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leading Srategy for preventing children fromde-

velopingviolent tendenciesistodesgninterven-
tionsaimedatimproving family rel ationsthet can prafoundly
shapethe course childrenfollow throughout childhood and
later inlife.

Theinteractionsbetween parentsandtheir children, in
particular, tendto accurately predict violent behavior. Sudes
sugged that having an emationaly distressed parent at age
four contributesto a child developi ng conduct disorders
and antisocia behaviors. And marital conflict, poor com-
municationbetween parents and other family chaacterigics
havebeen identified asfactorsthat contributeto youth vio-
lence.

Parent- and family-based strategi esare parti cularly
well suited for parentsof very young children orthosewho
haveachild ontheway. Theseprogramsusualy focuson
givingparentsabetter undersanding of childdevelopment
and issuessuch aswhy children developviolent tendencies
They ds0 helpparentsdevel op parenting kills, nonvident
waysto resolveconflict, and waysto communicatewith
their children.

Sudiessugged that suchinterventions when well de-
sgnedand implemented, can reduce violent behaviar among
children over thelong term. Themost promising programs
arethosethat begin earlyin childhoodand recognizedl the
factorsthat influencefamilies fromfinancia circumsances
and neighborhood characterigticsto parenting practicesand
menta hedlthissues

TheProblem

Although nearly dl measuresof youthviolencearein
decline, vidence among children and adolescentsremainsa
magjor concerninAmerica, onethat many see asanationa
crigs

Highprafile school shoatings athoughdatidicdly rare,

haveraised public concern over youth violence, havelead
many Americansto redlize theproblemisnot exclusveto
theinner city,and heightened demandson policymakersto
find waysof gopping it.

Evenimprovinggatigicscannothide thefactthatyouth
violencein Americaisfar worsethanin any other deve -
oped nation, or that homici deremains the second leading
cause of death among Americanchildren ages1to 14 years

In 1998, Americasaw adecline inthenumber of ju-
venilesarrested for Violent CrimeIndex off enses— murder,
forciblerape, robbery, and aggravated assault, according
to the U.S. Department of Justice.* The decline was the
fourth reported in asmany years

Nevertheess the 2.6 millionyouthunder age 18who
werearresed in 1998for Violert Crimelndex offensesdill
represented a15% increaseover thetotal arrestsreported
in 1989.

Juvenilehomicideshave o fallen geadily, dthough
themurder toll remains higher than that seen in the mid-
1980s. In 1998, there were 1,960 murder victims under
theageof 18—down fromthe 2,880 juvenilesmurderedin
1993, whenthe tol | wasthe highest ever intheU.S. The
good news, however, istempered by the fact that there-
cent declinehas only returned themurder toll tothe level
reported 1988, when youth videncewasrisnginAmerica.

Satisticsand gudiesshow clearly that theuseof fire-
armsisapowerful influenceonvident juvenile crimetrends
Nearly dl of theincreaseinjuvenilehomicidesfrom 1984
t0 1993—and dl of thedeclinesnce—hasbeenin murders
committedwithafirearm, withthe handgun bel ngthe weapon
of choice. And from 1980-1997, about 77% of the juve-
nilesaged 15 yearsand d der whowere murdered by anather
juvenilewerekilled with agun.

Why childrenturnto videnceisaquestion with many
possibleanswers. Uncheckedaggresson early inchildhood
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and drug andacohol usearejus afew of therisk factorsof
violent behavior. Domestic abuse, poor parenting practices
weak upervigon, and other family characterisicsareaso
associated with child vidence.
Risk Factors

Certaincharacterigticsof parentsand children and cir-
cumstancesfaci ng families areassociated with children
developingvident behaviors
Parent Factors

Parentswho engagein violence themselves, abuse
drugsor d cohol, and abuseor neglect their childrenin-
creasethelikelihood their children will becomeviolent.

Other risk factorsinclude:
* Harshorinconsgentdiscipline.

» Lack of ematiord interactionbetweenapaentandchild.

» Lack of communication between achil d’'s mother and
father.

* Parentd depresson.

» Highlevesof gressinthehome.
» Domedicviolence.

» Divorceand ssparation.

Few parentsfacegreater dressesthanthoselivingin
poverty. And poar Snglemothershavebeen found to beat
thehighest risk for developing parenting patterns that can
lead to violent behavior by their children.?

ChildFactors

Factorsplacing children at greater risk of developing
violent behaviors include:

* Livinginwviolent-pronene ghborhoods

* Witnessingvident acts

» Asociaing with vident or antisocid friends
« Bengavictimof abuse.

In school, learning problemsor high absenteeism can
ggnd achild’'sdescent toward violence.

Children at highrisk for developing violent behavioars
often show clear behaviord markers Theseinclude:

 Bullying other children or being thetarget of bullies
» Diglayingaggressvebehavior.

» Beingtruant.

» Bedongngto delinquent or violent peer groups.

» Abusng dcohol orother drugs

» Setting fires treatinganimaswith cruelty, or engagngin
other antisocid behavior.

