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Abstract 1

Abstract
Violence in relationships is a serious social issue in our society. However, the developmental path
that leads to this specific type of aggressive behaviour is unclear. The influence of familial factors,
including violence in the family, parenting practices, lack of prosocial skills, and involvement in
deviant peer groups, on the development of general aggression has been widely studied. Other
research suggests that attachment bonds to parents are critical in the development of aggression,
providing a role model for interactions in relationships and a foundation for intimacy, social
development, and empathy. Further, adult attachment patterns that develop based on bonds with
parents impact on how people interact in close relationships and are considered an important factor
in sexual aggression and aggression in relationships. In addition to familial risk factors,
interpersonal skills deficits, personality characteristics, negative influences of peers, and sexist
attitudes may be important risk factors for aggression in relationships. The first purpose of the
present study was to explore risk factors for aggression in the context of relationships. The second
purpose was to compare groups of nonoffenders (students), nonviolent offenders, offenders
violent outside of relationships, offenders violent within relationships, and otfenders violent both
within and outside of relationships with respect to familial variables, attachment styles, problem-
solving skills, personality styles, influences of male peers, and sexist attitudes. The results
indicated that family violence in childhood, poor attachment bonds with parents, interpersonal
problem-solving deficits, insecure attachment styles in adulthood, abusive personality
characteristics, negative influences from male peers, and sexist attitudes are important predictors of
aggression in relationships. These risk factors also differentiated nonoffenders from offenders.
However, the lack of differences among offender groups on these predictors points to a more
general model of criminality, consistent with resuits of longitudinal studies with violent and
nonviolent offenders. Implications in terms of parent training and early prevention with children at

risk are discussed.
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Introduction

Violence by men against women in intimate relationships is a serious social problem in North
American society. A 1987 survey in Metropolitan Toronto indicated that 14% of women reported
violent assaults by male partners in the past year and 25% reported having been abused at some
time by a male partner (Smith, 1987). Of the married women interviewed by Russell (1990), 21%
reported being physically assaulted by a husband at some point in their lives and 14% reported
having been raped by a husband. In a review of research on wife assault, Dutton (1988a) found
incidence rates between 21% and 28%, with rates between 9% and 13% for severe assaults.
Estimates from various surveys of college students suggest that between 20% and 25% of women
have experienced verbal or physical abuse in heterosexual dating relationships (Aizenman &
Kelley, 1988; Makepeace, 1986), with 22% to 78% reporting sexual aggression by dating partners
and 6% to 15% reporting sexual aggression involving penetration (Aizenman & Kelley. 1988:
Muehlenhard & Linton, 1987: Ullman & Siegel, 1993). In a sample of male high school students,
39% reported physically abusive behaviour towards female dating partners (O’Keefe, 1997).

The acknowledgement of the seriousness of sexual and physical aggression by male youths
toward female dating partners has altered the “boys will be boys™ attitude of the past (Barbaree &
Cortoni, 1993; White & Koss, 1993). As a result, clinicians, researchers, and the criminal justice
system are starting to view aggression by youths in the context of relationships as criminal
behaviour with traumatic consequences for victims (Barbaree, Hudson, & Seto, 1993; Ryan,
1991a). However, because of its fairly recent recognition as “deviant behaviour”,
methodologically sound research on adolescent sexual offenders and young men’s physically
abusive behaviour in dating relationships is limited (Becker, Harris, & Sales, 1993; Henton, Cate,
Koval, Lioyd, & Christopher, 1983; O’Keefe, 1997). In view of the evidence from incarcerated
sexual offenders suggesting a pattern of offending beginning in adolescence (Abel, Osborn, &
Twigg, 1993; Davis & Leitenberg, 1987) and reports from victims of physical violence suggesting

a progressive pattern from possessiveness and increasing dominance and control in dating
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relationships to physical violence early in marriage (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Gamache, 1991),
research investigating developmental risk factors for abusive behaviour by men against women is
critical.

The risk factors influencing the development of general antisocial behaviour in boys have
been widely studied and Patterson and his colleagues (Patterson, 1986; Patterson, Capaldi, &
Bank. 1991: Patterson. DeBaryshe. & Ramsey. 1989: Patterson & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984)
have proposed a “coercion training model” of antisocial behaviour, suggesting that poor and
inconsistent parenting reinforces antisocial behaviour while failing to reinforce prosocial skills that
might counteract that behaviour. Boys from such families are then at risk for persistent antisocial
behaviour through adolescence and adulthood (Loeber, 1990; Patterson et al., 1991 Patterson &
Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984). With the transition from childhood to adolescence, deviant peer groups
may further reinforce antisocial behaviour learned in the family environment, training antisocial
behaviour in older boys who did not learn such behaviour at home (Patterson et al.. 1991).

Recent attempts to explain sexual aggression and domestic violence expand on the coercion
training model, hypothesizing that insecure attachment bonds between children and parents create
vulnerability to negative influences (such as poor parenting and deviant peer groups) and reduce
the likelihood of developing prosocial skills (e.g., empathy, warmth, sensitivity. self-confidence)
(Dutton, 1995a; Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; Marshall, 1993; Marshall, Hudson, &
Hodkinson, 1993). Further, because the parent-child bond serves as a model for future intimate
relationships, children who experience insecure attachments to their parents are less likely to
develop the skills necessary to establish and maintain successful adult relationships (Dutton,
1994a, 1994b, 1995b; Dutton & Starzomski, 1993; Marshall et al., 1993).

