully may be the only way 

to show them how you feel about the situation. 

To our knowledge, this is the first study reporting differences between avengers 

and non-avengers in types of offenses. Prior research examining types of offenses (Boon 

et al., 2009; Crombag et al., 2003; Stillwell et al., 2008, Study 2) found no differences. An 

explanation for this may be that we used a more varied sample than the student samples 

that were used in these studies (who may have encountered a less extensive range of 

offenses and view them differently than more adult samples). 

 

Perceived Intensity of the Offense 

To examine whether offenses of avengers and non-avengers differed in intensity, 

we measured offense severity and emotions after the offense. 

Offense severity. For offense severity, the two non-avengers groups could not be 

combined. A condition (avengers vs. non-avengers who had never taken revenge vs. non-

avengers who had taken revenge at least once) × person (participants vs. raters) mixed 

ANOVA revealed no interaction effect, F(2, 915) = 2.14, p = .118. However, there was a 
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main effect of person, F(1, 915) = 2330.08, p < .001, p
2 = .72, with participants judging 

offenses as more severe (M = 6.03, SD = 1.26) than raters (M = 3.59, SD = 1.06). There was 

also a main effect of condition, F(2, 915) = 8.57, p < .001, p
2 = .02, with post-hoc tests 

revealing that non-avengers who had never taken revenge (M = 4.90, SD = 0.95) reported 

a higher offense severity than non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once (M = 

4.70, SD = 0.96), p = .038, and avengers (M = 4.56, SD = 0.95), p < .001, which did not differ 

from each other in offense severity, p = .366 (Table 3). Thus, importantly, only non-

avengers who had never taken revenge differed from the other two groups and reported 

a higher offense severity, indicating that avengers did not describe more (if anything, less) 

severe offenses, and so, it appears that people do not take revenge more often after severe 

offenses. 

 
Table 3 

Ratings of Severity of Offenses in All Conditions 

 Avengers Non-avengers 

 

 

 

M (SD) 

Once revenge 

M (SD) 

Never revenge 

M (SD) 

Participants 5.86 (1.35)a 5.96 (1.34)a 6.09 (1.21)b 

Raters 3.26 (0.84)c 3.45 (1.08)c 3.72 (1.08)d 

Note. N = 918 (139 avengers, 188 non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once, 591 non-avengers 

who had never taken revenge). Means with different subscripts differ significantly from each other, p < 

.05. 

 

Emotions after the offense. Avengers and non-avengers did not differ in 

emotional experience after the offense. A condition (avengers vs. non-avengers) × 

emotion after offense (the nine emotions) mixed ANOVA revealed no main effect of 

condition and no interaction effect, Fs < 1.16, ps > .281. Examining differences between 

avengers and non-avengers on each emotion separately also revealed no differences 

between avengers and non-avengers, |t|s < 1.54, ps > .124 (Table 4). 
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Table 4 

Emotions 

 

 

Avengers 

M (SD) 

Non-avengers 

M (SD) 

Emotions after offense   

   Humiliation 4.21 (2.30)a 4.15 (2.29)a 

   Hurt feelings 5.24 (1.86)a 5.38 (1.97)a 

   Anger 6.10 (1.25)a 6.27 (1.18)a 

   Shame 2.32 (1.77)a 2.59 (2.01)a 

   Disappointment 5.16 (1.88)a 5.25 (1.97)a 

   Sadness 4.24 (2.20)a 4.50 (2.25)a 

   Fear 2.62 (1.97)a 2.90 (2.11)a 

   Contempt 4.57 (2.16)a 4.67 (2.18)a 

   Feelings of revenge 5.29 (1.64)a 5.10 (1.76)a 

Current emotions   

   Feelings of revenge 2.97 (2.09)a 2.44 (1.95)b 

Note. N = 920 (139 avengers, 781 non-avengers). Means in the same row with different subscripts differ 

significantly from each other, p < .05. 

 

Rumination. Avengers ruminated significantly less about the offense (M = 4.39, SD 

= 1.76) than non-avengers (M = 4.81, SD = 1.63), t(916) = -2.80, p = .005, d = -0.26. 

Taken together, these findings reveal that avengers did not take revenge simply 

because the offenses that they reported were more intense than those that non-avengers 

reported. The offenses were not more severe (measured by perceived severity of the 

participant and the more objective severity rated by independent raters) and did not elicit 

more feelings of revenge. In addition, although the level of rumination differed between 

avengers and non-avengers, we did not find that revenge was more likely after more 

rumination. Thus, although more severe offenses may result in more intense feelings of 

revenge and rumination, they do not seem to result in actual revenge more often than less 

severe offenses. 

 

Type of Offender 

In general, the offender’s gender was more often male (66.9%, n = 616) than female 

(33.1%, n = 305), χ2(1, N = 921) = 105.02, p < .001. A binary logistic regression analysis 

with condition (avengers vs. non-avengers) and participants’ gender as factors and 

offenders’ gender as the dependent variable revealed a significant effect of the model, 

χ2(3, N = 921) = 72.69, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .11. There was no main effect of condition 

and no condition × participant’s gender interaction effect, Exp(B)s resp. 1.40 and 1.07, 

Walds < 1.19, ps > .275, but there was a significant effect of participants’ gender, Exp(B) = 

0.28, Wald = 12.09, p = .001, in that women wrote significantly more often about female 

offenders (45.0%, n = 221) than men did (19.5%, n = 84). Importantly, the analysis 

revealed that avengers and non-avengers did not differ in how often they wrote about 

male (vs. female) offenders. Thus, offenders were more often male than female, but this 

was true for both avengers and non-avengers. 
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Avengers and non-avengers did differ in their own and the offender’s age at the 

time of the offense, with avengers being younger and reporting younger offenders, as 

revealed by a condition (avengers vs. non-avengers) × person (own vs. offender’s) mixed 

ANOVA on age at the time of the offense. There was no main effect of person (so, on 

average, participant and offender were equally old) and no condition × person interaction 

effect, Fs < 0.17, ps > .685, but there was a main effect of condition, F(1, 919) = 12.69, p < 

.001, p
2 = .01. In the avengers condition, participants (M = 36.47, SD = 16.97) and 

offenders (M = 36.09, SD = 15.36) were younger at the time of the offense than in the non-

avengers condition (M = 41.01, SD = 16.43 and M = 40.78, SD = 16.13, respectively). Thus, 

at the time of the offense, avengers and offenders that avengers reported were younger 

than non-avengers and offenders that non-avengers reported. Avengers and their 

offenders were about equally old. A reason for this may be that we do not take revenge 

when we feel ourselves too old to put in all the effort or when we feel uncomfortable doing 

so because the offender is an old person, even though we still experience feelings of 

revenge; actually, both offender and non-avenger being too old were mentioned in the 

comments afterwards as reasons to not take revenge. Since the general questions that 

preceded the recall revealed that men indicated more often that they had taken revenge 

at least once in their lives than women19, the findings are also in line with the young male 

syndrome, which depicts offenders of aggressive behaviors, including homicide, as often 

being young and male (Wilson & Darly, 1985). 

Avengers and non-avengers reported different types of offenders, χ2(11, N = 920) 

= 30.43, p = .001, Cramer’s V = .18 (Table 5). We inspected the standardized residuals to 

examine which cells contributed mostly to this difference. Avengers reported more 

friends (standardized residual = 3.2) than non-avengers. No other standardized residuals 

were greater than |2|, although avengers’ standardized residuals for acquaintances (1.8) 

and strangers (-1.7) came close. This made us wonder whether avengers reported more 

people they knew beforehand and less strangers than non-avengers. We therefore 

transformed the item into a dichotomous item of stranger (stranger category) or non-

stranger (all other categories), which differed between avengers and non-avengers, χ2(1, 

N = 920) = 4.07, p = .044, Ф = .07, with avengers reporting less strangers as offenders 

(7.2%, n = 10) than non-avengers (13.3%, n = 104).  

 
  

                                                   
19 Men indicated less often that they had never taken revenge (57.0%, n = 329) than women (67.2%, n = 
393), χ2(1, N = 1162) = 12.75, p < .001, Ф = .11. 
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Table 5 

Type of Offenders 

 Avengers Non-avengers 

(Ex-)partner 16 (11.5%) 90 (11.5%) 

Father/Mother 2 (1.4%) 19 (2.4%) 

Child 0 (0.0%) 7 (0.9%) 

Sibling 8 (5.8%) 26 (3.3%) 

Other family member 6 (4.3%) 61 (7.8%) 

A male or female friend 20 (14.4%) 46 (5.9%) 

Boss 9 (6.5%) 90 (11.5%) 

Coworker 24 (17.3%) 101 (12.9%) 

Neighbor 11 (7.9%) 59 (7.6%) 

Acquaintance (not a friend) 16 (11.5%) 52 (6.7%) 

Stranger 10 (7.2%) 104 (13.3%) 

Other 17 (12.2%) 126 (16.1%) 

Note. N = 921 (139 avengers, 782 non-avengers). 

 

Avengers and non-avengers differed in how often they saw the offender before the 

event took place, χ2(5, N = 920) = 12.91, p = .024, Cramer’s V = .12. Standardized residuals 

revealed that this effect was mainly due to avengers reporting more often that they saw 

the offender daily (standardized residual = 1.9) and less often that they never saw the 

offender (-2.5), which corresponds with the offender being more often a friend and less 

often a stranger (percentages of avengers: 48.9% daily, n = 68; 20.1% weekly, n = 28; 

15.8% monthly, n = 22; 3.6% yearly, n = 5; 4.3% less than once a year, n = 6; 7.2% never, 

n = 10; percentages of non-avengers: 36.9% daily, n = 288; 23.3% weekly, n = 182; 14.3% 

monthly, n = 112; 4.7% yearly, n = 37; 3.7% less than once a year, n = 29; 17.0% never, n 

= 133). 

Thus, avengers reported relatively more friends and acquaintances and less 

strangers. Of course, revenge against strangers may be less likely because it is less often 

possible, such as in the case of burglary. A possibility why revenge appears more likely 

among friends compared to other types of relationships, such as family, is that this type 

of relationship can be more easily broken. Indeed, when examining the low scores on 

current closeness (see “additional measures”), this seems a common ultimate outcome. 

 

Closeness With the Offender 

There was no difference between avengers (M = 2.94, SD = 1.93) and non-avengers 

(M = 2.73, SD = 2.03) in closeness with the offender before the event took place, t(918) = 

1.100, p = .272. Thus, revenge was not inhibited but also not facilitated by closeness of the 

relationship. 

 

Social Context of the Offense 

There was no difference between avengers (M = 11.99, SD = 84.92) and non-

avengers (M = 19.91, SD = 364.86) in how many people were present, t(918) = -0.26, p = 

.799. To make this item less susceptible for outliers, we transformed it into a dichotomous 



Situational Precursors of Revenge 

75 

item of others being present or not, which also did not differ between avengers (61.2% 

with audience) and non-avengers (65.0% with audience), χ2(1, N = 920) = 0.78, p = .377. 

Finally, avengers and non-avengers did not differ in the kind of audience that was present 

(in total, in 76.9% of the cases they were acquaintances, n = 456, in 7.6% of the cases they 

were strangers, n = 45, and in 15.5% of the cases it was mixed, n = 92), χ2(2, N = 593) = 

0.43, p = .806. Thus, revenge did not follow more often when a large number of people 

were present to prove something to them (to show how reputation was restored or as a 

signal to deter similar offenses by others) or less often because these people might 

disapprove of the act. 

 

Revenge Possibility 

Avengers scored significantly higher on revenge possibility (M = 3.69, SD = 2.36) 

than non-avengers (M = 2.96, SD = 2.14), t(180.51) = 3.39, p = .001, d = 0.31. Thus, revenge 

was simply more of a possibility for avengers than for non-avengers. Considering that 

many other situational factors (intensity, audience members) did not seem to be linked to 

taking revenge, this may be one of the key deciding factors. If so, it explains why revenge 

is so often unpredictable: Any offense could be followed by revenge, as long as there is an 

opportunity. Does this mean that non-avengers are actually avengers still waiting for their 

opportunity to finally take revenge? Perhaps, although it must be noted that the majority 

of non-avengers (58.8% of non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once and 76.5% 

of non-avengers who had never taken revenge) indicated that they did not want to take 

revenge anymore (see “additional measures”). 

 

Additional Analyses 

Time since the offense. Because the two non-avengers groups differed in how 

long ago the offense took place, we analyzed the three groups separately on this item. A 

multinomial logistic regression analysis with the non-avengers who had taken revenge at 

least once in their lives as the reference category of groups and more than 10 years ago 

as the reference category of time revealed a small but significant effect, χ2(14, N = 921) = 

25.99, p = .026, Nagelkerke R2 = .03. Non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once 

differed from non-avengers who had never taken revenge, χ2(7) = 23.27, p = .002 (with 

non-avengers who had never taken revenge reporting offenses from longer ago), but not 

from avengers, χ2(7) = 8.87, p = .262, indicating that that this variable does not explain 

why some people do and others do not take revenge. 

Non-avengers’ intention to take revenge. The two non-avengers groups differed 

significantly in whether participants intended to take revenge, χ2(3, N = 778) = 39.52, p < 

.001, Cramer’s V = .23. Standardized residuals revealed that this difference was mainly 

due to non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once reporting more that they 

intended to take revenge or would do so if they got the opportunity and less that they did 

not want to take revenge (standardized residuals resp. 3.6, 3.3, -2.2; Table 6). 
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Table 6 

Amount (and Percentage) of Non-avengers’ Intention to Take Revenge 

 

 

Non-avengers once 

revenge 

Non-avengers 

never revenge 

Yes, I intend to do so 8 (4.3%) 2 (0.3%) 

Yes, if I get the opportunity 27 (14.4%) 33 (5.6%) 

No, because I do not want to take revenge 110 (58.8%) 452 (76.5%) 

No, because this is not possible 42 (22.5%) 104 (17.6%) 

Note. N = 778 (187 non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once, 591 non-avengers who had never 

taken revenge). 

 

Current situation. A condition (avengers vs. non-avengers) × time (after offense 

vs. currently) mixed ANOVA on feelings of revenge revealed no main effect of condition, 

F(1, 915) = 1.58, p = .209, but a significant main effect of time, F(1, 915) = 535.16, p < .001, 

p
2 = .37, with current feelings of revenge (M = 2.89, SD = 2.07) being lower than feelings 

of revenge after the offense (M = 5.13, SD = 1.74). Importantly, the condition × time 

interaction effect was significant, F(1, 915) = 11.07, p = .001, p
2 = .01. Although there was 

no difference between avengers and non-avengers in feelings of revenge after the offense, 

avengers currently experienced less feelings of revenge than non-avengers, t(198.75) = -

2.94, d = -0.27 (Table 4). Looking at this interaction effect from a different perspective, 

feelings of revenge diminished in both conditions, but they diminished more in the 

avengers condition, t(138) = 14.92, p < .001, d = 1.27, than in the non-avengers condition, 

t(777) = 25.27, p < .001, d = 0.91. 

