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Assessing for abuse of animals can help 
determine risks for violence and prevent future 
negative outcomes

– Animal Abuse
– Child Abuse
– Domestic Violence
– Elder Abuse

Role of Pets in US 
Households

Family Members
50%

Property
2%

Companions
48%
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Pets are Part of the FamilyPets are Part of the Family
� Presently, in the US 1.2 billion animals are kept 

as pets, primarily as family pets. 

� 69% break household rules with their pet (such as 
letting their pet on the bed) when their spouse or 
significant other is not present. 

� If they were deserted on an island and could 
choose only one companion, 50% would pick a 
dog or cat rather than a human. 

Sources: American Animal Hospital Association. 14th Annual National Pet Owners’ Survey, AVMA Companion Animal Ownership Survey (2004)

Children and Pets in FamiliesChildren and Pets in Families

� Pets are found in almost 68% of households 
with children under the age 6 and 

� More than 74% of households with children 
over age 6 have pets (American Veterinary Medical Association 2007)

� A child in America is more likely
to grow up with a pet than
with a father (Melson, 2001)

The Human Animal BondThe Human Animal Bond ……

Can be defined as a connection between 
people and animals  - domestic or wild.

…..Be it a pet cat/dog  - or the squirrels/birds 
outside.
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Natural AffinityNatural Affinity

� A study of 300 boys and girls between the ages 
of 3 and 13 shows 99% of them wanted pets 
(Kidd & Kidd 1985)

� Animals appear in the stories of children age 6 
and under about 50% of the time (Domhoff, 1996)

� Animals appear in the dreams of 
children under 10 up to 50% of the
time (Beck & Katcher, 1996)

Support SystemSupport System
When asked to list the 10 most important individuals in 
their lives, 7 and 10 year old children included  2 pets in 
their list (Bryant 1985)

Adults and PetsAdults and Pets

� When asked who in their family they felt 
close to 3,014 adults responded:

� Dog – 94%
� Mother – 87%
� Cat – 84%
� Father – 74%

-- Pew Research Center, 2005
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People Refused to Flee People Refused to Flee 
Hurricane Katrina and Leave Hurricane Katrina and Leave 

their Pets Behindtheir Pets Behind

Bill Harris from Slidell, LA, spent 3 days 
standing on a chair, clutching 17 year 
old Miss Kitty to his chest and praying.  
After being hospitalized, he reunited 
with her one week later.

Valerie Bennett, from Slidell, LA is 
reunited with her pets after being 

injured and forcibly evacuated to a 
hospital in Atlanta. 

Elders, Pets and Social CapitalElders, Pets and Social Capital

� Increase  levels of activity
� walk more
� continue walking regularly

� Provide companionship and support
� Ease loss in natural disasters,

bereavement
� When moving to residential care,

there are significant benefits 
when elderly persons keep their pets

The LinkThe Link ®®

Domestic 
Violence

Animal Cruelty

Elder Abuse

Child Abuse

“When animals are 
abused - people are 
at risk;

When people are 
abused - animals 
are at risk”
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Animal Abuse: Red FlagAnimal Abuse: Red Flag
• Definition: Socially unacceptable behavior 

that intentionally causes unnecessary 
pain, suffering, or distress to and/or death 
of an animal

• Different types of animal abuse
– Physical 
– Neglect (medical or physical)
– Hoarding
– Abandonment

Type of Family ViolenceType of Family Violence
CoCo--occurrence with Animal Crueltyoccurrence with Animal Cruelty

Perpetrators
Male Female

Domestic Violence:       89%        11%
Child abuse:                  67%        33% 
Elder abuse:                  50%        50%

The Humane Society of the United States, 2001 Report of Animal Cruelty Cases

2009 Study Supports Link2009 Study Supports Link

� Animal abuse may prove a more reliable 
marker for other forms of family violence, 
than vice versa
� 60% of individuals witnessed/perpetrated 

animal abuse also experienced family 
violence

� 30% of family violence victims experienced 
animal cruelty

DeGue, S., & DiLillo, D. (2009). Is animal cruelty a “red flag” for family violence? Investigating co-occurring violence toward children, partners, and pets. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence 24(6), 1036-1056.



