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Chapter 1: Introduction

In early criminology the concept of physical and emotional abuse was
considered an important contribution to understanding delinquency. In the Gluecks
seminal longitudinal study the authors determined that parental discipline style was
more closaly related to delinguent behavior than any other family characteristic or
behaviora pattern (Glueck and Glueck, 1950, p.113). This connection between
parental physical punishment and delinquency was confirmed in alater analysis by
Nye (1958, p.89), in which physical punishment involving either partiality,
unfairness, or child rejection was linked to high rates of delinquency. While modern
research has not been as unequivocal as the early findings (Brown, 1984; Erickson,
Egeland, and Pianta, 1989; Lipsey and Derzon, 1998; Zingraff, Leiter, Johnsen, and
Myers, 1994), it isaso clear that more inquiry is necessary to understand the complex
dynamics between maltreatment and delinquency (Aber, Allen, Carson, and Cicchetti,
1989; Maxfield and Widom, 1996).

There is adefinite timeliness to understanding the effects of maltreatment.
While even oneincident of child abuseis horrible, research suggests the rates of
abuse have increased over the last few decades (Sickmund and Snyder, 1999; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2002; Westat, 1996). Statistics are
conflicting about the prevalence of child abusein the U.S. According to one study,
the total number of maltreated children nearly doubled between 1986 and 1993 with

an increase from 931,000 to 1.5 million afflicted (Westat, 1996). A second national



study confirmed an increase during this time period, but suggests current estimates of
abuse to be about 900,000 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2002).
Possible explanations for the wide variance involve detection methods ranging from
the exclusive reliance on child abuse cases reported to protective agencies (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2002) to the utilization of datafrom a
variety of community organizations that interface regularly with children (Sickmund
and Snyder, 1999; Westat, 1996). Importantly, al surveys caution that their
predictions are undoubtedly underestimating the true rates of abuse. Even if the most
conservative estimate is accurate, the figure remains compelling evidence that child

maltreatment is a significant phenomenon.

Lack of Research Consensus

While maltreatment isintrinsically reprehensible, it also has been linked to many
negative life outcomes for abused youth, including delinquency (Brown, 1984;
Burgess, et a. 1987; Widom, 1989a; Zingraff, et al., 1993; 1994). Researchers
exploring the maltreatment-delinquency relationshi@gree on two points regarding
this association. They agree that maltreated children are more likely than unabused
youth to commit a crime at some point in their lives and that the great majority of
both abused and unabused children will never be criminal offenders (Brown, 1984;
Farrington, 1998; Henggeler, 1989; Smith and Thornberry, 1995; Widom, 1989b;
Zingraff et a., 1994).

Traditionally, the maltreatment research has focused on understanding why
maltreated youth are more likely to engage in delinquent activity than unabused youth

(Zingraff et al., 1994). Early research sought to establish the positive association



between maltreatment and delinquency, and this association found empirical support,
aswell as significant criticism for its methodology (Brezina, 1998; Doerner, 1987,
Garbarino, 1989; Kratcoski, 1982; Kruttschnitt, Ward, and Sheble, 1987; Schwartz
and Rendon, 1994). Because of the complexity in determining maltreatment’s
influence on delinquency, researchers were motivated to move beyond the ssmple
dichotomous relationship between the preval ence of maltreatment and the prevalence
of delinquency within asample (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry, 2002; Kelley,
Thornberry, and Smith, 1997; Maxfield and Widom, 1996; Smith and Thornberry,
1995; Widom, 1989b; Zingraff, et a., 1994; Zingraff, Leiter, Myers, and Johnsen,
1993). Additionally, the maltreatment research has attempted to address the
substantial critical base which has argued, among other things, that the relationship is
spurious because of maltreatment’ s intractability from significant
family/environmental variables such as poverty (Brown, 1984; Erickson, Egeland,
and Pianta, 1989; Lipsey and Derzon, 1998; Newberger, Reed, Daniel, Hyde, and
Kotelchuck, 1977).

