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Personal experience might indicate that 
warm, sunny weather has a generally 
positive effect upon mood and social 
interaction.  However, it has been a 
reliable observation that episodes of hot 
weather in otherwise temperate areas 
are associated with a variety of negative 
effects.  In particular, a number of 
researchers have linked rises in 
temperature to increases in the 
occurrence of violent and property crimes 
as well as outbreaks of more widespread 
civil disturbance.  In general it has been 
observed that the relationship between 
heat and antisocial behaviour, like that 
between heat and performance, is 
curvilinear.  That is, crime rates rise with 
temperature only up to a point.  
Subsequently, they appear to decline 
(Baron, 1978). 
 
Heat and Aggression 
Laboratory studies of the influence of 
heat on aggression have supported the 
view that the two are linked.  For 
example, Boyanowski (1968) gave 
participants the opportunity to give 
electric shocks to a confederate who 
would either insult or compliment them.  

At temperatures above 24°C there was a 
mark increase in the tendency of 
participants to give the shocks.  At 

temperatures of 33°C and over, 
participants would give shocks even 
when the confederate was complimenting 
them.  This finding was obtained in a 
laboratory and its validity may therefore 
be questioned.  However, field studies 
have produced similar results.  Kenrick 

and MacFarlane (1986) arranged for a 
driver to pull up repeatedly at traffic lights 
on a major road in the UK.  When the 
lights turned green, the driver was 
instructed not to move.  Kenrick and 
MacFarlane timed how long it took for the 
drivers caught behind to sound their 
horns.  They found a clear linear 
relationship between ambient 
temperature and time interval.  The hotter 
the conditions, the quicker were the other 
drivers to ‘sound off’.  Given the 
assumption that sounding the horn is the 
major way in which drivers are able to 
express their annoyance, this finding is 
consistent with the view that aggressive 
responses are more likely in hotter 
conditions. 
 
Heat, Violent Crime and  
Civil Disturbance 
A similar relationship can be found when 
crime statistics are compared with 
meteorological ones.  For example, 
Michael (1986) analysed incidents of 
spousal abuse by men and found that 
frequency of abuse correlated strongly 
with ambient temperature.  The increase 
in abuse in the summer months 
amounted to what he called ‘an annual 
rhythm in battering of women’.  Similarly, 
research by the US government found 
that incidence of rape in 16 different 
locations was related to temperature, 
with July and August seeing the most 
such crimes (NIMH, 1983).  A study by 
Bell and Fusco (1989) provides evidence 
for a decrease in crime with extremes of 
heat.  They found that the number of 
assaults recorded each day increased 

with temperature up to about 37°C.  On 
hotter days, the frequency of assaults 
was lower. 
 
A number of researchers have linked 
heat with outbreaks of civil disturbance in 
both the US and UK.  Following a serious 
of riots in US cities in the late 1960s, 
Goransen and King (1970) analysed 
weather patterns in years where riots 
occurred and compared them to periods 
that were riot-free.  They found that riots 
were associated with marked increases 
in temperature in the days leading up to 
the outbreak.  The US Riot Commission 

(1968) noted that all but one of the 1967 
riots had taken place when temperatures 
exceeded 27°C.  Similarly, it has been 
observed that many notable civil 
disturbances in the UK, such as the 
Notting Hill, Brixton and Toxteth riots in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s occurred 
at the height of summer (Brockes and 
Burkeman, 2001).  One interpretation of 
these data is that heat increases 
aggression by inducing feelings of 
discomfort that facilitate aggressive 
behaviours in those that are already cued 
to act aggressively.  Baron (1978) takes 
this view.  He suggests that, up to a 
point, heat irritates people, so that they 
are quicker to respond aggressively to 
other stimuli.  However, at extremely high 
temperatures aggression decreases, as 
people become too fatigued and 
uncomfortable to act on their aggressive 
impulses.  On balance, however, the 
relationship is likely to be more complex 
than this.  Increases in temperature lead 
to other phenomena that might be linked 
to aggression.  For example, on hot days, 
people are more likely to be out and 
about, increasing the probability that 
large groups will congregate.  Similarly, 
during hot periods, consumption of 
alcoholic drinks increases.  Since alcohol 
is known to be a facilitator of aggressive 
responses this might explain the increase 
in violent crime in the summer (Cassidy, 
1997).  What is clear is that heat is not 
the sole determinant of crime.  If it was, 
we might expect crime rates to vary 
between countries according to climate.  
Although it has been suggested that 
regional variations in murder rates in the 
US (where the murder rate is generally 
higher in the hotter, Southern states) may 
be partially due to climate differences 
(Boyanowski, 1968) the overall crime 
rates of different countries do not seem 
to correlate with their average ambient 
temperature (Cave, 1998). 
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