There was no difference between conditions in how often participants currently 

saw the offender, χ2(5, N = 917) = 3.32, p = .652 (in total, 11.2% of the participants 

currently saw the offender daily, n = 103; 10.8% weekly, n = 99, 12.2% monthly, n = 112, 

7.5% yearly, n = 69; 8.3% less than once a year, n = 76, and 49.9% never, n = 458). 

A condition (avengers vs. non-avengers) × time (after offense vs. currently) mixed 

ANOVA on closeness of the relationship with the offender revealed only a main effect of 

time, F(1, 915) = 180.000, p < .001, p
2 = .16, with the current relationship being less close 

(M = 1.57, SD = 1.44) than the relationship before the event took place (M = 2.75, SD = 

2.01). The other effects were not significant, Fs < 2.57, ps > .109.20 

Interestingly, these results provide some support for the “revenge tastes sweet” 

notion, contradicting findings by Carlsmith et al. (2008). When it comes to intrapersonal 

benefits, avengers were currently left with less feelings of revenge than non-avengers 

(even though they had the same level of feelings of revenge right after the offense; see also 

Stillwell et al., 2008, Study 2, for a similar result with current anger). Perhaps avengers 

ruminating less about the offense than non-avengers was also a consequence of them 

                                                   
20 Note that the mean of current closeness with the offender is very low, and so, there could be a floor effect. 
Interestingly, four participants commented at the end of the questionnaire that they wanted an option in 
the IOS scale in which the two circles were even further apart (i.e., feeling even less close with the offender 
than they could indicate by the figures; e.g., “I would have liked to have seen another figure in which the 
circles would be far away from each other; I would have chosen that one”, “For me, the two circles can be 
way further from each other!”). 
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ruminating less after having taken revenge. We could not test this possibility, since we did 

not make this distinction when measuring rumination. Further evidence for this notion 

comes from another article that focused on characteristics of these avengers’ acts of 

revenge and revealed that they also experience more emotions pertaining to satisfaction 

than emotions pertaining to dissatisfaction after their revenge (Elshout, Nelissen, Elshout, 

Van Beest, & Van Dijk, 2014). 

 

General Discussion 

The study compared avengers and non-avengers on six situational factors 

pertaining to the offense, the offender, and the context in which the offense took place: 

type of offense, perceived intensity of the offense, type of offender, closeness with the 

offender, social context of the offense, and revenge possibility. Interestingly, there were 

many situational characteristics that did not differ between avengers and non-avengers, 

as intuitive as they may seem. Specifically, avengers did not take revenge simply because 

offenses were more intense (more severe or emotionally intense or resulting in more 

rumination) than offenses that non-avengers reported, because there were more or less 

audience members present, or because they were more or less close to offenders than 

non-avengers. However, we did find situational differences between avengers and non-

avengers: Revenge was more prevalent (1) among young male friends and acquaintances, 

(2) after offenses involving social exclusion, and (3) when there was a possibility to take 

revenge. 

 

Implications 

The findings shed more light on when acts of revenge are relatively likely to occur, 

which is important, since revenge is often surprising and can have severe consequences 

(Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 

1992; Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003). Intuitive as it may seem, revenge does not seem more 

likely when offenses are more severe or feelings of revenge are more intense. Revenge 

does seem relatively more likely among friends compared to other types of relationships 

and among young men, after offenses of social exclusion and when there is an opportunity 

to take revenge. 

That social exclusion is an offense that is relatively more likely to result in revenge 

is particularly interesting. Social exclusion and rejection (which we also coded under 

social exclusion) have not only been associated with aggression in general but also with 

very severe forms, such as school shootings (Harter et al., 2003). If social exclusion often 

provokes acts of revenge and these acts may be particularly severe, instances of social 

exclusion may be alarm signals that should be closely monitored to prevent harrowing 

events. 

The current study also shows the importance of using more varied samples, since 

it finds situational differences that were not found in other studies using similar methods 

but focusing on student samples (Boon et al., 2009; Crombag et al., 2003; Stillwell et al., 
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2008, Study 2). None of these studies found a difference between avengers and non-

avengers in type of offense, for example. In addition, Stillwell et al. found no difference in 

type of offender, but did argue in their discussion that a difference might be found if 

research did not solely focus on undergraduate samples. Indeed, the current study found 

such a difference. The more diverse sample that we used might have also resulted in other 

findings and conclusions on variables that were not the main focus of this research. For 

example, in Crombag et al.’s  study, the largest group of non-avengers reconciled with the 

offender, which seems unlikely in our study, given the extremely low score on current 

relationship closeness for both avengers and non-avengers (and half of our sample 

currently never saw the offender anymore). We did replicate their finding that feelings of 

revenge decrease over time, but unlike their study, found a difference between avengers 

and non-avengers in that these feelings decreased more for avengers. All in all, these 

differences between student samples and a representative sample suggest that it is 

important to use more varied samples when investigating revenge before results can be 

generalized. Perhaps because people do not usually take revenge on a daily basis, research 

on revenge in particular needs samples of more experienced people who have 

encountered a more extensive range of situations that elicit feelings of revenge. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

We would like to note that one finding that particularly surprised us was the high 

number of people who indicated that they had never taken revenge. We had not expected 

a majority of our sample to indicate this. It is possible that many people have actually 

never taken revenge in their lives. However, social desirability may also affect answers to 

this question (as might using a higher threshold for which acts are considered vengeance). 

We would, therefore, like to stress that this percentage should be interpreted with 

caution.  Importantly, our other non-avengers group consisted of similar people as 

avengers, since we randomly assigned people who had taken revenge at least once in their 

lives to one of the conditions. Since we always tested the two non-avengers groups against 

each other before combining them (and kept them separately when these preliminary 

analyses revealed a difference), our results are unlikely a result of distinctive qualities 

(e.g., having different views of vengeance or having the tendency to respond with more 

socially desirable answers)  of the non-avengers group who had never taken revenge. 

We would also like to note that the non-avengers group who had never taken 

revenge does not necessarily consist of “people who never take revenge”. It is possible 

that these people will take revenge in the future, but have not done so yet, because they 

never had the opportunity before or for whatever other reason. Thus, it would be much 

too early to conclude that a majority of (Dutch) people never takes revenge. 

Like other empirical research investigating situational differences between 

avengers and non-avengers, our research is limited by its method (cf., Boon et al., 2009). 

Conclusions are based on people’s recollections of offenses. Importantly, we have no 

indication that avengers and non-avengers would differ in recollection biases 
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(particularly not when it comes to the comparable groups of avengers and non-avengers 

who had taken revenge once), so memory distortions are not a likely cause of the results. 

However, memory distortions may impede interpretations of absolute values (such as the 

mean of how many people were present at the offense), which should therefore be 

interpreted with caution. Future research might address this issue by finding ways to 

examine more recent episodes of revenge. Lab research can directly observe revenge. 

However, due to its complexity and severity, it is difficult to use lab procedures when 

investigating revenge, which can only be done under very special conditions and then only 

in mild forms (Boon, Alibhai, & Deveau, 2011; Crombag et al., 2003). In addition, lab 

research may be insightful when investigating personality differences between avengers 

and non-avengers and keeping the situation constant, but for situational differences, we 

need external validity, for which autobiographical recalls are a more appropriate method 

(Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). 

Importantly, although we did not focus on personality differences between 

avengers and non-avengers (instead choosing to make comparable groups of avengers 

and non-avengers who have taken revenge at least once by randomizing, so that 

situational differences would not be confounded with personality differences), 

personality differences may exist and also explain part of why some people do and others 

do not take revenge. We elaborated on such differences in the introduction. Although 

there has been quite some research focusing on possible personality differences (and 

differences in demographics), more research is still needed, since the large majority of 

this research focused on correlations with vengefulness instead of differences between 

avengers and non-avengers. The concept vengefulness, usually measured by the 

Vengeance Scale (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992), seems a combination of attitudes towards 

revenge (e.g., “revenge is sweet”, “revenge is morally wrong”) and the inclination to take 

revenge after offenses (“I don’t just get mad, I get even”). Vengefulness is not the same as 

actual revenge, as illustrated by a study by Gollwitzer et al. (2011, Study 3), in which 

avengers and non-avengers did not differ in vengefulness, so to draw more definite 

conclusions, studies that compare avengers and non-avengers on personality traits are 

needed. 

More research is also needed on the situational differences that we found. Revenge 

occurred more often after offenses of social exclusion and it is important to examine why. 

We mentioned one possibility (revenge being the only possible response, since benign 

responses will be of no influence), but there are other possibilities. If we want to better 

understand why revenge does or does not occur, we need to focus on the situational 

differences in more detail and examine the underlying processes. In addition, the finding 

that revenge possibility is linked to revenge raises some questions. To what extent are 

current non-avengers future avengers if an opportunity to take revenge ever presents 

itself? How much time has to pass (on average) before it becomes unlikely for non-

avengers to still contemplate revenge? It is important to find answers to these questions 

if we want to predict when revenge will or will not occur. 
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Conclusion 

We found that revenge was relatively more likely after offenses of social exclusion, 

when there was a revenge possibility, and among young males toward young (former) 

friends and acquaintances and not so much toward strangers. Perhaps equally important, 

participants did not take revenge more often because offenses were more severe, more 

emotionally intense, or resulted in more rumination, because they wanted to prove 

something to audience members, or were less inhibited because they already felt less 

close to the offender. These variables did not differ between avengers and non-avengers 

or showed the reverse pattern. The present findings indicate the importance of using 

more varied samples when examining phenomena in real life, since the current study with 

a representative sample revealed differences that prior research with student samples 

did not find.  
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Introduction 

In social relationships people get hurt. Sometimes people forgive. Sometimes 

people do not forgive, but instead take revenge (cf. Boon, Deveau, & Alibhai, 2009). 

Revenge acts can have severe consequences, such as Lorena Bobbitt’s revenge (cutting off 

her husband’s private parts). Even more common revenge acts may have far-reaching 

consequences for the relationship, such as its deterioration or termination. Indeed, prior 

theorizing agrees that revenge is a severe and possibly even an immoderate act (Bar-Elli 

& Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Uniacke, 

2000; Vos, 2003). Prior theorizing disagrees, however, whether revenge is (1) satisfactory 

or dissatisfactory, (2) planned or impulsive, and (3) similar or dissimilar in severity and 

domain to the offense preceding it. In this paper, we present two studies in which we 

address these three issues (emotions, time, and similarity). We structure our theoretical 

analysis using three widely known proverbs that perfectly capture these issues. 

 

Emotions: “Revenge Is Sweet” 

A well-known lay-belief that addresses how people feel after having taken revenge 

is that “revenge is sweet”, which implies that people feel satisfied after their revenge act. 

However, research on negative reciprocity has provided mixed results on whether 

revenge makes people feel satisfied. For example, punishing a norm violator activates 

brain regions associated with reward processing, suggesting that people derive 

satisfaction from punishing (De Quervain et al., 2004). On the other hand, it has been 

shown that although punishers believe they will feel satisfied after having punished a 

norm violator, this belief is incorrect (Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008). In addition, two 

articles reported a study in which participants were asked to describe one of their revenge 

acts and report how they felt afterwards. One (Crombag, Rassin, & Horselenberg, 2003) 

found that 74% of the avengers indicated that they had felt good about it, but the other 

(Yoshimura, 2007) that positivity was the least strongly experienced emotion. Both 

studies used student samples and for reasons we will discuss below, students may differ 

from a more diverse sample in their experiences of revenge. All in all, research on 

emotions after revenge has provided mixed views. 

 

Time: “Revenge Is a Dish Best Served Cold” 

In line with the popular lay-belief that “revenge is a dish best served cold”, 

theoretical literature on revenge has sometimes argued that revenge usually takes place 

after some planning (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986) and some time has passed (Frijda, 2007; Kim 

& Smith, 1993). However, it has also been argued that revenge is typically an impulsive 

act (e.g., Elster, 1990). In lab research on revenge, the revenge act usually takes place right 

after the provocation, suggesting that researchers also view revenge acts as immediate 

responses. Importantly, these views have not yet been empirically examined. We 

empirically examined whether revenge usually occurs immediately or after some time has 
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passed and which reasons may cause a delay in taking revenge (e.g., needing time to plan 

the act). 

 

Similarity: “An Eye for an Eye…” 

The well-known proverb “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” suggests that there 

are two kinds of similarity that are reflected in revenge acts:  similarity in severity (it is 

not “two eyes for an eye”) and similarity in domain (it is not “an eye for a tooth”). 

 

Severity 

In theoretical literature, revenge is often viewed as a severe and even immoderate 

act (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; 

Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003). The notion of “an eye for an eye” suggests that a revenge act is 

proportional in severity to the offense preceding it. This notion is also reflected in 

theoretical views on revenge emphasize that it is aimed at restoring equity (i.e., restoring 

the balance between avenger and target of revenge; e.g., Frijda, 2007). This seems at odds 

with the idea that revenge is immoderate (i.e., more severe than the offense preceding it; 

e.g., Kim & Smith, 1993). However, avengers and targets of revenge may have different 

perceptions of the same act, and although avengers may be motivated by concerns of 

proportionality, their acts may seem immoderate in targets’ eyes (cf. Bar-Elli & Heyd, 

1986; Chakrabati, 2005; Kim & Smith, 1993). 

This theoretical notion on divergent perceptions of different roles (avenger vs. 

target) has received some empirical support. For instance, a lab study (Shergill, Bays, 

Frith, & Wolpert, 2003) showed that participants were unable to return the same amount 

of harm to another person (by pressing on a force transducer resting on the other person’s 

finger) when instructed to do so. Another empirical study (Stillwell, Baumeister, & Del 

Priore, 2008) focused on real-life descriptions of revenge and found that avengers and 

targets of revenge had divergent perceptions concerning fairness of revenge, although 

surprisingly, they did not differ in their perceptions of the severity of the revenge act. It 

should be noted that this study was also based on a student sample and that it only 

focused on the revenge act, not the offense preceding it. This does not allow for 

comparisons between the severity of the revenge act and that of the offense preceding it 

to examine whether they are similar in severity. In addition, avengers and targets of 

revenge may have differed in the type of revenge situations they selected (avengers may 

have actually reported fairer revenge acts than targets of revenge). In that case, a selection 

bias may have caused the results, and the differences may reflect actual instead of 

perceptual differences. We will take this into account in our study by including severity 

ratings of independent raters. Whether revenge acts are proportional or disproportional 

compared to offenses preceding them and whether there are divergent perceptions 

concerning this proportionality are important issues because they can provide insight 

into why some offenses result in endless cycles of revenge. 
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Domain 

“An eye for an eye” also implies similarity in domain. We found three empirical 

studies that included domains of revenge acts, all using students’ recollections of their 

revenge acts (Boon et al., 2009; Crombag et al., 2003; Yoshimura, 2007). Although 

providing important insight into domains of revenge, students, who are relatively young, 

may have had less experience with revenge and perhaps even have different views on 

which acts are revenge acts, which may result in a different distribution of domains of 

revenge acts than in a more diverse sample. As for similarity in domain, none of the 

studies investigated whether revenge acts occurred in a similar domain as offenses 

preceding it. 