Violence in the family of origin has also been considered a critical risk factor for the
development of aggressive behaviour patterns. According to the “intergenerational transmission
hypothesis™, witnessing or experiencing violence in childhood serves as a model for learning that

aggressive behaviour is appropriate and acceptable, particularly in the family environment
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(Avakame, 1998; Cappell & Heiner, 1990; Carter, Stacey, & Shupe, 1988; Jaffe, Wolfe, &
Wilson, 1990; Kalmuss, 1984; MacEwen. 1994; Rosenberg, 1987). Research supporting the
intergenerational transmission hypothesis indicates that aggressive children, adolescents, and
adults were more likely to have experienced or witnessed violence in their families of origin
(Avakame, 1998; Carlson, 1990; Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1990; Widom, 1989). Although critics
of the intergenerational transmission hypothesis argue that violence in the family of origin may not
specifically lead to violence in adulthood (Cappell & Heiner, 1990; Herman, 1990: Okun, 1986),
the experience of violence in childhood continues to be viewed as an important contributor to
aggression in adult relationships (Avakame, 1998; Dutton, 1995a, 1995d; Hanson. Cadsky,
Harris, & Lalonde. 1997; Johnston, 1988; MacEwen, 1994: Seghorn. Prentky, & Boucher,
1987).

[n addition to the direct impact of familial factors on children’s development, indirect
influences also place children at risk. More specifically, deficits in problem-solving skills may be a
consequence of insecure attachments to parents and lack of positive role models. Problem-solving
deficits may negatively impact on the ability to form and maintain close relationships (Marshall et
al., 1993; Ryan, 1991b, Steele & Ryan. 1991). Further, aggressive role models teach that violence
is an acceptable method for solving interpersonal problems.

[n addition to influencing the development of social skills deficits, insecure and chaotic family
backgrounds may also play a role in the development of abusive personality styles. The aggressive
behaviour patterns of psychopaths have been related to egocentricity, superficiality in
relationships, and lack of empathy (Schalling, 1978; Myers, Burket, & Harris, 1995). Borderline
personality style, also thought to be the result of insecure attachments in childhood, is
characterized by unstable interpersonal relationships and has been linked to aggressive behaviour
in relationships (Dutton, 1994a, 1994b, 1995b).

Factors outside the family also influence the development of aggressive behaviour. Cultural

values related to sex, women, violence, and male-female roles are believed to contribute to
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aggressive behaviour, particularly violence against women (Burt, 1980; Dobash & Dobash, 1979:
Russell, 1990; Stermac, Segal, & Gillis, 1990). Cultural values impact on parents, reinforcing
traditional gender roles and contributing to the socialization of aggression in males (Adams &
McCormick, 1982). Cultural factors also reinforce the use of violence, providing popular violent
male role models and rationalizations for violent behaviour. More specific values from peers and
peer role models may also influence the development of aggressive behaviour. Male peer groups
can train antisocial behaviour (Patterson, 1986; Patterson et al., 1991: Patterson et al., 1989
Patterson & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984), legitimize values that support abusive behaviour in
relationships (DeKeseredy, 1988a, 1988b), and reinforce the use of violence as a problem-solving
method.

The present research examines risk factors for aggression in general and, more specifically,
for aggression in relationships. The following literature review begins with a discussion of the role
of the family in the development of aggressive behaviour. Familial risk factors are examined in
terms of the coercion training model, attachment theory, and the intergenerational transmission of
violence. Literature linking problem-solving deficits and aggression is briefly reviewed, followed
by a discussion of the role of personality factors. Cultural factors and the role of male peers in the
development of aggression are then discussed. Finally, the general purpose and specific
hypotheses of the present study are outlined.

Familial Risk Factors
The Coercion Training Model of Antisocial Behaviour

In 1963 McCord, McCord, and Howard published the results of a longitudinal study
examining the effects of child-rearing practices on aggression in males. Boys between 10 and 15
years of age were observed by teachers at school and by social workers on random home visits.
Follow-up included an examination of criminal records approximately 10 years later. Boys who
were aggressive in adolescence and had an adult criminal record were likely to have experienced

punitive and threatening parental discipline and were not likely to have received approval from
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parents (McCord et al., 1963). Follow-up 30 years later indicated that lack of parental supervision
predicted both property and person-oriented crimes (McCord, 1979). Further, boys exposed to
more parental conflict and aggression had a higher incidence of convictions for person-oriented
crimes (McCord, 1979).

The family’s role in the development of antisocial and aggressive behaviour continues to be an
important research issue. The Eugene Oregon research group led by Patterson has been particularly
influential in directing longitudinal studies on developmental risk factors, particularly familial risk
factors, for antisocial behaviour in boys (Patterson, 1986; Patterson & Bank, 1986; Patterson et
al., 1991; Patterson et al., 1989; Patterson & Dishion, [985; Patterson, Dishion, & Bank. 1984:
Snyder & Patterson, 1987). According to the coercion training model, "a key requirement for
family training in antisocial behaviour is that the child live in a highly coercive family” (Patterson et
al., 1991. p. 147). Parent-child interactions are at risk to become coercive if parents are unskilled
(i.e.. using inconsistent discipline practices, providing little or no monitoring and supervision, and
failing to reinforce positive prosocial behaviours) and/or the children have “difficult temperaments”
(e.g.., noncompliant, conduct problems). Further, specific familial “disruptors” (e.g., marital
conflict, divorce, financial stress) can negatively influence parenting abilities, indirectly
contributing to coercive training (Patterson et al., 1989).

Patterson et al. (1989) hypothesize that coercive child behaviours generalize to aggressive
behaviours in settings outside of the family and may lead to rejection from the “normal” prosocial
peer group. Aggressive behaviour and subsequent rejection from the prosocial peer group in turn
leads to affiliation with deviant peer groups, which reinforce and maintain antisocial behaviour by
providing opportunities and a rationale for antisocial acts (Patterson et al., 1989).

