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The Cycle of Violence

Deey chitdhaod abuse lead (0 aduft
criminal behavier?

How fikely is i that today's abused
amnd reglected children wifl become
tomorrow's violent offenders?

1o une of the most detailed stedics of 1he
imsue fo date. research sponsored by the
Marional Instinate of Justice (NI found
that childhuod abuse increased the odds of
furure delingueney and adult criminality
overall by 40 percent. The study followed
1.575 cases from childhood through voung
adulthaod. comparing the anest records of
WO groups:

# A study group of 08 substantiated
cases of childhood abuse or neglect proc-
essed by the courts betwecn 96T and [97)
and tracked through oflicia] records over
the next 13 to 20 vears,

# A companson group of 87 children,
not officially recorded as abused or ne-
gleeted, matched o the study group ac-
carding w sex, age, race, and approximate
family sociocconamic stalus,

By Cathy Spatz Widom

While tnost members of both groups had
na puvenile ar adulf criminal recond, being
abused o meylected ax o child ineregsed
the likefifwod of arrest as @ juvenile by 53
prevcend, as ar adnle By 38 percent, and for
¢ vidert crine toe 38 perceny.

The “cycle of violence™ hvpothesis sue-
zests that a childhood histony of physical
abuse predisposes the survivar o violence
in later years. This study reveals that vie-
tims of neglect are alsa more likely w
develop later coiminal viclent behavior as
well. This finding gives powerful support
1o the need for expanding common con-
ceplions of physical abuse. IF ir is not anly
violence that begets violence, but also
neglect. far more attention necds W be
devoted o the families of children whase
“beatings™ are foms of abandonment and
severe malnutrition. Anexamples of iner-
vention for the prevention of neglect is
described kater in this Besearch in Arief,

The tirst phase of this study relied on wmes
reconds to medsuee delinguency and crimi-
nality. A second phase calls for locating

and mtceviewing a large sample of the
previous]y abused and neglected children
to draw o more complete picture of the
conseauences of childhood viztimization,
The rermzinder of this repont presents Phase
[ results v greater detuil and imroduces
prelimitary Ondings from Phase 11

Study design

Several impottant destan leatares distine
2uish ehis research from prior effonls to
study the inerpeneraiional wansmission of
violenee.' Fiest, by following o large num-
ber (1,575 of cases from childhood
thraugh adolescence into vounyg adulthood,
this “praspeciive”™ study was able 10 cxame
ine the long-lerm conseguences of abuse
und neglect, The sample, drawn from a
mefropolitan arca in the Midwest was
restricked o cluildren who were 11 vears or
younger b the tine of the incident of abuse
or neglect. Al the time tha jutenile and
criminal records were checked, subjecs
renged in age from 16 w33 most were

Frum the Director

Family violenge—panticularly vielgnge
agamst chrldeen—as a cAncal prinsily for
criminal pastice officials, political leagders,
and the public we serve. Stasisucs indwcae
thal the Nation cxpericnees arowd & balf-
million mstances of family abuse anmwally;
rovre: than 200000 of these cases involve
chibdren ws victims.

Family violencr can be considered from a
vancty of diffescil perspectives: crminal
Justice, psychologs, seciolopy. and econoim-
ich, Studies have produced varving estimates
at the magnitude of family violence; vanous

methads have been consudered for esiionat-

it s exienr. None has exanined 15 effect
o the later behavior of children as does the
Tl study reported in this Beseaeed in Rreief.

Snme of the findings ace <taeling. Forcx-
armnple, iy afesed on megleered sy g ohild
irtreased the tikolifoned af orrest ey e five-
aile fee S perconn ws s adidt B 24 per
certr, and for  viobert! crie iy A8 pereen],

[ have made ohild abuse o prioly &1 Si
andl this is the ficsoin 4 series of five Be-
gewrch B Brief repons KT will pulish this

