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INTRODUCTION

Parents have taught generations of American children the Golden Rule – “Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you.”  American parents have traditionally raised their children to be courteous and polite, to realize the importance of cooperation and the value of kindness and to respect the rights of others.  This philosophy of childrearing was practiced by our ancestors and remains a cornerstone of American heritage.  Its purpose is to maintain a civilized and orderly society, a society that minimizes disruptive behaviors.
Experts agree that aggression and violence are on the rise in America.  They point to increased aggressive and violent behaviors among both adults and youths.  May of these experts believe that family disharmony breeds these behaviors and that may children learn them at home.  The dramatic social and economic changes occurring in our society today alter traditional roles, relationships and values.

The American family is experiencing tremendous stress that has changed the nature of the American family and is evident in a variety of family problems.  For example, nearly 60% of all marriages end in divorce and over 25% of America’s children currently live in single-parent homes.  Furthermore, domestic violence is on the rise with almost two million cases of battered women reported each year; two million cases of children abuse and neglect reported each year; and the number of reported cases of elderly abuse growing at an alarming rate.
However, the rise of aggressive and violent behaviors involves more than the family; it includes various other institutions within American society.  For example, physical assaults have become prevalent in America’s cities, neighborhoods and schools.  The number of gangs, cults and other radical youth groups is growing.  Furthermore, the entertainment industry portrays and glorifies combative situations.  Television, movies and cartoons bombard viewers with physical and verbal conflict.  Hostile and violent themes fill rock music with negative messages.  Aggression and violence bombard American children, both within the home and throughout society.  Given these facts, is it any wonder that hostile and disruptive behaviors are increasing in America’s youth population?
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One adage states, “Children are the mirror of society,” and another adage amplifies “Children are the future of society.”  There is truth in both of these commonsense axioms – alarming truth!  The rise in aggressive and violent behaviors in America’s youth vividly reflects what is happening in society.  It also flashes a danger signal concerning the future of America.  Today’s children are tomorrow’s parents, adults and tradition-bearers.  How they behave as youths shapes their adult behaviors.
This publication provides and understanding of aggression and violence in youth.  Its purpose is to help parents, professionals and other concerned citizens prevent or reduce these potentially dangerous behaviors.  It is our belief that aggression and violence in youth poses a greater problem than what is currently evident.  The reader must realize that the behaviors children learn today will be accentuated in the future.  These children will become tomorrow’s parents and pass-on their behaviors to their children.  They also will be responsible for OUR care and the future of this nation when we retire.

                                                                                         Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                         Thomas A. Newnam, B.A.

                                                                                         Robert M. Wilson, Ph.D.

                                                                                         William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS AGGRESSION?
Aggression is any hostile action that is an attack on a person or object with the purpose of hurting, damaging or destroying.  Aggression can be mild or violent, depending upon the personalities of the parties involved in the action and the intensity of their feelings.  Aggression can be verbal or physical.
WHAT IS VERBAL AGGRESSION?

Verbal aggression is usually expressed through rejection or threats.  An example of rejection is the child who tells a playmate to “go away,” or says, “I don’t like you.”  An example of a threat is the child who tells another child, “I’m going to hit you, if you do that.”  Older children tend to be more subtle in their use of verbal aggression.  For example, adolescents often use ridicule, sarcasm or mockery to express verbal aggression.

WHAT IS PHYSICAL AGGRESSION?

Physical aggression is expressed by attacking oneself or others, or by destroying property.  The weapon of attack may be the aggressor’s body, such as arms, legs or teeth, or an instrument, such as a club, knife or gun.  Physical aggression can cause pain or injury to one or more of the parties involved in the assault, depending upon the intensity of the attack and the vulnerability of the participants.

WHAT IS A THEORY OF HUMAN AGGRESSION?

There are three primary theories that help explain human aggression: “Instinct Theory,” “Drive Theory” and “Social Learning Theory.”  INSTINCT THEORY states that aggression is inborn and that humans are by nature prone to be aggressive and violent.  DRIVE THEORY posits that humans have an aggressive drive that triggers when frustration reaches a high level.  SOCIAL LEARNING THEORY believes that humans learn to be aggressive, and that aggression is only one of several possible reactions to emotional arousal and frustration.
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WHAT IS VIOLENCE?
It is useful to consider that there are two kinds of violence: “instrumental violence” and “expressive violence.”  INSTRUMENTAL VIOLENCE is violence intended to gain something or to achieve a purpose.  Examples of instrumental violence include armed robbery and war.  EXPRESSIVE VIOLENCE is the “acting-out” of emotions such as fear or anger.  Examples of expressive violence include jealous rage and “getting even” with somebody.  Both types of violence can be used in a defensive manner, such as protecting oneself, or in an aggressive manner, such as attempting to harm another person.  Most childhood violence is expressive violence and relates to immature emotional development.

