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First Strike Scotland: The “Link”

Scots law, which makes it an offence to cause unnecessary suffering to an animal,
reflects the widely held view that animals are entitled to the best possible protection
from abuse.  However, the application of that law depends on interpretation by humans
with widely views about what is appropriate, reasonable and necessary.

There is still a strand of old-fashioned thought that ascribes to animals a lesser ability
to feel or suffer.  Much of this is rooted in tradition: despite enjoying a measure of
legal protection, animals have only had value because they were chattels.  Animal
sentience was only recognised under European law as recently as 1997.  Although
formal religion has fewer followers than in years gone by, there may be a vestigial
sense that man has dominion over animals, and can treat them as he likes.  And still
- too often - when children abuse animals, it is suggested that natural curiosity, high
spirits or youthful experimentation provide a satisfactory excuse for behaviour that
might otherwise be seen as perverse.  However, this “daft laddie” excuse just will not
do.

As an organisation devoted to rescuing and caring for animals from a wide variety of
abusive or dangerous situations, it is easy for the Scottish SPCA to say that cruelty to
animals matters in itself.   However, that is not the primary message of this publication.
Rather, we are setting out to show that cruelty to animals matters to everyone -
animal lover or not - because it may be a forerunner or an adjunct to violence towards
humans.   In other words, there is a “link”.

In her summary of research in the following pages, Dr Lorna Bell reviews the many
ways in which the existence of inter-species violence has been demonstrated.  A primary
result of this research is that children who abuse animals may themselves be victims
of abuse at home, or witnesses to it. Educators, social workers, police officers and
parents need to be aware of this.

Social workers are often, and rightly, concerned to protect their clients’ privacy and
the relationship that has grown up between them.  Understandably, they may not
view it as helpful to send a Scottish SPCA Inspector to the client’s door to check on
the welfare of the family pets.  Yet it is hardly acceptable to leave an animal to suffer
abuse or neglect.  For this reason, the Scottish SPCA has proposed a neutral
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information channel, perhaps by way of police divisional intelligence divisions, which
would allow for an overall assessment of a particular situation and the best way to
deal with it.

Media coverage of the “link” theme has tended to concentrate on the most extreme
examples, featuring serial killers from the United States who have been shown to
have a history of animal abuse.  This is accurate enough: the FBI routinely takes
animal abuse into account when profiling offenders and views it as an important
predictor of future behaviour.  In the UK, it has been suggested that Thomas Hamilton
and the killers of Jamie Bulger had “rehearsed” their actions using animals.  However,
tragic cases of this nature are mercifully rare in the Scottish experience. It is the
everyday violence on the streets and within households that Scottish SPCA Inspectors
are more likely encounter, in the course of their animal welfare work.

 There can be little doubt that in the past, both human and animal suffering might
have been prevented if it had been possible to connect information from different
sources more smoothly.  A primary aim of First Strike Scotland is to promote improved
reporting of animal welfare cases, to the right people.

We also need to inculcate a greater readiness to intervene.  That does not mean that
people should endanger themselves by becoming directly involved in a violent
situation.  But they should not do the converse, which is to turn a blind eye because
the victim is “only” an animal.

Encouragingly, research to date suggests that early intervention can change a child’s
pattern of behaviour so that he is diverted away from abuse.   It follows then that we
need more facilities to help children understand the sentience of animals and why
hurting them is wrong.  Some are already accessible, such as the Scottish SPCA
education outreach programme, or animal handling classes in zoos, parks and children’s
farms.  But specialised humane education programmes, designed to address offences
against animals, are few and far between in the UK.  Recognition and understanding
of the “link” will be a vital first step towards providing these.

First Strike Scotland: The story so far

In 1997, the Scottish SPCA launched the first UK campaign to raise awareness of the
links between animal abuse and violence towards humans.  The name was borrowed,
with permission, from the powerful First Strike campaign initiated by the Humane
Society of the United States (HSUS).