 

Overview of Studies 

 In this article, we examine the characteristics of revenge, focusing on (1) emotions 

after revenge acts, (2) time between offenses and revenge acts, and (3) similarity between 

offenses and revenge acts in severity and domain. In Study 1, we investigated these 

characteristics in a diverse sample of avengers. In Study 2, we used a student sample and 

zoomed in on similarity in severity (“an eye for an eye”) by including the target’s 

perspective. Both studies used autobiographical recall procedures. We think this 

procedure fits the aim of the article to gain insight into the characteristics of revenge. 

Revenge in the lab is modelled to serve criteria of accurate measurement. So, counting 

drops of hot sauce, timing noise blasts, and calculating fines are perfect ways of accurately 

associating antecedents and consequences to the intensity of revenge. However, if we 

want to know what people would do, when they do it, and how it makes them feel 

afterwards, personal narratives may be preferable, because they provide a higher 

external validity than laboratory studies (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; 

Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). 

 

Study 1 

In Study 1, we asked a diverse sample of avengers to describe an autobiographical 

revenge act. The goal of the study was to gain insight into characteristics of real-life 

revenge acts (emotions after the revenge act, time between offense and revenge act, and 

similarity in severity and domain between offense and revenge act) to contribute to 

contradicting views and findings on the characteristics of revenge. 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were selected from a sample of 1767 members of the 

CentERdata LISS panel (Mage = 51.71 years, SD = 17.08, range: 16-89; 52.8% female) that 

is representative for the general Dutch population. These people agreed to answer a 

general questionnaire on revenge that included items that are irrelevant to the research 

question of the present paper. Participants received 5 Euros for their participation. 
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Of these 1767 participants, 225 had been asked to describe a real-life revenge act 

and thus met the inclusion criteria for the present study. The other participants either 

indicated that they never had feelings of revenge, did not recollect ever having taken 

revenge, or were asked to recollect an instance in their lives in which they did not take 

revenge in response to an offense (even though they had experience with taking revenge). 

Because many participants who were asked to describe a real-life revenge act still failed 

to describe an instance of revenge, the final sample consisted of 139 people (Mage = 46.14 

years, SD = 17.16, range: 16-84; 49.6% female).21 

Materials and Procedure. Participants read the following instructions: 

We would like to ask you to describe a situation in which you experienced feelings 

of revenge towards one person and actually took revenge on this person. This is 

the core of our study, so please think carefully about this. Choose a situation that 

you can remember well. Describing your vengeance situation will occur in two 

stages. In the first stage, we will ask you to describe which behavior the other 

person displayed towards you that made you want to take revenge. Subsequently, 

we will ask you some questions about this situation. Only in the second stage will 

we ask you to describe your response to this situation, your revenge act, and ask 

some questions about that. Describe the other person’s behavior that made you 

want to take revenge below (so, do not yet describe your revenge act). Please 

describe the other person’s behavior as detailed as possible. 

First, participants indicated immediate revenge possibility (“To what extent it was 

possible to counteract at the moment of the incident”; 1 = not at all possible, 7 = completely 

possible; scales are all 7-point scales), and perceived offense severity (“To what extent did 

you think the other person’s behavior was severe”; 1 = not at all severe, 7 = very severe). 

Participants were then asked to “describe as detailed as possible your response to 

the incident, your revenge act. How did you take revenge on the other person?” 

Subsequently, they indicated to what extent their revenge was a planned action and to 

what extent they waited for the right moment for their action (1 = not at all, 7 = 

completely). Next, they indicated the time that passed between the offender’s behavior 

and their revenge act (“How much time was between the other person’s behavior and 

your revenge act? If you only found out later what the other person had done, please take 

the moment it became clear to you what the other person had done as a starting point. I 

responded…”; 1 = within one minute, 2 = between one minute and one hour, 3 = between 

                                                   
21 Although we excluded avengers who did not follow instructions or did not describe a revenge act (and 
did so before performing analyses), we did repeat the analyses on the sample including these participants 
to see how excluding these participants affected our results. Differences were that the multinomial logistic 
regression analysis on time between offense and revenge revealed only an effect of planning, χ2(6, N = 225) 
= 31.97, p < .001, and no longer of immediate revenge possibility and waiting for the right moment, χ2s > 
8.02, ps < .236. Also, avengers experienced slightly more satisfaction with revenge than residual negative 
feelings, t(213) = 2.37, p = .019 (although when corrected for multiple tests with Bonferonni, the result is 
not significant). Other conclusions remained the same. 
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one hour and one day, 4 = between one day and one week, 5 = between one day and one 

month, 6 = between one month and one year, 7 = after one year). 

Participants then rated to what extent they thought their revenge act was severe 

(1 = not at all severe, 7 = very severe) and the extent to which each of the following 

emotions was present after the revenge act (1 = not at all, 7 = completely): 1) guilt, 2) 

regret, 3) shame, 4) sadness, 5) anger, 6) feelings of revenge, 7) schadenfreude, 8) pride, 

9) happiness 10) satisfaction, 11) triumphant feelings. They could also describe other 

emotions that were present.22 A principal component analysis on these items (KMO = .76) 

with an oblique rotation yielded three factors (based on a scree plot as well as eigenvalues 

greater than 1), which together explained 72.15% of the variance. The first factor 

contained the first three negative emotions (guilt, regret, shame; factor loadings .889, 

.923, .828, respectively) and was called Dissatisfaction with revenge (α = .87). The second 

factor contained the next three negative emotions (sadness, anger, feelings of revenge; 

factor loadings .641, .882, .841, respectively) and was called Residual negative feelings (α 

= .73). The third factor contained the five positive emotions (schadenfreude, pride, 

happiness, satisfaction, triumphant feelings; factor loadings .719, .868, .859, .759, .872, 

respectively) and was called Satisfaction with revenge (α = .88). 

Coding. Severities. We asked three independent raters to rate the severity of all 

offenses (α = .73) and revenge acts (α = .77), using the same corresponding items as 

participants did. In this way, we obtained more objective severity scores that we could 

compare to each other and compare with those of participants. The ratings of the three 

raters were averaged into one severity score of offenses and one of revenge acts. 

Domains. Finally, we performed a content analysis of participants’ descriptions of 

offenses and revenge acts. The first and second author inductively derived 12 categories 

(if multiple acts were described, they were first separated, done by the first author and 

checked by the second author, which resulted in additional separated acts). The first 

author reduced each act to one sentence and the sentence to a few words and combined 

similar words into a category, after which she sent her work to the second author, who 

also categorized all the acts. They met multiple times to discuss discrepancies and altered 

the coding scheme and categorization after each discussion. One category was used only 

for revenge acts (reporting to authority), all others were possible for (but not always 

present in) both offenses and revenge acts. All 174 offenses could be assigned to a 

category and only 1 of 173 revenge acts did not fit into a specific category. To examine the 

consistency of the categorization, an independent research assistant categorized all acts, 

using the coding scheme. This revealed that both categorizations of offenses (κ = .73) and 

revenge acts (κ = .75) were highly consistent, and so we retained them. 

 

                                                   
22 Participants who indicated that they also felt an emotion that was not in the list of emotions that we 
presented mentioned the following emotions: disappointment (n = 3) and feelings of justice (n = 3). All other 
emotions (e.g., relief) were mentioned less than three times. 
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Results 

Emotions. To examine whether having taken revenge feels satisfactory or not, we 

investigated participants’ emotional experience after taking revenge. A repeated 

measures ANOVA with the three emotions after revenge revealed a significant within 

effect of emotion, F(1.86, 257.09) = 21.36, p < .001, p
2 = .13. Paired samples t-tests 

revealed that participants were significantly more satisfied than dissatisfied with their 

revenge, t(138) = 6.03, p < .001, d = 0.51, and experienced significantly more negative 

emotions that referred to residual negative feelings than negative emotions that referred 

to dissatisfaction with revenge, t(138) = 5.64, p < .001, d = 0.48. There was no difference 

between residual negative feelings and satisfaction with revenge, t(138) = 1.25, p = .212 

(Table 1).23 

 

Table 1 

Emotions after Revenge in Study 1 

Satisfaction with 

revenge 

M (SD) 

Dissatisfaction with 

revenge 

M (SD)  

Residual negative 

feelings 

M (SD) 

3.29 (1.68)a 2.02 (1.43)b 3.01 (1.67)a 

Note. N = 139. Means that do not share a subscript differ significantly from each other, ps < .001. 

 

Thus, the results revealed that, as illustrated by the proverb “revenge is sweet”, 

avengers experienced more satisfaction (e.g., happiness) than dissatisfaction (e.g., regret) 

with taking revenge. It should be noted, however, that after their revenge acts, avengers 

did experience residual negative feelings about the offense (e.g., anger, sadness) to the 

same extent as satisfaction with revenge, suggesting that the emotional experience was 

not entirely positive.  

Time. To examine whether revenge is delayed, we investigated the time between 

offenses and revenge acts. Only 14.4% (n = 20) of the avengers took revenge immediately 

(within one minute); 64.7% (n = 90) waited at least a day before taking revenge, and 

48.2% (n = 67) waited a week or more (for all percentages, see Figure 1). 
 

  

                                                   
23 Further evidence for the notion that “revenge is sweet” comes from another article that focused on 
differences between these avengers and a group of non-avengers and revealed that avengers reported less 
current feelings of revenge than non-avengers, even though they had the same level of feelings of revenge 
right after the offense (Elshout, Nelissen, Van Beest, Elshout, & Van Dijk, 2014). 
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Figure 1. Percentages of time between offense and revenge. 

 
 

We further examined possible reasons for this delay by performing a multinomial 

logistic regression analysis on time with “within one minute” as the reference category 

and with the three possible motivations (immediate revenge possibility, planning 

revenge, and waiting for the right moment) as predictors. The model significantly 

predicted time between offense and revenge, χ2(18, N = 139) = 53.56, p < .001, Nagelkerke 

R2 = .33. We examined the unique effects of the predictors. Immediate possibility 

significantly predicted time, χ2(6, N = 139) = 15.52, p = .017. The higher participants rated 

their immediate revenge possibility the less often they indicated that they took revenge 

after a day (between one day and one week, between one week and one month, between 

one month and one year, after one year) compared to the category “within one minute”, 

Exp(B)s .59-.71, Walds > 4.47, ps < .035. Planning also significantly predicted time, χ2(6, 

N = 139) = 21.95, p = .001. The higher participants rated planning their revenge, the more 

often they indicated that they took revenge between one day and one week and between 

one week and one month compared to the category “within one minute”, Exp(B)s > 1.48, 

Walds > 4.20, ps < .041. Waiting for the right moment marginally significantly predicted 

time, χ2(6, N = 139) = 11.59, p = .072. The higher participants rated waiting for the right 

moment to act the more often they indicated that they took revenge after one year 

compared to the category “within one minute”, Exp(B) = 1.69, Wald = 4.95, p = .026. Other 

odds ratios were not significant. For reasons of clarity, we have included a figure with the 

means of these reasons per time category (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Means of reasons for a delay in each time point. Note that planning seems to occur particularly 

after days and weeks, but not so much after months or years, whereas waiting for the right moment reaches 

its peak in the final category. 

 
 

Finally, because the proverb illustrating the notion that revenge usually takes place 

after some time has passed (“revenge is a dish best served cold”), also implies that delayed 

revenge is the most satisfying (since it is supposedly a dish “best” served cold), we also 

looked at Spearman’s rank order correlations between time and emotions after taking 

revenge. Time correlated negatively with Dissatisfaction with revenge, ρ = -.20, p = .018, 

but did not correlate with Satisfaction with revenge, ρ = .07, p = .425, and Residual 

negative feelings, ρ = -.02, p = .805. 

Thus, the results revealed that the majority of avengers took revenge at least after 

a day had past and the largest group took revenge between one week and one month after 

the offense. The delay was influenced by immediate revenge possibility, planning, and 

waiting for the right moment. The delay was associated with less dissatisfaction with 

taking revenge, although it was not associated with more satisfaction. Taken together, it 

seems that the notion that “revenge is a dish best served cold” is largely in line with the 

results.  

Similarity. To examine whether revenge is about payback in a similar way (“an 

eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”) we investigated whether revenge acts were of the same 

severity as offenses and whether they were of the same domain. 

Severity. An event (offense vs. revenge) × rater (participants vs. raters) repeated 

measures ANOVA on severity revealed a main effect of event, F(1, 138) = 184.49, p < .001, 

p
2 = .57, and a main effect of rater, F(1, 138) = 126.38, p < .001, p

2 = .48, that were 

qualified by a significant interaction effect, F(1, 138) = 239.01, p < .001, p
2 = .68. This 

interaction indicated a self-serving bias in perceptions of severity for participants: 

Although the independent raters judged these same offenses and revenge acts as equally 
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severe, t(138) = -0.71, p = .479, participants judged the offense as significantly more 

severe than their revenge acts, t(138) = 16.49, p < .001, d = 1.40 (Table 2). 

 
Table 2 

Ratings of Severity in Study 1 

 

 

Offense 

M (SD) 

Revenge 

M (SD) 

Participants (avengers) 5.86 (1.35)a 2.80 (1.84)b 

Raters 3.26 (0.84)c 3.32 (0.86)c 

Note. N = 139. Means within the same row or column with different subscripts differ significantly from 

each other, ps < .006. 

 

Domain. Table 3 displays the frequencies and percentages of the domains of 

offenses and of revenge acts. Revenge acts most often involved some kind of social 

exclusion or rejection. To see if the offense and the revenge act fell into the same domain, 

we coded for each revenge act whether it fell into the same or another category as the 

offense. We could only do this for the 90 avengers who reported only one offense and only 

one revenge act (for multiple acts, we cannot know which to pair). Only 25 of the 90 

revenge acts (27.8%) fell into the same category. 