HOW DO CHILDREN LEARN AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE?

According to learning theory, children are natural “copy cats.”  They mimic the behaviors they observe, including aggression and violence.  They are most likely to learn about behaviors that they frequently observe.  Children are especially prone to copy the behaviors they learn from family members, friends, peers and television.  Children exposed regularly to aggression or violence in the family, among friends and peers or on television are at high risk of behaving aggressively and violently.

WHY DO CHILDREN BECOME AGGRESSIVE OR VIOLENT?

All humans are born with the capacity to be aggressive and violent.  Children generally have less self-control than adults do and tend to use aggression or violence in response to fear or stress.  Children are likely to be at risk for aggressive and violent behavior when they suffer from personality, family or social problems.  They also are at risk when they 1) have poor ability to control their emotions, 2) are easily frustrated, 3) are impulsive and 4) have established a pattern of aggressive or violence behavior that has proven successful and been rewarded.
HOW DOES MATURITY AFFECT AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE?

Age is not an accurate indicator of maturity and children mature at different rates.  Nonetheless, some general associations between age and maturity can indicate how maturity affects aggression and violence.  INFANTS and PRESCHOOLERS are immature.  They tend to be self-centered, easily frustrated, impulsive and unlikely to realize the consequences of their actions.  GRADE SCHOOLERS are beginning to mature and learn how to get along with others.  They usually vent their aggression through verbal assaults and vigorous play activities.  ADOLESCENTS are generally mature enough to realize the consequences of their actions and to control their behaviors.  They are more organized and ritualistic about expressing aggression and violence to reinforce their self-identity.
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WHAT IS ASSERTIVENESS?
Assertiveness is nonviolent behavior directed toward solving a problem or achieving a goal.  Assertive children ask for what they want and stand-up for what they believe.  For example, an assertive child who does not understand a lesson will ask the teacher for help.  On the other hand, a passive child is likely to accept the problem and suffer the consequences.  Assertiveness generally is a positive quality.

WHAT ARE SOME POTENTIALLY NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF BEING PASSIVE?

A healthy personality is emotionally balanced.  Passive children often feel out of balance because they tend to deny themselves what they want or need, and then blame others for their suffering.  Children need to be assertive enough to meet their own needs and protect their own rights while still showing respect for the rights and feelings of others.  Children must learn how to express their feelings in healthy ways.  Overly passive children tend to become aggressive when they continually hide their true feelings.  They often reach a “boiling point” and then overreact with rage.

MUST CHILDREN BE ANGRY TO BE AGGRESSIVE OR VIOLENT?

NO, some children become aggressive or violent because they are afraid or because they have a strong need for attention or acceptance.  Other children become aggressive or violent because of poorly developed self-control.  For example, hyperactive children have “attention deficit disorder.”  They are easily excited and distracted, overactive and highly impulsive and do not need to be angry to be aggressive or violent.

ARE BOYS MORE LIKELY THAN ARE GIRLS TO BE AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT?

YES, American society tends to approve of aggressiveness in boys and discourage it in girls.  Aggression and violence among boys rises rapidly after puberty, peaks around age 18, and then slowly declines into adulthood.  Experts believe the following factors contribute to aggressiveness among boys.  1) Society expects males to be adventurous and aggressive.  2) Many sons learn from fathers who use aggressive behaviors in their daily lives.  3) Masculinity is associated with a “tough guy” image.  4) Boys often get what they want when they use force to solve a problem or achieve a goal.  5) There is a biological link between male sex hormones and aggressiveness.
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HOW DOES PEER PRESSURE INFLUENCE AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT BEHAVIOR?
Peer pressure can be a strong motivator.  Adolescents, in particular, tend to adopt behaviors that are popular among their peers, in order to gain acceptance.  In some cases, children will choose the values of their peers over family values.  For example, some youths belong to gangs that use aggressive and violent behaviors as means to attain status and recognition.  In extreme cases, some of these youths have committed murder to gain respect and acceptance from fellow gang members.
HOW IS AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE EXPRESSED IN YOUTH GANGS?

The number of American youth gangs is on the rise and aggression and violence are central to their value system.  Studies of youth gangs show that about 70% of their aggression and violence is toward other gangs.  Another 15% occurs within the gang and its own members.  The remaining 15% is directed toward other adolescents or adults.  Most of the expressed aggression and violence is verbal, with physical assaults against peers or against property accounting for less than 10% of all aggressive or violent gang behaviors.