Juslice syslem has addeessed this critical

veir desling woh the consequences of child
dbuse. [ addion, N1 will suppom a
enuleisite sludy in this fiscal vear of child
abuge prosecution and & study on how the

peablem,
Charles B, DV

Director
Mational Insricete ol Jusiice




hetwzen ages 20 and 3L with o mean age
of 25,

hatching mermhers of the study group o
others whose official records showed mo
ciuldhood abuse or neglect was an egqually
important feature of the research. This
clesign allosved the study W separie the
effects of known cormelates of delingoency
and criminality tape. sex, race, und socio-
coonomic statusd from the experience of
abuse ond oeplect, Both groups were ap-
proximately two-thinds wohile snd one-third
black anct were ghawt evenly divided -
tween males and fenwtles. Most were be-
tween & and 11 vears old at the time the
abuse wis dovomented 1see exhibis L

The study dosign also featured lear opera-
viomad definitions of abuse and neplect.
Combined with lurpe sarple sizes. this
pemitted the sepante caamination o
physical abuse. sexeal abuse. and neglect.
defioed as follows:

® Plysical ubuse cases inchided mjuries
sch o bruises, welts, bumes, abrasions,
laceraivns, woonds, culs, bore and skull
tractures, uril other evidence of physical
iy,

& Sexual abuse involved such charges as
"asaault asd batters with dent fo geaty

sexual desires,” " Tendling or touching m
an obscene maoner,” rape, sodony, and
mcest.

® MNewleot cases represented extreme fail-
ure 1o provyide adequste oo, cluthing,
shelter. and medical mitentian to children.

Farnity members (often pacents) wera the
primary perpaetrators of he ubose and
neglect. The most frequent type of perme-
teater varied. however, by type of maitreat-
ment s eshibar 2

Juvenile court and probation reconds wene
1he source of infoamation on the abuse and
nezlect, o well ax the charmeeristics of the
family. Amrest dat were obtained (rom
Federul, State, and focal law cotorcenient
records, Recognizing 1hat much child
abuse fas well as later delinguent amd
criminal behavior) oover comes to the
attentica oof uny official suthority, Phase 1]
will supplement these official records with
UeTyIew results,

Study findings

X primary intenest wis the guestion,
“Would the behuvior of these who had
Feen abused or neglegted be weorse than
these with e reported abuse?” The un-

Exhibit 1. Demographic Characterisiics
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swer, shown in exhibit 3, was evident:
those who had been abused or neglecied os
children woere mone Likely g be ammested as
Juveniles {26 percent versus 1T pereenth as
adules 129 percent versus 2! percent). and
for a vialent crime {11 pervent versus 3
percent ) The ubused and neglecied cuses
were dbse meone BRkely o averase oearly 1
sl younges al st arrest (16,5 vears
verslls 173 vears), o commit nearly twice
s many offenses (2.4 percent versus 1.4
percenb). anmd to b amested more
trequently (17 percent ot ubused and ne-
olectzd cases versus 9 percent of compan-
sone cases had more than five arrests),

Sex. Experiencing early child abuse or
neplect had a substantial impact. even on
indeviduals wish Hitle Tikelihood of engag-
inz in otfivially recorded adult criminal
behavior. Thus. althpugh males penerally
have higher rates of criminal behaviar than
females. being abused or neglected in
childhood incressed the likelihood af arrest
for femules—by 77 peroent over compari-
son group females. As adulis, abused and
nerlected famales were more likely ta be
arrested for property., drog. and misde-
mmeanor Hlenses such as disonrderly con-
duct. curfew violations, or loilering. bot
not For viokent offonses. Feaales i general
are less Tikely 1o hae amested for street
violence wngd mone likely fo appear in sta-
iy oan v ideatee in the hetee, Throogh
interviews, Phase 11 will exomnine the incl-
clesee of unrepored viclenoe to lear o
about the possible exislenoe of hidden
cyveles of Fmily violence,

Ravce. Bath black and white abused aod
neglectad children were mnre likely to b
arreitedt thun comparizon children, Hom-
cver, as shown in exhibar 4. the difterence
between whikes wias nol as greal as it
betw een bBlacks, T fuct, s hile abused and
neglected childret 3o mor siow increased
likeTiteomsl 4t armest for vielent crimes over
conmpeison chibdren. This contrasts dra-
matically with the findings for hlack chil-
cleet in shis surple wbo show sigmificantly
ineredsed rtes of violenl arcests, conppared
with hlagk ¢hildren who were ni abused
ar neglected. This is o sumrising finding
amd one that may reflect differences inan
armay of cnvirnmenal factors. Phise 10
will Wyvesngae o number of cxplanations
Forr these results, mcluding differences in
poverty devels, family facions, charucteris-
tics af the phuse or neglect imeident, aocess
[0 contnseling oF support services, and
trestmrentt by juvenile authoritics,