Representatives of police forces, prosecuting authorities, the children’s hearing system
and the Scottish SPCA met to discuss the issues and the way to address them.
Although there was a considerable body of information from the United States, there
was very little UK-based research to set the issues in a domestic context, and the
group agreed that this was an essential first step.

Research was already underway in Scotland at this time by Helen Munro, Scottish
veterinary pathologist and Honorary Fellow of the Royal (Dick) School of Veterinary
Studies. She studied Scottish SPCA reports of cruelty cases involving companion
animals and drew parallels between cases of child abuse and animal abuse.  These
included clinical signs in victims, such as the presence of healed fractures, and
observations of the behaviour of perpetrators, such as taking animals to different
veterinary centres for treatment on different occasions.

In 1998, a conference was held at the Tayside Police Training Centre in Dundee.
Psychologist Dr Randall Lockwood of HSUS showed delegates how an understanding
of the link informed the American justice system, affecting offender profiling, animal
welfare practices, and sentencing policy.   Helen Munro illustrated injuries to
companion animals and their similarity to the injuries seen in human victims.  Janet
Marshall, then Chairman of the Scottish SPCA, described animal-related cases that
had featured in her work as a member of a Children’s Panel.  Laura Aitken, training
officer for Scottish Women’s Aid, detailed ways in which animals featured in domestic
abuse cases.   Chief Inspector Mike Flynn of the Scottish SPCA reported on animal
welfare cases where Inspectors had observed human welfare problems in a household.

Out of contacts made at this conference, an agreement was reached between Scottish
Women’s Aid and Pet Fostering Service Scotland, whereby PFSS helped to foster pets
belonging to women who had to enter Scottish Women’s Aid refuges to escape domestic
violence.  This project is now well-established and has helped a number of families
and their pets.
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In 1998, an informal research group was convened by Dr Lorna Bell, then at Stirling
University.   Priorities for research were identified, including a full literature review,
an inquiry into referrals to psychology units of young people on the grounds of
animal abuse, and research into humane education programmes.

A second conference for children’s charities, social workers, domestic violence specialists
and other interested parties took place in October 1999.  Among other topics, examples
from veterinary and paediatric cases illustrated comparisons between non-accidental
injury to children and to animals.

Awareness of the First Strike Scotland message is growing, with interest from police
forces around the UK, from academics, social workers and educators.  Children’s
charities are developing their understanding of the part animals and animal abuse
may play in their caseload.

Before the 1960s, there was little recognition of child abuse as an identifiable syndrome.
Parallels between child abuse and animal abuse have now been drawn, and the need
for further study is becoming better understood.

Animal cruelty and family violence

The link between children and animal cruelty is significant in three ways:

• If an animal has been harmed in a household there is an increased chance that
some other form of family violence (child abuse, partner abuse, elder abuse) is
also occurring.

• If a child is cruel to animals then this behaviour may be an indicator that the
child him/herself has been abused

• If a child is cruel to animals then there is an increased chance that he/she will go
on to be cruel to children and/or adults

These conclusions are based on research findings which are described in greater de-
tail below.

4 5

Neglect is one of the most common forms of cruelty. Junior Members of the Scottish SPCA at an Animal Welfare
Centre Open Day.
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Cruelty to animals

Cruelty to animals encompasses a range of behaviours harmful to animals, from
neglect to malicious killing. Unintentional cruelty is caused by people’s ignorance of
how to care properly for animals, while intentional cruelty is acts of omission or
commission that result in an animal suffering pain and even death. In other words
intentional cruelty involves knowingly depriving an animal of food, water, shelter,
socialisation or veterinary care or torturing, maiming, mutilating or killing an animal.

There is some debate about what constitutes animal cruelty as definitions are affected
by religious, cultural, and societal norms. For example, in some definitions only
companion animals (pets) are included and in other definitions the intention to
cause suffering is particularly significant. While it is worrying if a child causes any
harm to any animal, it is particularly concerning if the actions include:

Direct involvement in cruelty, rather than simply witnessing the act.

