




CHAPTER FOUR

DISCUSSION

There were two proposed hypotheses in this study. The

first hypothesis was that individuals who witnessed

violence in their homes would be more likely to exhibit

violent behaviors at a younger age. This hypothesis was

not supported. While it is,possible that there is not a

developmental trend regarding exposure to violence, the

most likely explanation for this lack of support for the

hypothesis is that there was only one specific question

regarding age of violent acts. It may be that a single

item did not prove to be adequate in assessing the age of 

the participants when they behaved in a violent manner. In

retrospect, there needed to be more information collected

about a variety of violent behaviors a participant may have

had, and at what age they occurred, in order to attempt to

determine their association with witnessing violence.

Without having specific information about what age an

individual was when they began exhibiting various violent

behaviors, researchers cannot accurately find relationships 

between witnessing violence in the home and developing
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aggressive behaviors at an early age. Any future research

would need to ensure that there is further information

gathered on age of incidents of aggressive behavior.

The second hypothesis stated that adolescents who have

witnessed violence and engaged in reactive aggression would

also report higher levels of PTSD and insecure attachment.

As predicted there was a significant correlation between

participants' level of reactive aggression and symptoms of

PTSD. This is consistent with the research conducted by

Dodge (1991). Individuals who suffer from PTSD feel the

need to protect themselves from perceived harm. They will

act out aggressively toward a person they feel is a threat

to them in order to protect themselves from possible harm.

Dodge's explanation is consistent with the findings of this

study where individuals who suffer from PTSD also are found

to be reactively aggressive. These individuals often

perceive others' intentions incorrectly and believe that

they will be harmed if they do not act aggressively in

order to defend themselves. Individuals who are reactively

aggressive have a profound lack of trust for other people.

Also, as predicted, there were correlations between

reactive aggression and insecure attachment. Specifically

40



there was a significant correlation between reactive

aggression and maternal trust, communication, and

alienation. While there were significant correlations

between reactive aggression and all three tested areas of

attachment, only alienation was predictive of reactive

aggression when utilizing hierarchical regression. Due to

the multicollinearty of the attachment variables a stepwise 

hierarchical regression analysis is likely to reject the

other two factors when performing a regressive analysis. 

However, outside of this statistical explanation, it is

possible that alienation is a more extreme form of insecure

attachment because it can be compounded by lack of trust

and communication as well. It would be reasonable to

believe that if a person is alienated from their primary

caregiver then they will also have poor communication or

lack of trust, or both. Dodge (1991) discusses the

significance of trust in a relationship between child and 

primary caregiver. When a person is unable to trust, they 

are often found to be reactively aggressive. The

literature does not currently discuss alienation and its

role in reactive aggression. Being that alienation was
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predictive of reactive aggression in this study, it leaves

opens questions for further research in this area.

Interestingly, while there was a significant

correlation between reactive aggression and witnessing

maternal violence in the home, there was not one between

reactive aggression and witnessing paternal violence. This

was an unexpected finding due to the common stereotype that

when violence occurs in the home, it is on the part of the

male figure. Typically men are more aggressive than women

so when domestic violence is studied, it is most commonly

studied on the part of the paternal figure. A possible

explanation for these findings could be linked to the

importance of a relationship between a person and their 

primary caregiver, typically their mother. If the primary

caregiver is the individual in the home that is displaying

violent actions, this could have a more detrimental effect

on the relationship than if that behavior is exhibited in a

secondary attachment figure as fathers often are, thus

affecting their psychosocial development. As described by

Bowlby (1988) a securely attached individual knows that

their caregiver will be available or responsive in a

troubling or traumatic experience. If the caregiver is the
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one creating this situation there is no comfort for the

child. The findings of this study coincide with the

findings of Lawson (2001), stating that individuals who are 

insecurely attached with their mother often show signs of 

anger, anxiety, fear, or grief. The anger often developed

is reactive in nature, as found in this study and in the

research by Dodge (1991).