Thus, the notion that revenge is about similarity (also illustrated by the proverb 

“an eye for an eye”) was not entirely supported by the results. Although independent 

raters judged the offense and revenge act as equal in severity, avengers themselves 

thought their revenge act was less severe than the offense preceding it, which suggests a 

self-serving bias in perception. Interestingly, although avengers hit back with the same 

severity as offenders from the viewpoint of the independent raters, they did so in a 

different domain (only 27.8% exacted revenge in the same domain). We propose that this 

may be caused by outsiders’ acceptability of revenge: Revenge that is equal in 

consequences (severity) but not in method (domain) is judged less harshly by outsiders 

(Tripp, Bies, & Aquino, 2002). 

When it comes to similarity in severity, our results are not entirely complete. To 

investigate whether revenge is proportional, we also need the perspective of the initial 

offender and subsequent target of revenge. If targets view the revenge act as more severe 

than their own offense, they may initiate a cycle of revenge. Therefore, Study 2 

investigated the notion of “an eye for an eye” in more detail by also including the target’s 

perspective on the severity of the acts. The study also compared targets’ perspectives on 

the severity of the acts to avengers’ perspectives. 
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Table 3 

Domains of Offenses and Revenge acts in Study 1 

Domain Examples Offense Revenge 

Annoyance(s) Egotism, irritating the person (e.g., loud music, 

parking car in front of garage) 

32 (18.4%) 21 (12.2%) 

Social exclusion Ignoring, rejecting, terminating contact 25 (14.4%) 35 (20.3%) 

Personal devaluation Belittling, bullying, humiliating 24 (13.8%) 10 (5.8%) 

Sabotaging Making life miserable, trying to get someone 

fired, withholding information 

17 (9.8%) 10 (5.8%) 

Reputational damage Gossiping, disclosing a personal secret, false 

accusations 

15 (8.6%) 22 (12.8%) 

Damaging or stealing 

property 

Stealing money, damaging the car 13 (7.5%) 7 (4.1%) 

Violence Physical aggression (e.g., hitting, kicking), 

sexual violence 

12 (6.9%) 22 (12.8%) 

Arguing Verbal aggression (e.g., calling names, yelling), 

having a conflict 

12 (6.9%) 22 (12.8%) 

Lying Lying about something, denying previously 

made statements 

11 (6.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

Infidelity Going to bed with another person than the 

partner 

6 (3.4%) 0 (0.0%) 

Violating agreement / 

promise 

Not doing as agreed, breaking a promise  7 (4.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Reporting to authoritya Pressing charges, reporting to the boss, going 

to a judge 

- 23 (13.4%) 

Note. Noffenses = 174; Nrevenge = 172. Note that the Ns do not correspond with the number of participants due 

to some participants reporting multiple offenses and/or multiple revenge acts. 
aUnlike the other categories, this was a revenge category only. 

 

Study 2 

We again asked a group of participants to describe an autobiographical situation 

in which they were victims of an offense and took revenge (avengers). This time, we also 

asked another group of participants to describe an autobiographical situation in which 

they were offenders and someone else took revenge on them (targets). In this way, we 

obtained both viewpoints on revenge acts. All participants rated offense severity and 

revenge severity. If everybody viewed revenge as being about “an eye for an eye”, then we 

should find that all roles view the offense and revenge act as equal in severity. 

Importantly, the perceptions of these roles can only be compared if the roles select 

similar situations. If we find differences among the roles in severity judgments, the 

differences may reflect actual (instead of perceptual) differences because the different 

roles selected different kinds of situations. If avengers and targets have multiple 

situations of revenge to choose from, they may select a situation that makes them appear 

in the most positive light. For avengers, this would be a situation in which they were 

severely harmed (severe offense) but returned a smaller harm (less severe revenge act). 

For targets, this would be a situation in which they harmed someone slightly (less severe 

offense) but received a larger harm (severe revenge act). In this case, a difference in 
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severity would reflect a difference in the selection of situations (and actual differences in 

severity), not differences in the perception of the severity of the acts. 

This means that if we find differences between avengers and targets in severity 

judgments, these differences may be the result of a (self-serving) perception bias or a 

(self-serving) selection bias. In order to separate these two biases, we invited 

independent raters to rate offense and revenge severity of the situations described by 

avengers and targets. If there is a selection bias, the severity judgments of these 

independent raters should reveal differences between judging situations of avengers and 

judging situations of targets (in that case, the situations actually differ in severity); if there 

is no selection bias, the severity judgments of these raters should reveal no differences 

between judging situations of avengers and judging situations of targets. If there is a 

perception bias, participants should show a different pattern of severity judgments 

compared to the independent raters who evaluated the same situations; if there is no 

perception bias, participants should show the same pattern of severity judgments 

compared to the independent raters who evaluated the same situations. Finally, if there 

is a selection and perception bias, the severity judgments of the independent raters should 

reveal differences between situations of avengers and situations of targets (a two-way 

interaction effect) and participants should show a different pattern of severity judgments 

compared to that of raters (a three-way interaction effect). 

To provide an alternative test of the perception bias, we also included a group of 

participants who described a situation in which they observed a revenge act (observers) 

in order to obtain an unbiased view of the severity of offenses and revenge acts. To make 

sure that these observers had an unbiased view of the situation, we asked them to select 

a situation in which they were equally close to the avenger and target. 

 

Method 

Participants and Design. Participants were 148 Tilburg University students (Mage 

= 21.68 years, SD = 4.56, range: 18-57; 61.9% female).  One person described a fictitious 

story and was excluded from the analyses. The study used a 3 (role: avenger, target, or 

observer) × 2 (act: offense, revenge act) × 2 (rater: participant, independent raters) mixed 

between-within subjects design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three 

between-subjects conditions: avenger, target, or observer. Act (offense, revenge act) and 

rater (participant, independent raters) were within-subjects factors.24 

                                                   
24 We handed out 150 questionnaires, but two participants were unable to think of a relevant situation and 
did not complete the questionnaire. Also, including the one participant who did complete the questionnaire 
but described a fictitious story did not alter results. Importantly, we only report the data of severity as this 
was the focus of the current analysis. The questionnaire also contained questions about other perceptions 
(e.g., justifications of the offender and approval of support seeking behaviors of the victim for each act) and 
general questions (e.g., what the relationship was between avenger and target and how often they saw each 
other). Finally, because participants and independent raters judged the same acts, rater (participant, 
independent rater) is a within-subjects and not a between-subjects factor. 
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Materials and Procedure. Participants in the avenger condition read the 

following instructions: 

For this study, we would like to ask you to describe a situation in which you felt 

anger because of something another person had done to you and in which you 

subsequently took revenge. Describe the situation in detail: Explain what 

happened, what you thought, and what you felt. First describe what the other 

person had done to you. Next, answer the questions and then describe how you 

took revenge. You do not have to use names in the description, but can use fictitious 

names if you want to. 

Participants in the target condition read: 

For this study, we would like to ask you to describe a situation in which someone 

else felt anger because of something you had done to him/her and in which the 

other person subsequently took revenge. Describe the situation in detail: Explain 

what happened, what you thought, and what you felt. First describe what you had 

done to the other person. Next, answer the questions and then describe how the 

other person took revenge. You do not have to use names in the description, but 

can think of other names if you want to. 

Participants in the observer condition read: 

For this study, we would like to ask you to describe a situation in which you 

observed that someone else (person X) felt anger because of something another 

person (person Y) had done to him/her and in which he/she subsequently took 

revenge. You cannot be person X or person Y. Choose a situation in which you felt 

equally close to person X and person Y. Describe the situation in detail: Explain 

what happened and what you thought. First describe what person Y had done to 

person X. Next, answer the questions and then describe how person X took 

revenge. You do not have to use names in the description, but can think of other 

names if you want to. 

Severity. For both the offense and revenge act, participants indicated to what 

extent they thought the behavior was severe, excessive, and extreme (1 = not at all, 9 = 

completely). This Severity scale was internally consistent for offenses (α = .94) and 

revenge acts (α = .93). 

To separate actual from perceived differences in severity (a selection vs. 

perception bias), we asked two independent raters to rate the severities of all acts, using 

the same items. The two raters started with rating the severity of the offenses, but because 

their severity ratings did not correlate as highly as we wanted (r = .45), we invited a third 

rater to rate the severity of the offenses. The third rater’s ratings correlated more with  

the second rater (r = .84) than the first (r = .67) rater. We therefore decided to continue 

with the second and third rater, who were invited to also rate the severity of the revenge 

acts. 

The second rater’s ratings of the three severity items (severe, excessive, extreme) 

were highly reliable (αoffenses = .96 and αrevenge = .96), as were the third rater’s (αoffenses = 
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.98 and αrevenge = .99). The raters’ scores were highly correlated (roffenses = .84 and rrevenge = 

.64). We averaged the raters’ scores, so that we obtained one final severity rating for 

offenses and one for revenge acts. 

Observers’ Closeness. As a check on whether observers followed instructions on 

closeness, participants in the observer condition were asked: “How close were you to 

person X?” and “How close were you to person Y?” (1 = very weak connection, 9 = very 

strong connection). 

 

Results and Discussion 

Observers’ Closeness. A t-test revealed that, despite instructions, observers were 

closer to avengers (M = 5.53, SD = 2.34) than to targets (M = 4.63, SD = 2.32), t(48) = 2.83, 

p = .007, d = 0.40. Thus, it appears that observers tended to select situations in which they 

felt closer to (and therefore possibly sympathized more with) the initial victim and 

subsequent avenger of the situation. It is important to keep this in mind when interpreting 

observers’ scores on severity because instead of providing an unbiased view, they may be 

biased in favor of the avenger. Indeed, as we will see, the severity scores of observers 

resemble those of avengers. It also means that the results of this particular group cannot 

be used to test the existence of a perception bias. 

Severity. A mixed between-within subjects analysis on severity with role 

(avenger, target, observer) as the between-subjects factor and act (offense, revenge act) 

and rater (participant, independent raters) as the within-subjects factors revealed a 

three-way role × act × rater interaction effect, F(2, 144) = 12.16, p < .001, p
2 = .15 (Table 

4).25 

To examine this three-way interaction, we investigated the effects for participants 

and independent raters separately. We first focused on the severity scores that were 

judged by participants themselves. A mixed between-within subjects analysis on these 

severity scores with role (avenger, target, observer) as the between-subjects factor and 

act (offense, revenge act) as the within-subjects factors revealed a two-way role × act 

interaction effect, F(2, 144) = 35.04, p < .001, p
2 = .33.26 This two-way interaction effect 

was caused by different evaluations of the three roles: Avengers, t(50) = 6.57, p < .001, d 

= 0.92, and observers, t(48) = 3.88, p < .001, d = 0.55, thought the offense was more severe 

                                                   
25 The other effects were: no main effect of role, F(2, 144) = 1.09, p = .338, no main effect of act, F(1, 144) = 
2.28, p = .133, a main effect of rater, F(1, 144) = 31.41, p < .001, p2 = .18, a role × act interaction effect, F(2, 
144) = 28.45, p < .001, p2 = .28, a role × rater interaction effect, F(2, 144) = 4.44, p = .013, p2 = .06, and an 
act × rater interaction effect, F(1, 144) = 7.62, p = .007, p2 = .05. Furthermore, we conducted analyses in 
which observers were not included. Removing the observer group did not alter the interpretation of the 
results. Thus, the three-way interaction remained, F(1, 96) = 21.34, p < .001, p2 = .18 (as did the results of 
the subsequent analyses to interpret this three-way interaction effect). 
26 The other effects were: no main effect of role, F(2, 144) = 1.18, p = .311, and a main effect of act, F(1, 144) 
= 6.69, p = .011, p2 = .04. 
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than the revenge act, but targets thought the revenge act was more severe than the 

offense, t(46) = 4.97, p < .001, d = 0.72.27 

When investigating the scores of independent raters, a mixed between-within 

subjects analysis on these severity scores with role (avenger, target, observer) as the 

between-subjects factor and act (offense, revenge act) as the within-subjects factors 

revealed a two-way role × act interaction effect28, F(2, 144) = 7.99, p = .001, p
2 = .10, 

which revealed that offense and revenge act were judged equally severe in situations of 

avengers, t(50) = 1.51, p = .138, and observers, t(48) = 1.57, p = .123, but in situations of 

targets the revenge act was judged as more severe than the offense, t(46) = 3.24, p = .002, 

d = 0.47.29 

 
Table 4 

Severity Scores in Study 2 

  Avengers 

M (SD) 

Observers 

M (SD) 

Targets 

M (SD) 

Participants Offense 6.46 (1.85)a 5.68 (2.13)a 3.87 (2.18)c 

 Revenge 4.20 (1.96)b 4.05 (2.43)b 5.99 (2.37)a 

Indep. raters Offense 4.48 (1.95)b 4.95 (2.17)b 3.29 (2.01)c 

 Revenge 4.01 (2.18)b 4.39 (1.94)b 4.46 (2.11)b 

Note. Note that avengers are initial victims (of the offense) and that targets are initial offenders. Means 

within the same row or column with different subscripts differ significantly from each other, p < .05. 

 

To summarize, avengers and targets viewed the severity of the acts in a self-serving 

way: They both judged other person’s act as more severe than their own act (i.e., avengers 

judged the offense as more severe than the revenge act and targets judged the revenge act 

as more severe than the offense). Thus, neither avengers nor targets judged the revenge 

act as proportional to the offense (“an eye for an eye…”). The different severity ratings of 

the independent raters for avengers and targets indicated that there was a self-serving 

bias in selecting situations (it seemed that particularly targets selected situations in a self-

                                                   
27 Viewed from another perspective, participants’ role affected their severity judgment of the offense, F(2, 
144) = 20.40, p < .001, p2 = .22, and revenge act, F(2, 144) = 10.92, p < .001, p2 = .13, in different (self-
serving) ways. Post-hoc (Tukey) tests revealed that avengers, p < .001, and observers, p < .001, thought the 
offense was more severe than targets did (and did not differ from each other in how severe they thought the 
offense was, p = .140), but that avengers, p < .001, and observers, p < .001, thought the revenge act was less 
severe than targets did (and did not differ from each other in how severe they thought the revenge act was, 
p = .942). 

 
28 The other effects were: no main effect of role, F(2, 144) = 2.68, p = .072, and no main effect of act, F(1, 
144) = 0.07, p = .788. 
 