Modern maltreatment research has focused on severa critical areas to improve
upon the methodological limitations of the past. Researchers have expanded the
operationalization of maltreatment and explored the type, severity,
frequency/chronicity and perpetrator of the abuse, albeit not consistently (Ireland,
Smith, and Thornberry, 2002; Maxfield and Widom, 1996; Smith and Thornberry,
1995; Widom, 1989b; Zingraff et a., 1993; 1994). Additionally, the effects of abuse

have been examined in terms of delinquency type, severity, and frequency.



Another important improvement to the vigor of the maltreatment-delinquent
research has been introduced by a group of researchers who argue ashift in focusis
necessary. The researchers contend that primary attention should be on the majority
of abused youth who avoid delinquency instead of those who engage in criminal
activities (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry, 2002; Zingraff et al., 1994). These youth

may offer additional insight into the path from maltreatment to delinquency.

Gapsin Prior Research

Ultimately, while researchers have made strides in improving upon past
inconsistencies, limitations continue to pervade the literature. One fundamenta gap
isthat the relationship continues to be examined in an overly simplistic manner.
Contemporary research has explored the relationship as the impact of one incident of
maltreatment on delinquency, assuming that the maltreatment experience is a discrete,
singular event (Herrera and McCloskey, 2001; Lemmon, 1999; Siegel and Williams,
2003; Widom, 1989b; Zingraff et al., 1994). Theredlity isthat the maltreatment-
delinquency interaction is complex in terms of the sequencing of the events and
behaviors. Incidents of maltreatment may, and do, occur before and after the first
account of delinquency. Of course, researchers are aware of thisreality. They
simply have not used data sets that have been able to examine a more complex
understanding of maltreatment. In Zingraff et al.’s (1993) study of maltreated youth
in North Carolina, for example, there were only four youth in the sample with a
record of more than two substantiated reports of abuse. Additionally, the authors

were not able to examine a dependent variable of chronic delinquency, asasingle



event of delinquency was so rare.  Time and again, the researchers offered that small
sample sizes made it impossible to examine a more complicated relationship (Ireland,
Smith, and Thornberry, 2002; Zingraff et al., 1993).

Just as researchers have had difficulty in examining a complex maltreatment-
delinquency relationship, small samples have aso precluded consistency in the
complex operational definitions of maltreatment. Researchers consistently praise the
comprehensive definition of maltreatment by Cicchetti and Barnett (1991), and yet,
many researchers are unable to include abuse type, frequency, and duration in their
models due to small samples (e.g. Lemmon, 1999; Smith and Thornberry, 1995;
Zingraff et a., 1993)

In addition to the gaps generated by small samples, research islimited on
intervening factors, despite encouraging support from research (Maxfield and
Widom, 1996; Widom, 1989b; Zingraff et a., 1994). There are two types of
intervening variables, risk and protective factors. Risk factors are variables that
increase the probability a maltreated youth will engage in delinquency, and protective
factors are those which mitigate the likelihood of delinquent behavior. The concept
of risk and protective factors is well-entrenched within criminological literature
(Farrington, 1998; Lipsey and Derzon, 1998). However, within the maltreatment
research, the examination of these factors remains a nascent concept, and thus far,
results have been mixed. Promising risk factors among the maltreatment population
include personal characteristics, such as feelings of anger (Brezina, 1998); and
family-related factors, such as family criminality (Kruttschnitt, Ward, and Sheble,

1987). According to Zingraff et a. (1994), examining family and individua



psychological factors, while important, are not the most fruitful prospects asthey are
“difficult to manipulate and have minimal policy value’ (p.68). Rather, these
researchers suggest examining factors exogenous to the youths and their homes.

