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1

Violence affects the lives of up to 1 billion children, with long-lasting 
and costly emotional, social, and economic consequences. (World 
Health Organization, 2020, p. 1)

According to the United Nations (UN), Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division, the prospective world population in the age 
range 0–19 as of 2020 is approximately 2.6 billion (UN, 2019). The percent-
age of children aged 0 to 14, however, has been continuously decreasing 
from 38% in 1966 to 25% in 2019 (see World Bank, 2019). The worst fact 
is, despite the decrease in children population around the world, 40% to 45% 
of children in the world experience violence regardless of its type (World 
Health Organization (hereafter WHO), 2020). Besides, the International 
Labour Office (ILO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
(2021) report that approximately 160 million children are involved in world-
wide child labor in 2020, and the number has been increasing by about 8.4 
million since 2016. The report also reveals that “there were 16.8 million more 
children aged 5 to 11 in child labor in 2020 than in 2016” (ILO & UNICEF, 
2021, p. 8). About 72% of children aged 5 to 17 in child labor worldwide 
are family workers, mostly working in the agricultural sector (70%) (ILO & 
UNICEF, 2021).

There is no doubt that protecting and caring for our children is the top 
priority in our society. It is not only because they are one of the vulner-
able populations but also because they are our future. Nonetheless, violence 
against children or violation of children’s fundamental human rights is 
very frequently observed through broadcast media and social media around 
the world. Child maltreatment and abuse, internet crimes against children 
(ICAC), bullying, youth violence, intimate partner violence or domestic 

Introduction

A Study of Global Efforts and Practices 
on Violence against Children and Youth

Hyeyoung Lim
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2 Hyeyoung Lim

violence, sexual violence, trafficking, and emotional or psychological vio-
lence are the main forms of interpersonal violence against children under the 
age of 18. These types of violence happen in all countries and any setting—
home, school, community, and online—and are committed by the hands of 
the trusted people—parents, caregivers, teachers, peers, partners, relatives, 
and neighbors (UNICEF, 2021). For that reason, interpersonal violence 
against children and youth is often not reported and hard to be caught by the 
public view, and the victims could not easily get or seek any forms of support 
when they need it.

The victimization experiences during childhood have lifelong impacts 
on children’s well-being and health. The worst case would be any violence, 
resulting in death, including but not limited to homicide and suicide.

Every 7 minutes, somewhere in the world, an adolescent is killed by an act of 
violence. In 2015 alone, violence took the lives of around 82,000 adolescents 
worldwide [. . .] nearly 2 in 3 victims died of homicide, while the rest were killed 
by conflicts. (Emphasis mine) (UNICEF, 2017, p. 49)

The world homicide rate among children aged 0 to 17 in 2016 was 1.6 per 
100,000 population, while the rate in the Americas (the average of 15 coun-
tries) was almost 2 times higher than that in the world (the average of 41 
countries) and was 6 times higher than that in Europe (the average of 20 coun-
ties) (see UNODC, 2019). When the age range went up to 19, the homicide 
rate in the Americas was about 9 times higher (5.3 per 100,000) than that in 
Europe (0.6 per 100,000). In the case of the United States, Child Welfare 
Information Gateway (CWIG, 2021) reports that 1,840 children died from 
abuse or neglect by a parent or a primary caregiver in 2019. Although these 
statistics do not include child abuse and neglect fatalities by other perpetra-
tors and deaths by other causes, the total number of child death cases has 
continuously increased since 2015 (1,660 cases) (CWIG, 2021). In terms of 
homicides of children and youth (0 to 17 years old) in the United States, there 
were 1,146 child victims in 2019, and the murder victim rate among Black 
children aged 9 to 19 was 1.8 times higher than that among White children 
(FBI, 2021). According to UNICEF (2017), the homicide victim rate among 
young Black males (non-Hispanic origin) aged 10 to 19 was 19 times higher 
than that among their counterpart, White adolescents, in the United States 
in 2015. Although the homicide and fatality rates among children differ by 
nation, region, race, gender, or age group, it is clear that many of our children 
around the world experience violence and die due to maltreatment, and even 
the causes of their death are classified as unknown or sudden deaths.

Another top interpersonal violence children experience is peer vio-
lence. UNICEF (2018) reported that globally 1 in 2 students aged 13 to 15 
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3Introduction

experience peer-to-peer violence in and around schools. A recent report 
reveals that the bullied children aged 11 to 15 are 13% less likely to gradu-
ate from school (UNICEF, 2020). Aforementioned, childhood victimization 
has a lifetime effect. As evidence, adults who have experienced four or more 
childhood violence (e.g., physical, emotional, and sexual abuse) are “7 times 
more likely to be involved as a victim or perpetrator [and] 30 times more 
likely to attempt suicide” (UNICEF, 2020, p. 9). A more surprising study 
finding is that the chances are 14 times higher for the male adults becoming a 
perpetrator of intimate partner violence and 16 times higher for female adults 
suffering as a victim of intimate partner violence if they were physically and 
sexually abused in their childhood (UNICEF, 2020).

NO VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN 
TOLERABLE AND JUSTIFIABLE

This book is a collection of empirical studies, which provides an overview 
of the risk factors, different types of violence against children and youth 
and their victimizations (online and offline), prevention practices, strategies, 
and evaluation, and the international practices and challenges in child death 
investigation as well as the issues in policing minor. This book contains 
international applications across many professional fields ranging from crimi-
nology and criminal justice to forensic pathology. Researchers, practitioners, 
and/or educators from various countries have contributed to this book. They 
have addressed their respective country’s practices and efforts as well as 
discussed what we, as a member of our global communities, need to do for 
protecting our children and for preventing interpersonal violence against 
children and youth.

The Definition of the Term “Children” in This Book

Prior to introducing each chapter, it is necessary to clearly describe the 
terms, children and youth, in terms of age range, used in this textbook, in 
order to prevent potential confusion. The terms infant, child, youth, juvenile, 
and minor are differently defined or interchangeably used for the purpose or 
for the scope of studies to cover certain age groups even if the legal defini-
tion of those terms indicates the same age group, 0 to 17. For example, ordi-
nary people may define or categorize infants as anyone under 7 years old, 
children as 8 to 13 years old, and youth aged from 14 to 17. Or depending 
on the child development stages, the age groups could be more specifically 
categorized as the following: newborn (0 to 1 year), toddler (1 to 3 years), 
early childhood (3 to 8 years old), middle childhood (9 to 11 years old), and 
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adolescence (12 to 18 years old). However, the term children is globally 
defined as persons under the age of 18. For example, in the United States, 
persons under the legal majority, the age of 18, are considered a minor, but 
individuals under the age of 21 could be considered as a minor in the context 
of alcohol or gambling laws. Also, the legal definition of the term juveniles 
indicates any person who is under 18, but the actual age ranges covered dif-
fer in each country.

The title of this book includes both terms, children and youth, mutually 
inclusively in order to avoid any confusion or misunderstanding of the subject 
age groups even if both terms reflect the same age ranges, under the age of 18. 
Therefore, in this book, Interpersonal Violence against Children and Youth is 
defined as any form of violence against persons under the age of 18 regard-
less of the perpetrator. These forms of violence include parental or caregiver 
initiated, actions of peers, intimate partner-related, or those among strangers 
and are not limited to maltreatment, bullying, emotional strife, sexual assault, 
or homicidal violence.

About This Book

This book is organized into three major parts. In the opening chapter of part I, 
Threats of Interpersonal Violence in Everyday Life, Christina M. Rodriguez 
addresses the multiple forms of parental physical abuse of children, starting 
to define the term physical abuse. She explores the prevalence of parental 
child abuse and the multiple risk factors, including epidemiological and etio-
logical factors. And then, Rodriguez discusses the consequences of parental 
physical abuse and the long-term and short-term effects of interpersonal 
violence against children.

In chapter 2, Kimberly A. Tyler and Rachel M. Schmitz examine mul-
tiple forms of trauma as potential risk factors for sexual and physical street 
victimization. They analyzed how those various traumas (including street 
victimization) are associated with binge drinking and illicit drug use by 
interviewing 168 youth experiencing homelessness (YEH) in the Midwestern 
United States. They discuss the details of the findings that help us to under-
stand the multiple forms of victimization YEH sustain and the problematic 
outcomes of victimization and inform both policy and service providers in 
attending to young people’s multifaceted needs.

In chapter 3, Maria José Magalhães, Cátia Pontedeira, Camila Iglesias, 
et al. explore teen dating violence based on the national quantitative study 
conducted in Portugal. With a representative sample of 4,708 students from 
the seventh to twelfth grades (12 to 18 years old) in public schools, Magalhães 
et al. examine teen dating violence as a form of gender-based violence and the 
degree of the acceptance of violence by gender. They address the importance 
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of considering teen dating violence as a form of gender-based violence, as 
well as the need to continue investing in its prevention from a young age.

Part II, Computer-related Interpersonal Violence, begins with the study 
conducted by Adrian Scott, Chelsea J. Mainwaring, Asher Flynn, et al. 
The study focuses on image-based sexual abuse (IBSA) that involves the 
taking or sharing (including threats to share) of intimate (i.e., nude or sexual) 
images (i.e., photographs and/or videos) of another person without their con-
sent. This chapter presents survey findings relating to the IBSA and intimate 
image sharing experiences of 293 Australian youth, aged between 16 and 
20 years. Scott et al. explore the experiences of young people from victim, 
perpetrator, and bystander perspectives on IBSA. They discuss the need to 
challenge the current victim blaming and harm minimization rhetoric associ-
ated with IBSA and intimate image sharing, particularly in the youth context.

In chapter 5, Hyeyoung Lim and Hannarae Lee examine the impact of 
two emotional support groups (i.e., adult and peer groups) on cyberbullying 
victims’ social and psychological harm using data derived from the U.S. 
National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS)-School Crime Supplement 
(SCS) data in 2011 and 2013 (N=823). This chapter reviews the trend of 
cyberbully studies and the definition of the term cyberbullying in depth, and 
addresses the needs for data collection and how to minimize social and psy-
chological distress among cyberbullying victims.

Ashley Boal, Kyungshick Choi, Lisa M. Jones, et al. summarize the cur-
rent state of affairs regarding ICAC and present a synthesis of research on the 
ICAC victimization rates, the types of victims and perpetrators, the offenses 
and methods used by predators, and what interventions are being used to 
address ICAC in chapter 6. They make in-depth discussion about what works, 
including the use of enhanced penalties, improved investigations and special-
ized task forces, and internet safety curriculum for children.

In part III, Systematic and Practical Challenges, the authors address sys-
tematic and practical issues in dealing with the incidents or crimes involved 
with child victims and/or offenders. Brian Lawton and Hyeyoung Lim 
explore controlling minors, especially when the police make a decision to use 
force against juveniles in chapter 7. They used the police use-of-force report 
data collected from the Austin Police Department in Texas, United States, 
and compared the use-of-force decision between minors and adult subjects 
and whether extra-legal factors affect the police decision to use force.

Homicidal violence is not unique to children and youth, but the inves-
tigation of pediatric deaths demands special attention to areas not imme-
diately applicable to the general death investigation. In chapter 8, Brandi 
McCleskey and Lily Mahler explore medicolegal death investigation sys-
tems and address the challenges in child death investigation in the United 
States. They introduce medicolegal death investigation as an intersectional 
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field of medicine, public health, and law and historical developments of the 
U.S. medicolegal system. McCleskey and Mahler also address the critical 
challenges that other countries may face similar issues in their medicolegal 
death investigation system.

The last chapter by Alfredo Walker and Brandi McCleskey focuses on 
international approaches to a pediatric medicolegal death investigation by 
introducing how a multidisciplinary pediatric medicolegal death investiga-
tion team is operated in other countries. Because there is no internationally 
standardized protocol for the medicolegal investigation of pediatric deaths, 
Walker and McCleskey compare multiple countries’ systems to identify 
similarities and differences in the structures and operations. Particularly, this 
chapter is important to classify the causes of child deaths and to collect more 
accurate statistics of child mortality as well as the certification strategies and 
approaches to mortality-based research.

Due to its requirement of medicolegal expertise, pediatric medicolegal 
death investigation and children death classification introduced and dis-
cussed in the last two chapters are the areas that are not well known to and 
not easy to be approached by social scientists and the people in the relevant 
field. The two forensic medical examiners, Alfredo Walker and Brandi 
McCleskey, introduce the field and compare and contrast the systems in 
multiple countries, including but not limited to the United States and Canada, 
in plain language so that nonexperts can easily understand pediatric death 
investigation and death classification as well as the challenges in the field 
of forensic medical examination. Social scientists, particularly, criminolo-
gists and criminal justice practitioners, should pay more attention to these 
two chapters because they are more likely the end-users of the mortality 
statistics, children death investigation, and children death classification to 
establish, develop, and implement policies and laws based on those statisti-
cal outcomes.

As introduced, this book provides international applications across many 
professional fields ranging from criminal justice to forensic pathology. We 
could not provide all forms of interpersonal violence against children in this 
volume, but we believe big changes start with small effort. We, all contribu-
tors of this book, hope this collected edition is one of the small efforts to 
change our society better for our children.
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Parents’ physical abuse of children represents a ubiquitous public health 
concern with troubling adverse psychological, physical, and economic rami-
fications. The costs to these children’s well-being are coupled with the costs 
from compromised productivity and from institutional responses to the conse-
quences of maltreatment—an exorbitant price for society. Child maltreatment 
collectively incurs an estimated $7 trillion annually worldwide in direct and 
indirect economic burden (Pereznieto et al., 2014), with an estimated $428 
billion annually in the United States alone for substantiated cases of maltreat-
ment (Peterson et al., 2018). The present chapter describes some of the dilem-
mas involved in defining the phenomenon of physical child abuse, including 
issues pertaining to differences in jurisdiction and in reporting source, both of 
which affect prevalence estimates; overviews epidemiological and etiological 
risk factors in parents who perpetrate physical abuse; then turns to the conse-
quences of physical child abuse, with particular attention to how it connects 
to other expressions of interpersonal violence.

PHYSICAL ABUSE DEFINITION

Defining physical abuse is far from straightforward. In the United States, 
physical abuse is legally recognized as “physical acts that caused or could 
have caused physical injury to a child” (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services [DHHS], 2020, p. 117). Although different jurisdictions 
diverge in their interpretation of this national guidance, most typically seek 
evidence that physical injury persisted for at least 48 hours after the incident. 

Chapter 1

Parental Physical Abuse of Children

Characterization and Reverberations in 
Multiple Forms of Interpersonal Violence

Christina M. Rodriguez
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Notably, physical abuse is seldom substantiated for incidents wherein injury 
only “could” have occurred, notwithstanding its inclusion in the formal defi-
nition. Critically, physical abuse is deemed an act of commission, expressly 
distinguished from injury ensuing from acts of omission (the latter more 
accurately considered neglect). The U.S. Congress mandates a surveillance 
report—the fourth National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect 
(NIS-4)—stipulating physical abuse include only cases arising from inten-
tional, non-accidental incidents (Sedlak et al., 2010).

However, the role of intent in physical child abuse represents a central 
conundrum in its definition. Parents may not intend to physically abuse their 
children, but injury nonetheless arises from the intentional use of physical 
force principally administered as physical discipline. Parents implement 
physical discipline to modify children’s behavior by inflicting pain. Parents 
thus intend to use physical force—namely, physical discipline—but inadver-
tent escalation may lead to physical injury. Essentially, physical discipline 
and physical abuse are differentiated in the United States principally by injury 
that is observable days after the incident. Because physical abuse typically 
transpires during episodes of physical discipline, robust empirical evidence 
documents strong links between the use of any physical discipline and the 
occurrence of physical abuse (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016). Physical 
discipline is conceptualized as a prerequisite for physical abuse (King et al., 
2018) such that physical discipline and physical abuse lie on opposite ends of 
a parent-child aggression continuum (Rodriguez, 2010). As parents intensify 
their use of physical discipline, their aggressive behavior shifts further along 
this continuum, increasing their likelihood to become physically abusive 
(Afifi et al., 2017b).

Global definitions of physical abuse deliberately do not distinguish physi-
cal abuse from physical discipline, suggesting all forms of physical force 
can harm the “child’s health, survival, development, or dignity” (World 
Health Organization (WHO), 2006, p. 10)—pointedly making no reference 
to injury. Accordingly, a United Nations treaty formally advocates children 
be protected from any form of violence, inclusive of physical discipline (U.N. 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 19, para. 1). All U.N. member 
nations are parties to this treaty except the United States. Consequently, over 
60 nations thus far have formally banned all expressions of physical violence 
toward children, considering any physical discipline a form of physical 
abuse; in contrast, the United States adheres to the narrower definition of 
physical abuse that requires injury that persists after a period of days.

These definitional issues obfuscate the study of physical abuse in numer-
ous ways. When physical abuse is narrowly defined, estimates of its scope 
are substantially reduced, influencing the apparent prevalence rate of physical 
abuse (Stoltenborg et al., 2013). Local definitions of what constitutes physical 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



13Parental Physical Abuse of Children

abuse also determine who is judged a potential perpetrator or victim to receive 
intervention services. Identifying the risk factors for abuse perpetration and 
the consequences for victims is also complicated by how physical abuse is 
defined; however, the substantial commonalities between physical discipline 
and physical abuse permit us to draw some conclusions in these two domains.

PREVALENCE

U.S. child protective services typically receive over 4 million reports of 
maltreatment annually but investigate only half of those reports and sub-
stantiate only a fraction given the narrow definition and high evidentiary 
standards (DHHS, 2020). Over 46% of fatalities in 2018 involved physical 
abuse (DHHS, 2020) with an estimated 1.6 per 1,000 children substantiated 
as physical abuse victims (DHHS, 2019). However, the NIS-4, which adopts 
a broader surveillance system, estimated 26% of all maltreatment involves 
physical abuse, affecting 4.4 out of every 1,000 children (Sedlak et al., 
2010)—several times the rate substantiated by child protective services. 
Phone surveys of nationally representative samples in the United States docu-
ment a rate of 84 per 1,000 children self-report lifetime experience of physi-
cal abuse, with 33 out of 1,000 reporting injury in the last year alone (Simon 
et al., 2018)—exponentially higher than official estimates. Furthermore, 
annual rates are only a snapshot in time of maltreatment, with cumulative 
estimates indicating one out of eight U.S. children are substantiated for mal-
treatment before their 18th birthday (Wildeman et al., 2014). Globally, offi-
cial estimates that typically involve narrow definition report 0.3% of children 
are physical abused, but when those sources are combined with independent 
reports of abuse from children and their parents, the number rises to 22.6% 
(Stoltenborgh et al., 2015).

Therefore, the extent of physical abuse is not only influenced by defini-
tional ambiguity but also by the source of the physical abuse report. Official 
estimates to institutional bodies are widely acknowledged to underestimate 
physical abuse, representing the “tip of the iceberg” (Sedlak et al., 2010; 
Stoltenborgh et al., 2015). Parental estimates of their abusive behavior are 
constrained by their reluctance to share potentially illegal activities, whereas 
children’s reports may be affected by recall inaccuracies. Yet children’s 
reports of abuse can be five times the rate reported to official child protective 
services (Euser et al., 2013). Discrepancies between parents and their children 
in how often they have been hit (Kremer et al., 2020) often render differences 
in child abuse estimates depending on the reporting source—whether parents, 
children, or protective services reports are used (Prevoo et al., 2017; Widom 
et al., 2015). Although we can conclude that physical abuse is pervasive, its 
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exact prevalence will continue to elude us given these definitional and report-
ing source concerns.

PARENTAL RISK FACTORS

Physical child abuse is recognized as arising from a complex array of fac-
tors. Prevailing theoretical models suggest that the factors leading parents to 
abuse children derive from multiple levels of influence within an ecological 
model (Belsky, 1993), including characteristics of the parent; factors associ-
ated with the family; and aspects of the immediate community and wider 
cultural norms (Rodriguez, 2021). Risk factors can be categorized into two 
groups. Some risk factors are merely descriptive—namely, they do not cause 
a parent to physically abuse their child per se, but they characterize those 
at risk,  consistent with epidemiological, less mutable, factors not directly 
addressed in interventions. Alternatively, other factors are viewed as causal 
risks—modifiable, etiological qualities that represent targets for child abuse 
prevention and intervention efforts with parents. Descriptive, epidemiologi-
cal risk factors likely increase risk for physical abuse indirectly through more 
etiological mechanisms. This chapter reviews parental risk factors.

Epidemiological Risk Factors

Most physical abuse is perpetrated by a central attachment figure in children’s 
lives—their caregivers. In the United States, nearly three-quarters of physi-
cal abuse is committed by parents, with an additional 19% perpetrated by 
non-biological caregivers (e.g., stepparents, residential partners of biological 
parents) (Sedlak et al., 2010). Worldwide figures on child homicide reveal 
that parents represent the greatest risk to their children: 56.5% of child homi-
cides are filicides (Stöckl et al., 2017). Among biological parents, biological 
mothers are more likely to physically abuse than biological fathers (56%); 
however, among caregivers broadly, fathers and non-biological father-figures 
combined are somewhat more likely to physically abuse than women (54%; 
Sedlak et al., 2010), and male caregivers may be more likely to cause serious 
injury to victims (Scribano et al., 2013).

Although young parents are often considered at risk (MacMillan et al., 
2013), empirical reviews summarized across studies characterize this age 
effect as modest (Stith et al., 2009). In terms of socioeconomic indicators, fac-
tors such as lower income (DHHS, 2019; Doidge et al., 2017a), lower educa-
tional level (Doidge et al., 2017a), and unemployment (Doidge et al., 2017a; 
Sedlak et al., 2010; Stith et al., 2009) are all robust predictors of physical mal-
treatment. Collectively, these sociodemographic epidemiological risks imply 
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that those with more limited resources (e.g., due to age, income, or education) 
experience strains that likely compromise their parenting, cultivating the con-
ditions for physical abuse to arise through more etiological risk factors.

With regard to race and ethnicity in the United States, Black, Native 
American, and Alaskan Native children are typically overrepresented in official 
surveillance reports of maltreatment (DHHS, 2020; Sedlak et al., 2010). Based 
on self-reports, Hispanic, Black, and Native American youth indicate they 
experience more physical abuse relative to White youth (Hawkins et al., 2010). 
However, nationally representative phone surveys of physical abuse injury do 
not observe racial or ethnic differences (Simon et al., 2018), which mirrors the 
conclusion of a global analysis of studies (Stoltenborgh et al., 2013). Therefore, 
the conclusions regarding racial and ethnic differences in physical child abuse 
victims remain inconclusive, depending again on the source of the report.