6

Research in Support of CrossResearch in Support of Cross --
ReportingReporting

CA only 
23.5%

AA 
only 
10%

CA & 
AA 8%

CA & DV 
9%

DV only 4%

AA & DV .9%
18% Two 
forms of 
violence
DeGue & DiLillo in Journal of Interpersonal Violence 24 (June 2009) Is Animal Cruelty a “Red Flag” for
Family Violence?: InvestigatingCo-Occurring Violence Toward Children,Partners, and Pets

37.5% One 
form of 
violence

CA, DV, &
AA 4.1%

4% Three forms 
of violence

Family ViolenceFamily Violence

Often, the choice of victim is 
opportunistic.  Whether the victim 
has two or four legs is a matter of 
convenience, availability - and 
calculated risk

- Phil Arkow, “Breaking the Cycles of Violence” L. Ashworth revised 4/07

Research ShowsResearch Shows

“Batterers who also abuse their pets are 
both more controlling and use more 
dangerous forms of violence than 
batterers who do not.”

Simmons & Lehmann (2007) Journal of Interpersonal Violence, Vol. 22, No. 9, p. 1211-1222 (2007)
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Domestic Violence Shelter Domestic Violence Shelter 
SurveySurvey

� Over 71% of battered women reported 
their batterers had harmed, killed or 
threatened animals

� More than 75% of incidents occurred in 
presence of women/children

� 50% of children attempted to protect their 
pets

(Ascione, F. R., Weber, C. V., & Wood, D. S. (1997). The abuse of animals and domestic violence: A national survey of shelters for women who are 
battered. Society and Animals, 5(3), 205-218.) 

Franklin County, OH  2004Franklin County, OH  2004

� 50% had pets of which:
� 32% indicated their animal had been 

seriously harmed, threatened with 
serious harm or killed by the abuser

� 17% reported being unable to leave the 
abuser because no help or shelter was 
available for their pets

� 47% stated if foster care was available 
for their pets, they would be more 
inclined to leave an abusive relationship

²Ashworth, 2004

Why Domestic Violence Abusers Why Domestic Violence Abusers 
May Harm PetsMay Harm Pets

� Perpetuates context of terror
� Demonstrates power
� Warns family members they could be next “If I can kill 

the dog, I can kill you!”
� Force the family to keep violence a secret
� Prevent the victim from leaving or pressure the victim 

into returning
� Punishment – eliminates a source of support/comfort
� Coercion and control in child abuse

WHY? BECAUSE IT WORKS!
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http://www.vachss.com/guest_d
ispatches/safe_havens.html

American HumaneAmerican Humane ’’s Pets and s Pets and 
WomenWomen ’’s Shelter (PAWS)s Shelter (PAWS) ®®

ProgramProgram

National initiative to 
advise family 

violence shelters on 
how to allow 

families to bring 
pets with them

For help, contact 
PAWSprogram@ 

americanhumane.org
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Domestic Violence Shelter that 
houses pets

• Shelter for Abused Women and Children 
in Naples, Florida

Canine resident at the shelterCanine resident at the shelter
Housing for pets at the shelterHousing for pets at the shelter

The LinkThe Link ®®

Animal Cruelty

Child Abuse

“Animals and children 
have one thing in 
common -- they’re both 
easy to hurt.