One factor which is present, but unaccounted for, in the maltreated youth
represented in research is the intervening influence of the government, in Maryland in
the form of the Department of Human Services' Child Protective Services Unit, and
for delinquents, the Department of Juvenile Justice. Maltreatment research has
primarily relied on governmental records to operationalize abuse and/ or delinquency,
with very few exceptions (Siegel and Williams, 2003). At the same time, researchers
have, for the most part, ignored the role that the government plays in the
maltreatment-delinquency connection. The lone exception is Widom (1989b) who
examined the impact of out-of-home placement. While this variable proved
insignificant in her study, Widom remained unconvinced that the impact of out-of-
home placement was null. She contends, in alater publication, that it is one of five

potentially critical intervening factors (1994).

Current Study

In an attempt to fill the abovementioned gaps in the maltreatment-delinquency
research, this thesis reports on an exploratory examination of the history of contacts
that maltreated and delinquent youth have with the Maryland Departments of Human
Resources and Juvenile Justice.

The second objective of thisthesisisto examine the intervening influence of

the Departments of Human Resources and Juvenile Justice in amodel including



comprehensive measures of the maltreatment experience. This component of the

inquiry involves the investigation of three central hypotheses:

H1: Characteristics of the maltreatment event influence the likelihood of

delinquency.

H2: Theintervention of the Department of Human Resources influences the

likelihood of delinquency as the next point of contact.

H3: Theintervention of the Department of Juvenile Justice influences the

likelihood of subsequent delinguency.

To contextualize these perspectives a comprehensive literature review details
the extant research in Chapter 2. Thisisfollowed by a description of the
methodology in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents the findings and analysis with

concluding remarks listed in Chapter 5.



Chapter 2: Review of Literature

The nature of the relationship between maltreatment and delinquency has not
been clearly determined (Brown, 1984; Erickson, Egeland, and Pianta, 1989;
Newberger et a., 1977; Wolfe, 1999). Despite the wide discrepancy in views on the
relationship, there are afew general points about which many researchers agree. It is
widely accepted that maltreated youth are at a higher risk for participation in
delinquency (Brown, 1984; Farrington, 1998; Henggeler, 1989; Smith and
Thornberry, 1995). That is, the proportion of maltreated youth participating in
criminal activity is higher than the rate of involvement for unabused youth. However,
even with thisrelatively high rate of criminal involvement, the proportion of
maltreated children who become either delinquent youths or adult offenders remains
low (Widom, 1989b; Smith and Thornberry, 1995; Zingraff et al. 1994). Thus,
researchers have agreed that while maltreated children are more likely to commit
crime at some point in their lives than unabused children, the great majority of both
groups of children will never be criminal offenders. Beyond these two contentions,
research has diverged enough to preclude consensus. The following literature review
details the areas of dissonance.

The literature on the maltreatment-delinquency relationship is easily
distinguished into 2 categories. Thefirst category is the retrospective studies. These
studies are characterized by sample populations of adolescent/adult offenders who are

surveyed regarding maltreatment as children (e.g. Doerner, 1987; Kruttschnitt, Ward,



and Sheble, 2001). The second category is the prospective studies, which involve
sampling the maltreated population and detecting delinquency/ adult offending (e.g.
Lemmon, 1999; Zingraff et a., 1993). A limited number of these studies have a
longitudinal design, with a select group of maltreated children being followed into

adulthood (Smith and Thornberry, 1995; Widom, 1989b).

Retr ospective Sudies

The retrospective study was the predominate design utilized by early research
on maltreatment and delinquency (Widom, 1989a). These studies were characterized
with finding significant causal links between maltreatment and delinquency (Doerner,
1987; Kratcoski, 1982; Lewis, Mallouh, and Webb, 1989; Lewis and Shanok, 1977).
However, even with substantial findings, the retrospective research was considered
“equivocal” because of several methodological limitations (Lemmon, 1999).