Limitations

Perhaps the most pronounced limitation to this study

was asking adults to answer questions about their thoughts,

feelings, and actions when they were teenagers. The only

real way of assessing adolescent aggression is by studying 

aggressive adolescents. The original proposal of this

study was to utilize an adolescent population through the

probation department. Unfortunately, this could not be

done in this study because of the sensitive nature of some

of the questionnaires and the protective nature of the

probation department. There was no way to ensure to

probation's satisfaction that the adolescent participants

would not have been emotionally upset or bothered by such

sensitive questions. However, there were benefits to using
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adult participants in this study. It shows the importance

of remembering that the effects of a childhood trauma can

last throughout adulthood. , And even when'dealing with an

adult who has aggressive tendencies, they must be dealt

with in an appropriate manner for their type of aggression. 

Teaching anger management to an adult who is proactively

aggressive and uses violence to get things that they want

from other people is the not same process as teaching anger 

management to someone who is reactively aggressive. An

individual who is reactively aggressive sees the world as a

dangerous place where they cannot trust that other people

will not hurt them. Their aggressive acts are self­

protection.

The participants in this study were all from a healthy

non-clinical sample of individuals. No participants met

the criteria for conduct disorder, but there was evidence

of post traumatic stress. It would be interesting to see

how the results of this study would be different with a

clinical population. Also, the overall.majority of the

sample reported not witnessing much violence in the

community or home. This could be.due to a number of

factors. With performing a retrospective study the
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participants could have neglected to report accurate

answers in an attempt to remember a more pleasant past or 

just because they forgot. The results of this study could 

be drastically different when dealing with a population who

has witnessed a high amount of violence and who are in

clinical range for their aggressive behaviors, such as

prisoners.

Another possible limitation to this study was the way

in which the participants' information was collected. All

participants in this study were connected to a college

student. This could lead to different demographic

variables that could skew the results of the study, for

instance 60% of the sample population was Caucasian. There

are many different cultural aspects of family life that

were not discussed or taken into consideration when

conducting this study. Another factor that was not taken

into consideration was the level of education and income

level of the participants. These demographic issues can

influence the experiences of the participants. For

instance if a participant has a higher level of education

or income the experiences they had when growing up could be

drastically different than someone with a lower education
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or income. The area that an individual lives in while

growing up can influence-their experiences as well. If an 

individual grows up in an area with a lot of community 

violence, they will witness more violence than someone who 

grew up in a safer neighborhood. All of these areas, as

well as the level of aggression a person exhibits could 

possible skew the results of this study. The results of 

this same study could possibly be different if given to

individuals who were all characterized as extremely

aggressive. Nevertheless, the outcomes of this study can

be beneficial for future research and programs.

Implications for Future Research 
and Intervention

There are many possible implications from this study. It

shows that there needs to be further research of this kind

studying aggressive adolescent males. It is possible that 

when an adult is thinking back to a painful period in their

life, their memories, thoughts, and feelings will not be

the same as they were when they were going through the

trauma. The thoughts and responses of a teenage are

drastically different than those of an adult. It is

difficult for an adult to think in the same manner as an
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adolescent. Adults are less likely to be able to give an

accurate response about their thoughts or feelings from

when they were younger, especially in relation to a

traumatic experience. This could be partially due to the

egocentric nature of teenagers. When an individual is in

their adolescent.years they are still highly egocentric and

do not often grow out of it until early adulthood (Muzi,

2000).‘ The only way to accurately measure adolescent

aggression is to work directly with an adolescent

population.

Another avenue for future research lies in the finding

of alienation from a parent being predictive of reactive

aggression. There is not much information regarding this

topic in the literature at this time. It could be said

that when a person is alienated from their primary

caregiver, they also lack trust or communication. The idea

of feeling alienated from ones primary caregiver, does not

come without feelings of distrust, or lack of

communication. It seems impossible to feel alienated from

a person, but to have a secure line of communication, or a

firm trust base. Therefore, it is possible that feelings

of alienation are compounded by lack of trust or
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communication, possibly accounting for the predictability

of reactive aggression.