Physical abuse is more likely in neighborhoods characterized by disarray 
(Freisthler & Maguire-Jack, 2015) and economic disadvantage (Maguire-
Jack & Font, 2017), suggesting that some community-level factors may 
reflect socioeconomic conditions. Cross-cultural studies have highlighted the 
role of societal attitudes tolerant of gender inequity as a marker for cultures 
where physical abuse is more prevalent (Klevens et al., 2018). However, 
research considering commonalities and distinctions across countries and the 
role of cultural norms are particularly challenged by the variability in physi-
cal abuse definition given the number of countries that now ban all forms of 
violence toward children. For example, countries that prohibit physical disci-
pline of children and attain lower rates of child maltreatment fatalities have 
citizens who are more likely to disapprove of the use of any parental physical 
discipline (Gracia & Herrero, 2008).

Importantly, parents who access public supports (e.g., agencies providing 
financial assistance or early childhood education) or reside in communities 
with greater scrutiny are also more surveilled than their peers who do not 
interact routinely with public services. Such public interactions can thereby 
provide more opportunities to attract the notice of professionals who report 
child maltreatment. Most physical abuse occurs in the home, hidden from 
such surveillance. Thus, parents who are older, educated, and have higher 
income, and living in more affluent areas undoubtedly engage in physical 
abuse—despite better access to resources—through similar etiological mech-
anisms (cf. Rodriguez et al., 2018b), but unbeknownst to the professionals 
they may never encounter in highly surveilled settings.

Etiological Risk Factors

One link from socioeconomic strain to child maltreatment may be via the 
erosion of parental mental health (Yang, 2015). Parents are more likely to 
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engage in physical abuse if they are experiencing mental health difficul-
ties (Doidge et al., 2017b), including depression (Espinosa et al., 2017; 
Rodriguez et al., 2018b) and substance abuse (DHHS, 2020; Sedlak et al., 
2010). Research also consistently identifies parents who report experiencing 
high levels of stress are at high risk for physical abuse (Miragoli et al., 2018; 
Rodriguez et al., 2017; Stith et al., 2009; Tucker et al., 2017).

Unsurprisingly, physical child abuse also often co-occurs with intimate 
partner violence (IPV), namely violence toward a current or former intimate 
partner—an overlap that has been observed globally (Chan et al., 2019; 
Rodriguez, 2021). Physically abusive parents can be either victims or perpe-
trators of IPV. A review indicates that IPV offenders are likely to use physi-
cal parent-child aggression (Chiesa et al., 2018), but IPV victims are also at 
increased risk to abuse their children (Ahmadabadi et al., 2018; Grasso et al., 
2016). This overlap between IPV and child abuse may reflect communalities 
in attitudes that accept violence within the family (Gracia et al., 2020) or 
reflect biases in responding to conflict with aggression (Berlin et al., 2011; 
Martoccio et al., 2020). Additionally, both IPV victims and perpetrators are 
more likely to experience depression or substance use problems (Capaldi 
et al., 2012; Chan et al., 2019), the aforementioned mental health challenges 
linked to increased risk for physical child abuse perpetration that may con-
tribute to this family violence concordance.

Mental health challenges and/or IPV likely induce negative affect in par-
ents—transient emotional states such as depressive, anxious, or angry affect. 
Parental anger and over-reactivity are considered strong risk factors for 
physical child abuse (Rodriguez, 2018; Stith et al., 2009). Poor anger control 
epitomizes physically abusive behavior, implying that abusive parents may 
overreact impulsively with their children due to low frustration tolerance 
(Rodriguez et al., 2015, 2017). Both hostility and depressive affect are linked 
to increased child abuse risk (McCarthy et al., 2016), as is parental anxiety 
(Stith et al., 2009; Rodriguez et al., 2020b). Parents’ inability to manage 
such negative affect—indicative of emotion dysregulation—has been impli-
cated as the process accounting for why parents’ personal history of abuse 
(Smith et al., 2014), rigid thinking (Lowell & Renk, 2017) and parental stress 
(Rodriguez et al., 2017) increase a parent’s risk to abuse. Accordingly, par-
ents confronting stress, mental health problems, and/or IPV likely experience 
negative affect; those unable to tolerate and manage that negative affect may 
react impulsively and aggressively toward their children.

When a parent encounters such strains, cognitive processes may also trig-
ger physical abuse. One central theory organizing these cognitive processes is 
Social Information Processing (SIP) theory (Camilo et al., 2020; Milner, 2000; 
Rodriguez et al., 2020a). Based on SIP theory, a parent acquires cognitive 
beliefs about parenting and discipline during their upbringing—preexisting 
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beliefs before they are faced with a discipline situation that contextualize 
how they view child behavior. Then, when their child engages in behavior 
prompting discipline, the parent must first accurately perceive the situation. 
If misperceptions occur, they may reach inaccurate conclusions about their 
child and interpret the child’s behavior negatively. The parents may then 
fail to consider all relevant information, including alternatives to physical 
discipline, electing to implement physical aggression. Finally, failure to 
adequately monitor the intensity of their aggressive response is often how 
physical discipline escalates into physical abuse.

One preexisting belief that is central to increasing physical abuse risk 
pertains to parents’ approval of using physical discipline in the first place. 
Indeed, parents who endorse physical discipline use demonstrate significantly 
higher physical abuse risk (McCarthy et al., 2016; Rodriguez et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, parents who perceive their children as troublesome also evi-
dence higher child abuse risk (Miragoli et al. 2018; Rodriguez, 2018; Stith 
et al. 2009), which suggests these parents are more attuned to potentially 
aversive child behavior compared to positive child behavior. Parents may 
then conclude such child aversive behavior is intentional, displaying nega-
tive child attributions that strongly predict elevated child abuse risk (Camilo 
et al., 2020; Rodriguez et al., 2012, 2020a). Parents may then be unable to 
adequately incorporate the circumstances surrounding the child’s behav-
ior; for example, at-risk parents may neglect information that mitigates the 
child’s responsibility (Irwin et al., 2014). Parents who cannot identify options 
other than physical discipline are more likely to default to such approaches, 
increasing their abuse risk (Rodriguez et al., 2019, 2020a); consequently, 
many abuse prevention programs train parents on alternatives to physical 
discipline (Poole et al., 2014). The final phase of SIP theory, in which parents 
fail to oversee the intensity of their physical discipline, is difficult to study 
empirically given that abusive behavior is generally unwitnessed; it seems 
likely, however, to be swayed by a parent’s experience of negative affect and 
poor emotion regulation.

Together, these parental risk factors implicate a process whereby parents 
who are overwhelmed by personal challenges (e.g., stress, mental health, 
IPV) may experience compromised cognitive and affective processes that 
culminate in physical abuse. A parent who is overwhelmed by their own 
personal issues is more inclined to feel negative affect—whether depressive, 
anxious, or angry—when encountering a frustrating situation with their child, 
increasing the likelihood that the problematic social information cognitive 
processes are initiated (Milner, 2000). This sequence would appear most 
applicable to instances in which parents engage in consciously processed 
decisions about how to discipline their children. Yet at least some physical 
abuse is probably triggered via more impulsive, automatic processes (Milner, 
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2000; Rodriguez et al., 2020b). Consistent with other theoretical characteriza-
tions of aggressive behavior (cf. Orobio de Castro, 2004), physical abuse is 
likely to involve both conscious and automatic processes in which automatic 
processing initiates rapid perceptions of the situation, immediate affective 
reactions, and quick, impulsive aggression (Bluemke & Teige-Mocigemba, 
2015). Research has rarely studied such automatic processes wherein parents 
react aggressively to their children with little forethought, representing an 
important future direction. Undoubtedly, overwhelming evidence portrays the 
etiology underlying physical child abuse as an intricate interplay of factors.

CONSEQUENCES OF PHYSICAL ABUSE

Theoretical Issues

Some consequences of physical abuse are direct and immediate, whereas oth-
ers may exert delayed, indirect effects. Physical abuse can initiate short-term, 
immediate negative effects on children’s functioning, but those short-term 
effects in turn spread, precipitating additional negative effects in a variety 
of domains—a cumulative combination of effects known as developmental 
cascades (Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). The concept of developmental cas-
cades explains how one negative outcome proliferates into multiple negative 
outcomes because compromising one area of a child’s functioning (e.g., 
health) can then interfere with other areas of their functioning (e.g., academic 
achievement or social skill development). Victims must contend not only 
with the emotional implications of abuse but also with the additional strains 
posed by the negative outcomes as well, compromising their ability to adap-
tively regulate emotion and to process information—the very risk factors that 
may then prompt them to later utilize physical aggression themselves.

In this regard, some short-term effects of physical abuse may operate as 
mediators, acting as the actual mechanisms for how child abuse contributes 
to long-term negative consequences. In other words, mediators account for 
and explain how physical abuse leads to later negative outcomes. Identifying 
such mediators is relevant for interventions because ameliorating the effect 
of short-term mediators provides an opportunity to avert the cascading, long-
term consequences associated with child abuse. Alternatively, intervention 
programs are also invested in identifying factors that can serve as modera-
tors. Moderators can involve qualities or experiences of child abuse victims 
that can either exacerbate or mitigate the adverse effects of physical abuse; 
recognizing moderators can detect the conditions or qualities needed for a 
long-term adverse consequence to emerge. In particular, intervention pro-
grams seek to minimize the effect of moderators that might exacerbate the 
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immediate negative effects of physical abuse while promoting the moderators 
that could buffer negative consequences that lead to a victim’s resilience.

One framework for collectively characterizing the consequences of physi-
cal abuse utilizes the biopsychosocial model, a comprehensive approach that 
integrates biological, psychological, and social elements that impact human 
development over time (Melchert, 2015). Physical child abuse occurs during 
critical periods of physical, intellectual, and psychological growth that can 
interfere with normative developmental processes. Such timing can thus com-
promise children’s development across domains in terms of their physical and 
mental health as well as their interpersonal functioning.

Many of the psychosocial effects arising from physical child abuse mate-
rialize as expressions of interpersonal violence. Theoretically, the reason 
children who are physically abused proceed to engage in aggression them-
selves may reflect social learning theory (otherwise known as observational 
learning; Bandura, 1978). Originally proposed to explain aggression, social 
learning theory posits that repeated exposures to the performance of aggres-
sive behavior (or the schema associated with those behaviors) can consoli-
date a script for children about aggressive responding (Allen & Anderson, 
2017). Such social scripts then lead children to imitate the behaviors they 
observed, perpetuating aggression through cognitions aligned with SIP biases 
(Huesmann, 2018). For example, children with a history of physical abuse 
develop beliefs and biases that endorse aggression as a conflict resolution 
tool, which leads them to adopt similar approaches (Martoccio et al., 2020).

Nonviolent Physical Abuse Effects

For decades, physical abuse has been recognized as a core adverse childhood 
experience (ACE) (Felitti et al., 1998). ACEs are critical adversities experi-
enced during childhood, including family violence or parental death, incar-
ceration, or mental illness, which predict long-term negative health outcomes. 
Recent work affirms that any form of parent-child aggression, including 
physical discipline, represents an ACE (Afifi et al., 2017a; Ma et al., 2021) 
given the strong connection between physical discipline and child abuse 
(Afifi et al., 2017b). As a central ACE, physical abuse appears to incur neuro-
biological damage (Nemeroff, 2016; Teicher et al., 2016), initiating persistent 
neurochemical changes that then propagate a chain of subsequent detrimental 
effects (an example of the developmental cascading process). Consistent with 
the biopsychosocial framework, such initial neurobiological effects represent 
mediators to the long-term negative health outcomes associated with ACEs. 
Large, landmark studies document that those who retrospectively report suf-
fering more ACEs were at increased risk for morbidity, including obesity, 
heart disease, liver disease, lung disease, and cancer (Felitti et al., 1998), as 
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well as increased risk for early mortality (Brown et al., 2009). Similar effects 
were observed in more rigorous, prospective designs, following children into 
middle adulthood; blood tests and physical measurements indicated abused 
children were at elevated risk for lung disease, malnutrition, diabetes, as 
well as vision and oral health problems (Widom et al., 2012). By definition, 
short-term injury also occurs from physical abuse, ranging from minor cuts 
and bruises to the severe effects evident in head injury (Leventhal & Gaither, 
2012) or bone fractures (Flaherty et al., 2014).

Mental health consequences are also apparent among the well-documented 
adverse outcomes of physical abuse. Indeed, 45% of all childhood-onset psy-
chiatric disorders are attributable to child maltreatment (Green et al., 2010). 
Long-term, physical abuse during childhood increases the likelihood of a 
variety of adult psychiatric disorders, including major depression, bipolar 
disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, panic 
disorder, substance abuse, and attention-deficit disorder (Sugaya et al., 2012). 
A history of physical child abuse confers a greater than 2.5 increased risk of 
adult depression (Nelson et al., 2018) and twofold increased risk of attempted 
suicide (Castellví et al., 2018). Some research implicates the environmental 
stressors that arose from earlier physical abuse actually serve as mediators 
leading to adult depression (Sousa et al., 2018), consistent with the develop-
mental cascades premise that physical abuse yields pervasive adverse effects 
in a variety of domains in children that ultimately erodes their adult mental 
and physical health.

Perhaps reflecting the impact on victims’ physical and mental health, 
children’s educational functioning is also impacted by physical abuse, likely 
mediating how physical abuse leads to long-term adverse achievement out-
comes. Early abuse before age five can lead to poorer academic achievement 
(Raby et al., 2019), to grade failure and poor school performance as rated 
by either parents or teachers, and to fewer years of education and failure to 
graduate (Tanaka et al., 2015). These shorter-term educational deficits may 
account for victims’ lower adult income and rates of employment (Currie & 
Widom, 2010) and their increased likelihood of being fired (Lansford et al., 
2007). This pervasive impact on children’s lifetime underachievement deep-
ens the burden endured by abused children and undermines their contribu-
tions to society.

Short-Term Interpersonal Violence Effects

Peer Aggression

Consistent with social learning theory, physically abused children are sig-
nificantly more likely to engage in peer aggression and bullying behavior 
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(Labella & Masten, 2018), with a moderately strong association between 
negative parenting that includes physical abuse and children’s bullying 
behavior (Lereya et al., 2013). For both boys and girls, a history of physi-
cal abuse confers a threefold increased risk of fighting and a nearly fourfold 
increased risk of carrying weapons (Duke et al., 2010). Additional work 
identifies a reciprocal relation between these forms of aggression; harsher 
physical discipline of children predicted increases in later peer aggression, 
which was then followed by more harsh parental physical discipline (Badyar 
& Akcinar, 2018).

Current research suggests that the reasons physically abused children 
may engage in more peer aggression are attributable to a number of possible 
mediating mechanisms. For example, abused children appear more attuned to 
angry faces, an attentional bias that mediates the link between abuse history 
and peer aggression (Shackman & Pollak, 2014). Abused children also adopt 
hostile attribution biases potentially modeled by their parents; such biases 
mediate abuse history and peer aggression (Richey et al., 2016). Children 
who experience multiple forms of maltreatment also engage in aggressive 
antisocial behavior in part because of greater impulsivity (Thibodeau et al., 
2015). Such social information processes may have been demonstrated to 
victims by parents who perpetrated physical abuse, consistent with social 
learning theory. Overall, such examples of mediators suggest physical abuse 
influences children’s socio-cognitive development, which in turn leads to 
aggressive peer relations.

Although less research has considered factors that moderate the effects 
of physical abuse on peer aggression, some research has identified quali-
ties that could reduce this link. Children’s IQ scores were the only observed 
moderator of the connection between physical abuse history and aggressive 
antisocial behavior, wherein higher IQ reduced the likelihood of aggres-
sion; disappointingly, a stronger school connection or school retention did 
not reduce victims’ risk of engaging in peer aggression (Klika et al., 2012). 
An interesting line of biopsychosocial research observed that abuse history 
predicted antisocial behavior based on genetic variants; peer aggression was 
apparent for maltreated children with specific gene profiles, suggesting some 
physically abused children are particularly vulnerable to become aggressive 
with peers, whereas those without the genetic profiles are less likely to be 
aggressive (Cicchetti et al., 2012; Thibodeau et al., 2015).

Family Aggression

Research on short-term intrafamilial interpersonal violence is limited, but 
children who have been abused are more likely to engage in violence toward 
their siblings (Ingram et al., 2020), with some estimates that maltreatment 
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increases the odds of sibling aggression by 300% (Button & Gealt, 2010). 
Children’s history of violence from either parent was also a more robust 
predictor of sibling aggression than children’s witnessing IPV between their 
caregivers (Relva et al., 2013). Minimal work has examined either potential 
mediators or moderators of the links between physical abuse history and 
sibling violence, although these seem likely to align with those observed for 
peer aggression.

Physically abused children are also more likely to behave violently toward 
their parents, reflecting a broader atmosphere of family violence wherein 
intrafamilial physical aggression is modeled. Victims of physical abuse are 
nearly four times more likely to engage in physical violence toward their 
parents, principally toward their mothers (Lyons et al., 2015). Some have 
suggested that adolescent sons, relative to daughters, are particularly likely 
to engage in child-to-parent violence if they were abused as children (Ibabe 
et al., 2013). Considerably less research has explored this phenomenon, 
however, including a lack of work identifying potential mediators and mod-
erators, although impaired attachment to abusive parents and social learning 
theory appear relevant here.

Long-Term Interpersonal Violence Effects

Intergenerational Transmission of Physical Child Abuse

If one were to ask the public at large, many would speculate that parents learn 
to physically abuse their children by emulating their own parents. This propo-
sition is quintessentially the premise behind social learning theory—that chil-
dren observe and model their parents’ actions—in what is typically referred 
to as the “cycle of violence” or “intergenerational transmission of violence” 
hypothesis. Although the evidence for this hypothesis is substantive, the 
nuances in this literature are often overlooked. Systematic reviews of the 
literature suggest that a history of physical abuse does confer a risk of chil-
dren growing up to become physically abusive parents themselves (Greene 
et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the estimates for the magnitude of this association 
across generations are considered modest (Madigan et al., 2019). In fact, 
the strength of the association between physical abuse history and physical 
abuse perpetration drops considerably when one specifically targets physical 
abuse (as opposed to other forms of maltreatment) and when one prioritizes 
estimating those effects using rigorous, methodologically sound studies 
(Assink et al., 2018). Indeed, a classic early review of prospective studies that 
followed children as they became adults estimated that only 30% of abused 
children become perpetrators of abuse (Kaufman & Zigler, 1987)—meaning 
that for decades, the science has revealed 70% do not perpetuate abuse.
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The reasons for the muted effects of intergenerational transmission of 
physical abuse echo some of the issues noted in the earlier discussion 
of prevalence estimates. First among these is the source of the reports. 
Disparities between who identifies physical abuse (officially substantiated 
reports to child protective services, parent self-report, or victim retrospec-
tive report) substantially affect our estimates of abuse prevalence (Prevoo 
et al., 2017; Stoltenborgh et al., 2015). Thus, who reports physical abuse 
of the first or subsequent generation can affect the magnitude of the effects 
of intergenerational transmission. For instance, the estimated rate of trans-
mission decreases when requiring that multiple reporters agree that abuse 
occurred; estimates using a single reporter are higher yet modest (Buisman 
et al., 2020). Indeed, strong research designs that follow abused children 
prospectively over time find limited support for intergenerational transmis-
sion given significant reporter discrepancies; those with histories of physical 
abuse actually appear more likely to engage in neglect rather than abuse 
(Widom et al., 2015).

Second, although the accuracy of parent-reports may be curtailed by legal 
or social desirability concerns, relying on child-reports of physical abuse are 
also compromised by their reluctance to share unfavorable information about 
their parents; retrospective reports obtained from adults about their child-
hood are also subject to recall errors. Although retrospective reports about 
child abuse are relatively stable (Fergusson et al., 2011), their accuracy is 
not assured. Many intergenerational effects derive from retrospective reports 
regarding child abuse history concurrent with their reports of perpetrat-
ing abuse, which tends to magnify those associations; true effects may be 
considerably weaker than assumed given that few studies conduct multiple 
assessments of the potential intergenerational link across time (Rodriguez 
et al., 2018a).

Considerable work has examined the mediating mechanisms responsible 
for possible transmission of physical abuse across generations. Many of these 
effects could be attributable to stressors impinging on the perpetrator (see 
Chamberlain et al., 2019 for review), some of which may be factors affecting 
parents’ personal functioning (i.e., mental health problems, IPV, substance 
use, representing examples of both the consequences of abuse and the risk 
factors for abuse perpetration), whereas other risk factors are more proximate 
to parent-child interactions (i.e., beliefs about the child as evident in SIP the-
ory, insecure bonding with the child). Therefore, research suggests that adults 
with a child abuse history are more likely to perpetrate abuse because they are 
experiencing depressive symptoms (Yang et al., 2018) or IPV (Greene et al., 
2020). Alternatively, others have observed parents’ greater delinquency or 
substance use did not mediate the association between abuse history and per-
petration (Capaldi et al., 2019; Martoccio et al., 2020), indicating that some 
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short-term consequences of child abuse may not be mediators in explaining 
the cycle of abuse.

Additional mediators may reflect affective or socio-cognitive processes. 
Parents’ experience of negative affect and poor emotion regulation mediated 
the relationship between parents’ abuse history and their abusive behavior 
(Smith et al., 2014). Further, the cycle of abuse may be mediated through 
beliefs and biases to respond to conflict with aggression (Berlin et al, 2011; 
Martoccio et al., 2020), reflecting social learning theory and the potential 
intergenerational transmission of SIP elements. For example, parents’ greater 
approval of using physical discipline mediated the relation between abuse 
history and parental child abuse risk (Rodriguez et al., 2018a). Parents’ social 
isolation may serve as a mediator between child abuse history and abusive 
behavior toward children (Berlin et al., 2011), although this mediation has 
not been observed consistently (Martoccio et al., 2020). Potentially the inter-
generational process arises by compromising neurobiological functioning, 
because chronic activation of the stress response (measurable through hair 
cortisol) mediated the association between child abuse history and parents’ 
own child abuse risk (Kluczniok et al., 2020). Collectively, such findings 
point to biopsychosocial and social information processes that may perpetu-
ate the cycle of physical abuse.

