
Childhood cruelty to animals 
A reflective workshop 

Friday 8th June 
2018 
 



Part 1: Introducing caar & defining cruelty 
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• Reflection Point 2 
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   Childhood cruelty to animals:  
 What does it mean & who is at risk? 



  Children, adolescents and animals research 

• ‘caar’ is a small research team based in the Centre for 
Applied Developmental Psychology (CADP), University 
of Edinburgh 

 

• We conduct a range of projects on all aspects of 
children’s interactions with animals 

 

• We work in collaboration with the Scottish SPCA and 
other charities 

 

• A range of funders including UK Government, charities 
and funding councils 

 

• Running 5 workshops this year (ESRC impact grant) 



Welfare/5 freedoms  

- Hunger & thirst 

- Discomfort 

- Fear & distress 

- Pain, disease & 
injury 

- Exhibit natural 
behaviour   

Education 

- Pedagogical 
approaches 

- Curriculum 

- NGO 
activities 
and 
materials 

Child development 

 - Concepts & 

   understanding 

 - Attitudes 

 - Emotional 

   attachments 

 - Empathy 

Child/adolescent health  

- Physical health 

- Activity & exercise 

- Mental health 

 - Animal-assisted 

   interventions 

 

 

 

  caar interests 



 

 

 
Children and 

animals 

Child development and 
health 

Empathy, compassion, 
attachment, international 
comparisons and mixed 

methods 

Cruelty, risks and 
prevention 

Psychological predicators and 
correlates 

School-based, digital and 
animal-assisted interventions 

Animal-assisted 
Interventions 

Evaluations of AAI for ASD and 
child mental health 

  Recent caar research 



  Childhood and adolescent ‘animal cruelty’ 

Ascione et al. (1993) defines animal cruelty as: “socially unacceptable 
behavior that intentionally causes unnecessary pain, suffering, or 
distress to and/or death of an animal” (p. 228). 

• Most commonly observe/reported  
 in boys, male teenagers, and  
 retrospectively by adult males 
 

• Developmental trajectories for  
 animal cruelty with risk factors  
 specific to different age groups: 
 As early as 3 years 
 Average onset 6.5 years 
 Levels off at around 12 years 
 Peaks in adolescence 
 

• Higher in urban/deprived areas 
• No pets – more at risk 

 
 



 

 

 
Child & adolescent 

animal cruelty 

Unintentional cruelty Rough play, inability to read animal 
emotions, copying behaviour 

Unintentional neglect 
Lack of knowledge and/or sense of  

responsibility 

Intentional cruelty Intentional harm, social and 
psychological motivations 

Intentional neglect Intentional harm, social and 
psychological motivations 

 Childhood and adolescent ‘animal cruelty’ 



• Childhood and adolescent motivations for animal cruelty 
 

• Ascione et al. (1997) Exploratory play, peer pressure, post-traumatic 
play, means of creating human emotional abuse through an animal 
 

• Newberry (2018) older adolescents’ motivations: 
(i)  to control an animal 
(ii)  to retaliate against an animal 
(iii)  to satisfy prejudice against a particular species or breed 
(iv)  to express aggression through an animal 
(v)  to enhance ones own aggression  
(vi)  to shock people for amusement 
(vii) to retaliate against another person 
(viii) to dis-place aggression from a person  
(ix) to act out non-specific sadism 

 
 

 

 

  Childhood and adolescent ‘animal cruelty’ 



     Sharing & reflecting (1) 

Based on your own experience/observations, think of an 
example where a child has caused harm to an animal  
 

• How old was the child and what were the circumstances? 

• Was the harm caused intentionally? 

• Was the behaviour directed at the animal or was the behaviour 
indirect (frustration, play with another child etc.)?  

• Did the child understand the welfare consequences of their 
behaviour? 

• How did adults respond to the cruelty incidence? 
 

– Share your thoughts with your group 

– Remember to allow sufficient time for others 

– Please take turns to make notes on the recording form 

 

 

 



 

 

 

  Unintentional cruelty & education 

Most unintentional childhood cruelty is accidental harm 
through play or lack of knowledge: 
 

• Lack of knowledge of welfare needs  

 (Muldoon et al., 2016) 
 

• Lack of knowledge of animal sentience  

 (Hawkins et al., 2017) 
 

• Barriers to responsibility for animal care  

 (Muldoon et al., 2015) 

Series of studies on animal welfare education: Two examples… 
 



  Unintentional cruelty & education: Defra 

Design: Pre-test, post-test, delayed post-test with 
intervention and control classes 

Sample:  410 9 and 10-year-olds (a single year 
group) including 239 girls and 171 boys participated 
in the study. 11 primary schools (16 classes in total) 

Evaluation Measures (standardized and bespoke 
measures): Affective Empathy, Attachment to Pets, 
Attitudes, Knowledge of animal needs 

Intervention: Three workshops - animal needs, 
animal detectives, who is responsible? 