29 Viewed from another perspective, participants’ role affected the independent raters’ severity judgments 
of the offense, F(2, 144) = 8.36, p < .001, p2 = .10, and revenge act, F(2, 144) = 0.69, p = .504, in different 
ways. Post hoc (Tukey) tests revealed that independent raters’ severity scores of offenses followed the 
pattern of the severity scores of participants themselves: They judged the offenses of avengers, p = .013, 
and observers, p < .001, as more severe than those of targets, and did not differ in their judgment of offense 
severity of offenses described by avengers and observers, p = .488. However, unlike participants 
themselves, the independent raters viewed the revenge acts of the different roles as equal in severity. 
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serving way). However, because the pattern of severity scores of independent raters 

differed from that of participants (the three-way interaction), the selection bias could not 

fully explain the differences across roles. This means that although there was a selection 

bias, there was also a (self-serving) perception bias (for all roles, because all roles judged 

the difference in severity between offense and revenge as larger than independent raters 

did; Table 4). Observers always sided with avengers in their judgments of severity, but 

this was most likely the results of observers sympathizing more with avengers because 

they felt closer to avengers than to targets. 

 

General Discussion 

The current article aimed to gain insight into characteristics of real-life revenge 

acts to contribute to contradicting views and findings on these characteristics. We focused 

on emotions after the revenge act, time between offense and revenge act, and similarity 

in severity and domain between offense and revenge act. Study 1 revealed that revenge is 

generally satisfying (“revenge is sweet”) and planned (“revenge is a dish best served 

cold”). Avengers reported more satisfaction than dissatisfaction, although they still 

experienced a high level of residual negative feelings. In addition, revenge usually took 

place after some time had passed and this delay was influenced by immediate revenge 

possibility, planning the revenge act, and waiting for the right moment to take revenge. 

More delayed responses were less dissatisfying than immediate ones, although not more 

satisfying. 

Similarity (“an eye for an eye…”) did not seem characteristic of revenge acts. 

Revenge generally took place in a different domain than the offense preceding it (Study 

1). In addition, Studies 1 and 2 revealed that the roles that were involved in situations of 

revenge (avengers and targets) viewed the offense and revenge act as disproportional in 

self-serving ways (avengers thought the offense was more severe than the revenge act; 

targets thought that the revenge act was more severe than the offense). The perceptual 

bias of avengers and targets was confirmed by independent raters who showed much 

smaller differences in severity between the offense and revenge act (in situations 

described by avengers even a nonsignificant difference) when evaluating the same 

situations as participants. All in all, it seemed that there was no similarity between the 

offense and revenge act in domain and severity. 

Interestingly, when performing correlational analyses we also found support for a 

perceptual bias in severity judgments. One might expect that more severe offenses are 

generally followed by more severe revenge acts. Indeed, in both Study 1, r = .37, p < .001, 

and Study 2, r = .30, p < .001, the independent raters’ scores on offense severity and 

revenge severity correlated positively (it should be noted that independent raters rated 

the severity of offenses and revenge acts separately, so they did not explicitly link the 

revenge act to the preceding offense). A perceptual bias would reduce this correlation, 

which is exactly what occurred: In both Study 1, r = .08, p = .266, and Study 2, r = -.02, p = 
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.835, participants’ own severity scores of these same offenses and revenge acts were 

uncorrelated (Table 5). 

 
Table 5 

Correlations Among Severity Scores 

 Study 1 Study 2 

 Offense 

severity 

rated by 

participants 

Revenge 

severity 

rated by 

participants 

Offense 

severity 

rated 

by 

raters 

Revenge 

severity 

rated by 

raters 

Offense 

severity 

rated by 

participants 

Revenge 

severity 

rated by 

participants 

Offense 

severity 

rated 

by 

raters 

Revenge 

severity 

rated by 

raters 

Offense 

severity 

rated by 

participants 

- .08 .52*** .27*** - -.02 .43*** .11 

Revenge 

severity 

rated by 

participants 

 - .09 .26**  - .01 .53*** 

Offense 

severity 

rated by 

raters 

  - .37***   - .30*** 

Revenge 

severity 

rated by 

raters 

   -    - 

***p < .001, **p < .01. 

 

One might argue that if independent raters see no difference in severity between 

the offense and revenge act (in cases of avengers), this may reflect independent raters 

being unsure of how to judge the severity of acts that were not their own instead of 

reflecting an actual judgment of proportionality. The difference that the independent 

raters revealed when judging the situations of targets argues against this possibility, and 

so do the correlations in Table 5. Next to a positive correlation between offense and 

revenge severity, the independent raters’ severity scores also correlated with 

participants’ corresponding severity scores: The offense severities of both raters 

correlated as did the revenge severities (and offense severity judged by one type of rater 

and revenge severity by the other were correlated to a lesser extent or uncorrelated). 

 

Implications 

The findings may also add to unresolved theoretical discourse on characteristics 

of revenge. For instance, revenge is viewed as planned (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 

2007; Kim & Smith, 1993) but also as impulsive (Elster, 1990), and we know of no prior 

research that has tested this temporal quality. The current findings reveal that revenge is 

usually planned. Whether revenge takes place in the same domain as the offence 

preceding it has also gone untested. The current findings reveal that revenge generally 
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takes place in a different domain. There has been some (but limited) research on emotions 

after having taken revenge but these were all based on student samples and provided 

mixed results, indicating negative (Carlsmith et al., 2008; Yoshimura, 2007) or positive 

(Crombag et al., 2003; De Quervain et al., 2004) emotional consequences. We added to 

these results by investigating the emotional experience after revenge in a diverse sample 

instead of focusing solely on students, which suggested that generally, people feel 

satisfied after having taken revenge. 

Our studies also provided insight into the severity of revenge acts. Revenge is 

sometimes described as balancing harms (equal in severity; e.g., Frijda, 2007) but other 

times as immoderate (more severe than the offense preceding it; e.g., Kim & Smith, 1993). 

To our knowledge, Study 2 is the first study that compares perceptions of avengers and 

targets on the offense and revenge act. In addition, we know of no study that has taken a 

selection bias into consideration when comparing avengers’ and targets’ perspectives. 

Study 2 revealed that there is indeed a selection bias (and so, differences in severity 

judgments partly reflect actual differences in the severity of offenses and revenge acts). 

However, as indicated by the three-way interaction effect (which shows that participants 

perceive the severity of the acts in a different way than independent raters evaluating 

these same acts), this cannot fully explain the observed differences. Thus, our results 

show that there is indeed a self-serving perception bias (cf. theoretical notions of Bar-Elli 

& Heyd, 1986; Chakrabati, 2005; Kim & Smith, 1993), such that avengers and targets judge 

the other person’s act as more severe than their own. So, whether revenge is less, equally, 

or more severe than the offense preceding it depends on which person you ask. This 

finding is important because it may explain the existence of endless and destructive 

revenge cycles (targets viewing the revenge act as more severe than the offense preceding 

it may respond with a revenge act of their own, resulting in a cycle of revenge) and (blood) 

feuds (Elster, 1990; Otterbein & Otterbein, 1965). 

The insight that this article provides into the characteristics of revenge may also 

advance future research on revenge. For example, current operationalizations of revenge 

almost invariably involve an immediate behavior (i.e., letting participants take revenge 

almost directly after the offense). However, Study 1 revealed that revenge is typically a 

planned action, for which time is needed. If research on revenge wants to use an accurate 

reflection of what revenge looks like in real life, this temporal quality should be 

considered. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Study 1 revealed that avengers reported more feelings of satisfaction than feelings 

of dissatisfaction after their revenge act. A limitation of this study is that it cannot reveal 

whether the emotional experience of avengers is stable over time. Longitudinal studies 

could be conducted on whether the emotional experience of individuals changes over time 

(e.g., decreasing residual negative feelings or increasing dissatisfaction). However, it is 

difficult to anticipate the occurrence of revenge (Boon, Alibhai, & Deveau, 2011), which 
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makes it difficult to conduct such studies. In addition, the study is limited by avengers’ 

recollections of their emotions after having taken revenge, which could have been 

changed over time. We acknowledge this methodological limitation. We would like to 

note, however, that these avengers also reported beneficial emotional effects on current 

emotions (see Footnote 2), which does not involve such recollections and suggests that 

taking revenge may have long-term beneficial emotional effects. 

In Study 2, we focused on divergent perceptions of avengers and targets of revenge. 

A limitation of this study is that these perceptions were not about the same act (avengers 

and targets described different revenge acts). We took this into account by including 

independent raters’ judgments of severity of all acts and showed that, although avengers 

and targets selected different kinds of revenge situations, this could not fully explain the 

differences in severity, revealing that there were perceptual differences. Focusing on the 

same act will be difficult, because one would have to find willing avengers and targets for 

each revenge act. If using lab research for this purpose, one would have to induce someone 

to actually want to take revenge without making the situation too artificial (e.g., using 

incentives to take revenge). Perhaps the most practical and fruitful way to investigate 

avengers and targets on the same revenge act would be by focusing on revenge at a larger 

group or societal level (e.g., existing feuds; cf. Elster, 1990; Otterbein & Otterbein, 1965) 

and investigate the perceptions of different groups of avengers and targets. 

Finally, the studies focused on characteristics of revenge that have been subjected 

to debate. However, this does not mean that these are the only characteristics of revenge. 

Future research may focus on other characteristic of revenge, such as the involved costs. 

 

Conclusion 

This article provided insight into characteristics of revenge to contribute to contradicting 

views on these characteristics. Taken together, the findings largely supported the notions 

that revenge feels satisfactory (“revenge is sweet”) and that revenge takes place after 

some time and is planned (“revenge is a dish best served cold”). The findings did not 

support the notion of similarity (“an eye for an eye…”), because revenge acts usually took 

place in a different domain than the offense preceding it. In addition, both avengers and 

targets judged the revenge act as dissimilar to the offense, but did so in opposing, self-

serving ways, judging the other’s act as more severe than their own. This may explain why 

an offense sometimes results in endless cycles of revenge. 
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The current dissertation aims to gain a more specific and richer understanding of 

vengeance than the “harm for harm” definitions and operationalizations that are currently 

used in scientific literature. This specific understanding of vengeance can be used when 

one is not interested in general effects of inflicting harm on someone for the sake of 

punishment or deterrence only, but in the antecedents, characteristics, and consequences 

of the specific type of negative reciprocity that is generally called vengeance. Below, I 

summarize the findings of the chapters and discuss implications of these findings for 

research on vengeance. 

Chapters 2 and 3 focused on identifying core features of vengeance. Chapter 2 

described a prototype analysis, which employed laypeople’s perspectives and identified 

69 features of vengeance. Chapter 3 compared vengeful to anger-driven responses, 

revealing how vengeful responses differ from anger-driven responses. Together, these 

chapters showed that the concept of vengeance is richer than a concept that would simply 

consist of a “harm for harm” feature. In the next chapters autobiographical recalls were 

used to study vengeance in this more realistic and richer way. Chapter 4 focused on 

antecedents of vengeance (when do people take revenge?). Avengers and non-avengers 

were compared to examine which situational factors may determine whether people take 

revenge. Chapter 5 specifically focused on avengers to examine features of real-life acts of 

revenge that have been debated in literature on vengeance (how do people take 

revenge?). In addition, it focused on divergent perceptions of different roles (avenger vs. 

target) on the severity of offenses and acts of revenge, which could incite cycles of 

revenge. 

When combining these studies, the core characteristics of vengeance can be 

identified. Above all, vengeance appeared to be personal and revolve around one’s self. In 

fact, many other characteristics might be a consequence of this feature. The feature 

“personal” was a central feature of vengeance in the prototype analysis, as were related 

concepts, such as “betrayal” and “honor” (Chapter 2). In addition, a personal nature and 

self-focus seemed to distinguish vengeful from anger-driven responses (Chapter 3). Both 

vengeful offenses and responses seemed to involve more of a self-threat (e.g., infidelity, 

reputational damage) than anger-driven offenses and responses (e.g., arguing). Compared 

to offenses preceding anger-driven responses, offenses preceding vengeful responses also 

contained more negative self-conscious emotions, such as humiliation. Moreover, 

compared to anger-driven responses, vengeful responses were more driven by self-

restorative motivations (e.g., repairing self-esteem or reputation). Thus, although 

vengeance, like all acts of negative reciprocity, is a response to an interpersonal harm, it 

appears to be the intrapersonal focus that makes it special. I discuss the more specific 

characteristics of vengeance below and illustrate these characteristics with examples of 

feelings of revenge and acts of revenge as provided by participants in our studies. 
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Antecedents of Vengeance 

Type of Offense 

Offenses that preceded vengeance appeared to be personal (i.e., to involve a self-

threat; Chapter 3). As reflected in theoretical notions (e.g., Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Nozick, 

1981), offenses were not just about harms but about threats to one’s identity, dignity, and 

self-esteem. Specifically, offenses were not so much about arguing and annoyances – 

common offenses in anger-driven responses – but more about self-threatening situations, 

in particular infidelity. Box 1 contains examples of offenses that typically resulted in 

feelings of revenge in my participants, such as infidelity and reputational damage. 

 

Box 1 

Offenses Resulting in Feelings of Revenge 

“My ex-husband had multiple affairs during our 22-year relationship. Both times he blamed me for it 

because I did not meet his expectations. He said it all just happened him and so, he was not to blame.” – 

Female, 60 

 

“My ex cheated on me with another married woman, with whom he is currently in a relationship. He still 

tries to hurt me now and then, so once a month I think: It would make things so much easier if you just 

died some way or another.” – Female, 33 

 

“I was living with and engaged to what I believed was the man of my dreams. We lived together for five 

years and I thought we were happy. My kids loved him and he loved them. My first marriage ended when 

my husband cheated on me. I could never forgive him and we divorced. I thought it would be different 

this time, only to find out that he had been seeing a woman I knew in town. Everyone in town knew about 

it but me. I moved out, but stayed in the area because of my job. I wanted revenge on both of them.” – 

Female, 59 

 

“When I was ten years old he accused me of stealing hundreds of thousands of money that he supposedly 

kept in an envelope at home.” – Female, 26 

 

“I was disinherited by my father, while I’ve always helped him!” – Male, 70 

 

“[I have feelings of revenge for the person who] stole valuable things that belonged to my deceased 

mother.” – Female, 60 

 

“A teacher (kindergarten teacher) humiliated our daughter of four years old by making her stand in front 

of a whole class because she had peed her pants and by calling her ‘dirty’. When I spoke to her about it, 

she responded very arrogantly and haughtily. Other children who did the same received clean underwear 

from her. She did not take my complaint seriously and almost treated me as one of her toddlers. I felt 

humiliated by her.” – Female, 52 

 

Emotional Intensity 

The more personal nature of the offenses that were reported by vengeful 

responders may have caused the specific emotional experience of people with a desire for 

vengeance. Throughout the studies, I found that people who experienced feelings of 

revenge reported a combination of anger, humiliation, envy, and contempt. Anger, 
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humiliation, and envy were identified as central features in the prototype analysis 

(Chapter 2) and all but anger were more intense for vengeful than angry responders 

(Chapter 3). The finding that vengeful and angry responders did not differ in the intensity 

of feelings of anger may indicate that feelings of revenge are not just extreme feelings of 

anger, but rather a mix of anger and other emotions. However, it should be noted that 

scores on anger were high for both vengeful and angry responders, which may indicate a 

ceiling effect. This raises the question whether offenses resulting in vengeful responses 

are simply more severe than offenses resulting in anger-driven responses. A higher 

severity could explain why vengeful responders scored higher on negative emotions and 

other variables (e.g., rumination) than angry responders. I think it is unlikely that 

vengeance is just a type of negative reciprocity that is preceded by severe offenses. 