HOW DOES VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION AFFECT CHILDREN?
While many experts disagree about the effects of television violence on children, most do agree that the lessons children learn about violence may be potentially harmful.  Studies suggest that violence on television can 1) influence aggressive behavior, 2) dull sensitivity to real-life violence and 3) teach unrealistic attitudes toward aggression and violence.

DOES ALCOHOL AFFECT AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT BEHAVIOR?

YES, alcohol increases the potential for aggressive and violent behavior.  Alcohol is a drug that lowers self-control and may lead to poor judgment and emotional outbursts.  Studies show that child abuse, elderly abuse, spouse abuse and sexual abuse are three times more common in alcoholic families than in the general population.  Surveys indicate that over 80% of high school students use alcohol and at least 30% can be considered “problem drinkers.”  Children who use alcohol are at increased risk of aggression and violence.
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HOW ARE AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE EXPRESSED IN THE FAMILY?
Experts estimate that parents physically abuse over two million children each year.  Studies of police activity show that more calls to police involve domestic violence than all other criminal offenses combined.  Statistics on homicide reveal that the most common relationship between murderer and victim is a family relationship.  Family members on family members commit the majority of all murders.

WHAT SOCIAL ATTITUDES CONTRIBUTE TO VIOLENCE IN THE FAMILY?

The attitudes that contribute to violence in the family reflect how American society in general approves of aggressive and violent behavior.  Studies show that more than 50% of American households have guns, over 65% of the population agree that a boy should have a few fights while growing up, about 40% of adults believe that teachers have the right to hit a child and most Americans favor capital punishment.

HOW DOES PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT AFFECT CHILDREN?

Most studies suggest that physical punishment may have harmful effects on children.  Youths who receive physical punishment tend to use aggressive and violent behaviors as adults.  Children exposed to aggressive “role models’ in their formative years often grow up believing that conflict is better than cooperation as a means of resolving personal differences.

HOW CAN PARENTS PREVENT OR REDUCE AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT BEHAVIORS IN THEIR CHILDREN?

Aggressive and violent behaviors in children are closely linked to family communication.  Children learn many of their behaviors from parents or other family members.  Childcare experts suggest the following measures to help prevent or reduce aggressive and violent behaviors in children.  1) Reduce or eliminate aggressive and violent behaviors in family communication patterns.  2) Be consistent and fair in the use of discipline.  3) Teach children the benefits of cooperating with others.  4) Teach children to express their thoughts and feelings in a “positive” manner.  5) Identify and correct areas of stress within the family or between family members.  6) Seek professional help when a family member develops a pattern of aggressive or violent behavior.
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STAGES OF AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE
Children are at high risk of behaving aggressively when they feel strong emotions such as arousal, frustration and anger.  They can experience a dramatic mood shift from calmness to rage within a brief timeframe, or gradually have their emotions grow to the “boiling point” over time.  The following illustrations show how aggressive feelings tend to lure children closer to violent behavior as their emotions are “fueled” by events beyond their level of maturity to control.
(PLACE PICTURE HERE)

STAGE ONE – At this stage, the child has determined a goal that he or she desires to reach.  For example, a boy is invited to a party that he wants to attend.  He is able to maintain self-control because the level of emotional excitement is low.

(PLACE PICTURE HERE)

STAGE TWO – AT this stage, the child has become emotionally aroused in the desire to reach a goal.  For example, a boy invited to a party learns the girl he has been dating also will be there.  His desire to reach a goal is heightened by emotional arousal.
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(PLACE PICTURE HERE)

STAGE THREE – At this stage, the child has become both emotionally aroused and frustrated in the desire to reach a goal.  For example, the boy invited to a party learns that the girl he has been dating may come with another date.  His desire to reach a goal has been heightened by emotional arousal and complicated by frustration.  A child at this stage is at risk of aggressive behavior.