-- Mary Marsh, Chief Executive
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (UK
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Children in Homes with Children in Homes with 
Animal AbuseAnimal Abuse

• Threats to hurt or kill the pet 
• Never know if their pet will still be around the 

next day
• Forced to watch while pet is harmed
• Pet is the only trusted household 

member in a violent home
• Forced to participate in abusing

pet
• Move from victim to perpetrator 

to stay safe

Animal Abuse and Child Sexual Animal Abuse and Child Sexual 
AbuseAbuse

)

• Survivors of child sexual abuse reveal that threats and 
abuse of their pets are sometimes used to gain control 
over the child victims, while also ensuring their 
silence, by forcing them to decide between their 
victimization or the pet’s death Carol J. Adams (1994)

• 35% of boys who were sexually abused had
abused animals vs. 5% of boys who were not 
sexually abused. W.N. Friedrich, et al. (1986)

• 20% of children who sexually abused other children 
also had histories of sexually abusing animals.G. Duffield, et al. (1998)

• `

1983 New Jersey Study1983 New Jersey Study

� 60% investigated for child abuse/neglect 
had abused animals

� 88% of homes with physical child abuse 
had abused animals

� 1/3 of the families children abused 
animals

� Dog bite rate 69% compared with 6% 
11x greater (DeViney, Dickert, & Lockwood, 1983).
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Franklin County Statistics

Domestic Violence

43119
43217
43223
43211
43222
43205

Dog Bites

43119
43222
43217
43026
43223
43207

Animal Bite-DV Correlation per 1,000 residents

Dr. A. Messer, L. Ashworth, 2005

Dog BitesDog Bites

• Definition: Bite is medically-attended 

or reported to animal control or law 

enforcement

(Canine Aggression Task Force, JAVMA, 128, 11, June  2001)

Dog Bites:  Impact / YearDog Bites:  Impact / Year

• 334,000 people: emergency departments

• 466,000 people: other medical settings

• 6,000 hospitalized

• $1 billion in homeowners liability claims 

• $102.4 million emergency visits claims

Canine Aggression Task Force, JAVMA, 128, 11, June 1, 2001
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Dog Bites and ChildrenDog Bites and Children

• 50% victims are children under age 12

• 70%  fatal attacks involve children

Canine Aggression Task Force, JAVMA, 128, 11, June 1, 2001

Wish List When Children Are Wish List When Children Are 
Treated For Dog BitesTreated For Dog Bites

• Screen for abuse or neglect

• Screen for trauma reactions

• Screen for  dog safety/training needs

Anthropologist Anthropologist 
Margaret MeadMargaret Mead

“ One of the most dangerous 
things that can happen to a 
child is to kill or torture an 
animal and get away with it.”
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StatisticsStatistics

Of children entering shelters for battered 
women:
– 13 percent reported that they had hurt 

pets, and 
– 8 percent said they had hurt or killed 

animals.

Ascione, F. R., Weber, C. V., & Wood, D. S. (1997). The abuse of animals and domestic violence: A national survey of shelters for women who are battered. Society and Animals, 5(3), 205-218.

Red Red FlagFlag

• Children who are cruel to animals exhibit 
more severe conduct disorder problems 
than other children. [1]

• Childhood acts of animal abuse are one of 
the earliest indicators for a diagnosis of 
conduct disorder, often beginning as 
young as age six. [2]

[1] Luke, E. S. L., Staiger, P. K., Wong, L., & Mathai, J. (1999). Children who are cruel to animals: A revisit. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 
33, 29-36 

[2] Ascione, F. R. (2001, September). Animal abuse and youth violence. Juvenile Justice Bulletin. Washington: U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention.

Why Should Abuse of AnimalWhy Should Abuse of Animal ’’s s 
be Taken Seriously?be Taken Seriously?