Vengeance appears to be preceded by specific offenses. Some offenses that typically result 

in anger can be very intense (heated arguments) or, in terms of lab experiments, can be 

made more intense (e.g., increasing the financial loss for uncooperative behaviors in social 

dilemma games), resulting in more severe responses. These responses are not likely 

vengeful responses, however. To induce vengeful responses, offenses need not only be 

severe but need a personal nature. This was also indicated by participants’ perceived 

offense severity in Chapter 3. Vengeful responders judged the offenses only marginally 

significantly more severe than angry responders. When controlling for this difference, 

almost all of the observed differences between vengeful and angry responders remained. 

This indicates that vengeful responses are not just an extreme type of anger-driven 

responses. In addition, that vengeful responses are not just extreme anger-driven 

responses was indicated by the emotional experience, since vengeful responders did not 

score higher on all negative emotions. 

Taken together, the studies indicated that feelings of revenge consist of a mix of 

emotions, usually containing a level of anger but in addition feelings of humiliation 

(Chapters 2-3) and perhaps contempt (Chapter 3) and envy (Chapters 2-3). To further 

investigate of which emotions feelings of revenge may consist, I performed an extra 

analysis on the panel data of Chapter 4 (the analysis is not described in Chapter 4 because 

the main focus of that chapter was when people take revenge). The panel data included 

the following emotions after the offense: 1) humiliation, 2) hurt feelings, 3) anger, 4) 

shame, 5) disappointment, 6) sadness, 7) fear, 8) contempt, and 9) feelings of revenge. In 

a regression analysis with the first eight emotions as predictors and the ninth emotion, 

feelings of revenge, as the outcome variable, I examined which emotions predicted 

feelings of revenge. One cannot say anything with certainty about causal directions of the 

emotions, of course, but the analysis may give insight into the emotional experience when 

experiencing feelings of revenge. Together, the emotions predicted variance in feelings of 

revenge, F(8, 911) = 36.00, p < .001, R2 = .24. Only anger, b = 0.47, t = 10.07, p < .001, β = 

.32, humiliation, b = 0.06, t = 2.14, p = .033, β = .08, and contempt, b = 0.21, t = 8.41, p < 

.001, β = .27, predicted unique variance in feelings of revenge (the other emotions did not, 

|b|s < 0.04, |t|s < 1.37, ps > .172; all tolerances > .53, VIFs < 1.90). 
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Since I did not include envy in the study of Chapter 4, I could not examine whether 

this emotion also predicted feelings of revenge. Future research should be conducted on 

the role of envy in feelings of revenge. The presence of envy in offenses that lead to 

vengeful responses may be linked with the type of offenses preceding vengeful responses, 

since a typical offense was infidelity. Infidelity may induce envy toward the rival. Future 

research should also focus on causally linking the emotions, which may result in a 

temporal order (e.g., one may first experience anger and humiliation at the time of the 

offense, which later on transforms into contempt; cf. Fisher & Roseman, 2007). 

 

Situational Precursors 

In Chapter 4, I examined when feelings of revenge may result in vengeance. 

Avengers and non-avengers were compared on six situational factors, specifically type of 

offense, perceived intensity of the offense, type of offender, closeness with the offender, 

social context of the offense, and revenge possibility. Results revealed that avengers did 

not take revenge simply because offenses were more intense (more severe or emotionally 

intense or resulting in more rumination) than offenses that non-avengers reported, 

because there were more or less audience members present, or because they were more 

or less close to offenders than non-avengers. However, I did find differences between 

avengers and non-avengers in terms of the situational factors: Revenge was more 

prevalent (1) among young male friends and acquaintances, (2) after offenses involving 

social exclusion (typical examples are being ignored, not being invited for something, 

someone ending a relationship, and someone not being there for a person in a time of 

need; for specific examples of these offenses, see Box 2), and (3) when there was a 

possibility to take revenge. 

 

Box 2 

Offenses of Social Exclusion 

“I was ignored and felt as if nobody listened to me.” – Female, 26 

 

“Someone turned 50 (a cousin) and I was convinced I would be invited. I had talked to her mother (who 

organized the party for her daughter) shortly before, but she didn’t talk about it. Eventually I was not 

invited and this led to feelings of revenge. I really wanted to shake my sister-in-law and call her names.” 

– Male, 64 

 

“A family member organized a family reunion and I wasn’t invited.” – Female, 72 

 

“Three months after the death of my daughter my ex left me.” – Female, 49 

 

“During the severe illness of my wife, which ultimately resulted in her death, I did not receive support or 

even a visit from some family members.” – Male, 66 

 

“A friend turned out to be a friend when it suited her instead of a true friend. As soon as what we had in 

common was no longer there, our ‘friendship’ was gone. I thought I had her support, but it turned out 

that this was not the case. I was angry about that.” – Female, 34 
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“My family deserted me when I dealt with severe problems. My mother, who chose my brothers over 

giving me attention when I had breast cancer and went through an amputation, deserted me and chose 

for my brothers because she ‘needed them more’ and practically, I was of little use to her at that time… 

That broke me. My brothers deserted me because they didn’t know how to deal with it, and so far, they 

have not even tried.” – Female, 68 

 

The Act of Revenge 

Type of Response 

Vengeful responses also seemed more personal than anger-driven responses 

(Chapter 3). Specifically, compared to angry responders, vengeful responders used more 

reputational damage in their acts. 

 

Delay 

The focus on restoring a harmed aspect of the self (intrapersonal focus) that 

appeared characteristic of vengeance may explain why acts of revenge were often 

delayed, sometimes taking place years after the offense (Chapters 3 and 5; examples can 

be found in Box 3): When a response is aimed at preventing repetition, it is important to 

respond fast, so that the response can be linked to the offense and the offender can learn 

from this “feedback”. However, when intrapersonal aspects become more important, 

responding quickly is less relevant, and instead, it becomes more important to respond in 

a way that will successfully restore the self. Indeed, vengeful responses were more 

delayed than anger-driven responses (Chapter 3). Because vengeful and angry responses 

did not differ in possibility to respond immediately (or in sense of power) this time 

difference did not seem the result of more intense feelings of powerlessness for vengeful 

responders. Instead, the difference in time was most likely the result of vengeful 

responses involving more planning than anger-driven responses. Planning predicted time 

between the offense and revenge act in Chapter 5 and was, together with the related 

concept “deliberate”, a central feature in the prototype analysis (Chapter 2). 

 

Box 3 

Delayed Acts of Revenge 

“My fantasy became reality. Exactly one year after the incident I walked toward my opponent in the 

hallway of the school and punched him brutally, resulting in a bloody nose. I told him he should feel what 

I had been through.” – Male, 44 

 

“I approached people who were important to my boss and brought them over to my side. Eventually this 

resulted in a ukase, in which the project completely fell into my hands. The position and reputation of 

[my boss] have been damaged.” – Male, 52 

 

“I described the incident in a short story that will be published.” – Male, 48 

 

“[I took revenge by] calmly and patiently excluding this person from the network, ‘putting [him / her] on 

a sidetrack’. I proceeded in a calculated and pragmatic way.” – Male, 40 
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“I was bullied as a child and beaten on my way to school by a few children from a nearby public school. A 

few years later I finally encountered the leader of this group alone and was able to give him the beating 

of his life.” – Male, 44 

 

Dissimilarity 

Chapter 5 examined whether offense and revenge act were similar in domain and 

severity (“an eye for an eye…”) and suggested that they were not similar. Acts of revenge 

usually took place in a different domain than the preceding offense. As for severity, both 

avengers and targets of revenge judged the act of revenge as disproportional, but in 

opposite, self-serving ways: Avengers thought the offense was more severe than the 

revenge act, whereas targets thought the revenge act was more severe than the offense. 
 

Consequences of Vengeance 

Emotions After Revenge 

All in all, results suggested that there were emotional benefits of taking revenge. 

Vengeful responders reported more intense feelings of satisfaction than angry responders 

(Chapter 3). In addition, avengers reported more intense feelings of satisfaction than 

feelings of dissatisfaction (Chapter 5) as well as less rumination and lower current 

feelings of revenge than non-avengers (Chapter 4). However, it should be noted that 

vengeful and angry responders did not differ in the intensity of feelings of dissatisfaction 

(Chapter 3) and that avengers felt residual feelings of revenge to the same extent as 

satisfaction (Chapter 5). These findings indicate that the emotional experience after 

taking revenge was not entirely positive. Moreover, longitudinal studies are needed to 

examine to what extent feelings of satisfaction (and dissatisfaction) will remain stable 

over time. A central feature in the prototype analysis (“short-term solution”) suggests that 

outcomes of vengeance, and these include emotional outcomes, may change over time. 

 

Relationship Deterioration 

Relationship deterioration also seemed characteristic of vengeance (examples can 

be found in Box 4). Relationships between offenders and people who experienced feelings 

of revenge generally deteriorated to a large extent (Chapter 4). In addition, relationships 

between offenders and responders deteriorated more in vengeful than anger-driven 

instances, even though offenders and vengeful responders were not less close before the 

offense (Chapter 3). This difference remained when controlling for perceived offense 

severity. The characteristic of relationship deterioration may again be a consequence of 

the intrapersonal focus of avengers. The higher focus on restoring damaged aspects of the 

self (as opposed to a focus on interpersonal consequences for the relationship) may mean 

less consideration (or even a complete disregard) for the relationship. Relationship 

deterioration may also be a consequence of acts of revenge being particularly severe (Bar-

Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; 

Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003; also implied by some central features in the prototype analysis, 

such as “aggressive” and “cruelty”), which may be another result of the intrapersonal 
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focus of avengers. To gain more insight into the process that is responsible for the 

deterioration of the relationship, future research may include more measures of the 

relationships at different time points, including right after the offense. This could reveal 

whether the relationship deteriorates as a result of the offense or as a result of the act of 

revenge, separating these two acts. I predict that vengeful responders’ relationship with 

the offender will already be less close after the offense than angry responders’ 

relationship with the offender because of its personal nature. This difference may grow 

larger after the response, which also seems more personal and may be more severe than 

that of angry responders. 
 

Box 4 

Relationship Endings 

“Just in case it wasn't clear from my responses, I no longer have a relationship with the person of whom 

I fantasized. Still, I hope he gets hit by a bus. Eff that guy.” – Male, 39 

 

“I JUST WANTED TO STATE WE NO LONGER TALK AND I HAVE UNFRIENDED HER FROM MY FACEBOOK 

ACCOUNT BECAUSE NEITHER OF US GOT ALONG, SO I THOUGHT IT WAS BETTER TO JUST DELETE 

HER.” – Female, 22 

 

“[I] wanted nothing to do with this person. [I] actually wrote a letter stating this.” – Male, 66 

 

“I completely isolated her from my life”- Female, 53 

 

“Not greeting them when they greet you. No longer sending Christmas cards. In short, having no contact 

at all. Even though [we] are neighbors.” – Female, 24 

 

Toward a New Definition of Vengeance 

Taken together, the findings show that a definition of vengeance along the lines of 

“harm for harm” (e.g., Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001; Levesque, 2012; Stuckless & Goranson, 

1992; Kim & Smith, 1993) is inadequate. When investigating antecedents, characteristics, 

and consequences of vengeance (instead of general effects of negative reciprocity), one 

needs a richer understanding of vengeance. I would like to propose an updated version of 

definitions of vengeance. Importantly, this is only a working definition based on the 

findings of this dissertation from which vengeance can be further examined. I propose to 

define vengeance as an act of harm as a response to a personal offense. With “a personal 

offense” I mean an offense that threatened the self, such as damage to one’s reputation. 

Such offenses lead to a mix of emotions, including anger, humiliation, and contempt, as 

well as rumination. In addition, when examining acts of revenge, it is important to 

ascertain that they contain the following features: The act of revenge is personal, 

aggressive, and planned and often leads to relationship deterioration. It seems to be 

motivated by intrapersonal concerns, such as restoring self-esteem, power, or reputation. 

I would like to acknowledge that not all acts of revenge need to have these features. 

In fact, Chapter 2 showed that the concept of vengeance has a prototype structure, which 

means that some features are more representative of the concept than others. All features 
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need not be present in a specific act of revenge, but the more of these central features are 

present, the more it will be prototypical of vengeance. If researchers want to understand 

vengeance, they should focus on prototypical cases of vengeance. Viewing vengeance in 

the current, limited way (with “returning harm” as its only feature) does not do justice to 

the concept of vengeance. 

 

Implications 

The results described in this dissertation have important implications for research 

on vengeance. They reveal that vengeance is more than the simple “harm for harm” 

characteristic by which it is often defined and operationalized. As a consequence, the wide 

variety of paradigms used to elicit and measure vengeance – from financial (Kim, Smith, 

& Brigham, 1998; Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008; Gollwitzer & Bushman, 2012, Study 

1) to aggressive paradigms (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2012, Study 3) – may not be prototypical 

examples of vengeance. Indeed, most of the paradigms seem to lack the specific 

characteristics of vengeance, such as its personal nature and subsequent delay. As 

discussed, it is not problematic to use such paradigms to investigate general effects of 

negative reciprocity. To investigate whether punishment can deter negative behaviors or 

promote positive behaviors, one only needs a certain punishment and observe the other 

person’s behavior. To investigate whether such effects can be moderated by costs or other 

moderators, one only needs a certain punishment and manipulate the presence or level 

of these moderators. However, when examining the specific variant vengeance, it is not 

sufficient to elicit anger-driven responses and extrapolate the conclusions to vengeance. 

Anger-driven and vengeful responses seem to have different antecedents, characteristics, 

and consequences, and may be motivated by different concerns (Chapter 3). Thus, for 

such research questions, more specific operationalizations of vengeance are needed. If 

researchers want to elicit vengeful responses in the lab, they shall have to use offenses 

that are characteristic of vengeance. Specifically, offenses must be personal and not only 

elicit anger but also self-conscious emotions, such as humiliation. In addition, if 

researchers want to measure vengeful responses, they shall have to use measures that are 

characteristic of vengeance. Specifically, responses must be personal, aggressive, and 

planned (instead of the impulsive opportunities for punishment that are generally used). 