(PLACE PICTURE HERE)

STAGE FOUR – At this stage, the child has become emotionally aroused, frustrated and angry by the desire to reach a goal.  For example, the boy invited to a party actually sees the girl he has been dating there with another date.  His desire to reach a goal has been heightened by emotional arousal, complicated by frustration and compounded by anger.  A child at this stage is at high risk for aggression or violence.
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WARNING SIGNS OF AGGRESSION
 IN CHILDREN

The following is a list of common emotional and behavioral warning signs of aggression.  It is important to note that all children will display one or more of these emotions or behaviors as a normal part of growing up.  For example, most children will display anger, moodiness or defiance as they learn about their emotions.  Children who experience family problems such as abuse, alcoholism, domestic violence or divorce probably will show a rise in aggressive and violent behavior due to increased stress.  Warning signs of aggression also may be symptoms of other family, social or personal problems.  The important thing to watch for is a sudden or dramatic rise in several of these behaviors.  When these emotional or behavioral warning signs of aggression create problems, seek professional help quickly.
· Alcohol use/abuse

· Anger

· Anxiety

· Bedwetting

· Biting

· Blaming

· Bragging

· Cheating

· Confusion

· Cruelty to animals

· Defiance

· Delinquency

· Depression

· Destructiveness

· Discourteousness

· Disobedience

· Disruptiveness

· Drug use/abuse

· Eating problems

· Hostility
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· Immaturity

· Impulsiveness

· Insecurity

· Insulting

· Intimidation

· Irritability

· Irresponsibility

· Learning difficulties
· Low self-esteem

· Manipulating people or events

· Moodiness

· Negativity

· Nervousness

· Nightmare or other sleeping problems

· Poor school grades

· Rebelliousness

· Running away from home

· Resentment

· School truancy

· Self-abusiveness

· Setting fires

· Sexual identification problems

· Sexual misconduct

· Slamming doors or other objects

· Stealing

· Swearing

· Suicide thoughts, gestures or attempts

· Temper tantrums

· Throwing objects
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TYPES OF AGGRESSION OBSERVED IN
PROBLEM CHILDREN

The following list describes common forms of aggression observed in problem children.  Take the aggressive behaviors listed in this section seriously.  Parents who check more than one category, or who feel their child’s behavior reflects a pattern of aggressiveness in any single category, should seek immediate professional help.

· AGGRESSION AS AN ATTENTION GETTING DEVICE – Children who rely on aggressive behavior to gain attention generally feel inferior and insecure.  Even though these children may expect disapproval or punishment for their aggressive behaviors, they feel that negative attention is more desirable than lack of attention.  These children may yell, hit, kick, show-off, threaten, shock or scare people to get attention.
· AGGRESSION AS THE ACTING-OUT OF A MENTAL DISORDER – When children have serious mental disorders, their aggressive behaviors may take bizarre forms such as self-mutilation, cruelty to animals or hurting other children.
· AGGRESSION RESULTING FROM OVERPROTECTION – Overprotected children who have not been required to control their emotional outbursts will often be demanding, provocative, immature and uncooperative.
· AGGRESSION RESULTING FROM INSECURITY – Children sometimes live with the constant fear of being attacked.  This fear is often justified by mistreatment in their background.  In order to defend against attacks, these children become the attacker.  For example, bullies may attack others because of their feelings of insecurity.
· AGGRESSION RESULTING FROM MATURITY FANTASIES – Children who are attempting to grow up too fast try to act overly mature.  These children typically attempt to dominate their peers by assuming an adult’s role as the conscience of the group.  They often are hostile and aggressive in condemning the “childish” behaviors of peers.
· AGGRESSION RESULTING FROM EFFEMINANCY – Some boys, usually from families with many sisters, learn a feminine role.  These boys may act in a submissive manner while hiding an undercurrent of anger and hostility.  They often try to dominate, or in some way hurt, weaker or younger children.
· AGGRESSION RESULTING FROM ORAL NEEDS – Some children have strong oral needs and engage in continual verbal attacks.  They yell, scream and use obscene language as their means of attack.  Children who are overweight sometimes expression their aggression orally.
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FAMILY CONDITIONS

COMMON TO AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT YOUTH
The following is a list of conditions that can increase aggressive and violent behaviors.  Studies show that children who use these behaviors tend to come from families experiencing social, emotional or financial stress.  When parents attempt to reduce stress by using aggressive and violent behaviors in their own relationships, they increase the potential for their children to do likewise.
· Parents fight verbally; they argue or yell at each other

· Parents fight physically; they push, hit or kick each other

· Parents discipline their children by using physical punishment

· Parents are inconsistent with discipline

· Parents are too strict or permissive with discipline

· Parents are uninvolved with their children or are often absent from home

· Parents’ expectations of children are unrealistic

· One or both parents have a history of psychological problems

· One or both parents have a history of criminal behavior

· One or both parents have a history of suicidal behavior

· One or both parents have a problem with alcohol or other drugs

· One or both parents are under emotional or financial stress

· One or both parents are suffering from low self-esteem or depression

· One or both parents were physically, sexually or emotionally abused by parents

· One or both parents abuse their children physically, sexually or emotionally

· One or both parents feel insecure in their parental role

· One or both parents have a medical or psychological problem that affects family