� Animal abuse a better predictor of sexual   
assault than priors for homicide, arson or 
weapons offenses

� Animal cruelty is a useful marker to 
identify high priority suspects in violent 
crime investigations

-- Clarke, 2002
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Characteristics of Animal Characteristics of Animal 
AbusersAbusers

• Low self-esteem
• A history of family abuse ***

• Inability to manage anger 
• Typical factors are: revenge, retaliation, 

intimidation, deviant arousal 
or peer pressure

Child and Adolescent AbusersChild and Adolescent Abusers

• Curiosity or exploration
• Peer pressure
• Mood enhancement
• Sexual gratification
• Forced abuse
• Attachment to an animal
• Posttraumatic play
• Imitation
• Rehearsal for interpersonal violence
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Charles (Age 13)
Adjudicated delinquent for cruelty to 

animals
Assess family's ability to support treatment

Provide structure and supervision

M:  "Mean, hard-headed baby"
"Tore up his playpen"
" Whipped a little too hard by father when drunk"

C:  "My mom would get kind of scratched up"

M M :     Substance abuser 
Physically abused (husband hit her with beer  
bottle -damaged retina)  

PTSD symptoms:  nightmares, flashbacks, 
impaired memory, guilt, weight loss

FF:     "Social drinker" - 3 DUI's
Never "beat her for no reason”
Charged 6x during 13 year marriage - dropped
Little specific information on son
Denies hurt kitten:  "He's always loved animals"

CharlesCharles
• Failed 6th grade

• Larceny charge (stole teacher’s purse)

• Impulsive, disobedient, hot-tempered 

• Inattentive, nightmares, sleeping less

• Dissociative symptoms?  Voice says,  "Do 
it, do it"
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What Questions Should I Ask?What Questions Should I Ask?
Screening Questions CTSARE (Dr. Barbara Boat)

1.  Have you or your family ever had pets? How many?
Do you have pets now?  How many?

2.  Who takes care of your pets?
3.  Do/did you ever have a favorite or special pet?
4.  Has a pet ever been a source of comfort or support?
5.  Has your pet ever been hurt?
6.  How do you teach your pet(s) to “be good”
7.  Have you ever lost a pet you really cared about?
8.  Have you seen someone hurt an animal or pet?
9.  Have you ever hurt an animal or pet?
10.Have you ever been frightened – really scared or hurt 

by an animal? 

The Childhood Trust  InventoryThe Childhood Trust  Inventory

• Many pets: 12 dogs, several rabbits, hamsters, 
parakeet,  turtles

• Never had a cat because Father dislikes cats

• Two dogs were special and source of comfort

• Denied ever seeing cruelty or being cruel

RecommendationsRecommendations
���� Charles:      Consider medication

Group home / foster placement 
Probation to include community       
service at Humane Society 

� Mother:      Evaluation / treatment for   
depression, PTSD, and substance    
abuse

� Father :    Treatment for substance abuse, 
battering

� Sister :      Evaluate her
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· In response to fear of animal aggression
· Parent response is appropriate
· Mild abuse or rough handling such as throwing a har d object at an 

animal
· Acts that cause pain or discomfort to the animal bu t the child does not

understand the impact of his actions

· Reinforce and support parents in 
education, limit-setting and 
supervision

· Multiple incidents
· Parents’ response not sufficient
· Chronological or developmental immaturity led to th e abuse
· Lack of information and understanding about animals ’ feelings or 

safety
· Minor abuse or rough handling such as throwing hard  object at an

animal
· Acts that cause pain or discomfort to the animal bu t the child does not

understand the impact of his actions
· Not premeditated
· Some evidence of positive connection to some animal
· Unintentional harm

· Education by a humane society
· Parent counseling or supervision, 

limits and positive parenting 
practices

· Premeditated
· Un-empathic
· Acts that cause pain or discomfort to the animal an d the child does 

understand the impact of his actions
· More extreme abuse:  torture, mutilation or killing  of animal

· Clinical assessment and 
intervention

· Police and/or DHS may need to be 
notified

· Residential treatment, if necessary

Clinical Assessment - Juvenile Animal Cruelty
If this occurs: Interventions needed:

Shari Lewchanin, Psy.D.    Ellen Zimmerman, L.C.S.W .