• Intervention effects for all animals: 

– Pets: Dogs, cats, goldfish 

– Farm animals: Cows, hens  

– Wild animals: Swans, hedgehogs 

 

 

 

 Unintentional cruelty & education: Defra 
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   Unintentional cruelty & education:  
   The Scottish SPCA 

• 275,000 children annually 
• Universal programme for all Scottish 

primary schools 
• Focuses on 8 to 12 year olds 
• Interactive workshops based on 

traditional methods 
• It works! (Hawkins, Williams & 

Scottish SPCA, 2017) 
 
 



Design:  
Pre-test, post-test, delayed post-test with  
intervention and control classes 
 

Sample:   
Intervention Group:  
1090 children from 22 primary schools  
Male, n = 552, Female, n = 538 
Mean age = 9.7 years range 6.4-12.2 years 
Control Group:  
127 children from three primary schools 
Male, n = 71,Female, n = 56 
Mean age = 9.4 years range 6.4-11.9 years 
 

Self-complete questionnaire: 
Completed at desk within school classroom 

 

 

  Unintentional cruelty & education:  
  The Scottish SPCA 



  Unintentional cruelty & education: 
  The Scottish SPCA 

Results 
 

• Animal Friendly Citizens: Increased knowledge of welfare needs and 
knowledge of Scottish SPCA 
 

• Wildlife Welfare: Increased knowledge of welfare  
 needs and knowledge of Scottish SPCA 

 

• You and Your Pet: Increased knowledge of  
 welfare needs, Scottish SPCA and understanding  
 of animal sentience 

 

• Food and Farm Animal Welfare: Increased  
 knowledge of welfare needs, Scottish SPCA and understanding of animal 

sentience 
 

• No significant changes in attachment, attitudes and compassion ……. How do 
we change these? 

Hawkins, R.D., Williams, J.M. & Scottish SPCA (2017). Assessing the effectiveness of a non-human 
animal welfare education program for primary school children. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare 
Science, 20(3), 240-256. 



     Sharing & reflecting (2) 

How can we promote children’s understanding of welfare 
needs and animal sentience and promote caring behaviour? 

 

• What are the best ways of explaining welfare needs to children 
of different ages? 

• Do children need contact with animals to learn about animal 
welfare? 

• Who should teach animal welfare: school, home or charities? 

 
 

– Share your thoughts with your group 

– Remember to allow sufficient time for others 

– Please take turns to make notes on the recording form 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 Psychological risks for cruelty 

Series of on-going studies on  
intentional cruelty 
 
• Hawkins, R., Hawkins, E. & Williams, J.M.  
 (2017). Psychological Risk Factors for  
 Childhood Animal Cruelty: A Systematic  
 Review. Society and Animals, 1-33. 

 

• Hawkins, Williams & Scottish SPCA (under review). Children’s 
Attitudes towards Animal Cruelty (CAAC) Measure: Scale 
Development and Socio-demographic Variations 
 

• Williams J.M., Hawkins, R.D., Hawkins, E.L., Cáceres, L. and others 
(In Prep). The Links between Personality, Empathy and Animal 
Cruelty Attitudes and Behaviour: A Cross-National Comparison 



 Psychological risks for cruelty 

  % of children 

Sub-measure Item 1 2 3 4 5 

Intentional animal cruelty 
 

Annoy an animal on 
purpose 

95.2 2.7 1.2 0 .9 

Frighten an animal on 
purpose 

96.5 1.9 .8 .2 .6 

Hurt an animal on purpose 96.9 1.4 .5 .3 .8 

Kick an animal on purpose 97.7 1.1 .3 .1 .8 

Tease an animal 88.3 6.3 3.4 .3 1.8 

Kill an animal 91.6 2.3 3.1 .9 2.1 

Animal neglect 
Forget to feed a pet 72.9 14.7 7.4 2.2 2.9 

Forget to give pet water 74.4 13.8 6.6 2.2 3 

Unintentional animal 
cruelty 

Kick an animal accidentally 33.2 16.9 29.4 7.5 12.9 

Hurt an animal accidentally 34.9 20.8 24.6 7.1 12.6 

Leave alone for a few days 62.3 8.6 13.8 4.9 10.4 

Note: 1= Not acceptable at all, 2= Not acceptable, 3=Not sure, 4= Acceptable and 
5= Very acceptable.  