When looking at a study involving adolescent aggression,

the underlining question is how will this study help?

Having the basic knowledge that there is more than one type

of aggression shows that there needs to be a variety of

anger management programs available to people. Currently

the majority of anger management classes are very generic

and not at all specific to the types of aggression that a

person can harbor. Professionals working with aggressive

individuals need to be introduced to the different types of

aggression and have a firm understanding of the differences

between them. When dealing with an individual who is

reactively aggressive the focus should be on trust and the

knowledge that people are not out to hurt them. The basis

of this type of program would be clinical in nature with a

foundation of building trust in others. The premise of

reactive aggression is self-preservation, an individual

would need to learn first and foremost that people are not

out to hurt them and that the world is not always a

dangerous place. This knowledge will not only be

beneficial to individuals from a clinical stand point but
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also to anyone working in law enforcement or directly with 

adolescents. It might never be known what the root of and 

individual's aggression is, but if they can at least be

treated for they type of aggression they exhibit, it will

be more beneficial than a generic anger management course.
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APPENDIX A

LETTER OF INSTRUCTION TO PARTICIPANTS
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Instructions
For participants

1) After obtaining the sealed packet from the researcher, 
take the packet home or to a quiet area to complete.

2) Unseal the packet and read the informed consent form.

3) If you agree to give your consent mark the form with a 
"X". Your name is not needed on the form. For 
confidentiality purposes we ask that, you leave your name 
off the form.

4) Please read the instructions and complete the
questionnaires.

5) After you have completed the surveys, place the packet 
and the signed informed consent form in the provided 
envelope.

6) Seal the envelope.

7) Read the provided debriefing statement. If you have 
any questions or concerns please contact the listed 
individuals.

8) Return the sealed packet to the designated office on 
your college campus. The location is printed on the 
outside of the return envelope.
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APPENDIX B

INFORMED CONSENT FORM
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Informed Consent Form

You are invited to participate in a research project being 
conducted by Nicole Stevens, graduate student, and Dr. David Chavez, 
Associate Professor of Psychology at California State University San 
Bernardino (CSUSB). This study has been approved by the Institutional 
Review Boards for CSUSB and for the campus you are associated with.
The purpose of this study is to examine the development and stressors 
of aggressive behavior.

Each participant will be asked to complete a packet of five 
questionnaires. The packet should take approximately 45 minutes to 
complete. You will be asked questions about your feelings and beliefs 
as well as questions about your relationship with your mother (or 
female primary care provider). You will also be asked questions about 
the relationship your parents (or caregivers) have with each other.
The questionnaires will also inquire about your past experiences with 
witnessing, and involvement, in aggressive or violent behavior. It is 
not anticipated that your participation in this study will present and 
social, physical, or psychological danger, although questions may cause 
you to remember stressful situations from your past. If you are 
disturbed about the feelings these questions provoke please take 
advantage of the counseling centers provided. Also, be aware that 
there are not personal benefits for seen for the participants.

You are NOT to put your name on the packet. All of the 
information gathered will be anonymous. At no time will the 
researchers be present in the testing process and they will have no 
indication of your identity. Your participation in this study is 
completely voluntary, you may withdraw your consent at anytime. After 
completion of the study the results will be available to you upon 
request.

Dr. David Chavez Nicole Stevens
Associate Professor Graduate
Psychology Department Research Assistant
California State University
San Bernardino, Ca 92407 
(909)880-5000

I have read the above description and understand the study’' s nature and 
purpose. I agree to participate in this study and am currently over 
the age of 18 years old. (If you agree with the previous statement, 
please indicate so by placing an "X" on the provided space below)

I agree: Date Age: _

53



APPENDIX C

SURVEY
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Demographic Information

Please answer the following questions honestly. The responses will be 
used for statistical purposes only.