Juvenile record, Previously abused or
neglected persons were at higher osk of
beginmiog o lile of crime, af o vounger age,
with pwore significant and repeated crimi-
nal involvement. Motahly. however.
among 1hose arrested as juveniles, sbused
ot aeglected persons were ng more lkely
o continue g lite of eome than cther
children:

@ [n both groups, roughly the sume pro-
poction of childreqn with juvenils arrests
abso had arresis oy adules (33 percent ver-
i 30 percent),

& Similarly. in hoth groups, about the
same propocian of those with violent jne-
nile wmests also had vielenr uriests us
adules 4 33 2 percent versus 308 pereen).

In sheort, childhood abuse and neplect had
nao apparant effect on te mevement of
Juvenile offenders toward adult ciminal
activity. Distmguishing (he Factars that
proanote the anset of criminad behavior
from those that affect persistence a
cenranad career 1% clearly an imporam
topic Eor fulure research,

Does only violence
beget violence?

T besd the puotion that childhood vigtime of
vinleoce resart Lo violence themsg/ves in
later years, violent criminal behavior was
examined 45 a1 funcrion of 1he tvpe of mal-
rresument espercneed as a child. The
results are presentad insimplified form
i (e T

Fercent Arrested

for Violent
Abhuse Grroup Mumber (Tense
I sical e
anly 7% 15,813
Peeatect vnly EF 115
Fhivsicul abse
ard neglet Rl EN
Sexual alwwe aod other
Abwse v neglee 2N 7.1
Seruad abuse only 125 RLL
Comparisuog groap 67 M

The physicaily abused (as opposed o
neglegted ar sexually abuseds were the
sk Tehely o e arrested luter Jor a violent
crinmwe. Notably, however, the phiysteally
abused group was followsd closeiy by the
neglected group.

Exhibit 2. Perpetrators of Abuse and Meglect
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Exhibit 3. Extent of Involvement in Dalinquency, Adult Criminallty,

and Violent Criminal Behavior

Abused and Heglected Camparison Graup
{n = 9048} fn =867}
Type of arrest (%8} (%)
Juvenile 26.0 16.8
Adult 2B.6 21.1
7.9

Violent crime 11.2

Note: All diffarences signiticant,

. . . ______________________________________________________|]
Exhibit 4. Involvement in Criminality by Race

Abused and Meglecled Comparison Group  Significance

(n = 908) {n = 667}

Anyarrest (%) (%)

Juvenie | N
Black 378 193 =001
White 21.1 15.4 <05

Adult
Black 39.0 26.2 <.01
White 24.4 18.4 < (5

Violent
Black 22.0 128 <01
White 6.5 53 NS

Beuanse ditterent types of abuse and ne-
glect are ol distribured evenly by age.
race. and wex. these ITeguencies present an
oversimplificd picture, Even afler conteal-
ling loor age, race, and sex. however, o
relationship between chuldhoud neplect
and subsequent violenoe remained evident.

This finding offers persuastve evidence for
the need wr take concerted preventive
actinn. Mationwide, the incidenge of ne-
gleet is altmose three times thae of physical
abuse (159 per 1,000 children in 1986,
comparcd 1w 3.7 por LN Tor physicat
abuse, and 2,5 per 1000 for sexnal abuse)”
Meplect also is pentiaily more damaging
ta the development of a child than abuse

(provided the abuse invobves no neurologi-
cal mparrmend). In one siody of the infu-
ence ol sarly malrutoricn on subscguent
bhavior, previousty mainounshed chil-
dren hud attention deticis, reduced social
skills, and poorer emotional skability than o
comparison group.” Chher researchers have
found an ampy of developmental chiffer-
ehees associated with childhood neglect.
This stady new suegpests that those difier-
cnges include o greawer Ask of laeer grimi-
nal vivlence.

Raseargh findiogs show Tow imperative
are mproved procedures for the identifica-
teon of child gbuse and nezlect. Retfeming
o the comnection between child maliecat-

ment and adult criminaliny, New York Cin
instituted new procedures tor police re-
sponse and followup in cases invelving
suspected child abuse and neglect.”