According to Patterson et al. (1991), there are two paths to delinquency. Boys who follow the
first path (referred to as “early starters”) tend to have poor social skills and engage in antisocial
behaviour in early childhood. Early starters are at high risk for academic failure and delinquent

behaviour patterns in adolescence and antisocial behaviour in adulthood (Patterson et al., 1991).
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Boys who follow the second path (“late starters™) do not evidence antisocial behaviour until later,
usually at the onset of adolescence, at which time various disruptions in adequate family
management practices may promote involvement with a deviant peer group. Compared to early
starters, boys who are late starters are more socially skilled, less likely to fail academically, and
less likely to persist in their antisocial behaviours (Patterson et al., 1991).

Reviews by Loeber (1990) and Snyder and Patterson (1987) support the link between
parenting practices and antisocial behaviour. More recent research has also suggested that
inadequate parental supervision, parental aggression, lax and overly harsh disciplinary styles, lack
of positive parental involvement, and ineffective problem-solving skills are risk factors for
delinquency (Dix & Lochman, 1990: Hoge. Andrews, & Leschied, 1994; Hoge, Andrews, &
Leschied. 1996: Loeber. 1990; Patterson, 1992; Patterson et al.. 1991; Snyder & Patterson.
I987). A meta-analysis confirmed these findings, indicating that poor parental caregiving and lack
of parental control were associated with externalizing behaviour in boys (Rothbaum & Weisz,
1994). Consistent with the coercion training model, research has shown that disruptions in family
management (due to stressors such as divorce, financial stress, parental depression) are moderate
risk factors for antisocial behaviour in boys (Forehand, 1990; Forehand et al., 1991:; Patterson et
al., 1991). Finally. research suggesting that children's temperaments play an important role in the
development of conduct problems (Abidin, Jenkins, & McGaughey, 1992; Kashani, Ezpeleta,
Dandoy, Doi, & Reid, 1991; Kingston & Prior, 1995) supports the coercion training model in that
children who are noncompliant are more challenging to raise, particularly for unskilled parents. As
a result, these children are at higher risk to develop coercive behaviours (Patterson & Bank, 1986:
Patterson et al., 1991).

Although univariate research has helped to identify some important familial risk factors for
antisocial behaviour, designs combining multiple indicators of family management styles show
better predictive value (Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Patterson & Bank, 1986; Snyder & Patterson,
1987). Patterson and Bank (1986) included both family management practices and children’s
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interactional styles in their model. This model accounted for 40% of the variance in antisocial
behaviour in a sample of fourth grade boys (Patterson & Bank, 1986). A second multivariate study
indicated that the combination of difficult temperament, involvement in a deviant peer group,
inadequate parental monitoring and discipline, and academic failure, placed boys at exmreme risk
for antisocial behaviour (Patterson et al., 1991).

The coercion training model provides a framework for understanding the role of the family in
training antisocial behaviour. However, “the differential association of family variables with
distinguishable types of antisocial and delinquent behaviour is less clear” (Snyder & Patterson,
1987, p. 236). Some reviews suggest that overt antisocial behaviour (aggressive, person-oriented)
may be associated with harsh, punitive parental disciplinary styles and rejection by the parents,
whereas cover? antisocial behaviour (nonaggressive, property-oriented) may be associated with lax
parental discipline and less parental involvement (Loeber, 1982; Loeber & Schmaling, 1985a;
Snyder & Patterson, 1987). Loeber and Schmaling (1985b) identified a third pattern of antisocial
behaviour, referred to as "versatile" antisocial behaviour, characterized by both overt and covert
antisocial acts. This behaviour pattern was associated with the most disturbed child-rearing
practices (i.e.. the least parental supervision and the most maternal rejection).

However, some recent longitudinal research questions these suggestions, pointing to
generality in antisocial behaviour and finding few differences in the predictors for violent and
nonviolent offenders (Capaldi & Patterson, 1996; Farrington, 1991). Explanatory models included
family background variables (parental antisocial behaviour, monitoring, and discipline practices)
and characteristics of the child, including early behavioural problems (Capaldi & Patterson, 1996;
Farrington, 1991). Based on this longitudinal research, Farrington (1991) has suggested that "the
causes of aggression and violence must be essentially the same as the causes of persistent and
extreme antisocial, delinquent, and criminal behaviour” (p. 25).

In summary, research focusing on familial risk factors in the development of antisocial

behaviour supports the coercion training model proposed by Patterson and his colleagues. More
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specifically, harsh and/or inconsistent parental discipline, inadequate parental supervision, and lack
of positive parental involvement are risk factors for the development of antisocial behaviour. The
influence of familial factors on specific types of antisocial behaviour is less clear. However, some
research suggests that harsh discipline and parental rejection may be risk factors for aggressive,
person-oriented antisocial behaviour whereas ineffective monitoring and lack of supervision may
be risk factors for nonaggressive, property-oriented antisocial behaviour.

Patterson and his colleagues have significantly advanced research on the developmental
pathways for antisocial and aggressive behaviour. Much of their research has been longitudinal
and, as a result, they have provided evidence of the development consequences of early risk
factors in children and youth. However, because the coercion training model has focused on
specific coercive interactions between parents and children, it has been criticized for its
reductionistic nature and lack of attention to the role of cognitions, attitudes, and modelling in the
learning of antisocial behaviour (Greenberg & Speltz. 1988; Robinson, 1985). Further, although
the coercion training model focuses on interactions between parents and children, it neglects the
impact of parent-child relationships (i.e., attachment bonds) on emotional and social development
(Greenberg & Speltz, 1988; Hoge et al., 1994; Robinson, 1985).

