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Abstract Empirical research has increasingly found evidence for the coexistence of
animal abuse and various forms of interpersonal violence. Some researchers have
even argued for a specific version of this relationship, namely, that individuals tend
to move from violence toward animals, particularly in childhood, to subsequent
violence toward humans. Others have suggested that the evidence for this graduation
or progression hypothesis is weak and inconsistent, and that an approach to animal
abuse that focuses on the link is misguided. This article begins by reviewing the
research on the connections between animal abuse and interhuman violence. Then it
critically assesses the evidence for and against the link, and discusses the issues and
challenges facing future research in this area.

Introduction

Great thinkers throughout the ages have proposed a link between our treatment of
animals and our treatment of humans. The posited association often deals with
negative acts toward humans and other animals, although the reverse has also been
suggested—that the humane treatment of animals may be related to kindness toward
people [[12]: 197–199].

The academic study of violence toward animals, and its relation to human
violence, has steadily increased in volume, in quality, and in stature over the past
twenty or so years. Criminologists, sociologists, psychologists, social workers, legal
scholars, and others have recognized the myriad ways in which animal abuse is
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worthy of sustained attention. I have previously argued [21] that animal abuse
warrants scientific consideration for the following reasons:

& Animal cruelty is a serious antisocial behavior that may help identify troubled
youth and dysfunctional families. Ignoring it may run the risk of promoting
violence or not responding to psychological problems.

& Animal abuse is a relatively common occurrence. Studies suggest that half of all
children have been exposed to it, and one-fifth have perpetrated it.

& There are likely to be negative developmental consequences associated with
harming animals. Animal cruelty is a symptom of psychological conduct disorder,
and might also lead to an inhibition or distortion of empathy.

& Animal abuse is linked to a variety of interpersonal violence, including bullying,
juvenile delinquency, adult violent crimes and other nonviolent offenses.

& Animal cruelty can be a marker of family violence, as perpetrators are often
victims of violence themselves. Researchers have repeatedly found that pet abuse
often co-occurs with woman-battering.

& The number of potential victims is staggering. When considering just companion
animals, in the United States alone, nearly two-thirds of households have pets—
approximately 160 million cats and dogs—and there are more homes with pets
than children.

& Ending animal abuse is an important step in ending all violence.

For these reasons and undoubtedly others, it is imperative that criminology
continue to situate animals and animal abuse firmly within its purview.

The co-occurrence of animal abuse and inter-human violence

Animal abuse is doubtless often linked to other forms of interpersonal violence. This
finding is now firmly established in the literature on both the family violence and
criminology.

Family violence

A recent study by DeGue and DiLillo [15] demonstrates the association between
animal abuse and family violence. In their study of 860 college students from three
Western and Midwestern universities, six out of ten students who had witnessed or
committed childhood animal cruelty had also experienced either child maltreatment
or interparental violence. Respondents who had been sexually abused, physically
abused, or neglected were the most likely to report that they had abused animals.
Respondents who had witnessed animal abuse were eight times more likely than
those who had not to have perpetrated it.

Interestingly, approximately 30% of those who experienced family violence also
experienced animal abuse. Thus, the researchers concluded, animal abuse may be a
more reliable marker of family violence than the reverse.

Childhood violence and animal cruelty As with other forms of interpersonal
violence, a childhood socialization that includes exposure to interpersonal violence
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is also associated with childhood animal cruelty. The leading antecedents of
children’s animal cruelty have been shown to be a) being a victim of physical or
sexual abuse, b) witnessing violence between one’s parents, and c) witnessing
parents or peers harm animals [8, 9, 28, 45]. In addition, being bullied and/or being a
bully have also been linked to children’s abuse of animals [9, 26, 29].

Baldry [8] examined the role of exposure to domestic violence and violence
toward animals in predicting children’s animal abuse among a sample of nearly
1,400 Italian school children aged nine to seventeen. Among the 50% who had
abused animals, almost all reported a greater exposure to domestic violence and
animal abuse by parents and peers, compared to those who had never abused
animals. This was particularly true for boys.