Out-of-home placement and
criminal consequences

Must all abused und neglected chiliren
proww up to beeome delinguents., adole
crimunals, of violent criminal oftenders.
Wit are some of the possible mediating
viriibbes that uct o hudTer or profect
abused and neglected children? Placement
oulside the hame is ong pansible buffer
that was inveshigated with Pluse | dara,
Schalurs and practitioners have ollen eoti-
clred tu-gf-home placements {foster care,
in paricular). Childeen placed owside the
home are considered a particularly vulner-
able group, since they have experienced
hath a disturbed Family situation and sepa-
ration fronm thelr natueal parents. Accond-
inglv. chiid welfare policies touduy atten
seek to uvoid removing the childd from
Tueormier anaed inste ] 1o mitigate negaiive
Family situalions through counseling amd
related support,

In conteast 1o oy 's practives, e vist
rmijorily of a smople of the childeen abused
ancl neslected roughly 200 vears ago were
placed cutside e home durng some
pertion ot their ¢hildiwad o 2urly adoles-
cence, Year-In-vear informarion was
availahle from juvenile coun and probation
recitnds on 772 cases, For these chiledren,
ouk-of-home placaments incloded Toswer
care. guardian’s home. und schoods tor the
retarded or phvsically handicapped. Cnly
14 percent of these abuse and neglect cases
had 1o record of Tnving been pluced up
through age T8 The averuge anxnnt of
trne i placenwent wis aboul 5 vears, and
sonmchinnes Listed throtgh ohildhood wnd
wdolescenee,

As cxhibit & shonws, there was remarkally
fictle difference between the artest records
of those who remained at home und these
whie were placed outside the e doe to
abusg und neglect, 1 Predictably, hoth of
these proups were stibingly different from
thome placed owlside the Twenwe due g delin-
queney ay well as gbuose and neglect) At
feast Toc tus sample. then, ao ou-cf-home
plocerment did not lead o negative elfects
o the arrest measune For hese who were
remowvad From their homes due only o
absuse and noglect.



The study alse showed that stability may
be an important factor im owl-of-home
placements. Children who moved three or
more times had signtticandly higher amest
rates [almost twice as hirh) for all 1ypes of
vriminal behaviors—jwvenile, adulf, und
violeni—than children who moved less
than three timmes. in twm, children with
multiple placements Wypically had behavyior
prablems nated in thelr files. These nota-
tions covered a wide specimum of problem
behavjor, including chromic fighring, fire
setling. destructiveness. uncontrillable
anger. sadistic tendencies (for example.
ageresiiveness toward weaker children).
and extreme defignee of authonty.
Yhether the behaviar problems caused the
moves. ar the moves contributed o 1he
beltavior problems, ts unclear. In either
case, children with numerous placements
obviously nead special services.

These findings challenge the assurigtion
thal It is necessarily unwise [o remove
children from negative Famiily siluaticons.
While stability of placement appears to be
impriant, the potential dummage of remos-
ing an abused and neglected child trom the
home did not include a higher tikelihood of
arrest or violent cominal behavior,

Phase |I: Followup Bnd
in-person interviews

While the findings from Phase | demon-
strae convineimgly thet carly child uboase
and neglect place one at increased nsk tor
officially recorded delimguency. adult
criminality, and violent criminal behavior.
a large portion uf abused and neglecied
children did nat have official amest
recards. Indeed, the linkage ts far from
inevitable, since the majority of abused
and neglected children did not become
delinguents. adule criminals. or viclent
offenders. However, becawse the findings
from Phase | were based on official amest
records. these raes may be undereshmates
of the true extenr of delinguency and
criminality. Phase | findings also do oo
tell us about genaral violend behavior,
especially unrecorded or unreported famils
violence.