Artachment to Parents

As early as 1965, Peterson and Becker proposed that “the basic defect in delinquency, as in
most other forms of disturbance, is thought to lie somewhere in the feelings parents and children
have for each other” (p. 75). Based on a review of research at that time, they concluded that,
compared to nonaggressive boys, aggressive boys were “loved less and rejected more” (Peterson

& Becker, 1965, p. 78). Although most research at the time attributed the primary responsibility of

providing love and affection to the mother,! Peterson and Becker (1965) found that the father-son

{The focus on mothers’ roles and lack of attention to fathers’ roles in the development of psychopathology is
still very common (e.g., see Lyons-Ruth, 1996; Lyons-Ruth, Alpern, & Repacholi, 1993; Rosenstein & Horowitz,
1996; 1Jzendoorn, Goldberg, Kroonenberg, & Frenkel, 1992).
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relationship was also an important determinant of delinquent behaviour.
More recently, Bowlby’s theory of attachment® has become important in exploring the impact

of parenting on the development of antisocial behaviour (Dutton, Saunders, Starzomski, &
Bartholomew, 1994; Loeber, 1990; Lyons-Ruth, 1996; Mak, 1990; Marshall et al., 1993: Ward,
Hudson, & Marshall, 1996). Attachment bonds between caregivers and children form the basis of
a behavioural system of interacting with others (Ainsworth, 1989). Insecure attachment has been
identified as a risk factor for various forms of psychopathology (for recent reviews, see Jones,
1996 and Main, 1996), delinquency (Loeber, 1990; Mak, 1994), adult criminality (Loeber, 1990),
and aggressive behaviour (Greenberg, Speltz, & DeKlyen, 1993). Insecure bonds with parents
affect children’s ability to cope with changing life circumstances (Sroufe, 1983), their cognitive
functioning (Jacobsen, Edelstein, & Hofmann, 1994), and their social competency (Allen, Hauser,
& Borman-Spurell, 1996; Coble. Gantt, & Mallinckrodt, 1996; Hartup, 1989; Pianta, Egeland, &
Adam, 1996; Sroufe, 1983). In turn, impairments in these areas increase children’s vulnerability to
developmental difficulties (Alexander, 1992; Greenberg & Speltz, 1988; Rosenstein & Horowitz,
1996; Sroufe, 1983, 1988).

Early research in the area of attachment to parents relied on a paradigm known as the Strange
Situation task (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Initially, three patterns of infant
attachment were identified: (a) the secure attachment pattern, reflecting a sense of trust by the infant
in the reliability and protection of the parent; behaviour of securely-attached infants includes
exploration, with a return to parents for comfort when distressed or threatened; (b) the insecure-
avoidant attachment pattern, in which infants actively avoid the parental figure under conditions of
distress; and (c) the insecure-ambivalent attachment pattern, characterized by ambivalence toward
the parental figure when distressed (i.e., seeking contact with the caregiver, but resisting

comforting). Thus, in contrast to securely attached infants, infants in the two insecure categories

2See Bretherton (1992) for a review of the theoretical foundations of attachment.
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had difficulty obtaining comfort and a sense of security from caregivers and seemed to lack the
necessary confidence for exploration (Ainsworth et al., 1978). In 1990, Main and Solomon

introduced a fourth pattern of infant attachment in order to explain the behaviour of infants that did
not fit into the other three categories.® This pattern was named disorganized attachment and was

defined by lack of a consistent strategy for responding to separation from parents, with reactions
characterized by helplessness, fear, and unpredictability (Main & Solomon, 1990: Rosenstein &
Horowitz, 1996).

Following Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) work, researchers began to examine the link between
insecure attachment patterns in infancy and the development of childhood psychopathology.
Egeland and his colleagues followed a sample of impoverished mothers over a period of four years
and found that avoidant attachment in infancy predicted aggressive and withdrawn behaviour in
grades 1 to 3 boys, but not in girls (Egeland, Pianta. & O’Brien, 1993: Erikson. Egeland, &
Sroufe, 1985; Renken, Egeland. Marvinney, Mangelsdorf, & Sroufe, 1989). Troy and Sroufe
(1987) also found that, compared to securely attached preschoolers, preschoolers characterized by
avoidant attachment relationships in infancy were more likely to be either victims or victimizers in
their interpersonal interactions. More recent research has focused on disorganized attachment in
infants and has linked this attachment pattern to aggressive and noncompliant behaviour in
childhood (Greenberg, Speltz, DeKlyen, & Endriga, 1991; Lyons-Ruth et al., 1993; Lyons-Ruth,
Connell, & Grunebaum, 1990; Lyons-Ruth, Repacholi, McLoed, & Silva. 1991: Speltz,
Greenberg, & DeKlyen, 1990).

On the other hand, some researchers have found no differences between securely and
insecurely attached infants on externalizing and aggressive behaviour problems later in childhood

(Bates, Bayles, Bennett, Ridge, & Brown, 1991; Fagot & Kavanagh, 1990; Goldberg, Perrotta,

3In fact, many high risk children (maltreated or neglected) were being classified as securely-attached. Closer
examination of their behaviour in the Strange Situation task revealed important differences leading to the inclusion
of the disorganized attachment pattern (Main & Solomon, 1990).



Introduction 12

Minde, & Corter, 1986). Lyons-Ruth (1996) hypothesizes that sampling differences may account
for some of the inconsistent results, with insecure attachment patterns increasing the risk for
development of aggressive behaviour in children from impoverished, high risk families, but not in
children from low risk environments.

In addition to links with aggression, researchers have explored the relationship between early
attachment bonds and the development of social skills and empathy. Sroufe (1983) found that
preschoolers who were securely attached demonstrated more empathic and positive affective
responses in social situations than did insecurely attached preschoolers. Insecure attachment was
associated with whining and aggressive interpersonal styles and an egocentric focus, with little
ability to respond to distress in others (Sroufe, 1983). Compared to securely attached children,
children with insecure attachment histories were also less popular with peers (LaFreniere &
Sroufe, 1985; Sroufe, 1983).