Lack of self-restraint.

Lack of remorse.

A variety of cruel acts.

A variety of species victimised.

Actions directed at socially valuable animals (for example, dogs not rats)

(Felthous and Kellert, 1987).

Cruelty to animals and family violence

The following studies have explored the extent to which individuals who are cruel to
animals are also cruel to their children and/or partners.

In relation to child abuse and animal cruelty:

• Walker (1979) examined the records of families who had been reported to child
protection agencies and those who had been reported to animal protection agencies
in Pennsylvania and discovered that 9% of the families had been reported to both
agencies.

• Hutton’s (1981) study in the UK focused on 23 families who were investigated
by the RSPCA for animal cruelty and found that 82% of these families were
known to social services as having ‘children at risk’.

• Deviney et al (1983) conducted a study in New Jersey of 53 families where abuse
or neglect of children had been substantiated and who had pets. They discovered
that 88% of these families had abused pets. They also found that 2/3 of the
abusers were male adults and 1/3 of the abusers were children.

In relation to domestic violence and animal cruelty:

• In Arkow’s (1995) study, 24% of battered women seeking refuge, and 11% of
1175 women seeking restraining orders or counselling because of domestic
violence, had observed cruelty to animals in the home by their abusers.

• Quinlisk (1995) found that of 72 women in a refuge, 86% had animals in the
home and in 80% of these homes the reported abuser had been violent to pets.

• Ascione (1996) discovered that 71% of 38 women in a refuge who had pets at
home had observed male partners threatening or actually harming or killing pets.

• Renzetti (1992) discovered an overlap between violence to pets and to partners
by women in lesbian relationships.
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In relation to the effect of cruelty to animals on children and partners:

• Finkelhor et al  (1988) note that violence or the threat of violence to animals is
used as a coercive technique, to make adult or child victims stay silent or to force
victims to do something against their will.

• Adams (1998) reports that survivors of child sexual abuse reveal that threats and
abuse of their pets were often used to establish control over them, while also
ensuring their silence, by forcing them to decide between their own victimisation
or their pet’s death

• Vachss (1993,) notes that children are threatened with huge, child-oriented
consequences if they tell. For example, the molester kills a kitten and says the
same thing will happen to the child

• Ascione (1993) suggests that some women do not leave violent partners because
of fears that the partner will harm or kill a pet once they have left the home.

• Boat et al (1996), described the traumatic effect that having a pet hurt or killed
had on young people.. Among 35 adolescents in an in-patient adolescent psychiatry
unit, losing a favourite pet was cited as ‘very difficult’ by 66% of respondents and
was among the top six trauma events in frequency.

• Boat (1998) notes that in some family settings where abuse occurs, pets seldom
reach the age of two years.

Abused children who are cruel to animals

A few studies have sought to discover if children who are cruel to animals have been
victims of cruelty and abuse themselves.

• Tapia (1971) noted that an animal abusing child was likely to have a history of
gross parental neglect, brutality, rejection and hostility.

• Friedrich et al (1986) found that 35% of boys who were sexually abused, abused
animals; 5% of boys who were not abused, abused animals; 28% of girls who
were sexually abused, abused animals, and 3% of girls who were not abused,
abused animals.

Children who harm animals and humans

A number of studies have explored the link between animal cruelty by children and
later aggressive behaviour towards children and/or adults.

• Hellman and Blackman (1966) argued that cruelty to animals was one of a triad
of behaviours in children, the other two being bedwetting and fire-raising, that
were predictive of future criminal behaviour.

• Ressler et al (1988) examined the histories of 28 incarcerated sexual homicide
perpetrators and found that 36% had committed acts of animal cruelty in
childhood and 46% had committed acts of animal cruelty in adolescence.