Why Should I Obtain Information Why Should I Obtain Information 
About Experiences With Animals?About Experiences With Animals?

“The behavior that harms the 
animal  is the same behavior that 
harms the human.”

Lynn Loar, Ph.D .

Cincinnati YWCA Battered WomenCincinnati YWCA Battered Women ’’ss
Shelter Telephone InterviewShelter Telephone Interview

• Children?  
• Any pets?

• Pets need to get out of your home?
• Need place for pets to stay while you are in 

shelter? (The SPCA will shelter your pets.)

• Lethality questions: Weapons? Use alcohol 
or drugs? Threatened to kill you? Ever 
harmed a pet? Criminal history?
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Strategic Humane Strategic Humane 
Intervention Program (SHIP)Intervention Program (SHIP)

• Collaborators:  
-YWCA of Greater Cincinnati       
(Transitional Living Program and Adolescent      
AMEND)

- SPCA Cincinnati 
- The Childhood Trust ( CCHMC)

• Teaching positive interaction skills through 
clicker  training homeless dogs and learning to 
reward positive behaviors in each other.

Protecting People By Protecting People By 
Protecting Animals:Protecting Animals:

A Community ResponseA Community Response
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S.B. No. 121   January 2003S.B. No. 121   January 2003

• Ohio Revised Code
• Cruelty to companion animals: cats and dogs

• 1st conviction: first degree misdemeanor
• 2nd conviction: fifth degree felony
• Humane agents are mandated reporters of 

child abuse and neglect
• Other investigators are responsible for 

reporting animal abuse and neglect

Accused Puppy Killer OutcomeAccused Puppy Killer Outcome
• Sentenced to 13 months in jail (4/14/05)
• Fines, driving suspension and probation
• No pets, not even a goldfish

Judge Joyce Campbell ( Butler County, Ohio):
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Next StepsNext Steps

� Animal abuse must be perceived and 
documented as a human welfare issue

� Animal abuse must be redefined as part 
of family violence

� The network of community caregivers 
must be cross-trained to recognize and 
report all forms of family violence
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State Laws Protecting Pets and State Laws Protecting Pets and 
People in Domestic Violence CasesPeople in Domestic Violence Cases

• Judges can include pets in protective 
orders in: California, Colorado, 
Connecticut, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, 
Nevada, New York, Tennessee, Vermont, 
and D.C.

• Pending bills in Mass, Michigan, New 
Jersey, OH, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 
Wisconsin.

OHIO HB 55OHIO HB 55
• Enhances penalty for cruelty to animals

– M-2 first offense
– M-1 subsequent offenses

• Child under 18 convicted of cruelty to animals 
ordered into counseling – self and/or family

• Allows for inclusion of pets in protection orders
– “The court may include within the scope of a protection 

order issued under this section any companion animal that 
is in the complainant's or alleged victim's residence.

– “Companion animal” means any animal that is kept inside 
a residential dwelling and any dog or cat regardless of 
where it is kept. “Companion animal” does not include 
livestock or any wild animal.

Recommendations:Recommendations:
Domestic Violence ProgramsDomestic Violence Programs

• Include pets in safety planning procedures
– Understand how to help clients prove ownership 

of their pets 
– Include programs/individuals/community 

resources that provide emergency support for 
animals in DV situations

– Establish lists of pet-friendly transitional housing 
in the community

• Establish communications with animal care 
and control agencies
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National Link CoalitionNational Link Coalition

ResourcesResources

• National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
/American Humane Association fact sheet
http://www.ncadv.org/files/petsanddv.pdf

• www.ahimsahouse.org/directory

• safehavens-bounces@lists.ahimsahouse.org

THANK YOU !THANK YOU !

LESLEY ASHWORTHLESLEY ASHWORTH
lashworth@columbus.rr.com

BARBARA BOATBARBARA BOAT
barbara.boat@uc.edubarbara.boat@uc.edu