Although the initial focus was on infants and preschoolers, researchers have begun to
recognize the importance of attachment relationships in adolescence and adulthood (Allen et al..
1996; Bartholomew, 1993: Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Cohn, Silver, Cowan, Cowan, &
Pearson, 1992; Collins & Read, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1994: Pianta et al.. 1996; Rosenstein &
Horowitz, 1996). Based on Bowlby’s original theory, Bartholomew (1990) has proposed a model
of attachment relationships in adulthood. This model takes into account views of self (positive or
negative) and views of others (positive or negative), creating four categories of attachment
patterns: (a) secure attachment (positive view of self and others, characterized by comfort with
intimacy and autonomy and balanced, stable interpersonal relationships); (b) preoccupied
attachment (negative view of self and positive view of others, characterized by a preoccupation
with relationships and a warm, dominant interpersonal style); (c) dismissing attachment (positive
view of self and negative view of others, characterized by avoidance of others and dismissal of
intimacy and a cold, competitive interpersonal style); and (d) fearful attachment (negative view of

self and others, characterized by fear of intimacy and social avoidance and a cold, passive
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interpersonal style) (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). The four categories
of adult attachment are analogous to the infant attachment patterns - secure, ambivalent, avoidant,
and disorganized, respectively (Bartholomew, 1990).

Research has linked aJult attachment patterns to antisocial and aggressive behaviour patterns
in adolescents and adults. Rosenstein and Horowitz (1996) found that dismissing attachment was
associated with conduct disorder and substance abuse in adolescent males. In a longitudinal study,
Allen et al. (1996) found that adolescents classified into the dismissing attachment pattern were
more likely to engage in criminal behaviour in adulthood. The dismissing attachment style has also
been linked to hostile interactional styles in college students (Kobak & Sceery, 1988). In general,
insecure attachment styles have been linked to conflict in intimate relationships (Cohn et al., 1992;
Pistole, 1989; Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1995).

The application of attachment theory to adult intimate relationships has led to the examination
of possible links between attachment patterns and violence towards women. Marshall and his
colleagues (Marshall & Eccles, 1993; Marshall et al., 1993; Ward et al.. 1996) have proposed a
multifaceted theory of sexual offending that considers the importance of secure attachment bonds
in increasing children’s resilience to negative events and providing models for empathy and
intimate relationships. Early experiences of insecure attachment are characterized by parental
rejection, inconsistent discipline and praise, abuse, lack of warmth, and ambivalence. Some of the
consequences of poor attachment bonds are critical to the development of abusive behaviour,
including low self-esteem, social skills deficits, and lack of empathy (Marshall et al., 1993; Ryan,
1991b; Steele & Ryan, 1991). Inability to engage in intimate relationships may lead to emotional
loneliness, and because of cultural values that equate sex with love, young men may then pursue
sexual experiences, perhaps without consideration of their sexual partner, to fulfill their emotional
needs (Marshall et al., 1993). Given the chaotic family histories of sexual offenders, the
development of secure attachment bonds with their parents is unlikely (Marshall & Barbaree,
1990).
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In their study of adolescent sexual offenders, Kobayashi, Sales, Becker, Figueredo, and
Kaplan (1995) found that sexual abuse in childhood, physical abuse by father, and lack of a strong
maternal bond were significant predictors of sexual aggression in adolescence. Ward et al. (1996)
examined the adult attachment styles of various groups of incarcerated offenders, including
nonviolent offenders, violent non-sexual offenders, rapists, and child molesters. The findings of
this study indicated that the four groups did not differ significantly with respect to secure,
dismissing, or fearful attachment styles. Two of the groups (child molesters and nonviolent
offenders) differed on preoccupied attachment style, with child molesters scoring significantly
higher. Overall, although sexual offenders were insecurely attached, insecure attachment patterns
in adult relationships were also characteristic of other types of offenders, “point[ing] to a general
factor of insecure attachment being associated with incarceration or criminality” (Ward et al., 1996,
p- 23).

Recently, researchers in the area of wife abuse have also turned their attention to attachment
theory (Dutton, 1994b; 1995a; 1995b: Dutton et al., 1994; Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994;
Holtzworth-Munroe, Stuart, & Hutchinson, 1997; Pistole & Tarrant, 1993). According to Dutton
(1995b) the fearful pattern of attachment is most consistent with the controlling pattern of wife
battering, in which men want intimacy and fear rejection and use violence as a method of
maintaining control in the relationships. On the other hand, in their conceptualization of batterers,
Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart (1994) assert that the preoccupied style of attachment characterizes
batterers who are violent only within the context of relationships (“family-only”) and
psychologically distressed batterers (“dysphoric/borderline”). These researchers also argue that the
attachment style of more “generally violent” batterers (violent both within and outside of the
context of relationships) is likely to be dismissing.

Empirical research provides some support for the link between adult attachment styles and
wife battering. With a sample of wife batterers, Dutton et al. (1994) found that both fearful and

preoccupied attachment styles were positively correlated with partner’s reports of abusiveness. In a
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study by Holtzworth et al. (1997), groups wife batterers and maritally distressed men were more
likely than nonviolent/nondistressed men to have insecure attachment styles. Further, compared to
maritally distressed men, wife batterers reporting more preoccupied attachment patterns. In
contrast, Pistole and Tarraut’s (1993) study of wife batterers indicated a distribution of attachment
styles that was similar to college samples, with no significant prevalence of insecure attachment
styles.

In summary, insecure attachment bonds are an important contributing factor to the
development of aggressive behaviour. Early attachments to caregivers provide children with a
model for future intimate relationships and a foundation for the development of empathy and social
skills. Research supports a link between insecure maternal attachment bonds in infancy and
aggressive and delinquent behaviour (Allen et al., 1996; Loeber, 1990: Lyons-Ruth, 1996). More
specifically, studies with infants and preschoolers document an association between avoidant and
disorganized attachment patterns and aggressive and noncompliant behaviour (Erikson et al.. 1985:
Greenberg et al., 1991: Lyons-Ruth et al., 1993). Recent examinations of attachment relationships
in adolescence and adulthood suggest that dismissing attachment styles is associated with antisocial
behaviour (conduct problems, substance abuse, aggression, criminal behaviour) and a hostile
interpersonal style (Allen et al., 1996; Cohn et al., 1992; Kobak & Sceery, 1988; Rosenstein &
Horowitz, 1996).