A key aspect of vengeance is that vengeance is personal. This is important because 

it gives rise to new predictions. For example, if vengeful responses are preceded by more 

personal offenses than anger-driven responses, vengeful responders may be more willing 

to incur high costs (in terms of time, effort, money, or risks) for their response than angry 

responders. As discussed, the intrapersonal focus – and subsequent disregard for 

relational consequences – that appears to characterize these vengeful responses may also 

explain why vengeance often has severe consequences (Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Frijda, 

1994, 2007; Kim & Smith, 1993; Stuckless & Goranson, 1992; Uniacke, 2000; Vos, 2003), 

presumably more severe than anger-driven responses. The intrapersonal focus and the 

restoration of self-esteem, reputation, or a sense of power may also explain why “revenge 
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is sweet”, a notion that received some support in Chapters 4-5, or at least why vengeful 

responses are more satisfactory than anger-driven responses (Chapter 3). 

A final important prediction that stems from the notion that vengeance is personal 

is that vengeance is something that avengers would particularly like to perform 

themselves (as opposed to letting others, such as independent third parties, solve the 

situation; cf. Bar-Elli & Heyd, 1986; Nozick, 1981). If vengeful responses are more 

motivated by intrapersonal concerns (e.g., restoring self-esteem or a sense of power) than 

anger-driven responses, it makes sense that vengeance is something that the harmed 

person has to perform himself/herself. After all, only the harmed person can restore the 

intrapersonal state. A popular proverb states that “Vengeance is mine (I will repay), saith 

the Lord”, but this notion may not be shared by avengers. Indeed, the Count of Monte 

Cristo does not agree. “Mighty vengeance is mine,” he sings in the musical (which is based 

on the book). I cannot answer the question whether avengers want to “solve” the situation 

themselves with the current data, because I always asked participants to describe a 

situation in which they responded. That is, I did not ask participants to describe situations 

in which someone else responded. The prototype analysis does indicate that “taking the 

law into your own hands” is a central feature of vengeance, which suggests that the act of 

revenge is performed by the harmed person (instead of an independent third party). 

Future research is needed to examine whether people are particularly willing to be the 

retaliatory agent when offenses are personal and whether vengeful people are more 

willing to be the retaliatory agent than angry people. The implication of this might be that 

punishments by others (e.g., judges) may not solve the situation in avengers’ eyes. This 

would be in line with the finding that the severity of third-party punishment (by judges) 

in criminal cases does not seem to diminish feelings of revenge in victims of these crimes 

(Orth, 2004). 

Furthermore, the studies in this dissertation used heterogeneous samples. 

Chapters 4 and 5 examined data that was collected in the CentERdata LISS panel, a panel 

that is representative of the Dutch population. Chapter 3 described data that was collected 

on Mechanical Turk (MTurk), which also consists of a heterogeneous participant pool 

(much more so than student samples) and generally produces data of a good quality 

(Paolacci & Chandler, 2014). These studies sometimes found other results than research 

focusing on student samples. For example, a study focusing on a student sample found no 

difference between avengers and non-avengers in type of offender, although the authors 

suggested that a difference might be found in a more diverse sample (Stillwell et al., 2008). 

This is exactly what happened (Chapter 4). Thus, the current findings also demonstrate 

the importance of using more diverse samples than the often used student samples of 

most empirical research. 

Although the current research particularly focuses on understanding vengeance, 

ultimately one would like to predict when acts of revenge will occur in order to manage 

or even prevent vengeance. Or, as one of my participants put it: “I hope you find a cure!” 

More research is needed on factors that predict vengeance, but I made a first step in 
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Chapter 4, in which I focused on situational differences between avengers and non-

avengers. The findings suggested that revenge is more likely among friends, after offenses 

involving social exclusion, and when there is a possibility to take revenge. 

Finally, Chapter 5 provides insight into a possible mechanism of revenge cycles. 

The chapter revealed that avengers and targets of revenge have divergent perceptions on 

the severity of revenge acts and offenses preceding them. Specifically, avengers view the 

offenses as more severe than the revenge act and targets view the revenge act as more 

severe than the offense. If targets judge the other person’s act as more severe than their 

own, they may respond with another act of harm as revenge. In this way, the perceptual 

differences between avengers and targets may cause endless cycles of revenge. 

 

Vengeance in the Lab 

Many studies reported in this dissertation are of a descriptive or explorative 

nature, rather than testing a complete model or specific hypotheses in experimental 

designs. Such research methods may limit conclusions on causation, for example, but also 

have some advantages. With these methods, the richness of the vengeance concept can be 

revealed, which can be used for further studies on vengeance. After all, it is important to 

accurately describe the real-world phenomenon under investigation before testing 

hypotheses about the phenomenon (Rozin, 2001, 2009). Rozin (2001) criticized the 

predominant tendency in social psychology to proceed to hypothesis testing before 

having examined the foundations or core features of the phenomenon. The problem of 

“prematurely entering the advanced stages of science” (p. 10) was illustrated with a 

whimsical scenario in which certain creatures try to understand the sport that earthlings 

call football. After a few proposals, it was determined that the best way to investigate the 

sport was to focus on numbered creatures, since this could form the basis of precise 

quantification. Techniques to study football included EEGs, biochemical analyses, and 

correlations. A preliminary finding was that the summed numbers stayed roughly 

constant through the game. It was pointed out that a good starting point was the most 

structured element of the game: the grouping of players in a circle, in a fixed order, every 

few minutes. After this circle, there was a disordered set of movements, which appeared 

to be players “letting off steam”. Position in the circle seemed reliably related to the 

player’s number (etc.). The proposal to simply observe the general flow of the game and 

ask the players themselves what it is about (a descriptive approach) was immediately 

rejected on the grounds that it was not model-driven (but explorative), relied on verbal 

reports (and why believe a player’s claim that the rarely visible ball was the center of 

activity?), was retrospective (not asked while they were playing), had no control group of 

participants not familiar with football, was no experiment with clear independent and 

dependent variables, etc. Of course, the scenario is a caricature, but it nicely illustrates 

Rozin’s (2001) point that “the field has maladaptively narrowed the range of phenomena 

and methodological approaches that it deems acceptable or optimal” (p. 2) and plea for “a 

greater consideration for identification and description of phenomena” (p. 12). I hope to 



Chapter 6 

112  

have contributed to this more descriptive path in social psychology with my examination 

of the core features of vengeance. 

Related to this point, in most of the studies, I used autobiographical recalls as 

method to study vengeance. Conclusions are based on people’s recollections of offenses, 

which may be distorted (e.g., Conway, 1990; Levine, 1997; Robinson & Clore, 2002; Ross, 

1989). I chose this method for several reasons. First, the research questions in the present 

dissertation often focused on subjective experiences and external validity, for which 

personal narratives are the preferred method (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; 

Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). Second, lab research was sometimes not possible, such as 

when I compared vengeful and anger-driven responses (Chapter 3). If one wants to study 

this in the lab, one needs to know the differences between these emotions, so that they 

can be manipulated. This was not the case.  The same goes for exploring situational 

differences between avengers and non-avengers (Chapter 4). Thus, for these more 

descriptive and explorative research questions, lab research is not always possible. Third, 

even if possible, lab research on vengeance can only investigate mild forms of vengeance 

due to ethical limitations (Boon, Alibhai, & Deveau, 2011; Crombag, Rassin, & 

Horselenberg, 2003). I questioned whether such forms accurately reflect the concept of 

vengeance. Importantly, when I used recalls, I usually compared a vengeance condition to 

another condition (a non-vengeance negative reciprocity condition in Chapter 2, an 

anger-driven responses condition in Chapter 3, a target condition in Chapter 4, and a non-

avengers condition in Chapter 5). If participants distorted their recollections, this 

distortion should differ between conditions in order to explain the results. Although still 

possible, this does diminish the possibility that findings result from a distortion of one’s 

recollections. 

It is perhaps informative that I did try to elicit feelings of revenge and vengeance 

in the lab by adapting current paradigms to make them reflect these concepts more 

accurately. The first two attempts were unsuccessful. In one study with three conditions, 

participants (N = 150) played an adapted version of the Dictator Game (Kahneman, 

Knetsch, & Thaler, 1986). The condition that was to elicit feelings of revenge was the 

condition in which participants received only 5 cents out of 10 euros (which I thought 

would not only elicit anger, but also humiliation). In the two other conditions participants 

received 2 or 0 euros. However, when I examined participants’ emotional state in the 

condition that was supposed to elicit feelings of revenge, the intensity of both anger (M = 

4.40, SD = 2.83; 9-point scale) and humiliation (M = 4.63, SD = 2.75; 9-point scale) did not 

even exceed the midpoint of the scale. The only emotion that exceeded the midpoint was 

disappointment (M = 7.29, SD = 1.81; 9-point scale), which does not seem a typical 

emotion in cases of vengeance. In addition, the intention to take revenge (measured by 

the revenge subscale of the TRIM, the Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations 

inventory; McCullough et al., 1998) was very low (M = 2.97, SD = 1.79; 9-point scale) and 

did not differ from other conditions in which participants received 2 or 0 euros out of 10 

euros. 
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In another lab study with four conditions (N = 198), I used the essay evaluation 

paradigm (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Bushman, Baumeister, & Phillips, 2001). I again 

adapted this manipulation to make it a more prototypical revenge situation. Specifically, 

I made the evaluation more personal (“Whoever wrote this, seems pretty dumb to me”). 

The other conditions were the more classical condition of negative feedback on the essay 

(“I thought this was a bad essay”), a condition in which the negative evaluation was not 

personal at all, just strategic (“I just wanted to win the prize; that’s why I gave this grade”), 

and a control condition (“I could follow it easily”). Again, in the condition that was 

supposed to elicit feelings of revenge (negative feedback on the person), means on the 

negative emotions were pretty low and all below the midpoint of the scale. For example, 

the mean rating of anger was only 3.76 (SD = 1.95; 9-point scale) in the negative feedback 

on the person condition and was also just 3.61 (SD = 2.20) in the classical condition of 

negative feedback on the essay. In fact, participants scored higher on happiness (e.g., M = 

4.56, SD = 1.51, in the personal negative feedback condition) than on anger. I measured 

revenge in several ways (TRIM subscale, word stem completion task on revenge, amount 

of needles in a voodoo doll that represented the other person, evaluation of the other 

person’s essay), but none confirmed the predictions. Moreover, revenge scores were low, 

with, for example, 3.56 being the highest score of all conditions on the 9-point TRIM scale 

(SD = 1.83). Thus, neither the personal nor the classical condition appeared to elicit 

feelings of revenge. Interestingly, these results appear to be in line with other research 

using the (classical) essay evaluation paradigm. For example, Gollwitzer, Meder, and 

Schmitt (2011) used this paradigm in their article and also reported a score on anger after 

the offense that was below midpoint. The researchers stated that finding a relatively low 

anger score “is a typical finding in many laboratory experiments involving provocation” 

(p. 366). In my view, this is problematic when investigating characteristics of vengeance. 

It shows that the paradigm is about mild annoyances or frustrations and mild annoyances 

are an unlikely cause of feelings of revenge. 

In one of my final attempts I used a prototypical antecedent of revenge: a false 

accusation. In a study30, participants (N = 119) made a difficult anagram task on which 

they scored badly, after which my research assistant falsely accused them of not having 

put any effort into it. This paradigm is not often used in studies on vengeance but is 

extensively used in studies on rumination (Bushman, Bonacci, Pedersen, Vasquez, & 

Miller, 2005; Denson, Pedersen, Friese, Hahm, & Roberts, 2011; Denson, Pedersen, & 

Miller, 2006; Pedersen et al., 2011; Pedersen, Gonzalez, & Miller, 2000). Unfortunately, 

the study focused on something else than emotional experience, so I have no scores on 

emotions after the offense (unlike the other two lab studies, the study also did not 

manipulate the type of offense because that was not the main focus of the study). 

                                                   
30 The study had four conditions that will not be further discussed, since they were unrelated to the offense. 
Thus, all participants received the same false accusation. The experience afterwards (whether they were 
supposed to fantasize or ruminate about it) was manipulated. 
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However, many participants acted angrily toward the research assisted – with one 

participant’s behavior so aggressive that my research assistant felt threatened – or were 

baffled by his words. At the debriefing, many confessed to having been very angry and 

three participants started to cry and told us that they had also cried in their cubicles 

during the experiment. Thus, it appears that this paradigm can successfully induce 

feelings of revenge in the lab. However, although the study was ethically approved, after 

having been confronted with the emotional responses of participants, I have doubts 

concerning the ethics of this paradigm. 

All in all, these attempts further illustrate that vengeance is indeed a concept that 

is difficult to study in the lab (cf. Boon et al., 2011). To accurately study vengeance (and 

not general negative reciprocity or anger-driven responses), the concept cannot be 

completely stripped of its meaning. However, when investigating the richer concept of 

vengeance in the lab, one gets close to (or perhaps even crosses) ethical boundaries. Thus, 

the most fruitful way to study vengeance may be using autobiographical recalls. This may 

be true for other complex concepts as well. For example, when I realized that vengeance 

was closely linked to humiliation, a concept that is often unjustly equated with shame, I 

conducted a prototype analysis of humiliation to better understand this concept. I 

conducted almost the same six studies as in Chapter 2 (Elshout, Nelissen, & Van Beest, 

2014). This prototype analysis revealed that, like vengeance, humiliation is a rich 

phenomenon. Moreover, although humiliation is often equated with shame, humiliation 

appears to be just as close or perhaps even closer to anger. The experience of humiliation 

is intense and can lead to vengeance. I expect that stripping the concept of humiliation of 

its rich meaning will not accurately reflect the concept, but studying it in its rich form in 

the lab will have the same (ethical) concerns as research on vengeance. 

 

Future Directions 

The current dissertation contributes to a more specific understanding of 

vengeance. It also gives some insight into situational precursors and characteristics of acts 

of revenge, including divergent perceptions of different roles (avengers, targets). Of 

course, further steps can still be made to gain a better understanding of vengeance.  For 

example, my research focused on divergent perceptions of different roles (avengers vs. 

targets; Chapter 5), but did not specifically investigate divergent perceptions of different 

individuals. As indicated by the finding that the concept of vengeance has a prototype 

structure (Chapter 2), there are prototypical examples of vengeance, but also grey areas. 