Phase 11 was designed o address many of
the wnunswened questions front the first
phase by finding and imenviewing a large
nwrmber of these people 20 vewrs after the
childhood vicumization, Most are now
young adults in their early 20°s and 307
some are beginning w have their own

. . . _______________________ ___________
Exhibit 5. Juvenile and Adult Arrests as a Function of Placement
Experiences ket Juvenile Courl Cases Only (n = 772)

Arrest {in percent)

Type of M Any Any Both Juv. Any

Placement Juvenile Adui} 4 Adult Viclerd
{n=2l]9} {I'I=21 T:I {n=11 B) {n=03)

Mo placement 106 15.1 29.2 6.6 10.4

Abusenaglect 454 1748 233 BE 8.4

placement only

Delinquency 9& gz 7 6.4t 552 4.4

placement plus

abusemeaglect

" pe DN

Note: Adult arrest rates restricted to subjecls age 21 and older in March 1888,

children, The followup study aims o ex-
amine the full conseguences of maloeat-
ment a2 child and o determine why some
victints of childhool ghuse and neglect
fare well, while athers have negative out-
comes, The interview s will explone recol-
lewtivms of corly childhood expenences,
schoaling. adolescence, undetected alcobel
and drug problens. undetected delin-
quency und eriminality. and mpoartane life
15 RTINS,

Preliminary Fhiase LI findings. based on
2-howr followup mendews with 300 study
and companson group sobjects, ndicare
that other negative outcomes may be as
cammunen as delmguency and vialent erimu-
ml behavior. These inferviews supgest that
the lang-term consequences of chiklhowd
victimisation also may include:

@ Mental health cancerms | depression and
suicide attempis).

® FEducational problems (inadequate cog-
nitive functioning. exfremely low 10}, and
poor reading abiliny).

@ liealth and safety issues {alcobol and
drup problems .

& Occupational difficulties tlack of wark,
emplovment in lowdevel service jobsn

In additon 1o documenting the brouder

comeguences of childhosd victimization,

Phase IT is geared o identify “protective”

factors that may act 1o buffer the negative
3 g T
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results of ubuse and neglect. The ultimute
eoal b ta provide a base of knowledge on
which to build appropnate prevenion and
[rcalmnenl prosrans:.

Conclusion and implications

Childhood victmdzation tepreseris a wide-
sprewd, senous social prohlem that in-
ereuses the likelihood of delinguency, wdolt
criminaliny. and viclem criminal behavior,
Poor educutional perfommance, health
protlems, and geperadh low leveals of
achievemei also charactenize the victims
of arly childhood obuse and oneplect.

This study offers at least thoee messages
ta juvenile authorites and chitd webtare
professiondils:

@ friervene carle. The findings of Phase |
issue o call w palice. w@achers. und health
warkers For incnegsegd recagnition of the
signs of abuse and neglact, und serious et-
forts w nrervene as earls as possible, The
later the mtervention, the more difficall the
changs process becomes, Specialized a1-
tention needs to be paid to abused and ne-
glected children with early belhuvior
prablems, These children show the highest
e1sk of later juvenile and adull arrest, as
welt s violenl criminal behayior,

@ Develop pefivies thar recaumize the gl
Fiaky of neglect as welfl ax abwse. Also ine-
portane i iks implications for juvenile
court and child wellare action is the fuct



that neglect alone {not pecessaniy physical
ghuse] was siznificantly related 10 violem
cririnal ehavior, A plelurne cTierpes
where physical abuse is only one point on
a continuam of family situations that con-
tribute o violence, Whether those sitaa-
tions result in actve physical abuse, oo
e passive neglect, it s now guite clear
that both formes of child makmeatment are
sefous threats, Megleet cases represemn the
majorily of cuses axing the child protee-
tion system, Research shows thal today’s
victim of neglecr may well be a defendant
in wmorrow s violent criminal case.

& Reevamine onl-af-konle placerren!
policies. This N1T study focused on cases
during the period 1967-1971, when out-
of-home placements were @ common inter
venton, Detaited information available for
772 cases revealed that the vast majorty
(%6 percent) were phaced outside their
homes for an average of 5 vears. This con-
trasis sharply with today’s efforts to avoid
out-of-home placement on fhe assumplion
that separalion may aggravile, rather than
amelicrate, a child’s problems. Yei. there
was o evidence that those who were sepa-
rated from their familics fared any worse
on the arrest measures than those who te-
mained at home. Though these resulls are
far from definitive. they do suppesi that
child protective policies in this arca di-
serve close scrutiny, The assumpticn thal
remevul from the home offers addiuonal
risk could not be confirmed by this study,
Any policy founded on this assumplion
ought to be tested through caretul local
studies of the full consguences of om-
of-hume placement.
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