Studies of moderation attempt to identify the conditions that may increase 
or decrease a victims’ likelihood to abuse their own children. Adolescents 
with a history of abuse who dropped out of school and/or began living 
independently precociously were more likely to perpetrate abuse with their 
children (Augustyn et al., 2019). More proximally, parents’ higher stress 
strengthened the intergenerational effects of harsh parenting, whereas lower 
parenting stress weakened it (Niu et al., 2018). In terms of additional fac-
tors that may reduce intergenerational transmission of abuse, parents who 
describe nurturing, supportive relationships, particularly from a romantic 
partner, demonstrate reduced risk of abuse toward their children (Rodriguez 
et al., 2018a; Schofield et al., 2016). Mothers who report more engaged 
coping skills and fathers who report more social satisfaction and stronger 
emotion regulation abilities demonstrate weaker intergenerational effects 
(Rodriguez et al., 2018a).

Although potentially surprising to lay circles, the vast majority of children 
who were physically abused do not appear to perpetrate abuse with their 
children. Yet, we have remarkably less research inquiry into moderation. 
Such work is critical for intervention efforts to ascertain why the majority 
of physically abused children do not in fact grow up to become physically 
abusive parents. This research is likely to require additional inquiry on bio-
psychosocial processes that could better identify those who are most vulner-
able to perpetuate the cycle of violence versus those who are able to break it.
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IPV and Dating Violence

Nationally representative samples of adults’ retrospectively reporting a his-
tory of harsh and abusive discipline are significantly more likely to report 
being either a victim or perpetrator of IPV (Afifi et al., 2017b)—findings that 
have been affirmed by comprehensive analyses across multiple studies (Li 
et al., 2019). Physical abuse history confers an increased risk for both male 
and female perpetration of IPV (Richards et al., 2017). Similar research on 
increased risk for dating violence (Relva et al., 2013) has identified that a 
childhood history of physical abuse triples the rate of engaging in dating vio-
lence for females, with an eight-fold increase for males (Duke et al., 2010).

However, if constrained to using only official, court-documented reports 
of physical abuse history, the link to IPV perpetration in adulthood disap-
pears (identifying a path only from child abuse history to becoming an IPV 
victim, consistent with one of the negative adult consequences of physical 
abuse) (Widom et al., 2014). Although relying on court records would seem 
to raise the threshold for physical abuse history unnecessarily high (given 
the low reporting previously noted through official channels), court records 
should have identified the most severe cases of physical abuse and thereby 
would have magnified the effects with IPV perpetration in adulthood (given 
the higher risk sample). Importantly, experiences of IPV perpetration are 
themselves complicated by self-report; the same social desirability concerns 
that reduce parents’ candor in reporting the physical abuse of their children 
also likely render them less forthcoming about IPV perpetration.

Research that has investigated the potential mediating factors in these 
long-term relations has observed that psychopathology can account for the 
connection between physical abuse history and IPV. For example, post-trau-
matic stress symptoms (Lu et al., 2019) and substance abuse (Brown et al., 
2015) contribute to the relation between physical child abuse and physical 
IPV. Alternatively, others have argued that more proximal characteristics of 
the couple relationship contribute to IPV (e.g., relationship dynamics) more 
than historical factors such as physical abuse (Kaufman-Parks et al., 2017), 
suggesting the need for research to consider both abuse history and more 
proximate conditions such as current couple functioning. Differences may 
also appear due to gender; men, but not women, with a history of physical 
abuse are more likely to be IPV victims partly attributable to their attitudes 
that accept family violence—a SIP characteristic (Schuster & Tomaszewska, 
2020).

Apart from these gender effects, studies of moderation have identified that 
marital status affects this link; adults with an abuse history who are married 
were significantly less likely to engage in IPV than unmarried couples (Li 
et al., 2019). More bidirectional dating violence was also identified for White 
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women relative to Black women with an abuse history, whereas Black men 
with an abuse history were more at risk of dating violence compared with 
White men (Kaukinen et al., 2015). Additional research should examine how 
sociodemographic factors may reflect differences in resources versus stress-
ors for different subgroups to better identify the conditions whereby abuse 
history increases the likelihood of IPV during adulthood.

Extrafamilial Violent Criminal Behavior

Those with a history of abuse engage in antisocial behavior that manifests in 
higher rates of crime (Watts & McNulty, 2013). A history of physical abuse 
is associated with later aggressive antisocial behavior, with an 11% overall 
increased rate of delinquency (Braga et al., 2017). Relative to a comparison 
group, children who were abused were twice as likely to engage in criminally 
violent behavior as adults (Milaniak & Widom, 2015). Physically abused 
children are also twice as likely to use weapons, be arrested, and be convicted 
for violent offenses as adults (Topitzes et al., 2012).

In studies examining mediating mechanisms, physically abused children’s 
unstable environments (both at home and school) and social skill deficits in 
part explained the link between childhood history of abuse and later antiso-
cial violent offending for males only; for females, their adolescent problem 
behaviors mediated the relationship between childhood abuse and adult vio-
lent offending (Topitzes et al., 2012). Others have implicated psychopathol-
ogy, such as depression (Watts & McNulty, 2013) or antisocial personality 
disorder (González et al., 2016), as mediators in the link between childhood 
victimization and adult perpetration of violence. The role of schools has also 
been investigated, wherein physically abused children were more likely to 
become violent adults in part through weak bonding and affiliation with their 
schools (Bartoza & Siller, 2018).

Relatively few studies have examined the factors that may moderate this 
long-term link. One study reported that the effect between early childhood his-
tory of physical abuse and later violent offending is stronger among women 
than men and among Black youth compared to White youth (Lansford et al., 
2007). More recent work has delved more deeply into moderating effects, 
speculating that contextual factors may play a moderating role. Physically 
abused children were not more likely to become violent adults if residing 
in more disadvantaged neighborhoods; in fact, the link between childhood 
abuse history and later violent offending was actually reduced for those liv-
ing in neighborhoods with concentrated disadvantage, and this reduction was 
magnified further for those living in areas with cultural norms more tolerant 
of family violence (Wright & Fagan, 2013). Such findings again indicate that 
although certain individuals may be more likely to model violence received 
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during childhood, the long-term effects of child abuse may be strongly influ-
enced by the proximate conditions in which the victim lives.

CONCLUSIONS

Although the definition of physical child abuse remains nebulous, research 
consistently documents that all forms of physical violence toward children 
pose a risk to children’s well-being. A number of intersecting risk factors 
combine to amplify the risk a parent will perpetrate physical child abuse, 
including affective and socio-cognitive processes—echoed in the very 
emotional, psychological, and social effects of that abuse on their children. 
Evidently, physical child abuse resembles qualities of a contagion, with 
violence spreading from the child to other members of their family and 
peers, and longer-term, to their own children, partners, and members of 
society.

One of the greatest barriers in this field remains the division between those 
who construe physical abuse as qualitatively different from physical disci-
pline and those who believe all forms of physical parent-child aggression are 
abusive. In modern society, parental physical discipline continues to be the 
only form of physical force implemented from one person toward another 
that is socially acceptable in some countries. This area represents a potential 
opportunity for public policy efforts that convey the impact of physical disci-
pline to reframe how the public views and defines child abuse (Fortson et al., 
2016). As the list of countries banning all forms of violence toward children 
grows, this barrier in the conceptualization of child abuse may diminish.

Without a consistent definition, identifying physical abuse victims and 
perpetrators is stymied. The obstacles posed by the definition of child physi-
cal abuse are compounded by reporter differences wherein parents, children, 
and officials may disagree. Parents may minimize their reporting, requiring 
researchers to develop more creative, implicit approaches to identify abuse 
risk (e.g., Camilo et al., 2016), and potentially requiring the confirmation of 
abuse by triangulating reports across multiple sources (e.g., Widom et al., 
2015). However, reliance on the current child protective services system is 
problematic given it typically identifies the most severe cases of maltreat-
ment, capturing only a fraction of physical abuse. Indeed, the child protection 
system tends to identify underserved communities more frequently because 
those groups experience more frequent surveillance of their family life. 
Alternatively, a more proactive early screening approach at multiple systems 
of care (e.g., through primary care settings, schools) could recognize families 
who might need early support before abuse occurs—consistent with a preven-
tion approach.
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The widespread public health problem of physical abuse demands more 
urgent attention given the substantial burden to individuals and society 
(Pereznieto et al., 2014). Delaying until children attract the attention of child 
protective services to stem its tide ignores the reality that the majority of 
physical child abuse is never reported nor substantiated. Intervention efforts 
directed at preventing the recurrence of child abuse from substantiated per-
petrators are modestly effective (Vlahovicova et al., 2017). Policy makers 
should be reminded that preventing child abuse beforehand represents a cost-
effective priority because prevention is generally acknowledged to provide 
an exponential return on economic investment (WHO, 2014). Yet the effec-
tiveness of current child abuse prevention efforts remains discouraging and 
modest at best (van der Put et al., 2018; Rodriguez, 2021), highlighting the 
need to intensify research inquiry on the causal mechanisms, mediators, and 
moderators. With clearer insight, we can craft programs to better avert physi-
cal abuse by modifying the most salient risk factors, altering the mediators 
and incorporating moderators that can be used to identify how and for whom 
to maximize the benefits of such prevention efforts.
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The National Network for Youth (2018) estimates that between 1.3 and 1.7 
million youth in the United States have endured at least one night of home-
lessness within a specific year. Research evidence finds that many youth 
run away or leave home as a result of family trauma, such as experiencing 
child sexual and/or physical abuse (Bender, Brown, Thompson, Ferguson, & 
Langenderfer, 2015). Some youth are also kicked out of their family home for 
various reasons, in some cases, because of their sexual orientation (Cochran, 
Stewart, Ginzler, & Cauce, 2002). Additionally, many youth endure further 
traumatic experiences while on the street: 32% of youth reported being sexu-
ally assaulted and 94% have been physically assaulted since being on the 
street (Tyler & Beal, 2010). Moreover, research finds that between 9% and 
20% of YEH have traded sex for money, food, drugs, or shelter (Tyler & 
Beal, 2010; Tyler, Gervais, & Davidson, 2013; Walls & Bell, 2011) since 
being on the street. Trading sex is another form of victimization that some 
youth experience.

Although some young people leave home to escape child abuse (Crosland, 
Joseph, Slattery, Hodges, & Dunlap, 2018), for at least some of these 
youth, violent experiences persist as they are victimized by strangers and/or 
acquaintances on the street (Tyler, Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Cauce, 2004; Tyler 
& Melander, 2010). In coping with multiple sources and experiences of vic-
timization throughout their young lives, YEH may use substances to manage 
victimization stressors (Tyler & Melander, 2015). Given their multitude of 
victimization experiences suggests that many YEH are at significantly greater 

Chapter 2

Multiple Forms of Violence 
in the Lives of Youth 

Experiencing Homelessness

Risk Factors and Outcomes1
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risk for abusing substances (Bender et al., 2015), experiencing mental health 
problems (Bender et al., 2015), and revictimization (Harris, Rice, Rhoades, 
Winetrobe, & Wenzel, 2017). These challenges, coupled with limited 
resources, suggest that YEH are extremely vulnerable to long-term negative 
health outcomes in the absence of intervention. As such, this chapter exam-
ines multiple forms of trauma as potential risk factors for sexual and physical 
street victimization, and then analyzes how these various traumas (including 
street victimization) are associated with binge drinking and illicit drug use 
among YEH. Having a better understanding of these linkages will allow for 
more targeted, comprehensive interventions with YEH enduring complex 
marginalizing life experiences.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Early Childhood Experiences of Abuse

Research finds that experiences of child abuse are a risk factor for youth 
running away or leaving home: over 50% of YEH have experienced child 
physical abuse at home prior to running away (Bender et al., 2015; Rattelade, 
Farrell, Aubry, & Klodawsky, 2014), and between 34% and 47% have expe-
rienced child sexual abuse (Bender et al., 2015; Tyler & Melander, 2015, 
respectively). Experiencing child abuse has been found to increase youth’s 
risk of running away from home at earlier ages and running away multiple 
times (Tyler, Hoyt, Whitbeck, & Cauce, 2001). Additionally, some research 
has found that youth who have experienced child abuse are at higher risk 
for being revictimized while on the street (Edalati, Krausz, & Schütz, 2016; 
Tyler & Melander, 2015).

While general prevalence rates for child abuse are high, research finds 
that lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) YEH have even greater rates of early 
childhood trauma (Rew, Whittaker, Taylor-Seehafer, & Smith, 2005; Tyler, 
2008; Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, Tyler, & Johnson, 2004) as well as street vic-
timization (Tyler & Beal, 2010) compared to their heterosexual counterparts. 
Additionally, because LGB youth are more likely to lack family support 
(Bouris et al., 2010) and to run away or be kicked out of their homes because 
of conflict surrounding their sexual orientation (Cochran et al., 2002), they 
may be less likely to return home and, subsequently, experience greater risk. 
Though child physical and sexual abuse have previously been examined 
as risk factors for revictimization among YEH, much of this research has 
not specifically examined how these experiences may differ for LGB youth 
compared with heterosexual youth. Moreover, there is a paucity of research 
that has examined other forms of trauma including being kicked out of one’s 
family home and engaging in risky sexual behavior with strangers. Therefore, 
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there is a critical need to learn more about these linkages and whether they 
vary by sexual orientation.

Victimization since Being on the Street

In addition to experiencing elevated rates of child abuse prior to leaving 
home, research also finds that many of these youth experience street victim-
ization. Bender et al. (2015), for example, found that 21% of their sample of 
YEH had been sexually assaulted since being on the street, whereas Tyler 
and colleagues (2004) found a prevalence rate of 35% among their sample of 
YEH. Prevalence rates for physical victimization are also high: 52% of YEH 
in Bender et al.’s (2015) study and 94% of those young people in Tyler and 
Beal’s study (2010) reported being physically assaulted since leaving home. 
Moreover, research has found that LGB youth experience higher rates of 
both sexual victimization (Tyler & Schmitz, 2018; Whitbeck et al., 2004) and 
physical assault (Gattis, 2013) compared to heterosexual youth.

Finally, trading sex is another form of victimization that some of these 
youth experience, which involves exchanging sexual favors for specific items 
youth deem necessary for survival (i.e., shelter) (Heerde & Hemphill, 2016; 
Whitbeck et al., 2004). Trading sex is typically viewed as an exploitative 
interaction because YEH usually engage in this practice when they have no 
other viable options to meet their basic needs (Hagan & McCarthy, 1997). 
Though trading sex has been linked to being sexually victimized on the street 
among YEH (Whitbeck et al., 2004), few studies have examined these link-
ages for LGB youth compared with heterosexual youth.

Substance Use

Due to the high rates of child abuse and street victimization that many YEH 
have endured, some researchers argue that youth often turn to substance use to 
cope with trauma (Kidd & Carroll, 2007; Tyler & Melander, 2015). Lifetime 
alcohol and drug prevalence that would likely lead to highly adverse health 
and legal outcomes among YEH are high: 89% report lifetime alcohol use and 
48% report lifetime methamphetamine use (Bousman et al., 2005). The use 
of other illicit drugs including crack cocaine and hallucinogens is also com-
mon (Bailey, Camlin, & Ennett, 1998; Baron, 1999; Kral, Molnar, Booth, & 
Watters, 1997; Rice, Milburn, & Monro, 2011). Moreover, drug and alcohol 
use is 2 to 3 times more prevalent among YEH compared to youth who are 
not experiencing homelessness (Gomez, Thompson, & Barczyk, 2010). One 
proximal risk factor for substance use includes street victimization (Tyler & 
Schmitz, 2018): 39% and 94% of YEH have ever experienced street sexual 
and physical victimization, respectively (Tyler & Melander, 2015). Less is 
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known, however, about how the associations between trauma risk factors and 
substance use among YEH operate for LGB youth and heterosexual youth.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

We use a life stress framework (Lin & Ensel, 1989; Pearlin, 1989), which 
allows for a myriad of stressors that YEH have encountered from multiple 
sources and at different time points in their lives. As such, this framework 
provides a more comprehensive understanding of the complex life circum-
stances of YEH. Specifically, the life stress framework emphasizes multiple 
levels of influence (individual, family, and environment), as well as both 
distal (i.e., distant) and proximal (i.e., more recent) risk factors. These differ-
ent levels or elements are fundamental to understanding the relation between 
early and later forms of trauma among YEH. Additionally, the life stress 
framework assumes that individuals exposed to one serious stressor (e.g., 
child sexual abuse) will be exposed to additional stressors, which can then 
cluster together (Pearlin, 1989). Applied to the current study, distal stressors 
(i.e., child sexual and physical abuse and ever being kicked out of one’s 
family home) and proximal stressors (i.e., engaging in sexual risk behaviors 
with strangers, and ever having traded sex) are expected to be positively cor-
related with the proximal stressors of street sexual and physical victimization. 
Additionally, all forms of trauma, both distal and proximal, are expected to be 
positively associated with binge drinking and illicit drug use.

At the individual level, occupying marginalized social statuses, such as 
being LGB and female, are likely additional sources of stress for young peo-
ple due to their socially stigmatized positions within society (Kelleher, 2009; 
Stanford Center on Poverty and Inequality, 2018). Individuals who identify 
as LGB often have to navigate chronic exposure to stigma in multiple social 
contexts that subordinate their sexual minority status, which in turn shapes 
their disproportionately elevated stress levels and resulting health dispari-
ties (Mink, Lindley, & Weinsten, 2014). Sexual minority and female YEH’s 
exposure to stigma and adverse health outcomes may be exacerbated by the 
intersection between their multiple marginalized social statuses and struc-
tural vulnerability (Miller et al., 2011). Subsequently, LGB youth are more 
likely to experience multiple traumas as they navigate intersecting sources 
of stigma, prejudice, and discrimination (Meyer, 2015). The detrimental 
impact of experiencing homelessness on one’s health, coupled with preju-
dice and discrimination, may lead to LGB YEH engaging in more substance 
use (Noell & Ochs, 2001). Perceptions and experiences of stigma may also 
be influenced by young people’s intersecting marginalized statuses, such as 
biological sex, gender, and sexuality (Schmitz, Robinson, Tabler, Welch, & 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



43Multiple Forms of Violence in the Lives

Rafaqut, 2019). For example, female YEH may be more likely to exchange 
sex and males more likely to use substances following sexual victimization 
experiences (Harris et al., 2017).

METHODS

Data are from the Social Network and Homeless Youth Project, a study 
designed to examine the effect of social network characteristics on YEH’s 
HIV-risk behaviors. The original sample included 249 YEH, ages 14 to 21 
years who were interviewed in shelters and on the streets from January 2008 
to March 2009 in three Midwestern cities in the United States. To participate 
in the study, youth had to be within the age range and meet the definition 
of being homeless or a runaway on the night prior to screening. Homeless 
includes those who lack permanent housing such as spending the previous 
night in a shelter, public place, on the street, staying with friends or in a tran-
sitional facility, or other places not intended as a domicile (National Center 
for Homeless Education, 2017). Runaway refers to youth under age 18 who 
have spent the previous night away from home without parental permission 
(Ennett, Bailey, & Federman, 1999). The current analysis uses a subsample 
(n = 168) given the current study focuses on youth (i.e., those 19 years of age 
or younger).

Experienced interviewers who have worked on past YEH projects, who 
have served for several years in agencies and shelters that support at-
risk youth, and who were very familiar with local street cultures, such as 
knowing where to locate youth and where they congregate, conducted the 
interviews. All interviewers had completed the Collaborative Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) Training Initiative course for the protection of human 
subjects. Interviewers approached shelter residents and located other eli-
gible respondents in areas of the cities where YEH congregate. They varied 
the times of the day on both weekdays and weekends that they visited these 
locations. This sampling protocol was conducted repeatedly over the course 
of 15 months. All participants gave informed consent. While some respon-
dents were not at the age of majority but were mature minors, a request 
for waiver of parental consent was approved by the supervising IRB. All 
respondents were told that their responses would remain confidential and 
that their participation was voluntary. The interviews were typically con-
ducted in shelter conference rooms or quiet corners of fast-food restaurants 
if taking the youth back to the shelter was not feasible because of distance 
or safety concerns. The interview lasted approximately 45 minutes, and all 
participants received $25 for their involvement and $5 for a meal. Referrals 
for shelter, counseling services, and food services were also offered to youth 
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at the time of the interview. All youth present were screened for eligibility 
and invited to participate. The response rate was 97% based on the number 
of initial contacts. The IRB at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln approved 
this study.

Measures

Demographic Variables

Sex was coded 0 = male and 1 = female.
Sexual orientation was measured by asking youth to describe their sexual 

orientation; coded 0 = lesbian, gay, or bisexual; 1 = straight or heterosexual.

Distal Risk Factors

Child physical abuse was a single item indicator which asked youth if they 
have ever been physically abused as a child (under the age of 18) (0 = no; 
1 = yes).

Child sexual abuse was a single item indicator which asked youth if they 
have ever been sexually abused as a child (under the age of 18) (0 = no; 1 = 
yes).

Ever kicked out was a single item indicator that asked youth if their par-
ents/caretaker ever kicked them out (0 = no; 1 = yes).

Proximal Risk Factors

Sexual risk behavior with strangers included seven items which asked youth, 
for example, if they ever had sex with an intravenous drug user or had sex 
with a person after the youth had used drugs or had too much to drink (0 = no; 
1 = yes). The items were summed such that a higher score indicated a greater 
number of sexual risk behaviors (α = .82). This scale has been used in prior 
research with YEH (Ennett et al., 1999).

Ever traded sex was measured by asking participants if they have ever 
traded sex for food, shelter, money, or drugs (0 = no; 1 = yes) used in prior 
research with this population (Tyler et al., 2013; Walls & Bell, 2011).

Physical street victimization included six items such as “how often were 
you beaten up” since leaving home (0 = never to 3 = many times). A mean 
scale was created; higher scores indicated more street physical victimization 
(α = .76). These items have been used in previous studies of YEH (Tyler, 
Olson, & Ray, 2018; α = .85).

Sexual street victimization included four items such as how often were you 
“touched sexually when you didn’t want to be” since leaving home (0 = never 
to 3 = many times) (α = .85). Due to skewness, the individual items were 
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dichotomized and then a count variable was created; a higher score indicated 
more sexual victimization. This scale has been used in prior research with 
YEH (Tyler & Beal, 2010; α = .83).

