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ABSTRACT

It is becoming an accepted premise in the criminal justice literature that there is a
connection between child maltreatment and delinquency. However, this connection is
not well defined nor has it been thoroughiy examined. To date, the majority of previous
research has relied on retrospective studies comparing maltreated children with non-
maltreated children. However, little research has sought to ascertain what factors
increase the likelihood a maltreated youth will participate in later delinquent or criminal
activity. This study fills a void in the literature by addressing this issue.

Using data from the Hamilton County Ohio Juvenile Court, 479 maltreated youths
ages six through nine during 1990-1992 were selected for the study. Police and court
records of maltreated youth were checked to see if they had committed any official acts
of delinquency.

A multivariate ordinary least squares analysis was ran looking at both individual
and family level factors. The findings revealed that approximately 47 percent of all of
the maltreated youth had participated in some form of delinquent activity. The results
indicate the following characteristics are the strongest predictors of delinquent activity:
total number of out of home placements, type of placement, age of first reported
maltreatment, mental health issues and the sex and race of the child, and mothers
parenting skills issues. The results further suggest that type of maltreatment does not
impact the delinquent activity of youth.

Overall, this study fills a void in the literature by assessing the individual and

family level factors of maltreated youth that increase the likelihood they will participate



in future delinquent activity. Future research in this area should include both self-report
and official measures of maltreatment and delinquency to ascertain the extent of the

relationship between delinquency and maltreatment.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Child maltreatment' as we know it today is a relatively new concept. Only within
the past 100 years have we begun to recognize the deleterious effects of the mistreatment
of youth by their parents and/or caregivers. The most recent estimates indicate that
approximately 3 million children were reported as maltreated in 1995. Of those reported,
approximately 35 percent were either substantiated or indicated as being maltreated. This
accounted for 43 in 1,000 youths under the age of 18 (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 1997). Of those youth who are maltreated, research indicates that there
are a variety of potential long-term developmental effects associated with being a victim
of maltreatment (Kolko, 1996). Long-term consequences include but are not limited to
attachment problems, poor social skills, aggressive behavior, depression, and substance
abuse (Bamett, Miller-Perrin, & Perrin, 1997).

Most recently researchers, policy-makers, legislators, and practitioners alike have
begun to focus on another area of concemn: the connection between child maltreatment
and delinquency (Swartz, Rendon, & Hsieh, 1994). This is evidenced by the numerous
studies conducted by Widom (1989a, 1989b, 1989¢1990, 1991, 1992, 1995, 1996), or
more recently those conducted by Zingraff, Leiter, Myers, and Johnsen (1993), Smith and
Thomberry (1995), Kelley, Thomberry, and Smith (1997), Brezina (1998), and Lemmon

(1999). It is becoming an ever more accepted premise in the field of criminal justice that

! For the purposes of this study, child maltreatment includes physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, and
psychological maltreatment. Throughout the study, these terms may be used interchangeably.



a direct connection between child maltreatment and delinquency exists. However, this
connection is not well defined or examined in the present day literature.

Several factors have contributed to the increase in attention given to the study of
the connection between child maltreatment and delinquency. First, the negative effects
associated with maltreatment came to the forefront of concern for professionals as well as
legislators during the early 1960's with Kempe, Silverman, Steele, Droegemueller, &
Silver's (1962) article describing the process or condition known as the battered-baby
syndrome. Battered-baby syndrome is defined as "a clinical condition in young children
who have received severe physical abuse, generally from a parent or foster parent. The
condition has also been described as 'unrecognized trauma' by radiologists, orthopedists,
pediatricians, and social service workers" (Kempe et al., 1962: 17). Ina review of 71
hospitals, Kempe and his colleagues found a marked discrepancy between the historical
data provided by parents and the radiographic information pediatricians were collecting.
In all the researchers found a total of 302 cases of child abuse. One shortcoming of these
findings, however, was that they only recognized physical child abuse as opposed to all
other forms of maltreatment. Despite this shortcoming, these findings were important in
recognizing the mistreatment of youth by their parents and/or caregivers.

Shortly after Kempe et al's findings another issue pertaining to domestic relations
within the home began to surface--the cycle of violence. It was recognized during the
1960's-70's by domestic violence researchers that individuals who witnessed violence and
abuse as children were more likely than those who had not experienced violence in their
childhood to grow up and become violent themselves (Spinetta & Rigler, 1972; Parke &

Collmer, 1975; Kempe et al., 1962; Straus, 1979; Steinmetz, 1977; Gayford, 1975;



Owens & Straus, 1975; Gelles, 1974; Curtis, 1963; Gelles, 1980). The concept of the
cycle of violence continued to generate concern throughout the 1980's and into the
1990's. For example, Widom (1992) testing the cycle of violence theory suggested that
those youth who were victims of child abuse, neglect and/or dependency were 40% more
likely to become involved in violent behavior than those youths who were not formally
adjudicated in the juvenile or family court system.