Ultimately, retrospective studies have waned in popularity because of
widespread criticism regarding methodol ogical limitations (Brezina, 1998; Garbarino,
1989; Howing et al., 1990; Lemmon, 1999; Schwartz and Rendon, 1994; Widom,
1989a; Zingraff et a., 1994). The most common argument against the retrospective
design isthat it inflates the link between maltreatment and delinquency (Garbarino
and Plantz, 1986; Widom, 1989; Zingraff et al., 1994). In areview of retrospective
studies Garbarino and Plantz (1986) determined that the rate of maltreatment among
delinquents was as high as 82 percent. At the same time, contemporary prospective
studies were only finding 10 to 32 percent delinquency rates among maltreated youth.

Additional critiques of retrospective studies centered on the inadequate



operationalization of variables (Brezina, 1998; Brown, 1984; Widom, 1989a) and the
lack of adequate comparison groups (Kelley, Thornberry, and Smith, 1994).

A final problem with retrospective studies focused on the inadequate measurement of
maltreatment. In most of this research the adolescent or adult offenders were asked to
recall incidences of abuse, bringing into question the reliability of their responses
(Schwartz and Rendon, 1994). Additionally, there was often no verification process
by which researchers confirmed the incidences of abuse (Zingraff et a., 1993). One
study which confirmed the unreliability of using the self-report measure of
maltreatment was offered by Widom and Shepard (1996). The researchers
interviewed 1,196 adults with confirmed child maltreatment records about their child
abuse experiences. Of those physically abused, 40 percent recalled no abuse as a
child. For whatever reason, these adults did not identify their maltreatment
experiences as child abuse, even though their abuse had been substantiated by child

protective services.

Prospective Sudies

Because of the controvertible nature to retrospective studies, the
maltreatment-crime research did not garner esteem until the advent of the prospective
study (Lemmon, 1999; Widom, 1989a; Zingraff et a., 1993). Importantly, at the time,
this shift was made specifically for methodological differences. The prospective and
retrospective studies are not grounded in disparate ideologies. Both are rooted in
developmental psychology and the theoretical assertion that early life experiences
manipulate later life outcomes (Aber et a., 1989; Cicchetti, 1989; Dodge, 1991, Platt

and Prout, 1987). While both types of studies are based on this premise, the

10



prospective studies did attempt to improve upon the methodological flaws of the
retrospective design. Specific advances made by prospective studies include the use
of: delinquency as a dependent variable and a more inclusive set of control variables
(Alfaro, 1981; Garbarino and Plantz, 1986; Lemmon, 1999; Smith and Thornberry,
1995; Widom, 1989b, 1996; Zingraff et al., 1993, 1994); verified cases of
maltreatment and delinquency (Lemmon, 1999; Widom, 1989b, 1996; Zingraff et al.,
1993, 1994); maltreatment and delinquency type (Brezina, 1998; Lemmon, 1999;
Simon, Robertson, and Downs, 1989; Smith and Thornberry, 1998; Vissing, et al.,
1991; Widom, 1989b, 1996; Zingraff et a., 1993, 1994); and comparison groups

(Thornberry, Huizinga, and Loeber, 1995; Widom, 1989b, 1996).

Theoretica Orientation

The prospective study grew out of developmenta psychology with two major
theoretical umbrellas underlying much of the research: social learning theory and
socio-cognitive theories. The pioneer of social learning theory, Bandura (1973)
argued that children learn aggressive behavior from the family, among two other
sources, by a process of observational learning. Banduraidentified this exchange of
violent behavior from parent to child as the familial transmission of aggression
(pp.92-6). Thistheoretical perspectiveis clearly underlying research that has
anayzed and empirically supported the notion that child maltreatment instigates a
‘cycle of violence' and promotes the ‘intergenerational transmission of violence’
(Aber et a., 1989; Cicchetti, 1989; Widom, 1989b).

The second theoretical framework encompasses the socio-cognitive theories.