Gender: Male Female

Age: _________

Ethnicity: African American
Caucasian 
Hispanic 
Asian
Other -----------------

Are you or have you ever been associated with a gang?
Yes No

If you answered yes, how old were you when you first became associated 
with the gang?

Have you ever been in a fight? Yes No

If you answered yes, how old were you when you had your first fight?

Have you ever been incarcerated? Yes No

If yes, how long have you ever been incarcerated?

How many times have you been incarcerated?

How old were you the first time you got incarcerated?
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Please answer the following questions to the best of your ability. 
There is no right or wrong answer so please answer all the questions 
truthfully. Do not skip any questions

CTS

Here is a list of things your Mother and Father might have done when 
they had a conflict. Now taking.all disagreements into account (not 
just the most serious one), how often did they do the things listed at 
any time during the last year that you, your mother, and your father 
all lived together?

0 = Never
1 = Once that' year
2 = Two or three times that year
3 = Often, but less than once a month
4 = About once a month
5 = More than once a month

A. Tried to discuss the issue relatively calmly
Father 012345
Mother 012345

B. Did discuss the issue relatively calmly
Father 0.1 2 3 4 5
Mother 012345

C. Got information to back up his/her side of things
Father 0 1 2 3 4 5
Mother 012345

D. Brought in 
Father 
Mother

someone
0
0

else to help 
1 2
1 2

settle
3
3

things (or tried to) 
4 5
4 5

Argued heatedly but 
Father 0
Mother 0

short
1
1

of yelling 
2 3
2 3

F. Yelled and/or insulted
Father 012
Mother 012

E
4
4

5
5

3 4
3 4

5
5

G. Sulked and/or 
Father 
Mother

refused to talk about 
0 12 3
0 12 3

it

H. Stomped out 
Father 
Mother

of the 
0 
0

room
1
1

Threw something (but not at the other) or smashed something

2
2

3
3

I

4
4

4
4

5
5

5
5

56



34. Feel relieved after hurting the person who upset me

1 2 3 4

35. Talk too much

1 2 3 4

36. Run away from home •

1 2 3 4

37. Walk away to avoid fighting.

1 2 3 4

38. Enjoy hitting and kicking people.

1 2 3 4

39. Get into trouble with the police.

1 2 3 4

40. Still make good choices.

1 2 3 4

41. Break rules.

1 2 3 4
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I PPA

Each of the following statements asks about your feeling about your 
mother, or the woman who has acted as your mother. If you have more 
than one person acting as you mother (e.g. a natural mother and a 
stepmother) answer the questions for the one you feel has most 
influenced you. Please remember to answer these questions the way you 
would have as a teenager.

Please read each statement and circle the ONE number that tells how 
true the statement is for you now.

1 = Almost never or never true
2 = Not very often true
3 = Sometimes true
4 = Often true
5 = Almost always or always true

A. My mother respects my feelings
1 2 3 4 5

B. I feel my mother does a good job as my mother
1 2 3 4 5

C. I wish I had a different mother
1 2 3 4 5

D. My mother accepts me. as I am
1 2 3 4 5

E. I like to get my mother's point of view on things I'm concerned 
about

1 2 3 4 5

F. I feel it's no use letting my feelings show around my mother
1 2 3 4 5

G. My mother can tell when I'm upset about something
1 2 3 4 5

H. Talking over my problems with my mother makes me feel ashamed or 
foolish

1 2 3 4 5

I. My mother expects too much from me
1 2 3 4 5

J. I get upset easily around my mother
1 2 3 4 5

K. I get upset a lot more than -my mother knows about
1 2 3 4 5
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L. When we discuss things, my mother cares about my point of view
1 2 3 4 5