Dependent Variables

Binge drinking was a single item indicator that asked youth if they had more 
than five drinks at one time in the past month (0 = no; 1 = yes).

Illicit drug use asked youth how often they have used a series of eight illicit 
drugs such as cocaine, hallucinogens and amphetamines during the past six 
months. Due to skewness, the final variable was dichotomized into 0 = never 
used any of these drugs in the past six months and 1 = used one or more of 
these drugs at least once in the past six months.

Data Analytic Plan

Chi-square tests were used to assess bivariate associations between hetero-
sexual youth and LGB youth and between males and females on dichoto-
mous variables. Student’s t-tests were used to assess bivariate associations 
between heterosexual youth and LGB youth and between males and 
females on continuous variables. Second, we added a correlation matrix to 
show bivariate associations between all study variables. Third, due to the 
continuous nature of two of our proximal risk factors, street sexual vic-
timization and street physical victimization, ordinary least squares (OLS) 
regression was used to examine these risk factors’ associations with distal 
variables and two additional proximal variables (i.e., sexual risk behavior 
with strangers and trading sex). Finally, logistic regression models were 
used to examine associations between all trauma variables, including street 
sexual and physical victimization, with illicit drug use and binge drinking 
due to the dichotomous nature of these two substance use outcome vari-
ables. A p-value of ≤ .05 was considered significant. Stata version 15.1 
was used.

Sample Characteristics

The subsample included 168 youth, 59% female (n = 99). Ages ranged from 
14 to 19 years of age (mean = 17.58). Approximately 17% of youth (n = 28) 
identified as LGB. In terms of abuse, 54% of youth (n = 91) reported that they 
had experienced child physical abuse, while 30% of youth (n = 50) indicated 
that they had experienced child sexual abuse. Forty-seven percent of youth 
(n = 79) reported that they had been kicked out of their parents/caretakers’ 
home.
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RESULTS

Bivariate Results

Table 2.1 results revealed that LGB youth were significantly more likely to 
have experienced child sexual abuse (χ2 = 8.96; p < .01) and to have ever 
traded sex (χ2 = 5.53; p < .05) compared to heterosexual youth. LGB youth 
also were more likely to have ever used illicit drugs (χ2 = 6.65; p < .01) and 
to have binge drank in the past month (χ2 = 10.92; p < .01) compared to their 
heterosexual counterparts. On the right side of table 2.1, results are presented 
for male and female youth and revealed two significant differences: females 
were more likely to have experienced child sexual abuse (χ2 = 15.26; p < .01) 
compared to males, whereas males reported ever using illicit drugs more than 
females (χ2 = 6.42; p < .01). As the cell sizes for trading sex are small, caution 
is recommended in interpreting these findings.

The lower portion of table 2.1, which shows the results from t-tests, 
revealed that sexual risk behaviors with strangers (t = 4.73; p < .01) and street 
sexual victimization (t = 4.32; p < .01) were both significantly higher among 
LGB youth than heterosexual youth. On the bottom right side of table 2.1, 
results comparing male and female youth revealed that experiencing more 
street sexual victimization (t = −6.07; p < .01) was significantly higher for 
females than males, whereas experiencing more street physical victimization 
(t = 2.21; p < .05) was significantly higher for males than females (see table 
2.2 for bivariate correlations).

Multivariate Analysis

OLS regression models are shown in table 2.3. In Model 1 for sexual victim-
ization, results revealed that females were significantly more likely to have 
experienced more street sexual victimization compared to males (β = .32; 
CI = .56–1.32). Additionally, youth who had ever been sexually abused as 
a child (β = .37; CI = .72–1.59) and those who had engaged in sexual risk 
behavior with strangers (β = .16; CI = .02–.20) reported more experiences of 
street sexual victimization. Model 1 explained 43% of the variance in street 
sexual victimization. In Model 2, the variable ever traded sex was added 
and was significantly associated with street sexual victimization (β = .29; 
CI = .78–2.05). Prior significant variables in Model 1 remained significant 
in Model 2 with two exceptions: heterosexual youth were less likely to have 
experienced street sexual victimization compared to LGB youth (β = −.11; 
CI = −.89 to .05) and sexual risk behavior with strangers was no longer sig-
nificant in Model 2. Model 2 explained 49% of the variance in street sexual 
victimization, which is a significant improvement in model fit with the addi-
tion of the trading sex variable.
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On the right side of table 2.3 for street physical victimization, Model 3 
revealed that females were significantly less likely to have experienced more 
street physical victimization compared to males (β = −.21; CI = −2.29 to 
−.34). Additionally, youth who had ever been sexually abused as a child 
(β = .19; CI = .19–2.43) and those who engaged in more sexual risk behavior 
with strangers (β = .34; CI = .29–.74) reported more experiences of street 
physical victimization. Model 3 explained 21% of the variance in street 
physical victimization. In Model 4, the variable ever traded sex was added 
and was significantly associated with street physical victimization (β = .16; 

Table 2.2 Correlation Matrix for All Study Variables

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 Female –           
2 Heterosexual −.24** –          
3 Physical abuse −.08 −.06 –         
4 Sexual abuse .30** −.23** .40** –        
5 Kicked out −.11 −.06 .32** .17* –       
6 Sexual risk beh. −.03 −.35** .19* .22** .14 –      
7 Traded sex .14 −.18* .18* .32** .06 .48** –     
8 Sexual vict. .44** −.32** .24** .56** .16* .29** .48** –    
9 Physical vict. −.17* −.09 .25** .24** .11 .40** .32** .30** –   

10 Illicit drug use −.20** −.20* .17* .12 .11 .61** .37** .14 .39** –  
11 Binge drinking −.14 −.25** .18* .08 .13 .49** .11 .11 .26** .49** –
 Mean .60 .83 .54 .30 .47 2.01 .10 1.08 3.61 .19 .28
 SD .49 .38 .50 .46 .50 2.09 .29 1.44 3.15 .39 .45

Note: **p < .01, *p < .05. SD = standard deviation. Beh = behavior. Vict = victimization.
Source: Data created by author study

Table 2.3 OLS Regression Models for Correlates of Street Sexual and Physical 
 Victimization

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

 β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI

 Sexual Victimization Physical Victimization 

Female .32** .56–1.32 .29** .49–1.21 −.21** −2.29 to −.34 −.22** −2.40 to −.46
Heterosexual −.10 –.87 to .13 −.11+ −.89 to .05 .03 −1.05 to 1.50 .02 −1.10 to 1.43
Child physical 

abuse
.05 −.25 to .53 .04 −.27 to .47 .10 −.39 to 1.61 .09 −.43 to 1.56

Child sexual 
abuse

.37** .72–1.59 .32** .57–1.41 .19* .19–2.43 .16* −.02 to 2.24

Ever kicked out .09 −.11 to .61 .10 −.06 to .62 −.02 −1.05 to .79 −.02 −1.00 to .82
Sexual risk 

behavior with 
strangers

.16** .02–.20 .03 −.07 to .11 .34** .29–.74 .27** .16–.66

Ever traded sex   .29** .78–2.05   .16* −.02 to 3.39
Adjusted R2 .43  .49  .21  .22  

 Note: CI = confidence interval. **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05; +p < .10.
Source: Data created by author study.
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CI = −.02 to 3.39). All prior significant variables in Model 3 remained sig-
nificant in Model 4. Model 4 explained 22% of the variance in street physical 
victimization.

Results for illicit drug use and binge drinking are shown in table 2.4, 
respectively. On the left side of table 2.4, results for illicit drug use revealed 
that females had 85% lower odds of having used illicit drugs in the past six 
months compared to males (OR = .15; CI = .05–.44), whereas heterosexual 
youth had 82% lower odds of using illicit drugs in the past six months com-
pared to LGB youth (OR = .18; CI = .06–.56). The addition of the proximal 
variables in model 2 significantly improved the fit of the model. Results 
showed that youth who engaged in sexual risk behavior with strangers were 
more than twice as likely to have reported illicit drug use in the prior six 
months (OR = 2.30; CI = 1.59–3.32) compared to those who did not have 
these experiences with strangers.

The right side of table 2.4 (model 3) showed similar results for binge drink-
ing: females had 65% lower odds (OR = .35; CI = .15–.82) and heterosexuals 
had 82% lower odds (OR = .18; CI = .07–.48) of binge drinking in the prior 
month compared to males and LGB youth, respectively. Model 4 revealed 
that youth who engaged in sexual risk behavior with strangers were over one- 
and one-half times more likely to have reported binge drinking in the past 
month (OR = 1.79; CI = 1.40–2.29) compared to youth without these experi-
ences. Additionally, youth who ever traded sex had 82% lower odds of binge 

Table 2.4 Logistic Regression Models for Correlates of Illicit Drug Use and Binge 
Drinking

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

 Illicit Drug Use Binge Drinking

 OR  95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Female .15** .05–.44 .06** .01–.43 .35*  .15–.82 .41 .13–1.22
Heterosexual .18** .06–.56 .53 .12–2.40 .18** .07–.48 .40 .13–1.19
Child physical abuse 1.69 .63–4.52 1.21 .35–4.23 1.92 .83–4.44 1.81 .70–4.65
Child sexual abuse 2.35 .79–6.97 1.13 .20–6.55 1.13 .45–2.83 .69 .21–2.25
Ever kicked out 1.11 .46–2.69 .77 .23–2.55 1.29 .60–2.76 1.07 .45–2.55
Sexual risk behavior 

with strangers
  2.30** 1.59–3.32   1.79** 1.40–

2.29
Ever traded sex   2.30 .28–18.96   .18* .03–.99
Street physical 

victimization
  1.11 .93–1.33   1.05 .91–1.21

Street sexual 
victimization

  1.36 .67–2.79   1.21 .79–1.86

 LRχ2 24.21  77.41  22.05  52.95  
 d.f. 5  9  5  9  
 Pseudo R2 .15  .48  .11  .27  

 Note: OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval. **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05; +p < .10.
Source: Data created by author study
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drinking in the past month compared to those who had not traded sex (OR = 
.18; CI = .03–.99). The addition of the proximal variables in Model 4 resulted 
in the variables sex and sexual orientation no longer being significant.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this chapter was to examine different forms of trauma as risk 
factors for sexual and physical street victimization, as well as delineate how 
these various traumas are associated with binge drinking and illicit drug use 
among YEH. Overall, results indicate that at the bivariate level, LGB youth 
experience more trauma compared to their heterosexual counterparts as indi-
cated by their greater experiences of child sexual abuse, ever having traded sex, 
sexual risk behavior with strangers, and street sexual victimization. Moreover, 
LGB youth report illicit drug use and binge drinking more than heterosexual 
youth. In terms of biological sex, results show that females experience child 
sexual abuse and street sexual victimization more than males, whereas males 
report more street physical victimization than females. Males also report illicit 
drug use more than females. The sex pattern observed for sexual and physical 
street victimization and substance use at the bivariate level generally holds 
when controlling for other variables at the multivariate level. For LGB youth, 
the pattern of illicit drug use and binge drinking holds when controlling for 
other variables, whereas the pattern for street victimization is not significantly 
different for LGB youth compared to heterosexual youth.

Some of the current findings are consistent with previous research (Edalati 
et al., 2016; Tyler & Melander, 2015), such as child sexual abuse experiences 
continue to impact youth as indicated by its positive association with both 
sexual and physical victimization on the street. It is noteworthy, however, 
that there are no significant differences between LGB and heterosexual youth 
for street victimization. One possible explanation for this lack of a significant 
difference may be because females also experience high prevalence rates of 
child sexual abuse and street sexual victimization, and many of them identify 
as heterosexual. Another potential explanation is that because LGB YEH may 
strategically conceal their sexual identity to avoid prejudice and discrimina-
tion (Schmitz & Tyler, 2018), this could serve as a buffer for potential anti-
LGB victimization if their sexual orientation is not publicly known.

Additionally, results show that being kicked out of one’s family home was 
not associated with the dependent variables, nor were there any significant 
differences for being kicked out across sexual orientation or respondent’s 
biological sex. One possible explanation is that even though LGB youth report 
prevalence rates of child sexual abuse that are more than double that of het-
eroseuxal youth, rates of physical abuse are more similar between the groups. 
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Thus, it is possible youth are leaving home not only to escape sexual abuse 
but also to avoid further physical abuse. Subsequently, some youth may be 
leaving home to escape physical abuse, and others are running to avoid sexual 
abuse, while still some youth are fleeing from both types of abuse. Therefore, 
some young people may have already planned to run away or leave home to 
escape further abuse before their parent/caretaker could kick them out. This 
might explain why being kicked out is not associated with street victimiza-
tion. Relatedly, research has found that some youth leave home multiple times 
(Tyler & Whitbeck, 2004), sometimes initiated by the youth themselves, to 
escape abuse, regardless of whether a parent/caretaker kicks them out. Thus, 
the impact of experiencing sexual abuse as a precursor to leaving home may be 
more influential for youth’s outcomes than being kicked out by one’s parent/
caregiver.

Engaging in more sexual risk behavior with strangers and trading sex are 
both significant correlates of sexual and physical street victimization, which 
is consistent with some prior research (Whitbeck et al., 2004). Youth who 
trade sex for specific items of necessity are likely to be in vulnerable posi-
tions (i.e., they are unable to meet their basic needs) making it more difficult 
for them to say no. Additionally, it is possible that the individuals the youth 
are trading sex with victimize them at some future date as they already know 
the youths’ precarious situation and may exploit the situation, taking further 
advantage of these youth. Moreover, youth who have been victimized as 
children while at home suffer from numerous mental health issues including 
depression and anxiety (Tyler & Ray, 2021), which also makes them more 
vulnerable to future victimization on the street. Specifically, results show 
that females and LGB youth are especially vulnerable to sexual revictimiza-
tion, which may be attributed to their social status. This finding highlights 
the importance of a life stress framework in holistically understanding the 
numerous stressors young people experience relating to their intersecting 
stigmatized statuses across housing instability and processes of gender and 
sexual marginalization (Meyer, 2015; Pearlin, 1989).

Results show that males and LGB youth are more likely to report using illicit 
drugs and binge drinking compared to females and heterosexual youth, respec-
tively, when controlling for distal factors, which is consistent with prior work 
(Cochran et al., 2002; Harris et al., 2017). Contrary to what was expected, how-
ever, neither sexual or physical abuse nor sexual or physical street victimiza-
tion was associated with either type of substance use. One possible explanation 
is that youth were asked about illicit drug use for the past six months, which 
is a short time period given the youths’ ages. Moreover, because of the limited 
time frame, illicit drug use had to be dichotomized due to a smaller number 
of youths who reported multiple uses. As such, the lack of variance in both 
substance use variables (i.e., yes/no responses) may explain why the abuse and 
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victimization variables were not significantly associated with either substance. 
At the bivariate level, results show that LGB youth are using illicit drugs and 
binge drinking more than their heterosexual counterparts. It is possible that 
because of the elevated stressors that some LGB youth endure stemming from 
their socially marginalized status, they may turn to substance use as a means 
of coping with the layered stress of managing both stigma and homelessness 
(Goldbach, Tanner-Smith, Bagwell, & Dunlap, 2014). Males’ elevated rates of 
substance use, on the other hand, could possibly be related to their conforming 
to ideals of stereotypical masculinity (Iwamoto & Smiler, 2013), especially 
when they are faced with stressful life events and in need of coping outlets.

Finally, the addition of the proximal variables significantly improved 
model fit for both the illicit drug use and binge drinking models. Though 
sexual and physical street victimization is not significantly associated with 
either substance use variable, sexual risk behavior with strangers is a sig-
nificant correlate in both models, whereas trading sex is linked with binge 
drinking only. Consistent with expectations and our theoretical model of a 
life stress framework (Lin & Ensel, 1989; Pearlin, 1989), youth exposed to 
multiple stressors and trauma may be using illicit drugs as a method of coping 
with their current situation. Specifically, some youth who engage in sexual 
risk behavior with strangers may use illicit drugs and alcohol as a result of 
these encounters or more broadly to cope with the numerous stressors asso-
ciated with experiencing homelessness. Though trading sex was associated 
with binge drinking, it was in the opposite direction of what was expected. 
One possible explanation for this finding is that we measured sexual risk 
behavior with strangers (e.g., having sex with a stranger after using too much 
alcohol and/or drugs) in the same model, but because sexual risk behavior 
with strangers is a continuous variable, it has more variance and is better able 
to explain binge drinking compared to the dichotomous trading sex variable.

Overall, this study contributes to the existing literature by examining how 
experiences of trauma may differ for LGB youth and heterosexual youth, 
which has previously been understudied in research. Because individuals who 
identify as LGB often have to navigate exposure to stigma in various social 
contexts, this can lead to higher levels of stress and result in poorer health 
outcomes and disparities (Mink et al., 2014). Additionally, there is a pau-
city of research that has examined specific forms of trauma including being 
kicked out of one’s family home and engaging in risky sexual behavior with 
strangers. Understanding more about the multiple forms of complex trauma 
(in addition to child abuse) that many of these young people have experi-
enced provides a more comprehensive understanding of potential linkages 
with alcohol and drug use. Subsequently, this study’s findings can inform 
more targeted interventions with this population with the goal of mitigating 
the long-term negative health outcomes to which many YEH are vulnerable.
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LIMITATIONS

There are some limitations to this study that should be noted. First, these data 
are cross-sectional and though some of the variables are time ordered, such 
as child abuse occurs prior to being on the street, whereas street victimization 
occurs after leaving home, the timing for substance use and trading sex, for 
example, is less certain. That is, though it was expected that trading sex would 
result in binge drinking and/or illicit drug use, it is also possible that youth 
who are binge drinking are at greater risk for trading sex. Notwithstanding 
the order of these variables, results do show important, significant linkages 
among key variables. Another limitation is small cell sizes with the trading 
sex variable once it is broken down into subgroups (e.g., by sexual orienta-
tion and then biological sex). Additionally, these data were collected in the 
Midwest, and it is possible that YEH in other areas of the country may have 
different experiences or different prevalence rates than those found in the 
current study. Thus, these results cannot be generalized to all YEH. Finally, 
the measures of child sexual and physical abuse were dichotomous so it is 
possible that their association with the outcome variables may have been dif-
ferent with the use of continuous variables. That is, some research has found 
a positive link between child abuse and substance use (Tyler & Melander, 
2015), but these early distal variables were not associated with either illicit 
drug use or binge drinking in the current study.

CONCLUSION

These findings demonstrate that many YEH have undergone multiple forms 
of trauma both at home as well as on the street. Ironically, many young 
people run from home to escape abusive situations only to find themselves in 
similar precarious circumstances in the street environment where the likeli-
hood for revictimization is exceedingly high. Such risks are especially preva-
lent for specific subgroups of YEH including females and LGB youth. The 
sexual exploitation that these young people have experienced in their family 
of origin continues on the street as seen through participation in sexual risk 
behavior with strangers and trading sex for specific items of necessity. The 
negative outcomes suffered by many YEH include the use of illicit drugs and/
or binge drinking, both of which are higher for LGB youth and males.

Overall, the multiple forms of trauma YEH sustain along with numerous 
negative outcomes underscore the need for multifaceted, formalized ser-
vices for youth. Specifically, our findings show that early exposure to child 
sexual abuse is associated with both sexual and physical victimization on 
the street. Moreover, we observed biological sex differences in the forms of 
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street victimization that young women and men experience as well as dif-
ferences in the likelihood of using illicit drugs and binge drinking by sexual 
orientation. Service providers may be able to provide more comprehensive 
services by knowing about the diverse forms of trauma experienced by YEH 
and that the level of exposure may vary. Additionally, service providers 
should know that the origins of trauma may be unique and outcomes of these 
early forms of trauma may also be distinct by group membership. Services 
that attend to the multiple stressors that YEH have experienced as well as 
programs that focus on developing healthy methods of coping are vital.

Additionally, we find that LGB youth and males are at higher risk for using 
illicit drugs and binge drinking compared to heterosexual youth and females, 
respectively. It is possible that some of these young people are unaware of 
services or perhaps feel they do not need them. Moreover, it is possible that 
some LGB youth may be hesitant to use services for fear of prejudice or 
discrimination (Hunter, 2008). Thus, it may benefit providers to advertise ser-
vices specifically tailored to the needs of LGB youth. LGB youth who are also 
managing additional stressors related to sexual identity may require distinc-
tive supports that are specifically targeted to their needs in navigating stigma. 
Informing LGB youth that they have a safe place to go with available services 
may reduce the risk of further trauma. Additionally, LGB staff members 
who are open about their non-normative sexual orientation may also increase 
the likelihood that LGB youth will seek services (Choi, Wilson, Shelton, & 
Gates, 2015). Finally, providing all young people with supportive and posi-
tive role models can increase their social support and subsequently lower their 
risk for poor mental health outcomes (Tyler, Schmitz, & Ray, 2018), which 
may lead to reduced substance use and other street risk behaviors.

NOTE

1. This book chapter is based on research funded by a grant from the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse (DA021079). Dr. Kimberly A. Tyler, PI.
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Dating violence among young people is an increasing social and political 
concern, drawing the attention of a variety of stakeholders, from govern-
ments to schools and academics. Recently, a considerable amount of litera-
ture has focused on teen dating violence, namely on its high prevalence and 
consequences for young people who experience it (Bergman, 1992; Exner-
Corterns, 2014; Foshee & Reyes, 2011; Gómez, Delgado, & Gómez, 2014; 
Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016; Smith, White, & Holland, 2003; Wincentak, 
Connolly, & Card, 2017).

In the last decade, some Portuguese studies have provided relevant infor-
mation about the topic (Guerreiro et al., 2015; Oliveira, 2009). In order to 
better understand this rising problem, as of 2017, a Portuguese non-govern-
mental organization named UMAR—Alternative and Response Women’s 
Association—has carried out a national quantitative study about teen dating 
violence. This study is conducted on an annual basis, with a representative 
sample of young people.

This chapter provides an analysis of the results of the 2019 national study 
on teen dating violence and is structured in three parts: (1) theoretical over-
view of the main concepts behind dating violence; (2) empirical study—
description of the methodological approach, analysis, and results; and (3) 
discussion of the results in line with previous research findings. The study’s 
main limitations and recommendations for future research are included at the 
end of the chapter.