Baldry also performed two multivariate analyses to predict animal abuse—one for
children who been exposed to both violence between their parents and who had been
abused themselves (abused group), and one for those who had only been exposed to
domestic violence (exposed-only group). For both groups, being male and observing
peers abuse animals were the top predictors of children harming animals.
Interestingly, for those in the abused group, mother’s violence against animals and
fathers were the next most important predictors. For the exposed-only group,
violence toward animals by both mothers and fathers emerged as significant.

So clearly, witnessing animal abuse has emerged as an important predictor of
committing it. For example, in the DeGue and DiLillo [15] study, of six different
forms of child maltreatment and family violence that were used to predict
perpetration of animal cruelty, only witnessing others abuse animals emerged as
significant.

In two Australian studies [26, 45], adolescents who had witnessed animal cruelty
were significantly more likely to have perpetrated it than teens who had not. In the
first study of 281 adolescents from twelve secondary schools, this relationship held
when the observed abuser was a parent, sibling, relative, or friend. However, those
who witnessed a stranger commit animal abuse had lower levels of animal cruelty.
The researchers concluded that children may identify with or model the behavior of
someone who is close to them, but not when the abuser is a stranger, in which case
the children may be unwilling witnesses who were helpless to intervene. In the
second study of 249 adolescents from three Australian secondary schools, witnessing
animal abuse was significantly related to having committed it. This relationship held
after controlling for age, sex, and family conflict [26].

Moreover, the impact of observing others commit animal cruelty may differ on
the basis of gender. In a study of undergraduates, Henry [28] found that males who
had witnessed childhood animal cruelty had less favorable attitudes toward animals
than those who had not, whereas females who had seen others abuse animals had
more favorable attitudes toward animals than those who had not. These findings,
when combined with those above regarding witnessing someone who is close to the
observer versus a stranger, may help explain the dynamics involved in this process.
Perhaps males are more likely to observe those who are close to them—e.g., father,
peers—harm animals, and model this behavior, leading them to disregard the
feelings of other animals. Females, on the other hand, may be more likely to be
unwilling observers when strangers commit animal cruelty, and thus may learn to
empathize more readily with the animal victim.
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Pet abuse and woman-battering Several empirical studies have now clearly
established a connection between pet abuse and woman-battering [5, 7, 17, 18, 20,
22, 25, 42]. According to the data, between one-half to three-fourths of battered
women with pets report that their companion animals have been threatened, harmed
or killed by their abusers. These findings have been confirmed in studies involving
women from different ethnic groups (e.g., Hispanics – [16]), as well as from other
cultures (e.g., Australia – [48]).

Although most studies have examined clients from battered women’s shelters
without using a control group, a recent study by Ascione et al. [7] did employ a
comparison group of non-shelter women from the community. Battered women were
eleven times more likely to report that their pets had been threatened or abused than
a sample of community women – 54% vs. 5%. These findings were recently
replicated by researchers in Australia [48]. Women who were receiving services
from either a shelter or outreach agency serving battered women who owned at least
one pet during their violent relationship were compared with a group of non-battered
women who were recruited from neighborhood houses, workplaces, and leisure and
recreational groups. Slightly over half (52.9%) of domestic violence victims reported
pet abuse compared with none from the non-domestic violence group. Threats of pet
abuse were approximately eight times greater – 46% vs. 5.8% - among women in the
domestic violence group.

The first controlled study to examine the association between pet abuse and
woman-battering was conducted by Walton-Moss et al. [49]. The sample of over 800
women was selected from the control group from a study of intimate partner
homicide from eleven metropolitan cities in the U. S. between 1994 and 2000.
Women who had experienced abuse in the past two years were compared to a control
group of non-abused women from the same metropolitan area who were identified
by random digit dialing. In addition to being more likely to be high school dropouts,
have a problem with drugs or alcohol, and be in fair or poor mental health,
perpetrators of intimate partner violence were also significantly more likely to have
abused or threatened pets.

Batterers who also abuse pets may differ in other ways from those who do not.
One study found that batterers who abused pets were more dangerous and used more
controlling behaviors than men who had not [41]. Batterers who had committed pet
abuse had higher rates of sexual violence, marital rape, emotional violence, and
stalking. In addition, pet abusing batterers used more controlling behaviors (e.g.,
male privilege, isolation, blaming, intimidation, threats, economic abuse, etc.). This
difference was even greater for men who had killed a pet.