Theories of sexual offending (Marshall, 1993) and wife abuse (Dutton, 1995b: Holtzworth-
Munroe & Stuart, 1994) propose links between insecure attachment bonds in childhood and
subsequent relationship difficulties in adolescence and adulthood. The controlling interpersonal
style and fear of rejection characteristic of some wife batterers is consistent with fearful and
preoccupied attachment patterns (Dutton, 1995b; Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). Research
on attachment styles in wife batterers has provided some support for this hypothesis (Dutton et al.,
1994; Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 1997). Comparisons of batterers with other types of offenders

are needed in order to explore whether particular attachment patterns are unique to batterers.
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Inconsistencies in attachment research make clear interpretation of the links between
attachment and aggression problematical. One reason for the inconsistencies may be the varying
definitions of aggressive/antisocial behaviour. In attachment research with children and

adolescents, aggressive behaviour has been conceptualized in terms of diagnoses of oppositional
defiant disorder or conduct disorder* (Allen et al., 1996; Greenberg et al., 1991; Rosenstein &

Horowitz, 1996; Speltz et al., 1990), conflict and hostility towards peers (Kobak & Sceery,
1988), and externalizing problems on behaviour checklists (Fagot & Kavanagh, 1990; Lyons-Ruth
et al., 1993). In adulthood, specific attachment patterns have been linked to criminal behaviour in
general (Allen et al.. 1996), conflict in relationships (Pianta et al., 1996; Pistole, 1989), and
abusive behaviour in relationships (Dutton, 1995a; Dutton et al., 1994).

Research on attachment has provided insights into the development of aggressive behaviour.
However, only recently has the focus switched to particular types of aggressive behaviour.
Examining the role of attachment in the development of specific types of aggressive behaviour may
help to account for inconsistencies in attachment research. For example, it may be that dismissing
attachment styles are associated with psychopathic personality characteristics including antisocial
acting out, superficial relationships, and lack of empathy. In contrast. the fearful and preoccupied
attachment styles may be associated with other types interpersonal difficulties including insecurity
and fear of abandonment in relationships and poor affect regulation (Dutton, 1995a). Researchers
in the areas of wife abuse and sexual aggression are beginning to explore the significance of
attachment styles to the development of these specific aggressive behaviour pattems (e.g., Duttcn,
1995a; Dutton et al., 1994; Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 1997; Ward et al., 1996).

Early research documented that the father-son relationship was important in the development

¥These are labels often applied to rebellious children and adolescents displaying so-called "unmanageable”
behaviour. In many cases, the diagnosis of oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) or conduct disorder (CD) may be
more accurately diagnosed as adjustment disorder. Further, diagnoses of ODD or CD in children and adolescents is
frequently used in the same circular fashion as antisocial personality disorder (APD) in adults, i.e., committing an
"antisocial” act may lead to a diagnosis of APD and the reason for committing the antisocial act is APD (D. J.
Baxter, personal communication, January, 1997).
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of delinquency (Peterson & Becker, 1965). Further, research has found that sons’ relationships
with their fathers predicts externalizing problems (Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & Pearson, 1996:
Forehand et al., 1991; Morris et al., 1988) and a review by Atkeson, Forehand, and Rickard
(1982) indicated that exteraalizing problems are higher in children and adolescents whose father is
absent. Finally, in a recent study, repeat offenders reported close relationships with their mothers
and distant relationships with their fathers (Hagell & Newburn, 1996). “This suggests that most of
the literature, which has ignored the role of fathers, may have failed to include an important source
of influence on children” (Forehand et al., 1991, p. 320). Attachment theory and empirical
research has been biased toward maternal attachment bonds. Although some researchers focusing
on adult attachment patterns have begun to include fathers (e.g., Cowan et al., 1996; Forehand et
al., 1991: Hagell & Newburn, 1996; Harper & Ryder, 1986; IJzendoorn & Bakermans-
Kranenburg, 1996), lack of attention to attachment bonds with male caregivers continues to be
problematic.

Violence in the Family of Origin

According to Carter et al. (1988). the hypothesis of intergenerational transmission of violence
is a common assumption in family violence literature. This hypothesis has its foundation in social
learning theory and suggests that witnessing or experiencing violence in childhood serves as a
model for learning aggressive behaviour, teaching children that aggression is appropriate and
acceptable in family environments (Cappell & Heiner, 1990; Carter et al., 1988: Jaffe et al., 1990:
Kalmuss, 1984; MacEwen, 1994; Rosenberg, 1987).

Research on family violence provides some support for the intergenerational transmission
hypothesis. Widom (1989) reviewed research on juvenile delinquency and found that, compared to
nonviolent male delinquents, violent male delinquents were more likely to have experienced or
witnessed abuse in childhood. Carlson (1990) found that, compared to boys who reported that
they had not witnessed abuse in childhood, adolescent boys who witnessed spousal abuse were