Chapter 3

Teen Dating Violence

Results from a National Study in Portugal1

 Maria José Magalhães, Cátia Pontedeira, 
Camila Iglesias, Ana Guerreiro, 

Margarida Teixeira, and Ana Beires
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THEORETICAL OVERVIEW

Gender-based Violence as a Social Problem

Gender-based violence is set on a power imbalance between genders, and 
its most prominent forms (e.g., IPV, rape, etc.) affect women dispropor-
tionally (Council of Europe, 2011). This form of violence is linked to the 
idea of “hegemonic masculinity,” which was first introduced in the 1980s 
and further developed to address a form of masculinity or a configuration 
of gender that contrasts against and dominates other subordinated forms 
of masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Hearn, 2004). The term 
hegemonic masculinity recognizes that society tends to validate only one of 
a multitude of expressions of masculinity and prioritize it above all others. 
Consequently, other forms of masculinity and all expressions of femininity 
are denied, invisible, persecuted, and subjected to violence. Men and women 
are socialized according to hegemonic gender roles (Hearn, 2004) in which 
the models of masculine behavior include controlling the other person and 
engaging in violent behaviors (Connell, 2002; Johnson, 2008; Connell & 
Pearse, 2015).

IPV perpetrated against women is considered a clear expression of hege-
monic masculinity. According to the World Health Organization (2012, 
2013), IPV is also one of the most recognized forms of gender-based vio-
lence. For Dobash & Dobash (1997), there are four main explanations for it: 
(1) men’s possessiveness and jealousy (also mentioned in Wilson & Daly, 
1998); (2) men’s expectations concerning women’s domestic work; (3) 
men’s sense of the right to punish women for perceived wrongdoings; and 
(4) the importance for men to maintain and exercise their position of author-
ity. Gender stereotypes influence what is expected of each gender in terms of 
roles, prerogatives, and access to power (or lack thereof).

With the emergence of knowledge about domestic violence and the first 
shelters, feminist academics evidenced that this form of violence has spe-
cific patterns. Domestic violence can be characterized by cycles of violence 
(Walker, 1984) and is part of a continuum of violence (Kelly, 1987) account-
ing for the ways the patriarchal structure is actualized in everyday interac-
tions, in public and private spheres. Researchers, professionals, and activists 
working with the narratives of IPV victims noticed that the cycle of violence 
often begins in the relationship’s early stages (Hagemann-White, & Grafe, 
2016; Kelly, 1988). The nature of this type of violence makes it difficult for 
the victim to acknowledge it while still experiencing feelings of entrapment 
when the acts of violence are severe and happening with increased frequency 
(LaViolette & Barnett, 2000).
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Teen Dating Violence

As stated by the World Health Organization (2010, p. 14), dating violence 
“refers to physical or sexual violence occurring in the context of a ‘dating 
relationship’ [. . .]. These range from casual first encounters to longer-term 
sexual partnerships.” This organization’s report further adds that “dating” can 
be considered as all stages of a relationship that occur during adolescence 
into young adulthood and that is neither marriage nor a long-term cohabiting 
relationship (WHO, 2010).

Although the above definition is a crucial step toward clarifying the con-
cept of teen dating violence, it remains insufficient to encompass all forms 
and manifestations of this phenomenon. From a broader and more actual per-
spective, teen dating violence can be defined as any form of “physical, sexual, 
or psychological/emotional violence within a romantic or dating relationship, 
including stalking” (Debnam & Mauer, 2019, p. 1).

Adolescence is a social category covering an age range between childhood 
and adulthood (10–19 years old) that has been studied as a particular phase in 
the lifespan and is characterized by different and complex biological, social, 
economic, personal, intimate, and sexual transitions (WHO, 2018). It is also 
a transitional phase, classified as a contradictory period, in which adolescents 
are the future of society but are also commonly perceived as being disrupting 
(Minayo, 2011). During adolescence, sexuality and identity become impor-
tant issues for young people (Erickson, 1968; Furman & Shaffer, 2003).

In the Western world, romantic love and dating relationships made their 
way through the twentieth century, expanding the model of romance between 
men of the noblesse and young women of middle and working classes to 
all social classes (Ariès, 1981; Bloch, 1991). This romanticized model was 
popular in literature, advertising, and, more recently, the mass media, which 
undoubtedly contributed to its rapid turning into a hegemonic model for 
intimate relationships, especially among young people. Karandashev (2015) 
mentions that even though love is a universal emotion, its expression might 
vary across cultures, as some of them place emphasis on “explicit and direct 
ways of love expression to a romantic partner, while others on implicit and 
indirect ways” (p.15). Love as a romantic feeling and passion prevails in the 
hegemonic discourse around intimate relationships. Similarly, dating rela-
tionships are perceived as a phase of experiences within intimacy and sexual 
interactions. As dating is considered a time of promise and ideal love, it came 
as a surprise when researchers and professionals found the first signs of IPV 
at a very early stage in dating relationships (Exner-Cortens, 2014).

When debating about love and romance, especially at a young age, there 
is an essential link with jealousy (Baroncelli, 2011). Jealousy is an attempt 
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to control and exercise power over someone and is often normalized through 
common sense discourses and even judicial discourses. As young people tend 
to take on gender differences in their roles within the romantic relationship, 
they can become accepting of jealousy and control of partners as a normal 
expression of affection. Control can actually be perceived by young people 
as a problem within the relationship but not as a form of violence (Baker 
& Helm, 2010). As Foucault (1984) mentioned, in terms of emotions, men 
and women are seen differently by society. This different and sexist concep-
tion about feelings legitimates young males’ expression of jealousy through 
controlling behaviors. Jealousy in dating relationships is the fear of losing or 
not possessing someone, more frequently manifested by males, who feel a 
sense of ownership over their partners (Almeida, Rodrigues, & Silva, 2008). 
Sesar & colleagues (2012) found that the expression of jealousy by a male 
partner had a significant correlation with the perpetration of sexual abuse, 
while the same behavior was not a predictor of any form of dating violence 
if manifested by a female partner. A Spanish study with 567 adolescents also 
found a strong link between jealousy and perpetration of verbal-emotional 
and physical violence (Fernández-Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010). Moreover, other 
researchers further discussed that violence could be used intentionally to 
increase jealousy (Sanhueza & Lessard, 2018).

Results of a qualitative study conducted with Australian secondary school 
students (15–19 years old) showed that their conceptions about what is 
acceptable or unacceptable in dating relationships reinforce the patriarchal 
notion of abuse by underestimating violence as well as its consequences 
(Chung, 2005).

Towns & Scott (2013) suggested that there is a sense of “ownership” in 
young people’s intimate heterosexual relationships that could lead to domes-
tic violence through adulthood. This concept can be related to “sexual propri-
etariness,” developed by Wilson and Daly (1998). As such, Miller & White 
(2003, p. 1244) argue that these practices are “embedded within the fabric of 
gendered power and inequality within our society more broadly.”

Prevalence and Acceptance of Teen Dating Violence

One of the first studies on dating violence was published by James Makepeace 
(1981), who used a sample of college students to point out a lack of scientific 
literature related to this subject. Since then, and over the past three decades, 
scholars have been developing scientific research about dating violence, par-
ticularly in terms of its prevalence among young people (Foshee & Reyes, 
2011; Rubio-Garay, López-González, Carrasco, & Amor, 2017; Ulloa, 
Kissee, Castaneda, & Hokoda, 2013). Despite their inconsistent results, the 
emergence of studies shows increased concern and awareness regarding the 
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prevalence of dating violence (Gómez et al., 2014). Such variation is a con-
sequence of adopting different methodologies, inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria, instruments, and strategies of analysis. Notwithstanding, White (2009) 
mentioned that dating violence statistics are very similar to adult domestic 
violence rates, and Martsolf & colleagues (2012) estimated that between 20% 
and 50% of young people have experienced some type of violence during a 
relationship.

Results from a systematic review about the prevalence of dating violence 
among adolescents and young adults (12–35 years old) pointed out that men 
perpetrated more than 90% of physical, psychological, and sexual violence 
against women. Regarding age, this study found a higher prevalence of vio-
lent behaviors in adolescents than in young adults (Rubio-Garay et al., 2017). 
A meta-analytical review of 101 studies published between 1980 and 2013 on 
teen dating violence among young people (aged 13 to 18) indicated a preva-
lence range of physical violence from 1% to 61%. When considering com-
parable samples, results demonstrated that one in five young people reported 
having experienced physical violence in dating relationships (Wincentak 
et al., 2017). Furthermore, when it comes to physical aggression, in a sample 
of 193 high school students, Avery-Leaf and her colleagues (1997) found 
that 21% of males and 53% of females were victims of aggression during 
an intimate relationship. Watson & colleagues (2001) found that physical 
dating violence affects around 45.5% of high school students in New York. 
Regarding sexual violence, Rhynard & colleagues (1997) conducted a study 
with a sample of 192 students in Canada (aged between 13 and 18) and found 
that 26.1% of the participants reported having suffered sexual abuse, and 
almost half of those (40%) experienced it more than once. Similarly, Coker & 
collaborators (2000) stated that 16.2% of female South Carolina high school 
students from ninth to twelfth grade were forced to engage in sexual activity.

Due to the emergence and advancement of new technologies, young people 
have been exposed to new forms of violence, named by some authors as digi-
tal violence (see, for example, Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016). Digital violence 
has been discussed as one of the most common forms of violence among 
young people. On account of the increasing use of digital media among young 
people, this form of communication is also used to send and receive unwanted 
sexual messages (Dake, Price, Maziarz, & Ward 2012). Moreover, some 
authors found a positive association between sending sexual messages and 
sexual victimization (Dake et al., 2012; Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016).

Several authors have been studying the acceptance of these forms of violence 
by young people (Fernández-González, Calvete, & Orue, 2017; Guerreiro et al., 
2015; Karlsson, Calvert, Rodriguez, Weston, & Temple, 2018). According 
to a Spanish study conducted with high school students, when compar-
ing both genders, males displayed a higher acceptance of dating violence 
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(Fernández-González et al., 2017). In addition, students who had had a dating 
relationship in the previous year manifested higher acceptance rates of violence 
compared to those who had not (Fernández-González et al., 2017). This result 
is not a recent pattern, given that, in 1999, Price and Byers tested the Attitudes 
towards Dating Violence Scale with 823 students (from grades 7, 9, and 11), 
and found that males accepted more dating violence than females.

Further studies should continue to be developed since the tolerance or 
acceptance of violence might be predictive of violent behavior in the rela-
tional context and of the actual perpetration of violence (Oliveira, 2015).

Teen Dating Violence in Portugal

In Portugal, there has been a surge of political and social attention toward 
dating violence among young people. Initially, studies on the subject were 
more focused on university populations rather than on younger people (see, 
for example, Alexandra & Figueiredo, 2006; Oliveira & Sani, 2005; Paiva & 
Figueiredo, 2004). However, in 2009, Oliveira highlighted that this form of 
violence is also a reality in the lives of younger students, namely those who 
attend secondary schools (aged between 15 and 19). According to Oliveira 
(2009), 42.9% of participants who were in an existing dating relationship 
reported having been victims of abusive behavior perpetrated by their current 
partner, and 37.6% admitted to having committed some of these forms of 
violence. These numbers are even higher when considering previous intimate 
relationships, where 57% of participants reported some form of victimiza-
tion, and 45.1% admitted to having committed some of the referred violent 
behaviors against their intimate partner.

Since 2017, UMAR has been annually conducting the National Dating 
Violence Study in Portugal. Over the years, the results have been pointing 
toward a slightly increasing trend in victimization indicators. These results 
might represent either an actual increase in the prevalence of these forms of 
violence and/or a greater awareness of young people regarding their occur-
rence (see the annual reports: UMAR, 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020). Similar 
to previously cited studies, these annual reports displayed males as having a 
higher acceptance rate of dating violence when compared to females.

It is essential, however, to keep in consideration that the real figures of teen 
dating violence are hidden, just as not all cases of domestic violence, and even 
fewer of dating violence, are reported. Two main reasons for dating violence 
having low reporting rates can be traced to, first, young people who don’t 
always recognize their relationship as a violent one (Gómez et al., 2014); and 
second, the society that has only recently started to pay attention to this form 
of violence happening at such a young age, by acknowledging the overwhelm-
ing presence of violence in a patriarchal society (Hagemann-White 1998), the 
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continuum of violence (Kelly, 1987) in the lives of girls and women, and 
the cumulative effect of the female experiences since an early age (see also 
Hunter, 2006, Magalhães et al., 2016b; Magalhães et al., 2007; Sousa, 1999).

The study of IPV at an early age allows for a better understanding of how 
the culture of violence against women is still present in young people’s rela-
tionships (Hagemann-White, 1998; Kelly, 1988; Neves et al., 2019; UMAR, 
2020; Wood, 2001). It is essential to keep researching how these values and 
norms are reinforced, challenged, and reproduced in societies (Neves & 
Correia, 2018; White, 2009). Moreover, young people that have been physi-
cally injured are more likely to be victims of violence in their freshman year 
at universities (Smith et al., 2003), which increases the importance of focus-
ing on early interventions to prevent potential victimization later in life.

Current Study

The current study aimed to approach teen dating violence in Portugal and 
address mainly three research questions: first, to understand which are the 
most common forms of violence suffered and accepted by young people; 
secondly, to consider which are the most prevalent and accepted forms of 
violence reported by males and females; and finally, to understand if having 
suffered some form of dating violence can be associated with higher accep-
tance in its different forms.

METHOD

This quantitative study on teen dating violence was conducted in Portuguese 
schools with students from basic to secondary schools. For this purpose, any 
person between the ages of 10 and 18 years old is considered a teenager, and dat-
ing violence is defined as any form of violence (psychological, physical, verbal, 
and sexual) happening in the past or present, long-term or casual intimate rela-
tionship. Data collection took place between November 2018 and January 2019.

Instrument

A self-report questionnaire was used for data collection. The idea for the 
questionnaire first emerged during an intervention in a holistic gender-based 
violence prevention program of UMAR, in which the NGO facilitators became 
aware that young people did not recognize dating violence behaviors. The 
instrument was created based on the insights provided by the literature review, 
the experience of these facilitators, and the students’ feedback while discuss-
ing the topic of dating violence during the program implementation. The 
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approach of having an author-designed questionnaire is not a novel one (see, 
for example, Bergman, 1992, or more recently, Kaukinen, Gover, & Hartman, 
2012). Prior to its wider application, a pilot study was conducted with about 
500 students (selected for the pilot only), and the questionnaire was modified 
and adapted according to the pilot’s findings and the students’ feedback.

The final version of the instrument consisted of 15 simple and fast-to-
complete questions, written in a comprehensive and straightforward language 
that takes into consideration the cognitive and socio-emotional development 
of the participants at a young age. The questions are grouped into six forms of 
violence: psychological violence, physical violence, sexual violence, control-
ling behaviors, stalking, and violence through social media. This self-report 
questionnaire is separated into two sections: (1) victimization indicators and 
(2) acceptance of teen dating violence. All 15 questions are related to both 
victimization indicators (if students have ever experienced the behavior) and 
acceptance of violence (if they perceive that behavior as teen dating violence). 
The average response time is 15 minutes. All questions are of a “Yes” or “No” 
response type. Participants are also asked about their gender, age, and if they 
are or have ever been in a long-term or casual dating relationship. In Portugal, 
it is not recommended to ask minors about their sexual orientation, other gen-
der identities (apart from masculine and feminine identities), social class, or 
ethnicity. Therefore, those items were not included in the current study.

The research team purposely chose the expression victimization indicators 
when referring to data and results retrieved from the questionnaire, but the 
word “victim” is never mentioned in the instrument. As such, participants 
are not asked to identify themselves as victims—they only have to indicate 
whether a particular (violent) behavior has ever happened to them. The 
words “victim” and “violence,” or similar, were deliberately taken out of the 
questionnaire, given that (young) people might not self-identify as victims of 
violence and might not recognize a specific (violent) behavior as violence. 
With this approach, the results of this study must be interpreted as being 
indicators of victimization. In this chapter, participants who reported having 
suffered any form of violence from a dating partner are identified as the “V” 
group, and those who reported not having been subjected to any of the forms 
of violence in the questionnaire are identified as “NV” group.

Before its application in schools, the questionnaire was submitted and 
authorized for ethical approval to the Directorate-General for Education and 
to the Portuguese National Data Protection Commission.

Participants

The questionnaire was administered in the academic year of 2018/2019, from 
November 2018 until January 2019, in Portuguese public schools. Portugal is 
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the westernmost European country, geographically divided into 18 districts 
and 2 archipelagos (Madeira and Azores), with an estimated population of 10 
million people. National representativity was ensured through schools from 
different contexts (rural areas, coastline, North and South of the country, 
and the Islands). Schools were chosen randomly from a list, and once school 
boards agreed to participate, classes (from seventh to twelfth grades) were 
chosen according to their availability for data collection, assuring a random-
ized selection of students. Prior to application, an explanation of the study 
was handed out to all students and their parents.

Given that most students were minors, authorizations from parents or legal 
guardians were obtained. Only authorized and motivated students partici-
pated in the study, but the research team also ensured that students were free 
to stop participation at any moment if they so wished.

A total of 81 schools participated in the study, which resulted in 4938 
respondents. Data from participants who reported being more than 18 years 
of age were excluded from this analysis. The final sample was comprised of 
4,708 participants, all students, aged between 12 and 18 years (M: 15.17, 
SD=1.68). A sample of 54% (n=2,524) of students identified themselves 
as female, and 45% (n=2,133) identified themselves as male. About 70% 
(n=3,277) of the students mentioned that they were or had been in a previous 
intimate relationship.

Data Collection Procedure

Data were collected by previously designated researchers, who were trained 
in dating violence and survey techniques. All team members have previ-
ous experience in quantitative research and primary prevention of violence 
in schools. The aims of the questionnaire and study were explained to the 
students, and doubts and questions were addressed before its distribution. 
During the questionnaire implementation, anonymity, confidentiality, and 
respect for the children’s rights were ensured. For that purpose, two research-
ers were present during data collection so that participants felt supported. 
Neither teachers nor the school board had access to the students’ results. 
Confidentiality was also ensured by not disclosing information that could lead 
to the location and identification of schools, classes, or participating students.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed using Microsoft Excel and the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences, version 26.0 for Windows, focusing on 
descriptive and inferential statistical analysis (chi-square tests).
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For the rates of victimization indicators, only the responses from those 
70% (n=3277) of participants who mentioned having had a relationship (cur-
rent or past) were considered. For the indicators of acceptance of violence, 
all responses were included (n=4708). In the association test between gender 
and dating violence, responses from both males and females were considered 
(participants who had not replied to the “sex” question were excluded). This 
study had three main research questions. The first relates to the prevalence 
and acceptance of dating violence, the second focuses on the comparability 
between male and female participants, and the third concerns the influence 
of having suffered any form of dating violence in acceptance rates. For the 
latter research question, acceptance rates of the students who claimed they 
had not suffered any form of violence were compared with those who iden-
tified themselves as having been subjected to any form of violence. Only 
students who had previously dated were considered in this research question. 
Two groups for data analysis were created: (1) “V” group—Students who 
answered having suffered from at least one of the questioned behaviors; (2) 
“NV” group—Students who had dated but reported never having experienced 
any form of violence.

RESULTS

The results are described by forms of violence (as per the first research ques-
tion), by gender (second research question) and by the influence that the 
victimization indicators have on the acceptance of violence (third research 
question).

Prevalence and Acceptance of Teen 
Dating Violence in Portugal

Results from table 3.1 suggest that the most prevalent forms of violence are 
psychological violence and controlling behaviors. Of all participants, 30.3% 
(n=987) identified themselves as having been targets of a partner’s insults 
during an argument. Controlling and restrictive behaviors, such as forbidding 
the partner from speaking to or going out with friends or colleagues, are also 
prevalent (reported by 21.0%, n=686). The unauthorized use of the partner’s 
phone or social media accounts was signalized by 20.1% (n=658) of students, 
and stalking behaviors were reported by 17.6% of participants (n=576). Sexual 
violence was also reported, with 9.3% (n=300) of participants mentioning 
that their partners had subjected them to forced intimacy and unwanted public 
displays of affection (e.g., kissing) and 4.8% (n=156) reported having been 
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Table 3.1 Descriptive Results of Victimization Indicators and Acceptation of Dating 
Violence

Question

Have any of your 
partners of a romantic, 

dating or casual intimate 
relationship ever…? 1

Do you consider the 
following behaviors as 
dating violence: your 
partner of a romantic, 

dating or casual intimate 
relationship to…

n= 3,277 N= 4,708

Yes
n       %

No
n       %

Yes
n       %

No
n       %

Control         

…forbidden you to go out without him/her? 173 5.3 3,096 94.7 3,244 70.6 1,354 29.4
.. .make you do something you didn’t want, 

and you felt bad about it?
296 9.1 2,965 90.9 3,949 85.8 655 14.2

.. .pick up your phone, or sign in to your 
Facebook (or other social networks) without 
asking you for permission?

658 20.1 2,611 79.9 2,848 61.9 1,751 38.1

...forbidden you to be with or talk to a friend 
or colleague?

686 21.0 2,579 79.0 3,285 71.5 1,311 28.5

...forbidden you to wear certain clothing? 255 7.8 3,012 92.2 2,900 63.2 1,692 36.8
Psychological violence         

.. .insult you during an argument? 987 30.3 2,271 69.7 3,330 72.6 1,259 27.4

...threaten you by saying, for example, that he/
she would leave or injure you?

362 11.1 2,903 88.9 4,186 90.9 418 9.1

...humiliate you by saying things that put you 
down?

540 16.5 2,727 83.5 4,007 87.0 597 13.0

Physical violence         

...physically hurt you, leaving a wound or 
bruise?

134 4.1 3,129 95.9 4,370 94.7 245 5.3

.. .pushed you or slapped you, even without 
leaving any bruise?

245 7.5 3,017 92.5 4,242 92.2 360 7.8

Sexual violence         

...pressured you to kiss him/her in front of 
friends?

300 9.2 2,967 90.8 2,956 64.4 1,634 35.6

...pressured you to have sex with him/her? 156 4.8 3,109 95.2 4,008 87.1 595 12.9
Violence through social networks         

.. .shared intimate photos, videos, and/or 
messages over the internet without your 
permission?

95 2.9 3,170 97.1 3,934 85.5 669 14.5

...insulted you, or said bad things about you, 
via social / internet networks (Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter…)?

388 11.9 2,879 88.1 3,754 81.6 845 18.4

Stalking         

…stalk you, bothered you, looking for you 
insistently (walked behind you, waited 
for you at the door of your home and/or 
school, called you all the time…)?