Batterers may even coerce women to commit illegal acts by threatening their
companion animals. Loring and Bolden-Hines [34] studied 107 women who had
been referred to a family violence center in Georgia specializing in legal issues in
part because they had committed at least one illegal act. Of the 107, 62% had either
currently owned pets or had in the past year, and three-fourths reported actual or
threatened pet abuse. Within this group, 24 reported that they were coerced by
threats and actual harm to their pets to commit such crimes as bank robbery, credit
card theft or fraud, stock fraud, bank fraud, and/or drug trafficking. All of these
women said that they committed their crimes to prevent their pets from being
abused.
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Abuse of women and pets also inflicts harm on the children who witness these
acts. In the study by Ascione and his colleagues [7], 61.5% of the children from
women at the shelters had witnessed pet abuse, compared with just 2.9% of children
of nonshelter women. A similar pattern was found in the Australian study reviewed
above—29% vs. 0% [48]. Further, both of these studies uncovered relatively high
rates of animal abuse among the children of battered women – 13%–19%. According
to Ascione at al. [7], this is three to five times the rate found in normative samples, and
closer to the rates found in abused children or those from clinical settings.

Other forms of human violence

In addition to family violence, animal cruelty is associated with other forms of
interpersonal violence and antisocial behavior including bullying, juvenile delin-
quency, and adult criminality involving both violent and nonviolent actions.

Bullying Empirical evidence from recent studies suggests that youth involved in
bullying—both as perpetrators and victims—are more likely to abuse animals [9, 26,
29]. This relationship appears to be particularly true for males. In her study of over
500 Italian youths ages 9–12, Baldry found that both boys and girls who engaged in
direct bullying were twice as likely to have abused animals compared with their non-
bullying peers. Separate regression analyses were conducted for each gender, with
family violence variables entered along with experience with bullying, either as victim
or perpetrator. The top predictor of boys’ animal abuse was being bullied at school,
followed by their own indirect bullying of others. None of the measures of exposure to
various forms of family violence was significant. For girls, observing others abuse
animals was the strongest predictor of their animal abuse, followed by father’s verbal
abuse. Girls who were physically abused by their fathers were less likely to harm
animals. And for girls, none of the bullying variables emerged as significant.

Henry and Sanders [29] also examined the relationship between bullying and
animal abuse among male undergraduates. In particular, they were interested in
comparing those who had committed multiple acts of animal abuse with those who
were one-time abusers and nonabusers. Respondents who had been involved in
multiple episodes of animal cruelty were significantly more likely to have been a
bully and to have been bullied (both physically and verbally) than either one-time
abusers or those who had never abused animals. A regression analysis containing
four bullying variables (perpetrator and victim of physical and verbal bullying) and
an attitudinal variable measuring tolerance of animal cruelty was conducted to
predict committing multiple acts of animal abuse. Only physically bullying others
was significant. Interestingly, respondents who were serious bullies and victims of
bullying held the most tolerant attitudes toward animal cruelty.

Animal abuse has also been investigated as a predictor of bullying. Gullone and
Robertson [26] surveyed 249 adolescents in Australia whose mean age was just
under 14. Approximately three in ten students had experienced bullying at least once
in the past year, and nearly one in five had bullied someone at least once in the past
year. Controlling for age, sex, and family conflict (none of which was significant),
witnessing animal abuse (along with being a victim of bullying) was found to be a
significant predictor of being a bully.
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Taken together, these findings suggest that power and control are central to
understanding the relationship between bullying and animal abuse. Those who abuse
animals and bully others appear to be rewarded by the power they have over others—
human or animal. And those who have been bullied may want to transform the
powerlessness they feel as victims by victimizing others—again, both human and
animal. As Henry and Sanders noted, “Children who are victimized may feel the need
to exert power over other weaker individuals in an effort to protect themselves from
the fear and shame resulting from their own perceived weakness” [29: 123].

Juvenile delinquency In two separate studies, Henry [27, 28] also examined the
relationship between animal cruelty and juvenile delinquency. In the first study
involving 169 undergraduates [28], witnessing and perpetrating animal abuse were
related to committing delinquency—both in the past year and beforehand. Among
male students, the effects of participating and observing animal cruelty were both
independent and additive. Men with the highest delinquency scores were respondents
who had both witnessed and perpetrated animal abuse on multiple occasions.