M. My mother trusts my- judgment
1 2 3 4 5

N. My mother has her own problems, so I don't bother her with mine
1 2 3 4 5

0. My mother helps me to understand myself better
1 2 3 4 5

P. I tell my mother about my problems and troubles
1 2 3 4 5

Q. I feel angry with my mother
1 2 3 4 5

R. I don' t get much attention from my mother
1 2 3 4 5

S. My mother helps mei to talk about my difficulties
1 2 3 4 5

T. My mother understands me
1 2 3 4 5

U. When I am angry about something, my mother tries to be understanding
1 2 3 4 5

V. I trust my mother
1 2 3 4 5

W. My mother doesn't understand what I'm going through these days
1 2 3 4 - 5

X. I can count on my mother when I need to get something Off my chest.
1 2 3 4 5

Y. If my mother knowsi something is bothering me, she asks me about it
1 2 3 4 5
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CROPS

Mark how true each statement feels for you in the past week. Don't skip 
any, even if you're not sure. There is no right or wrong answer.

0 = None
1 = Some
2 = Lots

A. I daydream
0 1 2 .

B. I "space out" when people are talking to me
0 1 2 , .

C. I find it hard to concentrate
0 ■1 2

D. I think about: bad things that have happened
0 1 2 ■ ■

E. I try to forget about bad things that have happened
0 1 2

F. I avoid reminders of bad things that have happened
0 1 2 . .

G. I worry that bad things will happen
0 1 2

H. I do special things to make sure nothing bad happens
0 1 2

I. I do some things that I'm probably too old for
0 1 2

J. it is hard for me to go to sleep at night
0 1 2

K. I have bad dreams or nightmares
0 1 2

L. I get headaches
0 1 2

M. I get stomachaches
0 1 2

N. I feel sick or have pains
0 1 2

0. I feel tired or have low energy
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20 1

P. I feel all alone 
0 12

Q. I feel strange or different than other kids
- 0 1 2

R. I feel like there's something wrong with me
0 1 2 ■

S. I feel like it's my fault when bad things happen
0 1 2

T. I'm a jinx, or bad-luck charm
0. 1 2

U. I feel sad or depressed
0 1 2

V. I don' t feel like doing much
0 1 2

W. Things make me upset or mad
0 1 2

X. I'm on the lookout for bad things that might happ>
0 1 2

Y. I am nervous or jumpy 
0 12
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CD
For each of the following actions circle the answer that best 

applies from the time period before the age of 18. If you have ever 
been incarcerated, please focus on the time before your incarceration 
began. If you have never taken part in this kind of activity circle 
"never". If you have, taken part in an activity within 6 months of 
being incarcerated circle "Within 6 months" or if you have taken part 
in an activity within one year of being incarcerated circle "Within 1 
year". Please remember, to answer all the questions honestly; your 
identity is unknown to all parties involved with this study.

Please answer according to this scale:

1= Almost never or never true
2= Not very often true
3= Sometimes true
4= Often true
5= Almost always or always true

1) Frequently a bully to or threatens others

1 2 3 4 5

2) Often starts fights

1 2 3 4 5

3) Used a weapon that could cause serious injury (gun, knife, club, 
broken glass)

1 2 3 4 5

4) Physical cruelty to people

1 2 3 4 5

5) Physical cruelty to animals

1 2 3 4 5

1= Almost never or never true 
2= Not very often true 
3= Sometimes true 
4= Often true
5= Almost always or always true

6) Theft with confrontation (armed robbery, extortion, mugging, purse 
snatching)
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1 2 3 4 5

7) Forced sex upon someone

1 2 3 4 5

8) Deliberately set fires to cause serious damage

1 2 3 4 5

9) Deliberately destroyed the property of others (except fire setting)

1 2 3 4 5

10) Broke into building, car or house belonging to someone else

1 2 3 4 5

11) Frequently lied or broke promises to obtain goods or favors or to 
avoid obligations ("conning" someone)

1 2 3 4 5

12) Stole valuables without confrontation (burglary, forgery,
shoplifting)

1 2 3 4 5

13) Beginning before age 12, frequently staying out at night against 
parents' wishes

1 2 3 4 5

14) Runaway from parents overnight twice'or more (once if for an 
extended period)

1 2 3 4 5

15) Frequent truancy from school before age 13

1 2 3 4 5
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MIES

Sometimes bad things happen to people, like getting beaten up, shot, 
robbed, etc. Has any of the following events happened to you or 
someone you know? If yes, circle "yes" and then circle the number 
referring to how much it bothered you and the letter referring to who 
it happened to.