576 17.6 2,689 82.4 3439 74.7 1,165 25.3

1 Considered participants who have dated before.
Source: Data created by author study.
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pressured to have sexual intercourse. The least prevalent identified forms of 
violence are the sharing of unauthorized personal content online (2.9%, n= 95) 
and physical violence with visible bruises (4.1%, n= 134).

Regarding the acceptance of dating violence, controlling behaviors were 
the most commonly accepted. The unauthorized use of the partner’s phone 
or social media accounts (38.1%, n=1,751) and restrictions on the partners’ 
clothing choice (36.8%, n=1692) were the behaviors least considered as dat-
ing violence and, therefore, the most accepted by young people. Similarly, 
sexual violence, specifically pressuring to kiss in front of other people, was 
not recognized as violence by 35.6% of the sample (n=1,634). Physical vio-
lence showed the lowest acceptance rates: violence resulting in visible bruis-
ing and without visible bruising was accepted by 5.3% (n=245) and 7.8% 
(n=360) of participants, respectively.

Victimization Indicators and Acceptance of 
Teen Dating Violence by Gender

Regarding the second research question, the results of female participants 
were statistically compared with the male’s results in two aspects: victim-
ization indicators and acceptance of dating violence. As shown in table 3.2, 
almost all forms of violence victimization were reported as more prevalent 
among females than among male students. Results were statistically differ-
ent for several forms of controlling behavior, psychological, physical, and 
sexual violence, and stalking. The most significant difference between males 
and females was found in restricting behaviors toward the partner’s choice 
of clothing (3.2% vs. 11.7%, χ2=81.599, p=.000); humiliating one’s partner 
(11.4% vs. 21.0%, χ2=53.375, p=.000); forcing a partner into something they 
do not want to do (6.9% vs. 11.0%, χ2=16.070, p=.000); threatening their 
significant other (8.7% vs. 13.2%, χ2=15.951, p=.000); and pressuring them 
to have sex (3.4% vs. 6.0%, χ2=11.740, p=.001). The victimization indicators 
regarding physical violence with visible bruises (4.2% vs. 4.0%, no statisti-
cal difference), physical violence without visible bruises (8.9% vs. 6.4%, 
χ2=7.543, p=.006), and sharing unauthorized intimate content online (2.9% 
vs. 2.8%, no statistical difference) were higher in males than in females.

When considering the recognition of those behaviors as violence, gender 
differences were even more significant (see table 3.3). Male participants 
showed a lower recognition level for all dating violence behaviors in the 
questionnaire, and all results were statistically significant. While the most 
accepted forms of violence by males were restricting a partner’s clothing 
choices (48.5%, n=1004) and pressuring a partner to kiss in public (48.3%, 
n= 999), the most accepted forms of violence by females were the unauthor-
ized use of the partner’s phone or social media (32.9%, n=812) and restricting 
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a significant other’s clothing choices (26.8%, n=664). In another set of 
questioned behaviors, the acceptance was three times higher among males 
than females: forcing the partner to do something they do not want to do 
(22.3% vs. 7.2%, χ2=213.692, p=.000) and physical violence without visible 
bruises (12.4% vs. 3.9%, χ2=115.285, p=.000). These results are significantly 

Table 3.2 Association between Gender and Indicators of Teen Dating Violence

Have any of your partners of a romantic, 
dating, or casual intimate relationship ever…?

Male  Female χ2

Yes
n        %

No
n        %

Yes
n        %

No
n        % statisticᵃ

Control          

…forbidden you to go out without him/her? 60 4.1 1,419 95.9 112 6.3 1,654 93.7 8.374**
.. .make you do something you didn’t 

want, and you felt bad about it?
102  6.9 1,376 93.1 193 11.0 1,566 89.0 16.070***

.. .pick up your phone, or sign in to your 
Facebook (or other social networks) 
without asking you for permission?

295 19.9 1,185 80.1 361 20.5 1,404 79.5 .135

...forbidden you to be with or talk to a 
friend or colleague?

286 19.3 1,193 80.7 396 22.5 1,366 77.5 4.763*

...forbidden you to wear certain clothing? 47 3.2 1,432 96.8 207 11.7 1,557 88.3 81.599***
Psychological violence          

.. .insult you during an argument? 437 29.6 1,039 70.4 542 30.8 1,216 69.2 .569

...threaten you by saying, for example, 
that he/she would leave or injure you?

129 8.7 1,349 91.3 232 13.2 1,531 86.8 15.951***

...humiliate you by saying things that put 
you down?

169 11.4 1,312 88.6 370 21.0 1,392 79.0 53.375***

Physical violence          

...physically hurt you, leaving a wound 
or bruise?

62 4.2 1,416 95.8 70 4.0 1,691 96.0 .099

.. .pushed you or slapped you, even 
without leaving any bruise?

132 8.9 1347 91.1 112 6.4 1,647 93.6 7.543**

Sexual violence          

...pressured you to kiss him/her in front 
of friends?

135  9.1 1345 90.9 164 9.3 1,599 90.7 .031

...pressured you to have sex with him/
her?

50 3.4 1429 96.6 105 6.0 1,657 94.0 11.740***

Violence through social networks          

.. .shared intimate photos, videos and/
or messages over the internet without 
your permission?

43 2.9 1435 97.1 50 2.8 1,713 97.2 .015

...insulted you, or said bad things about 
you, via social / internet networks 
(Facebook, Instagram, Twitter…)?

175 11.8 1305 88.2 209 11.9 1,554 88.1 .001

Stalking          

…stalk you, bothered you, looking for you 
insistently (walked behind you, waited 
for you at the door of your home and/
or school, called you all the time…)?

236 16.0 1241 84.0 337 19.1 1,427 80.9 5.397*

a Chi-square test for independence; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
Source: Data created by author study.
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Table 3.3 Association between Gender and Acceptance of Teen Dating Violence

Do you consider the following 
behaviors as dating violence: your 
partner of a romantic, dating, or casual 
intimate relationship to…

Male Female χ2

Yes
n       %

No
n       %

Yes
n       %

No
n       % statisticᵃ

Control      

…forbidden you to go out without 
him/her?

1,257 60.5 821 39.5 1,953 79.0 518 21.0 186.917***

.. .make you do something you didn’t 
want, and you felt bad about it?

1,614 77.7 464 22.3 2,297 92.8 178 7.2 213.692***

.. .pick up your phone, or sign in to 
your Facebook (or other social 
networks) without asking you for 
permission?

1,155 55.6 923 44.4 1,659 67.1 812 32.9 63.895***

...forbidden you to be with or talk to a 
friend or colleague?

1,309 63.1 766 36.9 1,942 78.6 530 21.4 132.575***

...forbidden you to wear certain 
clothing?

1,066 51.5 1,004 48.5 1,809 73.2 664 26.8 227.361***

Psychological violence      

.. .insult you during an argument? 1,346 64.8 730 35.2 1,954 79.3 509 20.7 119.310***

...threaten you by saying, for example, 
that he/she would leave or injure 
you?

1,790 86.1 290 13.9 2,359 95.3 117 4.7 118.041***

...humiliate you by saying things that 
put you down?

1,699 81.6 383 18.4 2,267 91.7 206 8.3 101.724***

Physical violence      

...physically hurt you, leaving a wound 
or bruise?

1,914 92.0 166 8.0 2,415 97.2 70 2.8 61.586***

.. .pushed you or slapped you, even 
without leaving any bruise?

1,818 87.6 258 12.4 2,382 96.1 96 3.9 115.285***

Sexual Violence      

...pressured you to kiss him/her in front 
of friends?

1,070 51.7  999 48.3 1,853 75.0 618 25.0 266.008***

...pressured you to have sex with him/
her?

1,609 77.5 467 22.5 2,364 95.4 114 4.6 324.994***

Violence through social networks      

.. .shared intimate photos, videos 
and/or messages over the internet 
without your permission?

1,630 78.4 448 21.6 2,266 91.5 210 8.5 156.319***

...insulted you, or said bad things 
about you, via social / internet 
networks (Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter…)?

1,571 75.7 504 24.3 2147 86.7 328 13.3 92.012***

Stalking      

…stalk you, bothered you, looking for 
you insistently (walked behind you, 
waited for you at the door of your 
home and/or school, called you all 
the time…)?

1,345 64.9 729 35.1 2059 83.0 421 17.0 197.629***

a Chi-square test for independence; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
Source: Data created by author study.
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different. Moreover, regarding sexual violence, the gender difference is out-
standing: while 4.6% (n=114) of the females do not recognize the pressure 
to have sex as a form of dating violence, for males, the rate was 22.5% (n= 
467), four times higher (χ2=324.994, p=.000). Physical violence was the least 
accepted form of violence by both female and male participants.

Table 3.4 Association between Acceptance of Teen Dating Violence and Victimization

Do you consider as dating violence the 
following behaviors: your partner of 
a romantic, dating or casual intimate 
relationship to…

V Group 1 NV Group 2 χ2

Yes
n     %

No
n     %

Yes
n    %

No
n    % statisticᵃ

Control          

…forbidden you to go out without him/her? 1,196 65.1 641 34.9 974 72.5 370 27.5 19.413***
.. .make you do something you didn’t want, 

and you felt bad about it?
1,522 82.9 315 17.1 1175 87.2 172 12.8 11.499***

.. .pick up your phone, or sign into your 
Facebook (or other social network) 
without asking you for permission?

1,035 56.3 805 43.8 869 64.7 474 35.3 23.095***

...forbidden you to be with or talk to a 
friend or colleague?

1,216 66.1 625 33.9 997 74.2 346 25.8 24.548***

...forbidden you to wear a certain clothing? 1,085 59.1 750 40.9 902 67.2 441 32.8 21.366***
Psychological violence          

.. .insult you during an argument? 1,257 69.0 565 31.0 1,082 80.2 267 19.8 50.395***

...threaten you by saying, for example, that 
he/she would leave or injure you?

1,626 88.5 211 11.5 1,257 93.3 90 6.7 20.958***

...humiliate you by saying things that put 
you down?

1,567 85.3 271 14.7 1,206 89.5 141 10.5 12.623***

Physical violence          

...physically hurt you, leaving a wound or 
bruise?

1,732 93.9 113 6.1 1,285 95.3 64 4.7 2.837

.. .pushed you or slapped you, even without 
leaving any bruise?

1,664 90.5 174 9.5 1,273 94.4 75 5.6 16.443***

Sexual violence          

...pressured you to kiss him/her in front of 
friends?

1,027 55.9 810 44.1 928 69.3 411 30.7 58.757***

...pressured you to have sex with him/her? 1,544 84.0 294 16.0 1,203 89.2 145 10.8 17.966***

Violence through social networks          

.. .shared intimate photos, videos and/or 
messages over the internet without your 
permission?

1,526 83.0 313 17.0 1,164 86.4 183 13.6 6.977**

...insulted you, or said bad things about 
you, via social / internet networks 
(Facebook, Instagram, Twitter…)?

1,454 79.0 386 21.0 1,139 84.8 204 15.2 17.226***

Stalking          

…stalk you, bothered you, looking for you 
insistently (walked behind you, waited 
for you at the door of your home and/or 
school, called you all the time…)?

1,295 70.5 541 29.5 1,053 78.1 295 21.9 23.078***

a Chi-square test for independence; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
1Considered participants who have dated before and had reported suffered at least one form of violence.
2Considered participants who have dated before and had not identified to have suffered any form of violence.
Source: Data created by author study.
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Acceptance of Dating Violence by “V” and 
“NV” Groups: Does It Make a Difference?

The third research question means to understand if the acceptance of violence 
by those who reported having suffered at least one of the violent behaviors 
(V) was statistically different from that of those who had previously dated 
but did not report any of those behaviors (NV). Results demonstrate that all 
forms of violence were less recognized by participants who had suffered dat-
ing violence. As per table 3.4, in all forms of violence included in this study, 
the V group had higher percentages of acceptance of dating violence when 
compared with the NV group, and almost all were significantly different.

The most considerable difference between the groups is in pressuring to kiss 
one’s partner in front of other people, in which the acceptance rate of the V 
group was 44.1% versus 30.7% (χ2=58.757, p=.000) in the NV group. Insults 
during arguments are also more accepted by those who referred to having suf-
fered some form of violence (31.0% vs. 19.8%, χ2= 50.395, p=.000). The only 
behavior that is not significantly different between the two groups is physical 
violence resulting in visible bruises (6.1%V vs. 4.7%NV, not significant).

DISCUSSION

Most findings fall in line with previous research, both regarding victimization 
indicators and acceptance of violence. According to this study, 57% of the 
participants who had been in a relationship reported having suffered at least 
one of the forms of violence referenced in the questionnaire, which confirms 
the need to continue developing studies in this field and investing in gender-
based violence prevention programs.

The results indicate that the most prevalent forms of violence are those 
related to psychological violence, including insults and controlling behav-
iors. This finding is consistent with previous studies, such as those devel-
oped by James & colleagues (2000), Hellevik & Øverlien (2016), and 
Magalhães & colleagues (2016a). Johnson (2008) highlighted that control-
ling an intimate partner is a consistent element of violence, especially when 
the perpetrator is male. In accordance, in this study, controlling behaviors 
were most commonly perpetrated by males against female partners. In line 
with this result, Beserra et al. (2016) also found that male adolescents were 
the greatest perpetrators of psychological violence, mainly with controlling 
behaviors. Moreover, likewise agreeing with previous research (Guerreiro 
et al., 2015; Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016; Magalhães et al., 2016b), physical 
violence was the least reported form of violence suffered by young people 
in this study.
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Considering the average age of participants, the prevalence of sexual violence 
is especially concerning. Similar to previous research, the current study dem-
onstrates that the prevalence of sexual violence victimization is higher among 
females (see, e.g., Bergman, 1992 or Wincentak et al., 2017). The only form 
of violence in which male participants reported higher victimization indicators 
than females was physical violence. Although it is not possible to establish the 
context for the precedent behaviors, a possible explanation is that females are 
becoming more physically aggressive in response to abusive behavior and, as 
such, are physically reacting in self-defense (Watson et al., 2001).

Similar to what Baker & Helm (2010) discussed, digital violence and 
the unauthorized use of a partner’s phone are the most prevalent behaviors, 
while, simultaneously, the participants who reported having suffered from 
these forms of violence do not always recognize it as such (43% of students). 
As Hellevik & Øverlien (2016) suggested, more research is needed on the 
role of digital media in dating violence. The fact that this set of behaviors 
is the least recognized as violence might raise important considerations for 
future prevention practices in terms of resource allocation and attention.

Both Jaycox & collaborators (2006) and Fernández-Gonzáles & colleagues 
(2017) found that all forms of violence were less accepted by females than 
by males, meaning that the latter group accepts violence in relationships the 
most. This result also emerged from the current study and can be related 
to hegemonic masculinity and gender bias in society, which attribute more 
power to males while maintaining the stereotypes about women and men, 
especially in their roles in intimate relationships.

As discussed in some studies, higher levels of acceptance of violence 
increase the probability of young people experiencing dating violence, 
be it as a victim or perpetrator (Oliveira, 2015; UMAR, 2017). It is, then, 
fundamental to contradict this trend and empower young people to have 
healthy relationships that are based on mutual respect and trust. This study 
contributes to an adequate knowledge of the prevalence and attitudes of 
young people concerning teen dating violence, namely gender differences 
and victimization effects. The main conclusion that can be drawn from these 
results, and a potential policy recommendation, is that there is an urgent and 
essential need for preventive actions that focus on the deconstruction of these 
toxic relationships and gender-based stereotypes.

Limitations and Further Research

Firstly, where methodological limitations are concerned, students whose 
legal tutors did not authorize their participation were not included in this 
study. Moreover, the questionnaire includes 15 questions, whereas the scope 
of violence is not limited to this chosen set, which means that the prevalence 
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of violence might be higher than the one reported for this study. As it is a 
self-report questionnaire, participants might, on the one hand, still not report 
all forms of violence that they have suffered, and on the other, fill out the 
questionnaire considering social desirability.

Secondly, the research team has classified as acceptable the violent behav-
iors that were not classified as violence by participants. However, when 
participants respond that they do not regard a certain behavior like violence, 
it might not mean that they accept those behaviors in their relationships. 
Furthermore, this study does not explore the context in which violence 
happens nor the perpetration of violence, meaning that it is not possible to 
distinguish self-defense behaviors from bilateral forms of dating violence. 
Additional research is needed to combine these quantitative results with 
qualitative methodologies so that the context in which these forms of violence 
are happening can be further understood.

Finally, this study focuses on the dichotomous results between male and 
female participants, not taking into consideration different gender identities 
nor identifying the participants’ sexual orientation (despite each question 
being phrased to include other orientations beyond heterosexual), which 
limits the scope of the results. Regarding the analysis, this study focused 
on univariate and bivariate tests, leaving multivariate analysis for future 
research. It would be important, for example, to study how age influences the 
participants’ responses.

Notwithstanding its limitations, the current study is a significant contribu-
tion to the understanding of dating violence among young people in Portugal 
and provides important background for upcoming gender-based violence 
research and relevant policies, especially considering the limited number of 
existing national scientific papers on these subject matters.

CONCLUSION

Teen dating violence has proved to be a current and important topic of 
research. The current study addressed the Portuguese data about teen dating 
violence and confirmed that this is a social problem affecting both genders. 
The findings are consistent with other studies: victimization indicators are 
higher in females when compared to males; acceptance of violence is more 
common in males; and, in general, participants who had previously experi-
enced one of the behaviors presented in the questionnaire were more likely 
to accept dating violence.

Results demonstrate that it is essential to conduct additional studies by 
combining methodologies in order to deepen the understanding of this com-
plex phenomenon experienced by young people. Additional knowledge about 
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dating violence will prove key in setting and framing it as a gendered issue 
which, in turn, will further support the development of guidelines that promote 
appropriate primary prevention programs for children and young people. This 
study also highlights the gendered differences in attitudes toward dating vio-
lence; therefore, it is crucial that prevention programs address boys and girls 
differently and explore their beliefs. Only by focusing on the gendered issue 
of dating violence, it will be possible to prevent it. Moreover, it is recom-
mended that countries develop specific educational policies based on human 
rights and gender equality to effectively combat gender-based violence and its 
acceptance.

NOTE

1. This study was funded by national funds through Fundação para a Ciência e 
Tecnologia (FCT), I.P., under project UIDP/04304/2020.
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Image-based sexual abuse (IBSA) involves the taking or sharing (including 
threats to share) of intimate (i.e., nude or sexual) images (i.e., photographs 
and/or videos) of another person without their consent. Although a growing 
body of research has examined the consensual sexting behaviors (i.e., the 
sending of intimate images) of youth, little research has specifically examined 
the extent and nature of IBSA (or the “non-consensual sexting” behaviors) of 
young people. This chapter presents survey findings relating to the IBSA and 
intimate image sharing experiences of 293 Australian youth, aged between 16 
and 20 years. The study is the first of its kind to examine the experiences of 
young people from victim, perpetrator, and bystander perspectives, although 
it is important to acknowledge that these perspectives are not mutually exclu-
sive (i.e., the same respondents may have been victims, perpetrators, and/or 
bystanders). In the context of this chapter, victims comprise respondents who 
reported having intimate images of themselves taken, shared, and/or threat-
ened to be shared without their consent. Perpetrators comprise respondents 
who reported having taken, shared, and/or threatened to share intimate images 
of another person without their consent. Bystanders comprise respondents who 
reported having been shown and/or sent intimate images of another person.

This chapter briefly reviews the relevant literature relating to interper-
sonal violence, technology-mediated sexual interaction (TMSI), and IBSA. 
It then examines the extent and nature of IBSA and intimate image sharing 
among Australian youth, before exploring the impacts and fears of victims, 
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the motivations of perpetrators, and the reactions of bystanders. Finally, it 
discusses the findings with respect to the need to challenge the current victim 
blaming and harm minimization rhetoric associated with IBSA and intimate 
image sharing, particularly in the youth context.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Interpersonal Violence

Interpersonal violence among young people is a pervasive problem that is 
well documented in the existing research literature. For example, Ybarra, 
Espelage, Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Korchmaros, & Boyd (2016) examined 
youth (aged between 14 and 17 years) experiences of psychological, physical, 
and sexual abuse in the United States. They found that between 10% and 26% 
of females, and between 7% and 26% of males, had experienced physical dat-
ing abuse; and that between 11% and 15% of females, and between 3% and 
12% of males, had experienced sexual dating abuse. Similarly, Barter et al. 
(2017) examined young people’s (aged between 14 and 17 years) experiences 
of interpersonal violence and abuse across five European countries. They 
found that between 9% and 22% of females, and between 8% and 15% of 
males, had experienced physical violence; and that between 31% and 59% of 
females, and between 19% and 41% of males, had experienced face-to-face 
emotional violence. With regard to online emotional violence, approximately 
40% of males and females had experienced this form of victimization.

A recent meta-analysis of 96 studies examined adolescent (aged between 
13 and 18 years) dating violence and found that the prevalence of physical 
dating violence ranged from 1% to 61%, with an average of 20% (Wincentak, 
Connolly, & Card, 2017). Overall, females were more likely to report being 
perpetrators of physical dating violence, but there were no gender differences 
in victimization. Using a subsample of 31 studies, they found that the preva-
lence of sexual dating violence ranged from less than 1% to 54%, with an 
average of 9%. Overall, males were more likely to report being perpetrators of 
sexual dating violence, and females were more likely to report being victims 
of sexual dating violence (Wincentak et al., 2017).

Given the prevalence of online emotional violence and the increasing 
capacity (and therefore potential) for digital technology to be used to per-
petrate violence, it is important to consider young people’s use of technol-
ogy. Sudan, Olsen, Sigsgaard, & Kheifets (2016) examined trends in mobile 
phone use in Denmark and found that 37% of children aged 7 years used 
mobile phones, compared with 94% of children aged 11 years. Furthermore, 
research by the International Telecommunications Union (2017) found that 
young people (aged between 15 and 24 years) from developed countries 
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were more likely to use the internet than the population as a whole (94% vs. 
81%). Research also suggests that technology is increasingly becoming a 
“ubiquitous element” of young people’s lives (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). For 
example, the Pew Research Center found that the percentage of adolescents 
(aged between 13 and 17 years) with access to a smartphone increased from 
73% in 2014/2015 to 95% in 2018 (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Lenhart, 2015). 
Furthermore, the number of adolescents who described themselves as being 
online “almost constantly” increased from 24% to 45% over the same time 
period.