The second study, with 206 college students, looked at two factors hypothesized
to be related to juvenile delinquency—the age of first witnessing and committing
animal abuse and whether animal abuse was committed alone or in a group [27].
With regard to age of first exposure, males who first observed animal abuse before
age 12 had higher self-reported delinquency scores than those who witnessed it as
teens or not at all. The findings for females were not significant.

Regarding perpetrating animal abuse alone or in a group, significant results were
obtained only for males. Only one significant difference was uncovered between the
three groups—alone, group, or never abused. Males who had committed animal
cruelty alone had significantly higher delinquency scores than those who had never
abused animals. At least for males, then, early exposure to animal abuse and
committing cruelty alone may be warning signs for other forms of antisocial behavior.

Violence and other criminality With regard to criminal behavior, a study by the
Chicago Police Department analyzed the arrest data for persons charged with crimes
against animals for the period of July 2001 to July 2004. The study revealed an
extremely high likelihood that animal cruelty was related to other offenses, both
violent and nonviolent. Eighty-six percent of animal offenders had multiple arrests in
their past, 70% had been arrested for felonies, and 70% had narcotics charges.
Approximately two-thirds had been arrested for battery-related violent offense
charges—i.e., aggravated domestic battery, domestic battery, aggravated battery, and
simple battery—and over half were alleged to be members of gangs [40].

The progression thesis (or graduation hypothesis) vs. generalized deviance

Thus far, the discussion has focused on the association between animal abuse and
human violence, without specifying a time-ordered sequence. We now turn to
examining the evidence for a more specific relationship between these two variables:
namely, that individuals begin, typically in childhood, by abusing animals, and then
move on to commit violence against humans.
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Evidence favoring the progression or graduation hypothesis usually derives from
retrospective samples of violent criminals—serial killers, rapists, child molesters—who
report animal cruelty committed during their childhood. For example, a study by
Lockwood and Church [33] found that 36% of serial murderers reported killing and
torturing animals in childhood, while 46% did so as adolescents. More recently, a study
of 354 serial killers found that 21% had committed childhood animal cruelty [50].

Perpetrators of sexually-aggressive crimes have also reported relatively high
levels of animal cruelty in their backgrounds. In one study, nearly half of rapists and
over one-fourth of pedophiles had harmed animals as children [46]. And in a study
of eleven perpetrators of nine separate incidents of school shootings in the U.S., five
of the eleven had histories of alleged violence against animals [47].

A test of the graduation hypothesis was conducted by Merz-Perez, Heide, and
Silverman [35, 36]. The researchers interviewed forty-five violent and forty-five
nonviolent inmates in a Florida maximum-security prison. Violent criminals were
nearly three times more likely than nonviolent criminals to have committed
childhood animal cruelty—56% versus 20%. This relationship was particularly
strong for pets, with violent offenders being nearly four times more likely than their
nonviolent counterparts—26% vs. 7%—to report childhood abuse of their pets.
Beyond these findings, there was also a link between the methods of animal cruelty
and adult violence. Inmates’ past acts of animal cruelty often resembled their most
serious crimes against humans.

One study has compared the criminal records of 153 convicted animal abusers
with a control group of 153 nonabusers, who were matched on sex, age,
socioeconomic status, and street or neighborhood [4]. As expected, animal abusers
were 3.2 times more likely to have a criminal record, and 5.3 times more likely to
have committed a violent crime. However, there was no specific time order to this
relationship; animal abuse was as likely to follow the violent offenses as precede
them. Only 16% of animal abusers “graduated” to committing violence against
human victims. Beyond this, animal abuse was also related to a variety of nonviolent
crimes, including property crimes, drug-related crimes, and disorderly behavior.
Thus the authors concluded that this evidence is more consistent with what they
termed a “generalized deviance hypothesis” rather than a graduation hypothesis.
“Rather than being a predictor or a distinct step in the development of increasingly
criminal or violent behavior, animal abuse…is one of many antisocial behaviors
committed by individuals in society…” [4: 969].