more likely to hit their mothers. Children of battered women also tended to use more aggressive
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means of solving problems than a comparison group (Jaffe, Wilson, & Wolfe, 1988). Dodge et al.
(1990) interviewed mothers about discipline practices and abusive behaviour toward children. Six
months later, their children were rated for aggressive behaviour. Physical abuse was a risk factor
for aggressive behaviour, mediated through social problem solving (Dodge et al., 1990). Other
research indicated a higher incidence of aggressive behaviour and delinquency in children who
experienced ongoing verbal abuse by parents (Vissing, Straus, Gelles, & Harrop, 1991).
Research with violent men also supports the intergenerational transmission hypothesis. Jalbert
(1994) found that violent offenders were more likely than nonviolent offenders to have been
abused as children. Physical and sexual abuse are common in the family backgrounds of wife
batterers (Dutton & Hart, 1992; MacEwen & Barling, 1988) and sexual offenders (Dhawan &
Marshall, 1996, Knight & Prentky. 1993: Kobayashi et al., 1995; Seghorn et al., 1987).
Witnessing and experiencing violence in the family of origin has been considered a critical
risk factor for wife abuse. Studies of children of battered women suggest an association between
witnessing violence and subsequent aggressive behaviour (Jaffe et al., 1990: Kalmuss, 1984:
Kolbo, Blakely. & Engleman, 1996; McNeal & Amato, 1998). Researchers have also found that,
compared to men who did not witness family violence, men who witnessed violence between their
parents were significantly more likely to report violence in their relationships (Hanson et al., 1997;
Howell & Pugliesi, 1988; Johnston, 1988; MacEwen, 1994; Murphy, Meyer, & O’Leary, 1993;
O’Leary, Malone & Tyree, 1994; Ronfeldt, Kimerling, & Arias, 1998; Stith & Farley, 1993).
Further, compared to nonviolent married men, wife batterers were more likely to have had
childhood experiences of physical punishment and witnessing their mothers being abused by a
male partner (Barnett & Hamberger, 1992; Caesar, 1988; Dutton, 1988a; Hamberger & Hastings,
1991; Murphy et al., 1993). Jalbert (1994) also found that offenders who reported histories of
child abuse were more likely to have convictions of domestic violence whereas men with no
histories of child abuse were more likely to have nonviolent criminal convictions. Carter et al.

(1988) found that wives’ reports of severe violence by male partners was correlated with male
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partners’ reports of witnessing interparental violence in childhood. Avakame (1998) also found
that physical abuse by fathers and witnessing of abuse of mother by father was correlated with the
use of psychological aggression in relationships (note that the sample for this study included both
men and women).

Studies examining the relationship between violence in the family of origin and dating
violence have yielded mixed resuits (O’Keefe, 1997; Simons. Lin. & Gordon. 1998: Smith &
Williams, 1992; Sugarman & Hotaling, 1989a, 1989b, 1991; Tontodonato & Crew, 1992). Other
research has not supported the intergenerational transmission hypothesis. Martin and Elmer ( 1992)
followed children who were severely abused in childhood over a period of 20 years. Although the
small sample of men and women reported numerous difficulties in relationships and family
functioning, there was little evidence of overt aggression. Carlson (1991) found no significant
effects of experiencing or witnessing family violence on adolescents’ approval of or use of
violence in relationships. MacEwen and Barling’s (1988) study of a community sample of married
couples indicated no effects of violence in the family of origin on current use of physical
aggression against partners. Goldsmith (1990) interviewed a small sample of women who had
been abused by their husbands. There was no evidence of violence in the family of origin for more
than haif of the husbands of the women interviewed.

In summary, witnessing or experiencing violence in the family of origin has been viewed as a
critical risk factor for violence in adulthood, specifically family violence. Research suggests that,
compared to children from families where there is no violence, children who experience and/or
witness violence in their families are more likely to commit violent criminal acts in adolescence and
are more likely to use aggression as a form of problem-solving. Compared to nonviolent
offenders, violent adult offenders, including generally violent offenders, sexual offenders, and
wife batterers, are more likely to have histories of family violence. However, research results
linking family violence to both marital and dating violence in adulthood are mixed. These “mixed

results” may be due to varying definitions of the construct of “violence in the family”, types of
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comparison groups used. sampling differences, and sample sizes studied (Hanson et al., 1997).

Criticisms of research on violence in the family of origin are both methodological and
theoretical. In terms of methodology, the majority of studies rely on retrospective accounts of
childhood, use correlatioral rather than longitudinal designs, and lack appropriate comparison
groups (Widom, 1989). The major theoretical criticism is aimed at the assumption that violence in
childhood is an all encompassing explanation for specific adult behaviour (i.e., violence toward
family members). The fact that some violent offenders experience nonviolent childhoods and many
people from violent families do not commit violence in adulthood does not support the
intergenerational transmission hypothesis (Cappell & Heiner, 1990; Herman, 1990: Jaffe et al.,
1990; Okun, 1986). Further. childhood trauma, including experiencing and witnessing violence, is
frequently reported by adolescents and adults with a variety of psychological difficulties, including
alcohol abuse, nonviolent criminal behaviour, depression, and personality disorders (Boney-
McCoy & Finkelhor, 1995: Carlson. 1990; Henning, Leitenberg, Coffey. Turner. & Bennett.
1996; Martin & Elmer. 1992). Finally, other risk factors, such as disruptions in parenting,
insecure attachment to a caregiver, and poor parenting practices, must also be considered in the
development of aggressive behaviour (Jaffe et al., 1990; Loeber, 1990; Patterson et al., 1991;
Snyder & Patterson, 1987). Although violence in the family of origin may increase the risk for
intimate aggression, it is “neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for generating aggression in
one’s current family” (Cappell & Heiner, 1990, p. 136).
Summary

Familial factors play an important role in the development of aggression. Poor disciplinary
practices, inadequate parental supervision, lack of positive parental involvement, and disruptions
in family management have been identified as risk factors for the development of antisocial
behaviour in boys (Loeber, 1990; Patterson, 1986: Patterson et al., 1991). More recently,
researchers have turned to attachment theory to further explain social and emotional deficits that

may place children at risk to develop conduct probiems.
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Attachments to primary caregivers are believed to provide children with models for future
intimate relationships and provide a foundation for the development of empathy and interpersonal
skills. Research on children, adolescents, and adults suggests that insecure attachment patterns are
linked to antisocial behzviour. However, the link between specific attachment patterns and
aggression is less clear. Dismissing attachment patterns, characterized by a hostile interpersonal
style, have been linked to aggression in general; however, Dutton et al. (1994) found that fearful
and preoccupied attachment styles were more common in men who abused their wives. In
addition, comparisons of nonviolent, violent, and sexual offenders indicated a general pattern of
insecure attachment across groups (Ward et al., 1996). Further research is needed to explore the
significance of attachment styles to specific types of aggression.