Technology-Mediated Sexual Interaction

TMSI refers to any form of interpersonal interaction where self-created, 
sexually explicit content (messages and/or images) is exchanged using digital 
technology (Courtice & Shaughnessy, 2017). “Sexting” represents a highly 
prevalent form of TMSI and refers to the taking and sharing of intimate mes-
sages and/or images via mobile phones or social media (Powell & Henry, 
2014).

According to Symons, Ponnet, Walrave, & Heirman (2018), sexting plays 
an increasing role in young people’s sexual development. A recent system-
atic review of 29 studies examined the experiences of adolescents and young 
adults (aged between 10 and 30 years) who engaged in TMSI across Australia, 
Europe, South Korea, and the United States (Courtice & Shaughnessy, 2017). 
The review found that between 1% and 31% of adolescents and young adults 
reported sending sexually explicit images of themselves to another person 
and that between 17% and 49% reported receiving sexually explicit images 
from another person. A more recent survey of adolescents (aged between 14 
and 17 years) across five European countries found that between 6% and 44% 
of females, and between 15% and 32% of males, reported sending a sexual 
message or image to a partner (Stanley et al., 2018). Stanley et al. also found 
that between 9% and 49% of females, and between 20% and 47% of males, 
reported receiving a sexual message or image from a partner. A similar pat-
tern was found by Reed, Boyer, Meskunas, Tolman, & Ward (2020) in their 
study of adolescents’ (aged between 13 and 19 years) sexting experiences 
in dating relationships. They found that females were more likely to report 
having sent intimate images, but that males were more likely to report having 
received intimate images.

Research has highlighted the normative nature of TMSI and sexting, with 
many young people describing their experiences as a common, normal, and 
safe way to relieve sexual tensions, to flirt, and/or to provide sexual stimu-
lation (Crofts, Lee, McGovern, & Milivojevic, 2016; Stanley et al., 2018; 
Yeung, Horyniak, Vella, Hellard, & Lim, 2014). Motivations for sexting are 
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generally positive, and research suggests that the sharing of sexually explicit 
content can be beneficial for young people. For example, sexting is often 
motivated by the desire to have fun or to flirt with another person (Reed et al., 
2020). Furthermore, Drouin, Coupe, & Temple (2017) found that 57% of 
students (average age of 20 years) believed that sexting had a positive impact 
on their sexual and emotional relationships.

It is important to acknowledge, however, that a number of studies suggest 
females experience fewer positive, and more negative, emotional responses 
to the sending and receiving of sexts than males (Del Rey, Ojeda, Casas, 
Mora-Merchán, & Elipe, 2019; Gassó, Klettke, Agustina, & Montiel, 2019; 
Reed et al., 2020). Individual characteristics, and the wider social context, 
have also been shown to influence young people’s emotional responses to, 
and engagement with, TMSI and sexting. For example, Reed et al. (2020) 
found that young people’s emotional responses to sexting differed according 
to age, religiosity, self-sexualization, attachment avoidance and anxiety, and 
peer norms. Furthermore, research has shown that young people’s pornog-
raphy use, and perceptions of peer norms regarding sexting, influences their 
engagement with sexting (Maheux et al., 2020; Symons et al., 2018). Finally, 
several studies have reported associations between sexting and anxiety and 
depression, although these associations appear to weaken with age (Gassó 
et al., 2019; Mori, Temple, Browne, & Madigan, 2019).

Image-Based Sexual Abuse

The taking and sharing of sexual images is not a new phenomenon, but the 
increasing capacity of technology and opportunity for TMSI are associated 
with concerns regarding the safety of young people (McGlynn & Rackley, 
2017; Powell & Henry, 2014), specifically concerns about how easy it is to 
take and share intimate images of a person without their consent and how 
difficult it is to remove such images from digital platforms (Powell & Henry, 
2014; Powell, Henry, & Flynn, 2018). It is important to acknowledge, how-
ever, that while TMSI and sexting may increase the risk of intimate images 
being shared without consent, they are not a necessary prerequisite. The non-
consensual taking (e.g., up-skirting, down-blousing, toileting) and creation 
(e.g., photoshopping) of intimate images mean that young people may expe-
rience the non-consensual sharing of intimate images even though they have 
not engaged in the consensual taking or sharing of intimate images. Although 
the mainstream media often use the term “revenge pornography,” this chap-
ter uses the term IBSA because it offers a more accurate and inclusive ter-
minology for the taking and sharing (including threats to share) of intimate 
images of another person without their consent (McGlynn & Rackley, 2017; 
McGlynn, Rackley, & Houghton, 2017; Powell et al., 2018).
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Extent and Nature of IBSA and Intimate Image Sharing

One of the first large-scale surveys to examine adolescent and adult (aged 
between 16 and 49 years) experiences of IBSA was conducted in Australia 
(Henry, Powell, & Flynn, 2017; Powell, Henry, Flynn, & Scott, 2019). Henry 
et al. (2017) found that 23% of respondents reported being a victim of at least 
one form of IBSA: 20% reported being a victim of the non-consensual tak-
ing of intimate images, 11% reported being a victim of the non-consensual 
sharing of intimate images, and 9% reported being a victim of threats to share 
intimate images. Although victimization rates were similar for males and 
females, younger respondents were more likely to report being a victim of 
IBSA (29% for respondents aged between 16 and 29 years) than older respon-
dents (20% for respondents aged between 30 and 49 years). In the majority 
of instances, respondents reported that the perpetrator was male and someone 
they had known previously (Henry et al., 2017).

Further research examined the victimization experiences of college students 
(average age of 19 years) and found that 10% reported having an intimate 
image shared with someone beyond the intended recipient, often by a current or 
former partner (Branch, Hilinski-Rosick, Johnson, & Solano, 2017). Similarly, 
a recent meta-analysis of 39 studies found a prevalence rate of 8% for young 
people (under the age of 18 years) having been victims of the non-consensual 
sharing of intimate images (Madigan, Ly, Rash, Van Ouytsel, & Temple, 2018).

With regard to perpetration, Powell et al. (2019) found that 11% of respon-
dents reported being a perpetrator of at least one form of IBSA: 9% reported 
being a perpetrator of the non-consensual taking of intimate images, 6% 
reported being a perpetrator of the non-consensual sharing of intimate images, 
and 5% reported being a perpetrator of threats to share intimate images. In 
contrast to victimization rates, males (14%) were more likely to report being 
a perpetrator of IBSA than females (7%). In the majority of instances, respon-
dents reported that the victim was female and someone they had known previ-
ously (Powell et al., 2019).

Further research found that 23% of adults (aged between 21 and 75 years) 
who had received intimate images and 19% of adults (aged between 18 and 
55 years) who had received private sexts reported sharing them with other 
people without their consent (Clancy, Klettke, & Hallford, 2019; Garcia et al., 
2016). Garcia et al. (2016) also found that males (25%) were more likely 
than females (20%) to report the non-consensual sharing of intimate images 
and that those who did share intimate images shared them with an average 
of more than three other people (ranging from 1 to 25 other people). Finally, 
the aforementioned recent meta-analysis found a prevalence rate of 12% for 
young people (under the age of 18 years) having been perpetrators of the non-
consensual sharing of intimate images (Madigan et al., 2018).
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Although less attention has been given to the extent and nature of bystand-
ers of intimate image sharing, Hudson, Fetro, & Ogletree (2014) found that 
64% of undergraduate students (predominantly aged between 18 and 19 
years) reported having a private intimate image shared with them. Fleschler 
Peskin et al. (2013) found a lower prevalence rate with school children (aver-
age age of 16 years), whereby 18% reported having a private intimate image 
shared with them. Interestingly, nearly a third of their respondents reported 
being both perpetrators of, and bystanders to, non-consensual intimate image 
sharing.

Impacts and Fears of Victims

Henry et al. (2017) found that the majority of adolescent and adult respondents 
who had experienced IBSA victimization had experienced levels of psycholog-
ical distress that equated to a moderate-to-severe diagnosis of depression and/
or anxiety disorder (taken: 67%, shared: 75%, threatened: 80%). Respondents 
who had experienced IBSA victimization also reported being fearful for their 
safety (taken: 28%, shared: 39%, threatened: 46%), with females more likely 
than males to report being fearful (Henry et al., 2017). Furthermore, a qualita-
tive study with 38 female adults (aged between 18 and 44 years) found that all 
victims experienced negative emotional responses when they discovered that 
they had been victims of IBSA (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2017). 
Common emotional responses included anger, embarrassment, and shame 
(see also, McGlynn et al., 2019, 2020). These victims also reported being 
anxious and fearful during and after the abuse, particularly with regard to the 
possibility of the intimate images resurfacing. Other impacts included lost 
friendships, reduced social media presence, and the need to take time off from 
school or work, or to leave school or work altogether (Office of the eSafety 
Commissioner, 2017). Similarly, research has shown that young people often 
experience negative emotional responses as a consequence of having intimate 
messages and/or images shared without their consent. For example, Stanley 
et al. (2018) found that 61% of females (aged between 14 and 17 years) who 
reported negative impacts of sexting had experienced a message being shared 
without their consent. In addition, Branch et al. (2017) found that 54% of col-
lege students felt angry at the person who shared the intimate images and 33% 
felt angry at themselves for initially sending the intimate images.

Motivations of Perpetrators

Clancy et al. (2019) found that the most common reasons for sharing private 
sext messages were that it was not a big deal and that it was a joke. Other 
motivations included the following: to get attention, to improve social sta-
tus, in response to a request, in response to feeling pressured, and to get the 
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recipient of the message in trouble. Overall, there were no gender differences 
in motivations to perpetrate IBSA, with the exception that males were more 
likely than females to be motivated by a desire to improve their social status 
(Clancy et al., 2019). Further research has analyzed the posts of male perpetra-
tors on revenge pornography websites to examine how they justify the posting 
of intimate images (Henry & Flynn, 2019; Hall & Hearn, 2019). For example, 
Hall & Hearn found that all posts contained an element of victim blaming, and 
that the posting of intimate images was a form of “retaliation” for some past 
misdemeanor (e.g., infidelity) by their (ex)partner. They also suggested that the 
posting of intimate images allowed these male perpetrators to overcompensate, 
protect their manhood, and hurt the female (ex)partners they felt wronged by.

Reactions of Bystanders

The experiences and perspectives of bystanders have received much less atten-
tion in the research literature than those of victims and perpetrators. However, 
a recent qualitative study with 25 young adults (aged between 18 and 25 years) 
examined bystanders’ experiences of viewing intimate images when they were 
not the intended recipient (Harder, 2020). Harder found that bystanders often 
experienced mixed feelings because of the excitement of seeing the intimate 
images and the moral obligation they felt toward the person in the images. 
Bystanders found these experiences weird or awkward, but generally did not 
want to risk challenging the group dynamics by saying anything. This reluc-
tance was less apparent for females than males, with female bystanders being 
more likely to express their condemnation (Harder, 2020). These gender differ-
ences echo those of a previous quantitative study that reported on adolescents’ 
(aged between 11 and 18 years) experiences of secondary sexting (i.e., for-
warding images of others or being forwarded images of others; Del Rey et al., 
2019). Del Rey et al. found that males were more likely than females to report 
positive emotional impacts of secondary sexting, whereas females were more 
likely than males to report negative emotional impacts.

Current Study

It is apparent from the research literature presented that further research is needed 
to increase knowledge regarding young people’s experiences and perspectives of 
IBSA and intimate image sharing. Young people represent a vulnerable group 
due to their extensive engagement with technology, both generally and when 
engaging in TMSI, their developing sexual identities, and their greater rates of 
IBSA victimization compared to adults (Gassó et al., 2019; Henry, Flynn, & 
Powell, 2019a, 2019b; Henry et al., 2017, 2020). The current study explores the 
IBSA and intimate image sharing experiences of 293 Australian youth, aged 
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between 16 and 20 years, and is the first of its kind to examine the experiences of 
young people from victim, perpetrator, and bystander perspectives. Specifically, 
it examines (1) the extent and nature of IBSA and intimate image sharing, (2) the 
impacts and fears of victims of IBSA, (3) the motivations of perpetrators of IBSA, 
and (4) the reactions of bystanders of intimate image sharing. Consideration will 
also be given to whether there are any gender differences in young people’s expe-
riences of IBSA and intimate image sharing.

METHODS

Respondents and Procedure

This chapter reports on a sample of 293 Australian youth, aged between 16 and 
20 years, who represent a subsample of the 4,053 residents, aged between 16 
and 49 years, who responded to a larger survey developed as part of a research 
grant examining experiences of IBSA (see Henry et al., 2017, 2019b). The 
survey was administered online, responses were anonymous, and respondents 
received a small monetary payment for completing the survey. Table 4.1 pres-
ents the demographic characteristics of the respondents.

Table 4.1 Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents

 
Victim 

Group % (n)
Perpetrator 

Group % (n)
Bystander 

Group % (n)
All Respondents 

% (n)

Gender     
 Female
 Male

68.7 (57)
31.3 (26)

65.5 (19)
35.5 (10)

71.1 (101)
28.9 (41)

69.6 (204)
30.4 (89)

Age     
 Mean
 SD

18.19
1.35

18.24
1.38

18.02
1.36

18.18
1.39

Sexuality     
 Heterosexual
 L esbian, gay, 

bisexual

77.1 (64)
22.9 (19)

86.2 (25)
13.8 (4)

79.6 (113)
20.4 (29)

83.3 (244)
16.7 (49)

Indigeneity     
 Non-indigenous
 Indigenous

92.8 (77)
7.2 (6)

86.2 (25)
13.8 (4)

95.8 (136)
4.2 (6)

96.9 (284)
3.1 (9)

Education     
 P rimary or 

secondary
 Tertiary

68.7 (57)
31.3 (26)

69.0 (20)
31.0 (9)

78.9 (112)
11.3 (16)

78.2 (229)
21.8 (64)

Total 100.0 (83) 100 (29) 100.0 (142) 100.0 (293)

Note. The victim, perpetrator, and bystander groups are not mutually exclusive (i.e., the same respondents 
may have been victims, perpetrators, and/or bystanders).

Source: Data created by author study.
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Respondents were recruited by Research Now, a global online sampling 
and data collection company, who distributed emails to panel members who 
resided in Australia. Quota sampling was used to ensure that the sample was 
reasonably representative of the Australian population (as per the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics census data) for certain key characteristics (gender, age, 
sexuality). All respondents were presented with an information letter before 
providing their informed consent and a debrief statement after completing 
the survey. They were informed that the survey examined attitudes and expe-
riences of sex, technology, and relationships. The research was approved by 
a university human ethics committee following the guidelines prescribed by 
the Australian National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research.

Measures

Respondents completed an online survey that comprised a series of measures 
relating to their demographic characteristics, as well as their experiences of 
IBSA and intimate image sharing from victim, perpetrator, and bystander 
perspectives. The measures reported in this chapter are described below.

Demographic Characteristics

Respondents were asked their gender (female, male), age (in years), sexu-
ality (heterosexual, lesbian, gay, bisexual), indigeneity (non-Indigenous, 
Indigenous), and the highest level of education (high school or less, trade 
certificate, university/college, postgraduate/advanced degree).

Extent and Nature of IBSA and Intimate Image Sharing

Respondents were asked whether they had ever (since the age of 16 years) 
(1) had intimate images of themselves taken, shared, and/or threatened to be 
shared without their consent (victim); (2) taken, shared, and/or threatened to 
share intimate images of another person without their consent (perpetrator); 
and (3) been shown or sent intimate images of another person (bystander). 
Eight items related to the content of the images for each form of IBSA and 
intimate image sharing, specifically whether the person in the images (1) was 
partially clothed or semi-nude, (2) had their breasts, including nipples, visible, 
(3) was completely nude, (4) had their genitals visible, (5) was engaged in a 
sex act, (6) was showering, bathing or toileting, and whether the images were 
(7) up a skirt (up-skirting), and (8) of cleavage (down-blousing). All items 
were measured via single answer (yes, no) multiple-choice questions. For the 
purpose of analysis, eight composite measures were created for each form of 
IBSA and intimate image sharing (“any intimate images” in table 4.2).
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Respondents who reported being victims of IBSA were asked about the 
gender of (male, female, both male and female, don’t know), and their con-
nection to (intimate partner or ex-partner, family member, friend, stranger, 
acquaintance, or don’t know their identity), the perpetrator(s) for each form 
of IBSA. Similarly, respondents who reported being perpetrators of IBSA 
were asked about the gender of, and their connection to, the victim(s) for 
each form of IBSA. All items were measured via single-answer (select the 
choice that applies) multiple-choice questions. For the purpose of analysis, 
four composite measures were created for the gender and connection items 
across all three forms of IBSA. Respondents who reported being bystanders 
of intimate image sharing were asked whether they believed the person in the 
images had given their permission for each form of intimate image sharing. 
Both items were measured via single answer (yes because from commercial 
pornography, yes because I know the person gave permission, no I don’t think 
the person gave permission, I don’t know) multiple-choice questions. For the 
purpose of analysis, one composite measure was created for the permission 
item across both forms of intimate image sharing.

Impacts and Fears of Victims

Respondents who had been victims of IBSA were asked about their most 
recent experiences of having intimate images of themselves taken, shared, 

Table 4.2 Extent of Image-Based Sexual Abuse and Intimate Image Sharing Behaviors 
across the Victim, Perpetrator, and Bystander Groups

 

Victim Group Perpetrator Group Bystander Group

Taken
% (n)

Shared
% (n)

Threatened
% (n)

Taken
% (n)

Shared
% (n)

Threatened
% (n)

Shown
% (n)

Sent
% (n)

Partially clothed or 
semi-nude

16.4 (48) 10.9 (32) 7.8 (23) 4.1 (12) 3.8 (11) 1.4 (4) 34.8 (102) 14.0 (41)

Breasts, including 
nipples, visible

4.8 (14) 2.4 (7) 3.8 (11) 3.4 (10) 1.4 (4) 1.4 (4) 24.6 (72) 10.2 (30)

Completely nude 5.5 (16) 2.4 (7) 2.0 (6) 3.1 (9) 2.0 (6) 1.0 (3) 18.8 (55) 8.5 (25)
Genitals visible 6.8 (20) 2.7 (8) 2.7 (8) 1.7 (5) 2.4 (7) 1.0 (3) 26.3 (77) 13.3 (39)
Sex act 7.2 (21) 3.4 (10) 3.4 (10) 1.4 (4) 2.0 (6) 1.0 (3) 12.6 (37) 5.5 (16)
Showering, bathing 

or toileting
8.9 (26) 4.1 (12) 2.7 (8) 3.1 (9) 0.3 (1) 1.4 (4) 15.0 (44) 4.8 (14)

Up a skirt (up-
skirting)

4.4 (13) 2.0 (6) 0.7 (2) 2.0 (6) 0.3 (1) 1.4 (4) 7.2 (21) 3.1 (9)

Of cleavage (down-
blousing)

8.5 (25) 4.1 (12) 1.7 (5) 1.7 (5) 1.0 (3) 1.0 (3) 16.4 (48) 3.4 (10)

Any intimate image 
sharing

22.5 (66) 13.3 (39) 9.6 (28) 7.8 (23) 5.5 (16) 3.4 (10) 44.4 (130) 22.2 (65)

Note. The victim, perpetrator, and bystander groups are not mutually exclusive (i.e., the same respondents 
may have reported being victims, perpetrators and/or bystanders).

Source: Data created by author study.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



95Image-Based Sexual Abuse among Australian Youths

and/or threatened to be shared, specifically the impacts and their fears. 
Three items related to the impacts of each form of IBSA, and whether the 
experiences negatively impacted upon their (1) work or study performance, 
(2) relationships with friends and family, and (3) relationship with an 
intimate partner. Four items related to their fears regarding each form of 
IBSA, and whether they feared the discovery of the images by (1) friends 
and family, (2) a current or future employer, (3) a current or future intimate 
partner, and (4) current or future children. All items were measured via 
five-point scales ranging from 1 “not at all” to 5 “extremely” and were col-
lapsed to create dichotomous “yes” (4 and 5) and “no” (1 to 3) responses. 
For the purpose of analysis, seven composite measures were created for the 
fears and impacts of victims across all three forms of IBSA (“all forms” 
in table 4.3).

Table 4.3 Impacts and Fears of Victims across the Different Forms of Image-Based 
Sexual Abuse

 Victim Group Gender

 

Taken 
(n=66)
% (n)

Shared
(n=39)
% (n)

Threatened 
(n=28)
% (n)

All 
Forms
(n=83)
% (n)

Female 
(n=57)
% (n)

Male 
(n=26)
% (n)

Impacts       
 Work or study 

performance
16.7 (11) 15.4 (6) 25.0 (7) 25.3 (21) 26.3 (15) 23.1 (6)

 Relationships with 
friends and family

15.2 (10) 17.9 (7) 21.4 (6) 21.7 (18) 22.8 (13) 19.2 (5)

 Relationship with an 
intimate partner

13.6 (9) 15.4 (6) 25.0 (7) 20.5 (17) 24.6 (14)† 11.5 (3)

Fears       
 Discovered by friends 

and family
31.8 (21) 33.3 (13) 35.7 (10) 38.6 (32) 42.1 (24)† 30.8 (8)

 Discovered by 
current or future 
employer

28.8 (19) 20.5 (8) 39.3 (11) 36.1 (30) 40.4 (23)† 26.9 (7)

 Discovered by 
current or future 
intimate partner

18.2 (12) 30.8 (12) 42.9 (12) 30.1 (25) 35.1 (20)† 19.2 (5)

 Discovered by 
current or future 
children

27.3 (18) 28.2 (11) 35.7 (10) 30.1 (25) 36.8 (21)† 15.4 (4)

Note. Respondents could select multiple impacts and fears, and the different forms of IBSA are not mutually 
exclusive (i.e., the same respondents may have had intimate images of themselves taken, shared, and/or 
threatened to be shared). 

† Difference of 10.0% or more with a minimum of a small effect size (i.e., a noteworthy gender difference).
Source: Data created by author study.
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Motivations of Perpetrators

Respondents who had been perpetrators of IBSA were asked about their most 
recent experiences of taking, sharing, and/or threatening to share intimate 
images of another person, specifically their motivations. Nine items related 
to their motivations for each form of IBSA, and whether they believed it was 
(1) funny, (2) sexy or flirty, and whether they desired to (3) get back at the 
person, (4) impress friends, (5) embarrass the person, (6) control the person, 
(7) humiliate the person, (8) trade the images for other images, and (9) trade 
the images for money. All items were measured via multiple answer (select 
all choices that apply), multiple-choice questions. For the purpose of analy-
sis, nine composite measures were created for the motivations of perpetra-
tors across all three forms of IBSA (“all forms” in table 4.4).