A recent study in Australia tested and found support for both hypotheses. Alys et al.
[2] compared twenty incarcerated male sexual homicide offenders, twenty male sex
offenders (who did not kill) from an outpatient treatment program, and twenty male
college students. The groups, who were matched for age, were asked about childhood
and adolescent animal cruelty, antisocial behavior (e.g., stealing, destroying property,
cruelty to children), child abuse, and paternal alcoholism. In support of the graduation
hypothesis, sexual homicide offenders were significantly more likely to have
committed animal abuse, both during childhood and adolescence, than the sex
offenders and controls. Interestingly, virtually all of the homicide offenders reported
abusing animals, while none of the sex offenders did. Sexual homicide offenders also
reported significantly more frequent animal cruelty than did the controls, both as
children and as teens.
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Further, childhood animal cruelty was a significant predictor for antisocial
behavior for both groups; in fact, the relationship was stronger for controls than for
sexual homicide offenders. “These findings suggest that childhood animal cruelty
may be associated with antisocial behavior and delinquency in normal populations…
and is not exclusively related to violent offending but to more general offending
(e.g., property offences)” [2: 157]

Yet support was also found for the deviance generalization hypothesis. Antisocial
behavior in childhood emerged as a significant predictor of childhood animal cruelty,
and the same pattern was found for adolescence. The relationship was particularly
strong for the younger age group. Thus the question remains open, and as the
authors assert, neither hypothesis can be dismissed.

Critically assessing “the link”

Critics of research supporting “the link” contend that it is methodologically and
theoretically flawed in multiple ways [3, 11, 12, 37–39]. Here is a brief summary of
methodological difficulties:

& Most research is retrospective, or as Beirne [11] puts it, “backward looking.”
Consequently, confident claims about whether animal abuse in the past is
causally linked to subsequent human violence cannot be made.

& Much of the research is correlational in nature, making it difficult to determine
whether animal abuse occurred before or after the interpersonal violence. Similarly,
it is also possible that both forms of violence are the result of some third factor,
rather than being causally related to each other.

& In most cases, the samples comprise groups who are not representative of the
population as a whole—typically, incarcerated criminals. Moreover, such inmates
may have incentive to exaggerate their past violence against animals in order to en-
hance or reinforce their persona as “tough guys,” thereby further obscuring the data.

& The studies employ vague and inconsistent definitions of animal abuse.

Likewise, there are conceptual or theoretical objections to “link” research, which
include the following:

& There are multiple pathways that lead to and from and through animal abuse.
Piper [39] argues that the dominant discourse of the link closes off other ways of
conceptualizing and theorizing about other causes and pathways of animal abuse.

& Most who abuse animals don’t go on to be violent toward humans, so over-
emphasizing this relationship may lead authorities to falsely label and stigmatize
children as potential abusers or worse, resulting in greater deviance, not less.

& Research on the link has been overly psychological in nature, assuming the
animal abuse is pathological. It has ignored the numerous social and cultural
factors that contribute to the perpetration of violence against animals, much in
the same way that early family violence researchers focused almost exclusively
on characteristics of the individuals involved [23, 24].

As a result of these flaws, Piper [39] refers to research on the linkage of animal
abuse with interpersonal violence as a “sheep in wolf’s clothing.”
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Yet there are also problems associated with the Arluke et al. study which prevent
it from refuting the graduation/progression thesis.

& The study relied on official crime records. Since these records contain only
reported crime, earlier animal cruelty crimes would not be included.

& Only adult criminals were included, as the researchers were not able to obtain the
records of juvenile offenders (ages 16 and under). Therefore, the hypothesis that
those who commit animal cruelty as children or early adolescents progress to
commit violence against humans was unable to be tested in this study.

In light of these methodological and theoretical shortcomings and challenges that
plague existing research, what conclusions can be reached regarding the evidence
about the link? In my view, the best evidence to date suggests that the majority of
those who abuse animals, at least in their youth, do so infrequently, outgrow it, and
typically go on to lead “normal” lives. And that an overly psychological explanation
of animal cruelty causes us to focus on the most extreme forms of violence and the
most troubled perpetrators, at the risk of ignoring the more common forms and
causes of abuse. What we have learned regarding family violence is no less true
concerning animal abuse—individual factors are insufficient in explaining the occur-
rence of both. We need to examine social and cultural factors—e.g., gender, power, laws
and norms, status, social institutions (e.g., family, criminal justice system)—to fully
understand why people harm human and nonhuman animals [23, 24].