This means that for some people, the threshold of which instances are viewed as 

vengeance may be higher than for others. In Chapter 4, in which I focused on avengers 

and non-avengers, I took this into account by first identifying possible differences 

between non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once and non-avengers who had 

never taken revenge. Non-avengers who had taken revenge at least once consisted of the 

same type of people as avengers, since people who had taken revenge at least once were 

randomly divided across these two conditions. One can assume that differences in the 
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threshold of what is viewed as vengeance are then also randomly divided across 

conditions. The only group that might differ is that of non-avengers who had never taken 

revenge. This group might consist of people who simply have a higher threshold of calling 

an instance vengeance (and therefore indicated that they had never taken revenge). By 

first comparing the two non-avengers groups and keeping them separate if there were 

differences, I took this difference in threshold into consideration. Still, for a more detailed 

understanding of (the grey areas of) vengeance it is important to examine these 

perceptual differences in what is called vengeance. 

Similarly, different cultures may have different perceptions of which instances are 

called vengeance. For example, the large majority of the US sample of MTurkers (Chapter 

3) had no trouble describing an instance in which they experienced feelings of revenge  

and many indicated that they had displayed actual negative behavior toward the offender. 

In contrast, about one third of the Dutch LISS panel (Chapters 4-5) indicated that they had 

never experienced feelings of revenge and of those who had experienced feelings of 

revenge, many indicated that they had never actually taken revenge. Because there was a 

high correlation between the prototype structure of vengeance in a Dutch and American 

sample (Chapter 2), I think that these differences do not reflect a difference in how 

(prototypical) vengeance is perceived. However, there may be a cultural difference in the 

threshold of which instances are considered vengeance (the grey areas). Other 

possibilities are that American people have better memories than Dutch people and can 

therefore recall an instance of revenge in their own lives more easily (which I deem 

unlikely), that American people give less socially desirable answers than Dutch people 

(perhaps because they view vengeance less negatively than Dutch people do), or that, for 

some reason (a possibility is again having a less negative view of vengeance), American 

people have actually taken revenge more often. These possibilities should be examined 

further. It should be noted that my Dutch student samples (Chapter 2 Studies 5-6 and 

Chapter 5 Study 2) also seemed to have little trouble recalling an episode of vengeance in 

their own lives. Thus, instead of a cultural difference, the finding that LISS panel members 

indicated that they had little experience with vengeance may reflect a specific panel 

characteristic. It is important to examine all these possibilities further, because they 

provide information on the prevalence of vengeance. 

When people are likely to take revenge remains an important research question if 

one wants to manage or prevent revenge. I provided several situational precursors, but 

these need to be investigated further. For example, why is revenge more likely after 

offenses of social exclusion? One reason might be that revenge is the only possible 

response in cases in which the other person has turned his/her back on you. Future 

research might also focus on different types of social exclusion (ignoring vs. rejecting) to 

gain a more detailed insight into which offenses most likely result in revenge. In addition, 

I did not focus on personality variables that may influence the likelihood of taking 

revenge, but personality traits may also influence revenge likelihood. Prior research 

investigated the link between personality and vengeance (e.g., Brown, 2004; Eisenberger, 
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Lynch, Aselage, & Rohdieck, 2004; Exline, Baumeister, Bushman, Campbell, & Finkel, 

2004; Giammarco & Vernon, 2014; McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001; 

McKee & Feather, 2008; Rasmussen & Boon, 2014; Sheppard & Boon, 2012; Stuckless & 

Goranson, 1992). However, most of these studies mainly focused on correlations (of 

personality traits) with vengefulness, which remains an ambiguous concept (is it about 

attitudes or inclination to take revenge?). Thus, links between personality and vengeance 

could be investigated further to gain insight into which people are likely to take revenge. 

Finally, often when people experience feelings of revenge, they fantasize about 

taking revenge (whether they actually do so or not). In fact, the majority of avengers and 

non-avengers of the LISS panel (Chapters 4-5) indicated that they had fantasized about 

taking revenge. In a separate line of research, I have started to investigate these revenge 

fantasies (examples can be found in Box 5; it is a coincidence that all examples come from 

females, since the analyses revealed that men fantasized about revenge just as often). 

Interestingly, results revealed that avengers and non-avengers of the LISS panel did not 

differ in the amount of revenge fantasies, but did differ in the content of these fantasies. 

Avengers’ revenge fantasies were more realistic (though equally severe) and were more 

often about the participant himself/herself taking revenge (as opposed to another person 

or an event that was outside of their control) than non-avengers’ revenge fantasies. In 

addition, avengers reported more often that they had considered actually carrying out the 

fantasy than non-avengers. Together, these findings indicate that avengers’ fantasies may 

have a different function than non-avengers’ fantasies. Specifically, avengers may have 

fantasies in which a specific act of revenge is planned (risks and benefits are weighed, for 

example), whereas non-avengers may have fantasies that are used as a coping mechanism 

(e.g., inducing a sense of power or self-esteem or improving one’s mood) so that actual 

revenge is less of a necessity. I am currently examining these revenge fantasies further, 

focusing on their different functions and relationship to actual revenge (do these fantasies 

influence the likelihood of taking revenge?). I think it is important to examine these topics, 

since they may provide insight into whether revenge fantasies may be stimulated (if they 

serve a coping function and prevent revenge) or discouraged (if they serve a planning 

function and may make revenge more likely). 

 

Box 5 

Revenge Fantasies 

“[I fantasized about] embarrassing her in a departmental meeting. Consistently ignoring her or, if this is 

not possible, nodding contemptuously” – Female, 60 

 

“I meditated ways to let his wife know that her husband not only had an affair with me but also with 

another woman, with whom he had conceived a child and who blackmailed him to conceive yet another 

child with her. I wanted to write her a letter or talk to her in order to reveal everything to her (I knew 

where she worked and sometimes saw her outside, smoking during a break).” – Female, 51 

 

“(I did not know I had it in me). I wanted to tie him up and slowly inflict a lot of pain on him, for example 

stab him, cut off his private parts, and then let him bleed to death.” – Female, 36 
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“Then I thought it would be much nicer to invent some sort of sci-fi plot in which someone walks around 

with an automatic weapon that makes these kinds of people disappear… so that society improves.” – 

Female, 26 

 

“I wished that the plane he took on his holiday would crash.” – Female, 55 

 

“I wished her a terrible marriage. That she would have to suffer her tyrannical husband (beating, kicking, 

him cheating) and that she would never see her (adorable) children again.” – Female, 43 

 

 “If he stood in front of my car, I would keep driving.” – Female, 58 

 

“If he threw poison in my garden and one of the cats died as a result, I would push the cat down his throat 

and make him eat it.” – Female, 49 
 

To Conclude 

Vengeance is more than a simple act of “harm for harm”. The current findings are 

in line with Alexandre Dumas’ story of Monte Cristo’s vengeance. The offense that led to 

Monte Cristo’s desire for vengeance was a false accusation, a personal offense of 

reputational damage, which most likely resulted not only in anger, but also humiliation 

and contempt. His act of revenge was planned for ten years (preceded by another ten 

years in which vengeance was not possible due to his imprisonment). In addition, Monte 

Cristo never restored his relationship with the targets of his revenge. Only Mercédès (who 

was never even a prime target of his revenge) could count on his forgiveness, but even 

she was left behind in the end when he sailed away, satisfied. Taken together, the 

empirical findings of this dissertation suggest that we should appreciate what Alexandre 

Dumas already knew: Vengeance is personal. 
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de feedback die je me hebt gegeven. Vooral dit laatste jaar heb ik een aantal fijne 

gesprekken met je gehad en heb je me echt weer moed ingepraat toen het even tegenzat. 

Ik weet dat je het beste met me voor hebt en ben daar heel dankbaar voor. 

Wilco en Elise, jullie wil ik bedanken voor de fijne samenwerking, ook al hebben 

we uiteindelijk voor aparte projecten gekozen. Ik vond de gesprekken heel fijn en 

inspirerend. Jullie kijk op wraak sluit goed aan bij die van ons en ik hoop dat we samen 

het veld overtuigen van onze inzichten. 

Bedankt, collega’s, voor de fijne momenten waarvoor jullie gezorgd hebben. Ik wil 

een paar mensen in het bijzonder bedanken. Allereerst Diana, want jij houdt het 

departement draaiende en doet heel veel voor ons departement. Daarnaast ben je een 

ontzettend lief persoon bij wie ik altijd goed mijn verhaal kwijt kon. En natuurlijk ook 

bedankt voor de organisatie van onze geheime club; we hadden maar een paar meetings, 

maar ze waren allemaal even gezellig  

Marieke v/d T., je bent een heel leuk en sociaal persoon. Ik kon altijd bij jou 

aankloppen en je leefde met alles enorm met me mee, van sollicitaties tot 

proefschriftstress. Het is altijd gezellig om met jou te kletsen. Jij maakt ons departement 

een stuk zonniger! 

Seger, hoewel je niet mijn begeleider was, stond je toch altijd klaar met je advies 

en “nazorg” na een labmeeting. Je was altijd bereid mee te denken en kwam met goede 

ideeën en oplossingen. Dank daarvoor. Ik heb hier erg veel aan gehad. 

Willem and David, thanks for some interesting discussions, on vengeance and 

other things. You are both very kind, and I enjoyed our conversations very much. Thanks 

also for pushing me to go to the PhD drinks, which I shamefully did not attend as much as 

I should have, although they were always lots of fun. 

Anna, voormalig kamergenootje, bedankt voor al je feedback op mijn werk. Jij 

maakte onze JAM compleet. En uiteraard bedankt voor je steun. Jij wist me echt weer op 
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te beuren als ik een tegenslag te verwerken had. Ik probeer jouw filosofie over de hangmat 

nu beter na te leven. 

Janne, jij was mijn kamergenootje van begin tot eind. Ik weet zeker dat mijn 

proefschrift beter is geworden door alle feedback die jij me tussendoor hebt gegeven. 

Bedankt voor de lol die we hadden (zoals na de interpretatie van “aantal paren” in de 

paired-samples t-test), de heerlijke taarten (voor wie ze ook wil proeven: bestel ze bij 

bakkerij Van Doorn!), de spoilers (The Hunger Games…), de peptalks en de gezelligheid. 

Je was een geweldig kamergenootje! 

Tila, heel erg bedankt dat je Johan Karremans wilt vervangen op mijn promotiedag! 

Ik wil al mijn studenten bedanken voor hun bijdrage aan mijn projecten. Ik heb met 

jullie allemaal fijn samengewerkt. Bij studies die in dit proefschrift zijn opgenomen ben ik 

geassisteerd door Frans, Simone, German, Kirsten en Mark. Bedankt allemaal! Maar 

uiteraard ook dank aan alle andere studenten. Veel succes in de toekomst! 

Dank ook aan de labmedewerkers, ook al heb ik geen labdata opgenomen in dit 

proefschrift (wraak blijkt lastig uit te lokken in het lab!). Jullie werken hard en leveren 

goed werk. Ik noemde Mark al, maar wil uiteraard ook Joeri, Niky en Tünde hartelijk 

danken. 

Natuurlijk wil ik ook jou bedanken, Madelon. Toen je mijn huisgenoot was, heb je 

al mijn verhalen over het werk moeten aanhoren. Sorry daarvoor! En natuurlijk ook nog 

sorry voor die ene keer dat ik mijn werk mee naar huis bracht en je mij een heel weekend 

lang hielp met het maken van een codeerschema voor de prototypeanalyse van wraak (en 

sorry dat ik je een paar maanden later opnieuw vroeg dit te doen voor de 

prototypeanalyse van vernedering!). Ik ben heel dankbaar voor alle hulp die je geboden 

hebt en het luisterend oor dat je me gegeven hebt op momenten dat ik het nodig had. We 

hebben heel veel leuke momenten gedeeld van basisschool tot nu (vooral samen rijles:  

“wieeeeeee” ;)) en zoveel leuke vakanties gehad (met en zonder de “oudjes”). Ik ben blij 

dat je mijn vriendin bent. 

Janneke, ook jou wil ik graag bedanken. Wat is het heerlijk om na zo’n lange tijd je 

basisschoolvriendin terug te vinden en te ontdekken dat het nog steeds zo goed klikt. Jij 

begrijpt heel goed hoe ik in elkaar zit, soms beter dan ikzelf! Van binnen lijken we erg op 

elkaar. We hebben dezelfde waarden en hebben veel gemeen. Ik vind je een mooi persoon 

en ik vind onze vriendschap echt bijzonder. 

Lieve Inge, Charlotte en Jolijn, bedankt voor de gezellige meidenavonden. Die 

helpen me helemaal te ontspannen na een drukke werkweek. Ik hoop dat er nog veel 

zullen volgen! 

Willem-Jan, jij bent niet zomaar een (lab)collega geweest, maar echt een vriend. Ik 

zal het “venten op vrijdag” (met hapjes en drankjes) en onze kaastostilunches nooit 

vergeten. Je bent een zeer attent en hulpvaardig persoon en ik wil je nog bedanken voor 

alle lieve dingen die je hebt gedaan, van het voor de gezelligheid meedraaien in het lab (en 

mij daar op drukke uren verrassen met een kopje thee) tot het geven van de meest 

heerlijke vanillethee en Baileys. Heel erg bedankt! 
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One person I should definitely not forget is Matt, my “handsome translator” (yes, I 

always keep my promises ;)). I am so happy I met you. You are a kind, intelligent, and 

sincere person and even though we don’t see each other often, you are a true friend to me. 

Ik wil al mijn familieleden bedanken voor hun steun. In het bijzonder mijn twee 

lieve oma’s, Joost en Roos voor de gezellige zondagavonden. Het is een echte traditie 

geworden en ik hoop dat we die nog lang voortzetten. Bente wil ik ook nog even 

individueel bedanken voor de prachtige kaft van dit proefschrift. Wat een geweldige 

wraakpose! 

Pap, mam, ik overdrijf niet als ik zeg dat ik dit zonder jullie niet gered had. Jullie 

bieden mij een veilige basis waarop ik altijd kan terugvallen. Ik voel hoe jullie meeleven 

en er altijd voor me zijn. Ik ben ontzettend blij dat ik jullie als ouders heb. Ik hou van jullie! 

Suus, lief zusje van me, er zijn zoveel dingen waarvoor ik je dankbaar ben dat ik 

niet eens weet waar ik moet beginnen. Ik heb heel fijn met je gestudeerd (gezellig aan de 

keukentafel met een pot thee) en samengewerkt, zowel in het lab als toen jij mijn studie 

uitvoerde bij CentERdata. Je hebt een grote bijdrage geleverd aan mijn proefschrift, maar 

je bent paranimf omdat je mijn steun en toeverlaat bent. Jij staat altijd voor me klaar. Je 

leeft met mij mee op vreugdevolle en verdrietige momenten en schuift alles opzij als ik je 

nodig heb. Bij jou kan ik alles kwijt. Ik kan me geen betere zus wensen. Dikke kus! 
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