 
Sub-

groups 
Why?  

 



 Psychological risks for cruelty 



 

 

 

  Hawkins, Hawkins & Williams (2017) 



 Psychological risks for cruelty (a) 

 
Behaviour 
 

Most common:  
• Aggression 
• Broader pattern of delinquent and antisocial behaviour 
• Rehearsal for interpersonal violence 
• Antisocial behaviour disorder: The International Classification 

of Diseases, World Health Organisation, 2004 
• Conduct disorder  
• Bullying and victimisation  
• Childhood fights and school truancy 
• Substance abuse  
• Destructiveness, stealing, and fire setting 
• MacDonald triad 



 

 

 

 Psychological risks for cruelty (b) 

Socio-cognitive 
 
 
 

• ‘Dirty-play’ - experimentation with roles typically associated 
with adulthood 

• Emotion regulation  
• Displaced frustration- ‘frustration theory’ 
• Deficits in self-control, mental conflict and planning ability 

(only in certain types) 
• Hostile attribution bias  
• Emotion recognition deficits 
• Schemas- world full of threat 



 Psychological risks for cruelty (c) 

Experiences 

• Family life 

• Punitive/acrimonious childhood histories 

• Domestic violence 

• Witnessing violence  

• Social learning theory  

• Behaviour imitation 

• Child abuse and neglect  

• Post-traumatic play 

• Peer pressure/ reinforcement when older  

• Vehicle for emotional abuse 



 

 

 

 Psychological risks  (d) 

Personality/biology 
 

• Psychopathy  
• Personality - sadism  
• Cruelty for pleasure  
• Deficits in empathy 
• Callous-unemotional traits  
• Brain activity differences - Malleable  
• Lack of guilt or remorse, shallow 

affect  
• Psychiatric illness (not clear) 



Psychological risks for cruelty (e) 

• Negative attitudes towards animals 

• Low compassion towards animals  

Hawkins, Williams & Scottish SPCA (under review). Children’s Attitudes towards Animal Cruelty (CAAC) 
Measure: Scale Development and Socio-demographic Variations  

• Low humane behaviour  

• Low belief in animal mind 

• Lack of attachment to animals  

Social cognition 



 

 

 

 Psychological risks for cruelty (f) 

Personality 

• Low empathetic concern  

• Low empathy towards animals 

• Low empathy towards other 
humans  

• Low perspective taking 

• Unemotional, uncaring,  

 callous 

• Low conscientiousness 

Williams, J.M. Hawkins, R.D., Hawkins, E.L., Cáceres, L. et al (In prep). The Links between 
Personality, Empathy and Animal Cruelty Attitudes and Behaviour: A Cross-National Comparison.  



 

 

 

 Psychological risks for cruelty (f) 

Williams, J.M. Hawkins, R.D., Hawkins, E.L., Cáceres, L. et al (In prep). The Links between 
Personality, Empathy and Animal Cruelty Attitudes and Behaviour: A Cross-National Comparison.  



 Psychological risks for cruelty 

• Prevent ‘cycle of abuse’  

• Target those at risk 

• Brain is malleable during childhood  

• Promote social-emotional competency: empathy, social 
problem solving, perspective taking, anger management, 
emotion regulation  

• Emotion knowledge, emotion-centred prevention 
programmes 

• Animal assisted therapy - benefits for behavioural 
problems, adversity due to negative early life experiences 

Prevention 



     Sharing & reflecting (3) 

Based on your own experience/observations, think of an 
example where a child intentionally harmed an animal 
 

• Describe the case of intentional animal abuse 

• Was the child vulnerable? 

• What psychological and social factors were involved? 
 