According to these developmenta psychologists, maltreated children develop

11



abnormally because of inadequate interpersonal development skills (Platt and Prout,
1987; Dodge, 1991), poor ‘ competence-promoting’ operations (Aber et al., 1989),
and the integration of early abusive experiences into later encounters (Cicchetti,
1989). These developmental abnormalities trandlate to delinquent involvement as the
youth has developed an emotional repertoire of nonconformity. The specific path to
dysfunction is contentious, thereby leading to many varieties of socio-cognitive
theories. Some researchers point to ‘hostile knowledge structures' as the framework
through which maltreated children become antisocial (Burks, Laird, Dodge, Pettit,
and Bates, 1999); others point to atransmission of ‘aggressive scripts' that account
for inappropriate behavior (Huesmann and Guerra, 1997). Ultimately, the socio-
cognitive and social learning theories converge on the basic tenet that child
maltreatment results in long-term maladaptive behaviors.

Within the maltreatment-delinquency literature the emphasis has not been
toward ascertaining the predominance of one of these theories over the other. On the
contrary, most researchers are hard-pressed to elucidate one specific theoretical basis
for the maltreatment-delinquency relationship and instead embrace a commingling of
socia learning, socio-cognitive, and other related theories (Aber, et a., 1989; Loeber
and Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986). The importance of this distinction isto simply
emphasize that it is not a particular theoretical orientation, per se, that defines the
traditional prospective researchers, only a conviction that devel opmental impediments

such as maltreatment have del eterious effects on life outcomes.
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Focal Shift

While not specifically addressing the theoretical underpinnings of the cycle of
violence approach, recent research has questioned its explanatory power (Ireland,
Smith, and Thornberry, 2002; Zingraff, et a., 1994). These researchers have argued
that the primary focus should be on the mechanisms by which the vast majority of
maltreated youth do not become delingquent. (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry, 2002;
Zingraff et a., 1994). The early retrospective studies notwithstanding, delinquency
has consistently incorporated only a small percentage of maltreated youth (Widom,
1989b; Zingraff et al., 1993). And yet, the cycle of violence perspective clearly does
not account for how any child is able to escape the path from maltreatment to
delinquency, nonethel ess the vast majority of maltreated children. In order to shift
the focus, some researchers have extended outside the constraints of the cycle of
violence perspective and turned toward life course and developmental criminology
(Elder, 1985; Loeber and LeBlanc, 1990; Sampson and Laub, 1993). Clearly, this
exploration isin an inchoate stage as a contribution to the understanding of the
maltreatment-delinquency relationship. Of the two studies focusing on the avoidance
of delinquency by maltreated children, one argued that developmental criminology
was a valued pursuit for analyzing these within-group differences (Zingraff, et al.,
1994), as the other rejected it as akin to the approach taken by devel opmental
psychology (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry, 2002). While conflicting on the import
of developmental criminology, both groups of researchers support the life course
literature as a promising avenue. Life course proponents accept the theoretical

premise that maltreated youth are on atrajectory away from normative behavior, but
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contend that developmental psychology favors an ontogenetic perspective with early
life experiences accounting for all outcomes (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Instead, life
course researchers emphasize later life experiences which can ameliorate the effects
of abuse.

There are several unique tenets to the life course perspective of crime.
Perhaps the most apparent distinction is that life course departs from the traditional
examination of between-group differences to studying within-group differences and
within-individual changes (Elder, 1985). In order to capture the within-individual
changes, the research relies on alongitudinal design. Additionally, life course
proponents explore the dimensions of change through the framework of transitions.
This concept describes the specific experiences within alife course that have the
potential to spark adivergence, or turning point, from the established trgectory
(Elder, 1985). These transitions include events such as marriage and employment;
events which offer opportunities and relationships through which the established
pattern of behavior can potentially be altered. The key is an emphasis on continuity as
well as change in behavior (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Ultimately, the great
importance to the life course perspective in regards to maltreatment is that it offers an
explanation for offending as well as non-offending in childhood, adol escence, and
adulthood.