How much it 
Bothered you

Who it
happened to

1= didn't bother
2= bothered a little 
3= bothered a medium amount 
4= bothered a lot
5= really, really bothered

A= self
B= family member 
C= friend 
D= acquaintance 
E= stranger

Where did this 
Happen at

1= Home
2= School 
3= Community 
4= An Institution

Sometimes we also do these things to other people. For each type of action please circle yes if you have 
done this to another individual. Remember to answer the questions honestly, your identity is concealed 
and there will be NO way for your answers be used against you in anyway.

Have you ever. Have you witnessed:

Yes No Stabbed
Yes No

Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened to:
A B C D E
Where did it happen: 
12 3 4
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Yes No Shot Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
A B C D E
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Beaten with fist/hands Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
A B C D E
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No, Beaten with object Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
A B C D E
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Kicked Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Hit by objects 
(like thrown stones)

Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Sexually Assaulted Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it
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- happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Robbed without weapon Yes No
Bothered- you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
A B C D E
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Robbed with Weapon Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Threatened with weapon Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Murdered Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Committed Suicide Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Heard or seen guns go off close 
by

Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
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A B C D E
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4

Yes No Being bothered by or arrested by 
the police

Yes No
Bothered you:
1 2 3 4 5
Who it happened 
to:
ABODE
Where did it 
happen:
12 3 4
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Debriefing Statement
The study you have just completed was designed to 

investigate the relationship between witnessing violence and 

developing aggressive behavior. Specifically, we are interested 

in examining the types of aggression developed after witnessing

different types of violence.

The anonymity of your identity and data results are

safeguarded in accordance with professional and ethical

guidelines set by the CSUSB Department of Psychology

Institutional Review Board and the American Psychological

Association. The focus of this research is at a group level and

not on an individual level. If you are upset by any of the

questions asked or issued raised in this study please do not

hesitate to contact the counseling center on your campus or the

Community Counseling Center at (909)880-5569. If you are

interested in the results of this study, or if you have any

questions concerning your participation in this study, please

contact Dr. David Chavez at (909)880-5572.

Please do not reveal details about this study to anyone who

may be a potential subject, as we will be collecting data over

the next few months. Thank you for your participation.
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APPENDIX E

PEARSON PRODUCT MOMENT CORRELATIONS BETWEEN WITNESSING 
VIOLENCE, ATTACHMENT, POSTTTRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER 

SYMPTOMS AND ANGER
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Pearson Product Moment Correlations 
Between Witnessing Violence,

Attachment, PTSD Symptoms 
and Anger

Age of 
first fight

Father’s
Physical
Aggressio
n

Mother’s
Physical
Aggressio
n

Parental
Attachment
-Trust

Parental
Attachment
communica
tion

Parental
Attachme
nt
Alienation

Post 
Traumati 
c Stress

Reactive
Aggressio
n

Age of 
first fight

1 .00 -.13 .12 .19 -.09 -.13 -.04

Father's Physical 
Aggression 1 .72** -.38** -.22* .33** .23* .22

Mother's Physical 
Aggression 1 .34** .25* .47** .15 .25*

Parental
Attachment- Trust 1 .87** -.81** -.54** -.46**

Parental
Attachment
communication

1 -.76** -.52** -.42**

Parental
Attachment -
Alienation

1 .41** .44**

Post Traumatic
Stress 1 .55**

Reactive
Aggression 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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REGRESSION TABLE

Model R Square Beta

Change Statistic

R Square 
Change

F Change Sign F

1. PTSD .30 .54 .30 30.22 .00
2. Parental 
Alienation

.36 .43 .07 7.27 .01
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