Yet, animal abuse and interpersonal violence do often go together. Animal abuse
can be a risk factor, a marker, and sometimes a precursor of other forms of violence,
and vice versa. We must also remember that risk factors are not always
determinative; neither are they to be disregarded (e.g., smoking is a risk factor for
lung cancer). And what if a specific time order cannot be established? Nevertheless,
it is still important for judges, juries, prosecutors, clinicians, child protective
workers, shelter workers, veterinarians, police, and legislators to take animal abuse
seriously, a point also forcefully made by Arluke and his colleagues.

Issues and challenges for future research on the link

Improved conceptual and methodological approaches

Weak or inconsistent evidence regarding the link may reflect the early stage of
research, which has been beset with the problems identified above. There is a
need for better data and samples. This first requires the development of a sound
conceptual definition of animal abuse that can go on to serve as the basis for the
construction of valid and reliable measures (see Ascione and Shapiro [6] and Flynn
[24] for a fuller discussion of these issues). Such progress would also help to bring
about greater consistency in the empirical research, which would provide for more
meaningful comparisons between, and conclusions from, different studies.

Additionally, there is a desperate need for longitudinal studies if valid claims
about the link are to be made and supported. And researchers must study the link
using random samples of the general population, rather than relying so heavily on
convicted criminals or other institutionalized populations.
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More specific pathways, relationships, and abuser characteristics

Moving beyond the simple association between childhood animal cruelty and
subsequent human violence, it is now worth considering other factors that may identify
which forms of animal abuse and which types of abusers are likely to graduate to
violence against humans. Merz-Perez and Hyde, for example, suggest that we should
investigate such variables as the “type of cruelty committed, the type of animal
targeted, the motivation for the cruelty, and the perpetrator’s response to the cruelty”
[35: 154]. More recent research is starting to posit and investigate more specific
pathways and relationships between early animal abuse and subsequent human
violence, and thus to identify more specific subsets of offending individuals [6]. For
example, studies by Hensley, Tallichet and colleagues [30, 31, 43, 44] have examined
such predictors as the methods of childhood animal cruelty and recurrent violence
against both animals and humans, albeit among incarcerated violent criminals.

Recurrent acts of violence One study [43] of 261 prisoners from two medium and
one maximum security prisons sought to determine whether repeated acts of harming
animals in childhood were later related to repeated acts of interpersonal violence.
The dependent variable, interpersonal violence, was operationalized as the number
of times a convict had been convicted of murder or attempted murder, rape or
attempted rape, and aggravated assault. Childhood or adolescent animal cruelty was
measured by asking how many times the inmate had ever hurt or killed animals,
other than for hunting. All of these acts occurred prior to incarceration. Along with
how many times the inmate had committed childhood animal cruelty, a regression
analysis to predict repeated interpersonal violence also included race, education,
urban/rural residence, parents’ marital status, number of siblings, and whether the
prisoner had been sent to juvenile detention. Only two significant predictors
emerged. The most important was childhood animal cruelty—the greater the number
of acts of animal abuse, the greater the number of acts of interpersonal violence
committed. Interestingly, the only other significant predictor was number of
siblings—the greater the number of siblings, the more likely to have committed
repeated acts of interpersonal violence.

In a replication of the 2004 study, Hensley, Tallichet, and Dutkiewicz [31]
surveyed 180 inmates from one medium-security and one maximum security prison
in March of 2007. Recurrent interpersonal violence was operationalized slightly
differently than in the 2004 study. Rather than asking the number of times inmates
had been convicted of murder or attempted murder, rape or attempted rape, or
assault, they were asked the number of times they had committed each of these acts.
In addition, robbery was also added to the list of violent crimes. Demographic
factors—race, education, and urban/rural residence—were also included in the
analysis. As in the prior study, repeated acts of animal abuse were significantly
related to later repeated acts of interpersonal violence as an adult. No other variable
was significant.