A second reason for the increase in attention given to this connection between
child maltreatment and delinquency is the increase in the number of child maltreatment
cases reported to Social Service agencies. Because of the sensitive nature of the crimes,
it is difficult to ascertain the exact number of substantiated child maltreatment cases that
occur annually. However, estimates range anywhere from 450,000 to one million cases
in any given year (Edwards, 1994). This high figures alone can account for some

overlapping of delinquency and child maltreatment cases.

Previous Study Limitations

Studies assessing the impact of child maltreatment and later delinquent and/or
criminal involvement suffer from a variety of methodological flaws that should be
addressed. First, there has been an over-reliance on the use of retrospective research
designs which require survey participants to recall abuse they may have suffered as a
child at the hands of either their parents or a caregiver (Garbarino & Plantz, 1986;
Widom, 1989; Howing et al., 1990; Zingraff et al., 1993; Swartz et al., 1994; and Smith

& Thornberry, 1995). The use of this design has been questioned primarily because this
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methodological technique allows participants to misrepresent what has either happened to
them or to a family member (Widom, 1989; Yarrow, Campbell, & Burton, 1970).
Second is the failure to use comparison groups to ascertain whether the
connection between child maltreatment and delinquency is a unique phenomenon or an
effect of some other factor that has not been taken into consideration (Garbarino &
Plantz, 1986; Widom, 1989; Howing et al., 1990; Zingraff et al., 1993; Swartz et al.,
1994; Smith & Thomberry, 1995). The primary problem with a failure to use a
comparison group is the inability to determine whether non-delinquent youth were/are
abused as often as delinquent youth. For example, low-income children are oftentimes
over-represented in reported instances of child abuse and neglect (Widom, 1989: 5;
Newberger, Reed, Daniel, Hyde & Kotelchuck, 1977). However, child maltreatment is
not a class-based phenomena. Maltreatment does occur across classes and not just in
lower income areas. It is important to maintain comparison groups of children reported
to the juvenile court and children matched on characteristics such as sex, age, race, and
socioeconomic status because oftentimes those individuals who are most likely to be
reported for child abuse or neglect are also the individuals who are most likely to be
involved in delinquent activity (Widom, 1989: §; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986).
Third are definitional problems associated with both maltreatment (Garbarino &
Gilliam, 1980; Garbarino & Plantz, 1986; Widom, 1989; Howing et al., 1990; Swartz et
al.,1994) and delinquency (Garbarino & Plantz, 1986: 33; Widom, 1989). A variety of
issues are taken into consideration here. First, states and jurisdictions differ on how they
record child maltreatment. Some states collapse both abuse and neglect into one category

while separating dependency as something separate. Other states and jurisdictions



separate the categories into abuse, neglect, and dependency while others further
differentiate between physical abuse, sexual abuse, and mental abuse. Second, states and
jurisdictions differ on patrol procedures and categorization of delinquency attributes.
Third, those cases which come to the attention of the court either through maltreatment or
delinquency referrals are usually those cases that are considered to be the most serious.
Definitional issues become problematic when attempting to make generalizing
assumptions about all youths who come to the attention of the court either through
maltreatment or delinquency.

Fourth are the lack of control and intervening variables (Zingraff et al., 1993: 176;
Smith & Thomberry, 1995). A variety of studies have failed to incorporate control
variables to ascertain whether the effect is a result of the maltreatment or some other
confounding variable that has not been taken into consideration. Studies have also failed
to factor into their assessment a variety of intervening variables that are know predictors
of future criminal behavior. These correlates include parental and/or sibling criminal
involvement, intelligence and mental difficulties (Farrington, 1987)

Fifth are design issues associated with using either official data, or
unrepresentative or convenience samples (Widom, 1989; Zingraff et al., 1993; Swartz et
al., 1994; Smith & Thornberry, 1995). Some studies rely on ex-post facto data collection
efforts which are problematic especially when relying on reverse record checks where the
researcher first identifies the delinquent population and then matches for involvement in
the maltreatment process (Widom, 1989: 5).

Sixth are measurement issues associated with using interview data that rely on

participants to recount the maltreatment incident as opposed to other measures to verify



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