– Share your thoughts with your group 

– Remember to allow sufficient time for others 

– Please take turns to make notes on the recording form 

 

 

 



Most interventions designed and reported in the United States - often 
lack research to back up their effectiveness 
 

• Historically, procedures derived from criminal justice system (anger 
management, volunteering) 

• New systems recognise need to broaden definitions and interventions, 
and suggest: 

 

"Formalized humane education programs or specialized therapists with Animal 
Assisted Intervention (AAI) training would be more appropriate for the development 
of empathy" 

 

• Emphasises need to properly evaluate each case and provide a tailored 
approach (based on fire-setting programs): 

 

"It may be productive to examine the different models used with childhood fire 
setters. For example, curiosity fire setters are likely respond to education 
interventions while pathological fire setters likely require more intensive therapy 
interventions combined with significant supervision elements" 
 

http://coloradolinkproject.com/  

   Overview of targeted interventions  

http://coloradolinkproject.com/
http://coloradolinkproject.com/


 Review of specific targeted interventions 

• National Link Coalition 

 

 
 

http://nationallinkcoalition.org/faqs/children-abusing-animals 
 

 

• Interventions for adults and children 

AniCare/ AniCare Child (Therapy) 
 

• Latham foundation (Humane education): 
http://www.latham.org/order-our-products/? 
_route_=videos  
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 Review of specific targeted interventions 

• CAT Program (Social Work) 
https://www.ndaa.org/aa_children/NDAA%20Intervening%20wit
h%20Children.pdf  
 

 

• What are these interventions usually targeting (Psychology? 
Behaviour? Family?)  

• How are they conceptualising how the intervention works? 

https://www.ndaa.org/aa_children/NDAA Intervening with Children.pdf
https://www.ndaa.org/aa_children/NDAA Intervening with Children.pdf
https://www.ndaa.org/aa_children/NDAA Intervening with Children.pdf


 

• Theories 
– Attachment 
– CBT (esp. Trauma focused), narrative 
– Psychodynamic (interpersonal relationships) 

 

• Assessment 
– Ask about child's relationship  
 with animals, cruelty: witnessed  
 and/or enacted? 
– Assessment (Animal Related  
 Experiences Inventory,  
 Factors to Consider) 
– Multiple sources and  involving   
 parents 

 
 
 
 

 

 AniCare Child approach/recommendations 



 

• Treatment 
–Empathy 

• Identifying and expressing feelings 
• Empathy Development (AAT, 

puppets) 
–Self-management 

• Problem solving 
• Accountability and anger 

management 
–"Animals-at-Risk" Thematic 

Apperception Test  
–Work with parents 

 
 

 AniCare Child approach/recommendations 



 Targeted interventions and Animal Guardians 

• 44% increase in the number of 
animals seized  
 

• Reasons: Neglect, unintentional 
cruelty and intentional cruelty 
 

• Prevention through education 
reaches over 275,000 children 
annually 
 

• However there is a need for a 
targeted approach 

                                Targeted interventions  



 

 
 

 

 

   Targeted interventions  

 We need to make a difference…  Species targeted… 



                                Targeted interventions  
                                 and Animal Guardians 

   ‘Animal Guardians’ 

 Children must be referred… 



 It needs to be fun and engaging… 

                                Targeted interventions  
                                 and Animal Guardians 

   ‘Animal Guardians’ 



 It needs to cover emotions, needs and responsibilities 

                                Targeted interventions  
                                 and Animal Guardians 

   ‘Animal Guardians’ 



 We need to make a difference… 

Promote      Evaluate      Adapt      Prevent      Link 

                                Targeted interventions  
                                 and Animal Guardians 

   ‘Animal Guardians’ 



     Sharing & reflecting (4) 

Do you think children who are cruel to animals receive 
the help they need? 
 

• What are the potential barriers to children receiving help? 

• What are the potential effects of a child being identified as 
having been cruel to an animal?  

• Are there steps we can take to gather further evidence on 
children who might be at risk of being cruel? 
 

– Share your thoughts with your group 

– Remember to allow sufficient time for others 

– Please take turns to make notes on the recording form 

 

 



 

• It is difficult to estimate the levels of cruelty to animals 
among children and adolescents 

• Much of the cruelty is unintentional or accidental 
• Improving knowledge through education can help 
• Intentional cruelty has a range of psychological risk factors 
• Interventions targeting children at high risk of cruelty need 

to address the psychological factors 
• ‘Animal Guardians’ is the first UK intervention for children 

who have been cruel to animals 
 
 

   Concluding comments 



   Upcoming workshops 

Workshop 4: Monday 3rd September 
 
Animal welfare education: What interventions work and for whom? 
Part of the Scottish SPCA University of Edinburgh conference 
 

Workshop 5: Friday 5th October 
 
Animal-assisted interventions: From evidence to practice and from 
practice to evidence 



Thank you for coming! 

  ChildAnimalResearch 
  @ChildAnimals 

Jo.williams@ed.ac.uk 
Janine.muldoon@ed.ac.uk  
Website: https://www.ed.ac.uk/health/research/cadp/child-animal-research  
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