Forms of animal abuse Hensley and Tallichet [30] also explored whether the
method of childhood animal abuse was related to repeated acts of adult interpersonal
violence. Using the sample from the 2004 study above, they examined the relationship
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between six methods of animal cruelty—drowning, hitting or kicking, shooting,
choking, burning, and having sex with an animal—and the number of times inmates
had been convicted of violent crimes (defined as in the 2004 study above). Other
predictors in the model included the number of times respondents had hurt or killed
animals, the age when they first hurt or killed animals, and their current age. Only two
variables emerged as significant predictors of multiple convictions of violent crimes as
an adult. Inmates who had drowned animals or who had sex with animals as children
or teens were more likely to have committed repeated acts of interpersonal violence.
According to Hensley and Tallichet,

Drowning and having sex with an animal require very similar violent means
toward another species that may lead to later aggression toward humans; both
are acts that involve overpowering an animal. Aggression leading to the death
or near death of an animal or sexual climax by the perpetrator suggests that the
animal abuser may also have been seeking some particular release from the
experience. Perhaps the same release was experienced later following their
aggression toward humans in adulthood [30: 156].

False positives and concerns about labeling and stigmatizing children

Critics of “link” research rightly point out that not all children who abuse animals go
on to live violent criminal lives. In fact, as noted earlier, most children tend to have
limited experiences which they often outgrow and may even regret [3]. So it is the
large number of what some have called “false positives”—those who abuse animals
and never progress to violence toward humans—that needs to be reduced. Beyond
that, however, some observers worry that early labeling of children who harm
animals, based on concerns about them moving on to violence against humans, will
lead to stigmatizing those children, thereby creating rather than reducing deviance
[38].

The types of research summarized above are attempts to further clarify the
connection between childhood animal cruelty and subsequent adult violence, and
thereby decreasing the number of false positives. In a similar vein, Levin and Arluke
[32] present evidence for how that might be done in the most extreme cases of the
link—serial killers. From their perspective, the simplistic notion that many serial
killers abused animals as children is insufficient; many did not, and many other
individuals who did inflict cruelty on animals as children never became serial
murderers. Levin and Arluke argue that the common denominator for serial killers
who abused animals is the desire to inflict pain and suffering for pleasure. Thus, for
these individuals, the violence in both cases—animals and humans—is about the
sadistic exercise of power and control over others. Consequently, it is not just
harming animals but torturing them; it is not just inflicting suffering, but doing so
literally in a hands-on manner; and it is not just victimizing any animal, but those,
like cats and dogs, who are the most anthropomorphized in our culture. In these
cases, they argue, often the methods of violence employed are similar for both
human and animal victims. So again, rather than focusing just on general childhood
animal cruelty, Levin and Arluke call for attention to those who target cats and dogs,
and torture them “up-close and personal” using their hands. These findings fit with
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the conclusions of Hensley and Tallichet presented above suggesting the role of
power and control in these violent acts.

But how does the concern about false positives mean we should respond to
children who are detected abusing animals? Patterson-Kane and Piper [38] are
concerned about the unintended negative consequences that could result if what they
consider as distortions of link research are used to label and thus stigmatize children
who abuse animals. Such an approach, in their view, “inevitably leads to explanations
that emphasize individual pathology” [38: 605].

However valid these concerns about labeling and stigmatizing youth who inflict
suffering upon animals, we must not be careful not to go too far here. Patterson-Kane
and Piper also make unfounded claims about how the link is already being used to
scare and threaten families. There is no evidence for their assertion that “suspicion of
animal abuse is beginning to constitute grounds for the removal of children, and/or
for placing suspects on various child protection registers” [38: 592]. The key is not
whether to respond to children who abuse animals, but how.

Certainly animal abuse is an act we want to identify, discourage, and eliminate
among all members of society, especially children. I tend to agree with Levin and
Arluke who insist that the false positive issue is only a problem if it

serves as a basis for stigmatizing and punishing children. If instead we reach
out to youngsters who abuse animals to help them in order to give them an
improved sense of self-esteem and confidence, the false positive issue is
minimized. At worst, we might give a few children our assistance when it is
not needed. In the process, we will also be reducing animal cruelty [32: 169].