• Wochner and Klosinski (1988) examined the behaviours of children. Their study
focused on 25 matched pairs of children with behaviour problems and they found
that of 25 children who had been cruel to animals, 32% had sadistic behaviour to
people while of the 25 children who had not been cruel to animals, only 12%
had sadistic behaviour to people.

These studies suggest that animal cruelty is often a part of a constellation of family
violence in which children learn cruel behaviours from family members and may re-
enact these cruel behaviours on animals. However it is also clear from the research
that not all children who are cruel to animals go on to be violent adults nor that all
adults who harm animals are also violent to their partners and/or children.
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Dealing with the link between animal cruelty
and domestic violence

Currently, in Scotland, there are three major ways in which various agencies and
organisations are dealing with the link between animal cruelty and family violence –
cross-reporting, services to children and research.

Cross-reporting

In 1998, the Scottish SPCA and Tayside Police launched the First Strike Scotland
pilot project which aimed to increase people’s awareness of the link between animal
cruelty and family violence and to encourage cross-reporting. Thus police officers
would contact the Scottish SPCA if they uncovered animal cruelty when they
investigated domestic violence and child abuse incidents and Scottish SPCA inspectors
would inform the police if they suspected a child or partner was being abused in a
household where they found animal cruelty.

Services to children

A survey, funded by the Scottish SPCA, was conducted by the University of Stirling
in 1999 to discover what resources were available to treat children who were cruel to
animals. The study found that services could be provided by Child and Family
Psychiatry Departments, Clinical Psychological Services and Educational Psychological
Services and may also be available from voluntary organisations such as the NSPCC.

The types of interventions that are available include:

• individual counselling

• psychotherapy

• play therapy

• attachment work

• family therapy

• risk assessment

• anger/aggression management

Research

Although the link between animal cruelty and family violence is an important one
there has been relatively little research in this area. Much of the research has been
conducted in the United States and few studies have been carried out in the UK.
While the existing research into the links between animal abuse, domestic violence
and child abuse provide some useful data, some of the findings must be treated with
caution because of problems with some of the  research studies. For example, many
of the studies involve very small samples and many of the populations studied are
unusual and non-representative, such as studies of serial killers. Many of the studies
have no control groups so that while the number of adults who abuse children and
animals is identified, there is no way of knowing the number of adults who do not
abuse children but who do abuse animals. If the extent of the link between animal
cruelty and family violence and the consequences of such a link are to be made
clearer, then there needs to be more systematic research into this area.

Dumped in a river to drown.
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How pet fostering can help

The Pet Fostering Service Scotland (PFSS) and Scottish Women’s Aid (SWA) have
come together in an initiative to help women who need to leave home to escape
domestic abuse.  Women sometimes remain in a violent situation because they cannot
find accommodation for their pets; sometimes they fear that their partner will
deliberately harm the animal if they leave.

Now, women seeking refuge in a Scottish Women’s Aid shelter can ask SWA to arrange
to have their animals fostered by PFSS.  This allows the family to maintain
responsibility for their pets, and to know that they can be reunited once their
circumstances have improved.  Children, in particular, take comfort from knowing
that their pet is safe.

For more information about the PFSS/SWA scheme, call 01877 331 496.

Contacts

If you witness, or suspect, animal cruelty, call the Scottish SPCA Inspectors’ line on:

Glasgow, Edinburgh, Borders, East & West Central : 0131-339 0111

Aberdeen, Dundee, North East Scotland: 01224 581236

Inverness, Highlands & Islands: 01463 231191.

(Calls can be anonymous.)

For more information about First Strike Scotland, call Libby Anderson, Doreen
Graham or Superintendent Mike Flynn on 0131-339 0222

Pet Fostering Service Scotland: Pamela Hunter 01383 730005

Scottish Women’s Aid: 0131-475 2372

The Scottish SPCA is the oldest and largest animal charity in Scotland.
To report animal welfare problems in England and Wales, please call the RSPCA
on 0870 5555 999.
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