Finally, modelling of violence in families has been assumed by many researchers to be a
critical risk factor for the development of intimate aggression in adulthood. Although support
exists for the intergenerational transmission hypothesis, methodological and theoretical criticisms
suggest that experiences of violence in childhood does not necessarily lead to aggression in
aduithood. Witnessing and/or experiencing family violence, in combination with other
developmental experiences, increases children’s risk to develop aggressive behaviour patterns.

Interpersonal Skills Deficits

According to the coercion training model, poor parenting practices fail to teach prosocial skills
to children (Patterson, 1986; Patterson et al., 1991). Insecure attachment bonds may also
contribute to interpersonal skills deficits, particularly social skills in close relationships (Marshail et
al., 1993). A final risk factor for the development of poor social skills is aggressive familial and
cultural role models that teach violence as a method of problem-solving (Jaffe et al., 1988).

Research has demonstrated that, compared to control groups, aggressive boys have more
social problem-solving deficits, including less flexibility, less effective solutions, and more
aggressive responses (Evans & Short, 1991; Guerra & Slaby, 1989, 1990; Lochman & Lampron,
1986; Pelletier, Vitaro, & Coutu, 1992; Rubin, Bream, & Rose-Krasnor, 1991). Further,
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aggressive children have demonstrated deficits in perceptions of social cues, viewing ambiguity as
threatening (Rubin et al., 1991). These problem-solving deficits influence interactions in
interpersonal relationships and have been associated with peer-rejection (French & Waas, 1987:
Pelietier et al., 1992).

Based on the assumption that social skills play a role in one’s ability to form and maintain
meaningful relationships. social skills deficits may be an important factor in sexual aggression and
physical aggression in relationships (Bumby & Hansen, 1997; Holtzworth-Munroe, 1992:
Marshall, 1993; Marshall & Barbaree, 1984; Stermac et al., 1990). Research with sexual offenders
has identified deficits in empathic ability and ability to process interpersonal cues, particularly in
interactions with women (Hanson & Scott. 1995; Hudson et al., 1993; Katz, 1990: Lipton,
McDonel, & McFall, 1987). However, other research suggests that offenders in general exhibit
many of the same cognitive and interpersonal deficits (Baxter, Motiuk, & Fortin, 1995: Becker et
al., 1993: Ford & Liney, 1995: McKenzie, 1992; Oliver, Hall, & Neuhaus, 1993; Ross &
Fabiano, 1983; Tweedale, 1990).

Interviews with victims of wife battering suggest that the use of violence as a means of
solving problems is one of many factors in wife abuse. Holtzworth-Munroe and her colleagues
have found some evidence that, compared to nonviolent/nondistressed and nonviolent/maritally
distressed husbands, wife batterers have more problem-solving deficits, particularly in problematic
marital situations (Anglin & Holtzworth-Munroe, 1997; Holtzworth-Munroe & Anglin, 1991;
Holtzworth-Munroe & Hutchinson, 1993). However, comparisons of wife batterers to other
violent offenders (violence outside of the context of relationships) and nonviolent offenders,
indicated no differences with respect to measures of assertiveness (Dutton, 1988a; Morrison,
Hasselt, & Bellack, 1987). Although interpersonal skills deficits may play a role in abusive
behaviour in relationships, as predicted by the coercion training model, it is probable that social

skills deficits are a risk factor for aggressive and antisocial behaviour in general.
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Personality Characteristics
Psvchopathy

“Psychopathy is a personality disorder defined by a constellation of affective, interpersonal,
and behavioural characteristics, central to which are a profound lack of empathy, guilt, or remorse,
and a callous disregard for the feelings, rights, and welfare of others” (Hare, Forth, & Strachan,
1992. p. 285). Psychopathic behaviour begins at an early age and psychopathic offenders are
likely to have formal encounters with the criminal justice system in adolescence (Hare et al.,
1992). However, as Myers et al. (1995) note, children who engage in antisocial behaviour may
not necessarily be psychopathic. Supporting this, Frick, O’Brien, Wootton, and McBurnett (1994)
identified two factors related to psychopathy in children: (a) conduct problems, characterized by
antisocial behaviour; and (b) a grandiose sense of self-worth and failure to take responsibility for
behaviour.

Psychopathy has been linked to criminal behaviour in general (Blackburn & Coid. 1998; Hare
et al.. 1992; Hart & Hare, 1997; Shine & Hobson, 1997) and violent criminal behaviour (Salekin,
Rogers, & Sewell. 1996; Serin & Amos, 1995; Weiler & Widom. 1996). Empirical research also
suggests that psychopathic personality style is an important contributor to criminal recidivism
(Bonta, Law, & Hanson, 1998 Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1991: Hemphill & Hare, 1995;
Hemphill, Hare, & Wong, 1998; Serin, 1991, 1996; Serin, Peters, & Barbaree, 1990; Wong,
1995). Although researchers have explored the role of psychopathy in sexual aggression (Brown
& Forth, 1997; Furr, 1993; Hersh & Gray-Little, 1998; Kosson, Kelly, & White, 1997; Looman,
Abracen, Maillet, & DiFazio, 1998; Serin, Malcoim, Khanna, & Barbaree, 1994), research linking
psychopathy to abusive behaviour in relationships is sparse. Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart
(1994) hypothesize that “generaily violent” men (men who are violent both within and outside of
the context of relationships) are more likely to have characteristics consistent with psychopathy
including impulsivity and narcissism. Saunders (1995) also argues that severe assault by wife

ba