Expanding the scope of research—legal and institutional level animal abuse

To date, link research has focused almost exclusively on illegal animal abuse
committed by individuals or small groups. Yet why should attempts to discover
connections between animal abuse and human violence be limited only to violence
against animals that has been classified as illegal or socially unacceptable? As Beirne
has written, “The field of human-animal studies has no scientific warrant to deploy
societal definitions of acceptable and unacceptable behavior—these often are
anthropocentric, arbitrary, and capricious” [11: 54]. Agnew has suggested a less
restrictive definition of animal abuse—“any act that contributes to the pain or death
of an animal or that otherwise threatens the welfare of an animal” [1: 179] Adopting
a broader and more inclusive definition of animal abuse has the advantages of
including actions that are socially acceptable, legal, and account for the most harm,
both at the individual and institutional level. This would encompass actions like
hunting, as well as factory farming and animal experimentation. Further, definitions
of animal abuse would not be linked to current beliefs which are shaped by humans
with the most power.

What kinds of questions would this approach lead researchers to ask? At the
individual level one might ask: Are hunters more likely than nonhunters to abuse
their intimate partners, commit sexual assault, and/or harm their children or pets?
Are slaughterhouse employees more likely than workers in nonviolent industries to
commit acts of violence against humans and other animals?
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However it is important not to stop at the individual level, but move beyond to
examine the connections between institutionalized violence against animals and
criminality. As Beirne has stated, “The link between animal abuse and interhuman
violence surely must be sought not only in the personal biographies of those
individuals who abuse or neglect animals but also in those institutionalized social
practices where animal abuse is routine, widespread, and often defined as socially
acceptable” [11: 54].

One recent and groundbreaking study has done just this. Using a sophisticated
panel analysis of 1994–2002 data from 581 nonmetropolitan counties in states with
“right to work” laws, Fitzgerald, Kalof, and Dietz [19] examined the impact of
slaughterhouse employment, compared to that of other industries, on a community’s
crime rate. Specifically they asked, is there a link between increased crime and the
violent work that goes on in the “meatpacking” industry? Slaughterhouses were
compared with other industries, which included iron and steel forging, truck trailer
manufacturing, motor vehicle metal stamping, sign manufacturing, and industrial
launderers. They also controlled for other factors that had previously been identified
through the most commonly espoused theories explaining a community’s increased
crime rate: the demographic characteristics of workers, increased unemployment rates,
and social disorganization in the community. Based on these theories, the following
variables served as controls in the analysis: the number of males in the community
ages 15–34, population density, the total number of males, the number living in
poverty, international migration, internal migration, total nonwhite population and the
unemployment rate.

As predicted, slaughterhouse employment was significantly related to higher
crime rates as well as report rates. Slaughterhouse employment, compared to other
industries, increases total arrest rates for violent crimes, rape, and other sex offenses.
Specifically, their analysis revealed that when slaughterhouse workers increased
by 1, the arrest rate went up by .013 arrests. According to Fitzgerald et al., an
average sized slaughterhouse—one with 175 employees—led to an increase in the
arrest scale by 2.224 arrests and in the report scale by 4.69 reports. To further put the
findings in perspective, the expected arrest and report values in counties with 7,500
employees were more than double the values where there were no slaughterhouse
employees. This is the first study documenting a link between institutionalized
animal abuse and increased crime. Hopefully, others investigating similar relation-
ships will follow.

Avoiding anthropocentrism

Finally, unlike other forms of violence, research on animal abuse has been motivated
almost exclusively by its association with violence against humans—rather than
being seen as worthy of academic investigation in its own right. Beirne has written
about this, saying “perhaps society will eventually reach the conclusion that animal
abuse should be censured not because it is similar to the abuse of humans but
because it is loathsome to animals themselves” [10: 140]. What is needed is an
inclusive criminology of animals and animal abuse, where animals are seen as
worthy of moral consideration, where their victimization, similar to other oppressed
groups, is seen as social and systemic, not just individual and pathological, and
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where animal abuse is deserving of attention on its own—not just because of its
connection to violence against people [10, 14].

Conclusions

More than thirty years ago, Bryant challenged his fellow sociologists to include
other animals in their sphere of inquiry, arguing that it is in the area of what he called
“zoological crime”—crime, delinquency, and deviancy involving animals—that
researchers will likely “encounter the most fertile phenomenological fields to plow”
[13: 412]. Animal abuse—whether as a marker of violence in families, a precursor or
indicator of other forms of criminality, or as an act of violence against innocent
nonhuman victims—provides an excellent opportunity in criminology for empirical
investigation, theory development, and the practical application of research findings
to social policy. The fruit of this scholarly labor may help lead to a safer and less
violent world for all of its inhabitants—human and animal.
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