Some researchers would argue that the life course and cycle of violence
perspectives are mutually exclusive in that they assign different levels of importance
to age-graded events. Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry (2002) argue that the

exploration of different factors in the maltreatment-delinguency relationship would
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result in disparate conclusions on the nature of the association. For life course
criminologists, early life experiences are often ameliorated by later events, leading
these researchers to explore more proximal causes for outcomes. On the other hand,
cycle of violent advocates rest on the importance of early life experiencesin
irrevocably shaping human development. They argue that early life experiences, such
as child abuse, are the most salient factors accounting for later life outcomes.

While there are clear distinctions between the two approaches, Zingraff et al.
(1994) contend that these perspectives are not necessarily diametrically opposed.
Both life course and cycle of violence proponents agree there are significant long-
term effects for some maltreated children. At the same time, the two groups of
researchers also draw attention to the resiliency of most maltreated children (Heck
and Walsh, 2000; Maxfield and Widom, 1996; Widom, 1989b). Thus, each
perspective supports that, for the great magjority of maltreated youth, intervening
variables reduce the effects of abuse and the subsequent risk for delinquency (Alfaro,
1981; Zingraff, et a., 1994). A further indication of the similitude between the
perspectives is that the two emerging proponents of life course are recent converts
from the cycle of violence perspective (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry, 2002;
Zingraff et a. 1994).

Clearly, the issue of the ability of the cycle of violence and life course
perspectives to co-exist remains unclear. Perhaps the most pragmatic method to
disentangling the cycle of violence —life course debate is to examine their overlap as
well as divergences in conceptualizing the relationship between maltreatment and

delinquency. For both groups of researchers, a complex assessment of the

15



relationship between maltreatment and delinquency is necessary. For cycle of
violence advocates, as well as supporters of Zingraff et al.’ sinterpretation of thelife
course perspective, thisinvolves a comprehensive representation of maltreatment.
Developmental psychologists do not ssimply posit that maltreatment in any form
results in equivalent outcomes. On the contrary, the effects of maltreatment are highly
contingent upon the characteristics of the abuse (Cicchetti and Barnett, 1991).

Whileit is debatable if a comprehensive definition of maltreatment is
meaningful for the life course perspective, the sequencing and proximity of life
eventsisidentified as critical to determining the strength of the maltreatment-
delinquency relationship (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry, 2002; Sampson and Laub,
1993). Empiricaly, this perspective has been tested through two approaches. The
first isto examine the influence of specific variables which occurred between
maltreatment and delinquency. The second isto examine the importance of the age
of the abused youth in predicting delinquency. The younger the youth are at the time
of the abuse incident, the more likely intervening life experiences will have mitigated
the detrimental influence of maltreatment. Conversely, youth that are maltreated in
adolescence will be more likely to engage in delinquency. Some life course
researchers argue that the age at the time of abuse isthe only element which is critical
in determining the future likelihood of delinquency (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry,
2002). Cycle of violence proponents stand in direct opposition, arguing that
maltreatment quality is of central importance and that early abuse experiences incur
more traumatizing effects than later maltreatment. While the complexity to the

maltreatment-delinquency relationship is far from being unraveled, extant research
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has identified the quality of the abuse experience, intervening variables, and the age
at time of abuse asintegral to evaluating the effectiveness of the life course and cycle

of violence perspectives.

Empirical Support

With the invigoration of the prospective study, support for a maltreatment-
delinquency relationship has been mixed (e.g. Widom, 1989b and Zingraff et al.,
1993). At the sametime, this mixed review has emerged from the analysis of only
three mgjor studies. Thefirst of these maltreatment-delinquency studies, conducted
by Widom, is credited with imbuing the research with much needed methodol ogi cal
rigor and validity (Lemmon, 1999; Zingraff et al. 1993). Widom (1989b; and
Maxfield, 1996) followed 1,575 youth from childho