Intervention

Parent-andfamily-based interventionsfor reducing the
risk of children developing violent behavior gand abetter
chanceof successwhen they embrace certai n characteris-
tics

Tailored ToParticipants

When parentinginterventionsaretailored to theunique
characteri stics and needs of theintended parti cipants, for
example, they usudly aremoresuccessful. Animportant
early gep, therefore, isidentifyingthe populationaprogram
wishesto reach.

Itisalsoimportant that programscongder the partici-
pants age, lifecircumstances race, and other cultura and
demaogragphicissues. Whenthegroupisfaily homogeneous
programsare better ableto tailor materid sand activitiesto
them.

And culturally-relevant contert tendsto cresteadron-
ger senseof ownership and promote community-building.
Effective Black Parenting, for example, wasadapted from
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ageneric parenting skill-building intervention to better fit
theculture and parenting practicesin South Central Los
Angeles Theprogram hasbeen found to havelead to sev-
erd padtiveautcomes, includingimprovedfamily relations
and fewer problemsréated to child behavior.®

Long-termimprovements aremorelikely to bereal -
ized when programsareexpanded to help parentsded with
issues such asstress, depresson, marital conflict, housing,
and financid matters

Successful parent- and family-based interventi ons
shareother characterigics Theseprograms forexample:

* |nvolve parentsand community in ganning theinterven-
tion

» Setclear godsand objectives.

» Hirestaff appropriatefor thetype of i ntervention and
train them thoroughly. Sudiessugges thequality of the
relationshipsbetween practitionersand parentscan pro-
foundly aff ect the outcomesof parent- and family-based
interventions

« Evauateoucomes

 Linkintaventionswithother srategies particuarly when
dealing with parents of school-aged children. Adverse
experiencesin school can forecad violent behavior, and
evidence suggedtsthat apartnershipbetween parentsand
theschool ismoreeffectivethanparent-based drategies
aone?

Young Children

Morespecificaly, interventionsfor parentsof young
children often havethebest chance of successbecause be-
havior patternsof parentsand children aredill developing
and aremorereadily influenced.

Parent-Child I nteraction Training, for example, hel ped
reduce aggression, hodtility, anxiety, and hyperactivity among
preschool children by havingthelr parentsattend small-group
sessons whichincludedingruction, role-playing, supervised
play and other activiti es designed to rei nforce positive
parentingpractices.®

Successful programsusualy i ncludean overview of

child development, which helps parents set redlistic, age-
appropriate expectationsfor children. These programsoften
shareother principles. For example, mogt:

» Teachthe useof praiseand rewardsto rei nforce good
behavior and correct bad behavior.

» Emphaszetheneed for supervison and discipline, pro-
mote an understanding that chi ldren need aconsistent
<t of rulesto fdlow, and teach parentsnonvident disci-
plinary practicesto usewhen their children bresk those
rules

 Offer indruction on theimpact of seeingviolence, inper-
on and on televidon programsand movies.

Adolescents and Teens

Research suggedsthat parent- andfamily-based pro-
gramsto reduceviolent behavior anong adolescents and
teensshouldexplain age-appropriate devel opmental issues,
such assexudlity, growing independence, and thelikeihood
of their childrenengagingin rebelliousbehavior.

Successul programsfor older children dso address
Issues such asi ncread ng pogtive communication patterns
among family members, and helping parentsidentify pos-
tiverolemodd samongextendedfamily andthe community.

Parentswho todk part in theAdolescent Training Pro-
gramreported alower tendency to overreact to their child’s
behavior, greater diligencedealing with problem behavior,
and less depression.® Studies found the more sessons a
parent attended, thegreater thereported improvementsin
their child’s behavior. This programfor parents of middle
school students attempts toimprovea rangeof parenting
Kills, including meking rules monitoring, providing reason-
able consequencesforrueviolaions and problem-solving.

High Risk Children

Disadvantaged parents, paticularly low-incomesnge
mothers, pose achdl engeto parenting programs. How-
ever, intervertionsthat invdve parentsinplanning, leadership
and other key aspectsof the program have been successful
in recruiting mothersandimproving their parenting skills”’

Some programswork with parentsbefore or immed-
ately after thebirth of their child. Counsdling, parenting
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Killstraining, drategiesfor problem-solving, and ather ser-
vices are offered to hel p parents managethei r lives more
effectively andreducedresstypica of rasnganinfant. Sev-
era have shown promise, such asthe Houston Parent-Child
Development Center, which servesasa“parent coll ege”’
for Mexican-American families Children of parentsinthe
program have had fewer probl em behaviors than a com-
parison group of children whose parents did not receive
thisprogram, and theimproved behavior hasbeen seenfor
aslong as eight yearsafter the parentsenrolled.®

These programs and others underscore how pro-
foundly therelationship between parent and child can
influencethedevel opment of violent behaviors Sudiessug-
gest that regardless of the child's risk leve or age,
interventionsfocused on the parent and family are among
themost effective at preventing thosebehaviorsfromde-

veloping.
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