· Siblings fight verbally with each other or with parents

· Siblings fight physically with each other or with parents

· Family members place a high value on being “tough” or “macho”

· Family lives in a high crime area

· Family members do not respect privacy rights and boundaries

· Home is overcrowded
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HOW PARENTS CAN PREVENT OR REDUCE

AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT BEHAVIORS IN THEIR CHILDREN
The following list provides helpful suggestions about how parents can prevent or reduce aggressive and violent behaviors in their children.  Studies of aggressive and violent children point to the importance of the family modifying these negative behaviors.  Parents who find it difficult to apply these suggestions may wish to seek professional help.
PARENTS CAN

· Look at their own behaviors and identify ways that they may be teaching their children aggressive and violent behaviors through their own actions.  By reducing aggression and violence in their own communication patterns, parents can help their children learn more constructive ways to handle emotions and solve problems.

· Maintain consistency in the disciplining of children.  Studies suggest that a moderate and fair approach to discipline is better than being either too strict or too permissive.  Children tend to be less aggressive and violent when their parents maintain a balanced approach to discipline.

· Teach children to know and understand their own feelings.  Children tend to be aggressive and violent when they are emotionally confused.  Parents can help children learn how to identify specific feelings by discussing their feelings and by asking children how they feel about various issues.

· Teach children how to talk about their feelings.  When children are able to express their feelings openly, they are less likely to have their emotions build up.  This reduces the risk of reaching a “boiling point” and then “exploding” with inappropriate behavior.

· Help children recognize and accept responsibility for their actions.  Children need to learn that what they do affects other people, as well as themselves.  When children learn that aggressive and violent problem-solving methods do more harm than good, they are less likely to repeat such negative actions.  Parents may find it helpful to hold children accountable for their actions and not always “rescue” them from the consequences.
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· Help children discover and adopt constructive alternatives to aggressive and violent behaviors.  Share ideas about how to handle difficult situations.  A particularly good approach for young children is to rehearse potential problems they may encounter in the future, such as family communication, relationship issues and school problems.
· Teach children not to use alcohol or other drugs.  Most aggressive and violent children have difficult with self-control.  They tend to react impulsively.  Alcohol and other drugs increase the risk of aggressive and violent behaviors by further reducing the ability to control emotions.

· Be sensitive to the feelings of children.  Children sometimes resort to aggressive and violent behaviors because of fear, loneliness or confusion.  Parents should maintain close communications with their children in order to understand why they act as they do.

· Be certain that children are in good physical and mental health.  Children sometimes act “out of character” when they do not feel well.  Children should have regular check-ups to ensure their physical and mental well-being.

· Teach children that aggressive behaviors are not acceptable.  Help children channel their energy into sports or other community programs such as school activities, scouting, the YMCA or YWCA.
· Improve the parent-child relationship.  Children who feel secure in their parental relationship are less aggressive and better able to handle their emotions.  Such children also have healthier peer relationships.

· Teach children to avoid friends and peers that approve of aggression and violence.  Get to know the children’s friends, their activities and behaviors.  Children learn from each other and copy the behaviors of their friends and peers.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT

AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT YOUTH
In most cases, a child’s aggressive or violent behavior is a symptom of a larger problem.  The following is a list of local agencies and professionals to contact for help with aggressive or violent youth.  Refer to the telephone book for names and numbers.
FAMILY DOCTOR – Physical or mental illness can cause children to display aggressive or violent behavior.  A physical and neurological check-up can help determine if a child’s health may be causing behavioral problems.

Telephone #

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST – A school psychologist can administer and interpret tests and help diagnose the cause of a child’s aggressive or violent behavior.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most communities have a counseling center where professionals help people who have emotional and behavioral problems.  A staff psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor can administer and interpret tests and provide counseling.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have a local agency that specializes in matters related to children.  These professionals deliver services to children having social, emotional or behavioral problems.  They also can make referrals to other agencies and professionals.

Telephone #

POLICE DEPARTMENT – Children who are aggressive or violent pose a potential danger to themselves and others.  They may benefit from police intervention BEFORE they harm themselves or someone else.  They also may reduce their aggressive or violent behavior if they know the police are aware of their actions.

Telephone #

JUVENILE PROBATION DEPARTMENT – Most counties have at least one judge and one probation officer responsible for juvenile and family court matters.  Their job is to know the legal and behavioral aspects of delinquency, including aggression and violence, as well as the services available to children experiencing behavioral problems.

Telephone #
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