Reactions of Bystanders

Respondents who had been bystanders of intimate image sharing were asked 
about their most recent experiences of being shown or sent intimate images of 
another person, specifically their reactions. Six items related to their reactions 
to each form of intimate image sharing, and whether they (1) felt uncomfort-
able, (2) felt embarrassed, (3) were bothered but did not say anything, (4) 
were okay with it, (5) were bothered and said something, and (6) thought it 
was funny. All items were measured via five-point scales ranging from 1 “not 
at all” to 5 “extremely” and were collapsed to create dichotomous “yes” (4 

Table 4.4 Motivations of Perpetrators across the Different Forms of Image-Based 
Sexual Abuse

 Perpetrator Group Gender

 

Taken
(n=23)
% (n)

Shared
(n=16)
% (n)

Threatened
(n=10)
% (n)

All Forms
(n=29)
% (n)

Female
(n=19)
% (n)

Male 
(n=10)
% (n)

Thought it was funny
Thought it was sexy or flirty
To get back at the person
To impress friends
To embarrass the person
To control the person
To humiliate the person
Trade images for other images
Trade images for money

30.4 (7)
34.8 (8)
13.0 (3)
17.4 (4)
4.3 (1)
8.7 (2)

13.0 (3)
8.7 (2)
4.3 (1)

25.0 (4)
12.5 (2)
12.5 (2)
18.8 (3)
12.5 (2)
12.5 (2)
6.3 (1)
6.3 (1)
6.3 (1)

10.0 (1)
20.0 (2)
60.0 (6)
20.0 (2)
20.0 (2)
10.0 (1)
20.0 (2)
10.0 (1)
0.0 (0)

37.9 (11)
34.5 (10)
27.6 (8)
20.7 (6)
17.2 (5)
13.8 (4)
13.8 (4)
6.9 (2)
3.4 (1)

36.8 (7)
31.6 (6)
31.6 (6)†

26.3 (5)†

15.8 (3)
21.1 (4)†

5.3 (1)†

5.3 (1)
5.3 (1)

40.0 (4)
40.0 (4)
20.0 (2)
10.0 (1)
20.0 (2)
0.0 (0)

30.0 (3)
10.0 (1)
0.0 (0)

Note. Respondents could select multiple motivations, and the different forms of IBSA are not mutually ex-
clusive (i.e., the same respondents may have taken, shared, and/or threatened to share intimate images 
of another person). 

† Difference of 10.0% or more with a minimum of a small effect size (i.e., a noteworthy gender difference).
Source: Data created by author study.
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and 5) and “no” (1 to 3) responses. For the purpose of analysis, six composite 
measures were created for the reactions of bystanders across both forms of 
IBSA (“both forms” in table 4.5).

Analysis

Descriptive analyses were performed to examine the extent and nature 
of IBSA and intimate image sharing, as well as the impacts and fears of 
victims, the motivations of perpetrators, and the reactions of bystanders. 
Chi-square analyses were also performed to explore whether there were any 
significant gender differences in the extent of IBSA and intimate image shar-
ing, the nature of intimate image sharing, and the reactions of bystanders. 
Unfortunately, small sample sizes precluded chi-square analyses from being 
performed for the nature of IBSA, the impacts and fears of victims, and the 
motivations of perpetrators. However, potentially noteworthy gender differ-
ences (i.e., differences of 10.0% or more with a minimum of small effect size) 
are reported, given the exploratory nature of the current study. Effect size 
was measured using phi (φ) for analyses involving two dichotomous vari-
ables and Cramer’s V (φ

c
) for analyses involving one dichotomous variable 

and one non-dichotomous variable. The analyses used the eight composite 
measures for the extent of IBSA and intimate image sharing, the five com-
posite measures for the nature of IBSA and intimate image sharing, the seven 
composite measures for the impacts and fears of victims, the nine composite 
measures for the motivation of perpetrators, and the six composite measures 
for the reactions of bystanders. Significant and noteworthy gender differences 

Table 4.5 Reactions of Bystanders across the Different Forms of Intimate Image Sharing

 Bystander Group Gender

 

Shown 
(n=130)
% (n)

Sent 
(n=65)
% (n)

Both 
Forms 

(n=142)
% (n)

Female 
(n=101)
% (n)

Male 
(n=41)
% (n)

Uncomfortable
Embarrassed
Bothered but did not say something
Okay with it
Bothered and said something
Funny

40.0 (52)
35.4 (46)
25.4 (33)
24.6 (32)
20.8 (27)
9.2 (12)

44.6 (29)
32.3 (21)
30.8 (20)
27.7 (18)
29.2 (19)
13.8 (9)

43.7 (62)
39.4 (56)
31.0 (44)
31.0 (44)
25.4 (36)
14.8 (21)

45.5 (46)
45.5 (46)*

30.7 (31)
29.7 (30)
25.7 (26)
9.9 (10)*

39.0 (16)
24.4 (10)
31.7 (13)
34.1 (14)
24.4 (10)
26.8 (11)

Note. Respondents could select multiple reactions, and the different forms of intimate image sharing are 
not mutually exclusive (i.e., the same respondents may have been shown and/or sent intimate images of 
another person). 

* p < .05 (i.e., a significant gender difference).
Source: Data created by author study.
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are reported in the text (%, n), with the associated test statistics (chi-square 
analyses only) and effect sizes.

RESULTS

Extent and Nature of IBSA and Intimate Image Sharing

Overall, 28.3% (n=83) of respondents reported being victims of IBSA, 9.9% 
(n=29) reported being perpetrators of IBSA, and 48.5% (n=142) reported 
being bystanders of intimate image sharing. However, it is important to 
acknowledge that the victim, perpetrator, and bystander groups were not 
mutually exclusive. For example, 74.7% (n=62) of respondents who reported 
being victims of IBSA were also perpetrators of IBSA and/or bystanders of 
intimate image sharing; 96.6% (n=28) of respondents who reported being 
perpetrators of IBSA were also victims of IBSA and/or bystanders of inti-
mate image sharing; and 47.2% (n=67) of respondents who reported being 
bystanders of intimate image sharing were also victims and/or perpetrators 
of IBSA. Table 4.2 presents the extent of IBSA and intimate image sharing 
behaviors across the victim, perpetrator, and bystander groups.

Table 4.2 shows that respondents were most likely to report being bystand-
ers of intimate image sharing (shown: 44.4%, n=130, sent: 22.2%, n=65) and 
least likely to report being perpetrators of IBSA (taken: 7.8%, n=23, shared: 
5.5%, n=16, threatened: 3.4% n=10). With regard to the different forms of 
IBSA and intimate image sharing, respondents who reported being victims of 
IBSA were most likely to have had images taken (22.5%, n=66), respondents 
who reported being perpetrators of IBSA were most likely to have taken 
images (7.8%, n=23), and respondents who reported being bystanders of 
intimate image sharing were most likely to have been shown images (44.4%, 
n=130). Chi-square analyses of the eight composite measures (any intimate 
image sharing) revealed that there were no significant gender differences in 
the extent of IBSA or intimate image sharing across any of the victim, perpe-
trator, or bystander groups.

Respondents who reported being victims of IBSA were most likely to be 
targeted by male perpetrators (53.0%, n=44), followed by female perpetrators 
(24.1%, n=20). The remaining 22.9% (n=19) of respondents were targeted by 
both male and female perpetrators or did not know the gender of the perpe-
trators. The vast majority of respondents were targeted by people they had 
previous close relationships with (81.9%, n=28), such as intimate partners 
or ex-partners, family members, and/or friends. Comparatively, few were 
targeted by strangers, acquaintances, multiple perpetrators, or perpetrators 
with whom they did not know the identity (18.1%, n=15). Analyses of the 
two victim composite measures revealed that the gender of, and respondents’ 
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connection to, the perpetrator(s) of IBSA were similar irrespective of respon-
dents’ gender.

Respondents who reported being perpetrators of IBSA were most likely 
to target female victims (44.8%, n=13), followed by male victims (31.0%, 
n=9). The remaining 24.1% (n=7) of respondents targeted both male and 
female victims or did not know the gender of their victims. The vast major-
ity of respondents targeted people they had previous close relationships 
with (75.9%, n=22), and comparatively few respondents targeted strangers, 
acquaintances, multiple victims, or victims with whom they did not know the 
identity (24.1%, n=7). Analyses of the two perpetrator composite measures 
revealed two noteworthy, but non-significant, gender differences. Males were 
more likely than females to target female victims (60.0%, n=6 vs. 36.8%, 
n=7), whereas females were more likely than males to target both male and 
female victims or to not know the gender of their victims (31.6%, n=6 vs. 
10.0%, n=1; φ

c
 = .266). In addition, males were more likely than females to 

target strangers or victims with whom they did not know the identity (20.0%, 
n=2 vs. 10.5%, n=2), whereas females were more likely than males to target 
multiple victims (15.8%, n=3 vs. 0.0%, n=0; φ

c
 = .265).

Finally, respondents who reported being bystanders of intimate image 
sharing were similarly likely to believe the person in the images had (33.1%, 
n=47) and had not (29.6%, n=42) given their permission. The remaining 
respondents believed some of the people in the images had given their per-
mission, whereas others had not (11.3%, n=16) or did not know if the person 
in the images had given their permission (26.1%, n=37). Chi-square analysis 
of the bystander composite measure revealed a statistically significant gender 
difference. Males were more likely than females to believe the person in the 
images had given their permission (51.2%, n=21 vs. 25.7%, n=26), whereas 
females were more likely than males to believe the person in the images had 
not given their permission (33.7%, n=34 vs. 9.5%, n=8) or to believe some of 
the people in the images had given their permission, whereas others had not 
(14.9%, n=15 vs. 2.4%, n=1; χ2 = 11.69, p = .009, φ

c
 = .287).

Impacts and Fears of Victims

Respondents who reported being victims of IBSA experienced negative 
impacts on their work or study performance (25.3%, n=21), on their relation-
ships with friends and family (21.7%, n=18), and on their relationship with an 
intimate partner (20.5%, n=17). Furthermore, respondents feared the images 
being discovered by friends and family (38.6%, n=32), by a current or future 
employer (36.1%, n=30), by a current or future intimate partner (30.1%, 
n=25), and by their current or future children (30.1%, n=25). Table 4.3 pres-
ents the impacts and fears of victims across the different forms of IBSA.
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Analyses of the three composite measures (all forms) revealed that IBSA 
had similar impacts on respondents irrespective of their gender. There was 
just one noteworthy, but non-significant, exception: females were more likely 
than males to experience negative impacts on their relationship with an inti-
mate partner (24.6%, n=14 vs. 11.5%, n=3; φ = −.150). With regard to the 
fears of victims, analyses for the four composite measures (all forms) revealed 
that there were four noteworthy, but non-significant, gender differences. 
Females were more likely than males to fear the images being discovered by 
friends and family (42.1%, n=24 vs. 30.8%, n=8; φ = −.108), by a current or 
future employer (40.4%, n=23 vs. 26.9%, n=7; φ = −.130), by a current or 
future intimate partner (35.1%, n=20 vs. 19.2%, n=5; φ = −.160), and by their 
current or future children (36.8%, n=21 vs. 15.4%, n=4; φ = −.217).

Motivations of Perpetrators

Respondents who reported being perpetrators of IBSA were most likely to 
be motivated by the belief that it was funny (37.9%, n=11) and/or sexy or 
flirty (34.5%, n=10), followed by the desire to get back at the person (27.6%, 
n=8) or impress friends (20.7%, n=6). Fewer respondents were motivated by 
the desire to embarrass (17.2%, n=5), control, or humiliate the person (both 
13.8%, n=4). Fewer respondents still were motivated by the desire to trade 
the images for other images (6.9%, n=2) or money (3.4%, n=1). Table 4.4 
presents the motivations of perpetrators across the different forms of IBSA.

Analyses of the nine composite measures (all forms) revealed that there 
were four noteworthy, but non-significant, gender differences. Females were 
more likely than males to be motivated by the desire to get back at a person 
(31.6%, n=6 vs. 20.0, n=2; φ = −.123), to impress friends (26.3%, n=5 vs. 
10.0, n=1; φ = −.191), and to control the person (21.1%, n=4 vs. 0%, n=0; φ 
= −.290). In contrast, males were more likely than females to be motivated 
by the desire to humiliate the person (30.0%, n=3 vs. 5.3%, n=1; φ = .341).

Reactions of Bystanders

Respondents who reported being bystanders of intimate image sharing were 
most likely to feel uncomfortable (43.7%, n=62) and/or embarrassed (39.4%, 
n=56). Fewer respondents were bothered but did not say something or were 
okay with it (both 31.0%, n=44). Fewer respondents still were bothered and 
said something (25.4%, n=36) or thought it was funny (14.8%, n=21). Table 
4.5 presents the reactions of bystanders across the different forms of intimate 
image sharing.

Chi-square analyses of the six composite measures (both forms) revealed 
that respondents’ reactions to intimate image sharing were similar irrespective 
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of their gender. There were just two statistically significant exceptions: females 
were more likely than males to feel embarrassed (45.5%, n=46 vs. 24.4%, 
n=10; χ2 = 5.46, p = .019, φ = −.196), and males were more likely than females 
to find it funny (26.8%, n=11 vs. 9.9%, n=10; χ2 = 6.63, p = .010, φ = .216).

DISCUSSION

This chapter presents survey findings relating to the IBSA and intimate image 
sharing experiences of 293 Australian youth, aged between 16 and 20 years, 
from victim, perpetrator, and bystander perspectives. Specifically, it exam-
ined (1) the extent and nature of IBSA and intimate image sharing, (2) the 
impacts and fears of victims of IBSA, (3) the motivations of perpetrators of 
IBSA, and (4) the reactions of bystanders of intimate image sharing.

Overall, 1 in 4 respondents had been victims of IBSA, 1 in 10 had been 
perpetrators of IBSA, and 1 in 2 had been bystanders of intimate image shar-
ing. The non-consensual taking of intimate images was the most frequent 
form of IBSA for both victims and perpetrators, followed by the sharing and 
threats to share intimate images. Bystanders were more likely to be shown, 
rather than sent, intimate images. There were no gender differences with 
regard to the extent of IBSA and intimate image sharing. These findings are 
generally consistent with previous research that has examined victimization 
(Branch et al., 2017; Henry et al., 2017; Madigan et al., 2018) and perpetra-
tion (Powell et al., 2019) rates with both adolescent and adult respondents. 
However, there were a few notable differences. For example, some of the 
perpetration rates reported by previous research for the non-consensual shar-
ing of intimate images are considerably higher than those reported in the 
current study (Clancy et al., 2019; Garcia et al., 2016). These discrepancies 
may reflect methodological differences. The current study only examined the 
non-consensual sending and uploading of intimate images, whereas previ-
ous research also examined the non-consensual showing of intimate images. 
Irrespective, these findings highlight the need for educational programs to 
make it clear that all forms of non-consensual intimate image taking and shar-
ing (including threats to share) are IBSA.

The lack of any gender differences in victimization rates is consistent with 
previous research with both adolescent and adult respondents (Henry et al., 
2017; Henry et al., 2019). However, the lack of any gender differences in 
perpetration rates contrasts with previous research that has found perpetration 
rates to be higher for males compared to females (Garcia et al., 2016; Powell 
et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the perpetrators of respondents who reported 
being victims of IBSA were more likely to be male than female, and the 
victims of respondents who reported being perpetrators of IBSA were more 
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likely to be female than male. In addition, most respondents who reported 
being victims and/or perpetrators were targeted by, or targeted, people they 
had previous close relationships with. These findings are consistent with 
previous research examining offline sexual violence (e.g., rape and sexual 
assault; Kelly, Lovett, & Regan, 2005) and IBSA (Henry et al., 2017; Powell 
et al., 2019). They also highlight the need for educational programs to teach 
young people about healthy intimate relationships and the importance of con-
sent in the context of intimate image taking and sharing.

With regard to the impacts and fears of victims, about 1 in 4 respondents 
reported that IBSA victimization impacted upon their work or study perfor-
mance, and about 1 in 5 reported that it impacted upon their relationships with 
friends, family, and intimate partners. Furthermore, about 1 in 3 respondents 
feared that the intimate images would be discovered by friends and family, 
as well as current or future employers, intimate partners, and children. These 
findings are consistent with previous research that found IBSA victimization 
impacted upon the school performance and relationships of young people and 
caused fear during and after the abuse (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 
2017). However, the comparatively low frequencies for impacts and fears in 
the current study, compared with previous research (Henry et al., 2017; Office 
of the eSafety Commissioner, 2017), are concerning. They suggest that a pro-
portion of youth do not consider the potential risks associated with intimate 
image sharing. It is important, therefore, that young people are made aware 
of these impacts and fears and that schools, colleges, and universities develop 
processes to minimize the potential repercussions of IBSA.

Gender comparisons revealed that females were more likely than males 
to experience negative impacts on their relationship with an intimate partner 
and to fear that the intimate images would be discovered by friends and fam-
ily, as well as current and future employers and children. These findings are 
consistent with previous research that found females tended to express more 
negative emotional responses to sexting than males (Del Rey et al., 2019; 
Gassó et al., 2019). They are also consistent with pervasive societal views 
that shame and judge females, but reward males, for their expressions of 
sexual desire and agency (Allen, 2005; Fine & McClelland, 2006; Holland, 
Ramazanoglu, Sharpe, & Thomson, 1998; Powell, 2010).

With regard to the motivations of perpetrators, about 1 in 3 respondents 
reported that they thought it was funny, sexy, or flirty and about 1 in 5 reported 
that they wanted to impress friends. Between about 1 in 10 and 1 in 5 respon-
dents reported that they wanted to get back at, embarrass, control and/or humili-
ate the person. Finally, less than 1 in 10 respondents reported that they wanted 
to trade the images for other images or money. These findings are consistent 
with previous research (Clancy et al., 2019). Although it is possible that sexy 
and flirty motivations are a consequence of respondents rationalizing their 
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behavior, it is also possible that a proportion of young people genuinely fail to 
comprehend the negative impacts of IBSA. For example, previous research has 
shown that motivations for IBSA often reflect a lack of awareness regarding 
the severity of the behavior (Clancy et al., 2019). From an educational perspec-
tive, the latter interpretation of the findings is preferable because it should be 
easier to challenge frequently occurring “non-criminal” motivations than less 
frequently occurring “criminal” motivations. Finally, these findings support 
the view that “revenge pornography” is an inadequate term because it fails to 
encompass the broad range of motivations associated with the non-consensual 
taking and sharing (including threats to share) of intimate images. In the cur-
rent study, revenge was not the sole motivation, nor was it the most common.

Gender comparisons revealed that females were more likely than males 
to report perpetrating IBSA to impress friends, as well as to get back at and/
or control the person. Males, by comparison, were more likely than females 
to report perpetrating IBSA to humiliate the person. These findings suggest 
motivations may vary according to gender. Therefore, further research needs 
to explore these and other potential group differences to better understand the 
underlying motivations for IBSA.

With regard to the reactions of bystanders, just under 1 in 2 respondents 
who received intimate images felt uncomfortable and just over 1 in 3 felt 
embarrassed. A similar proportion of respondents (about 1 in 3) were both-
ered but did not say something or were okay with it. Finally, about 1 in 4 
respondents were bothered and said something, and about 1 in 7 thought it 
was funny. These findings are consistent with previous research that suggests 
bystanders may not say anything because of the endorsement of peer norms 
and an aversion to challenging group dynamics (Harder, 2020). Therefore, 
further research needs to examine if and why bystanders of IBSA are reluc-
tant to intervene. This is particularly important given the role that bystanders 
may have in the prevention of this form of abuse.

It is interesting, although not surprising, that only a small proportion of 
bystanders thought intimate image sharing was funny given that a large pro-
portion of perpetrators believed IBSA was funny, sexy, and/or flirty. From 
an educational perspective, it may be beneficial to encourage young people 
to engage in open and honest discussions about their thoughts regarding, 
and experiences of, receiving intimate images, especially non-consensually 
shared images. These discussions would not only highlight the importance of 
consent in the context of intimate image taking and sharing but also help chal-
lenge the social norms that minimize or condone IBSA (see Powell, 2014). 
Furthermore, it would be beneficial to provide practical advice about when 
and how to intervene.

Gender comparisons revealed that bystander reactions were generally simi-
lar irrespective of gender, although males were more likely to find incidents 
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funny, and females were more likely to find incidents embarrassing. These 
findings are consistent with previous research (Del Rey et al., 2019) and sug-
gest that males may be less likely to appreciate the potential negative impacts 
of IBSA. Further research is needed to better understand variations in young 
people’s reactions so that educational programs can be tailored accordingly.

Implications, Limitations, and Further Research

It is encouraging that this chapter has been included in a book relating to 
interpersonal violence, as it represents an important step in recognizing that 
the non-consensual taking and sharing (including threats to share) of intimate 
images is a form of sexual violence rather than just “revenge pornography” 
or “sexting gone wrong.” The current study certainly suggests that the 
extent and nature of IBSA, as well as the impacts and fears of victims, are 
not adequately represented by either of these terms. Given that legislation 
and policy do not recognize IBSA as a form of sexual violence (McGlynn 
et al., 2017), being able to frame IBSA as part of the continuum of sexual 
violence has important implications for the support offered to victims of this 
form of abuse. Framing IBSA in this way also helps ensure that educational 
programs, victim support services, and law and policy responses are coherent 
and form part of the overall strategy to prevent sexual violence (McGlynn & 
Rackley, 2017; McGlynn et al., 2017). It is vitally important that research 
continues to challenge the current victim blaming and harm minimization 
rhetoric associated with IBSA and intimate image sharing. Instead, IBSA 
needs to be conceptualized as a breach of trust and a violation of sexual 
autonomy, for which the perpetrator, rather than the victim, is responsible 
(Bothamley & Tully, 2018).

It is important to acknowledge that the current study used a non-general-
izable community subsample of Australian residents recruited via a global 
online sampling and data collection company. Although the original sample 
was substantial, the subsample of youth was limited. Consequently, it was not 
possible to explore intersectionality in young people’s experiences of IBSA 
and intimate image sharing, and the gender comparisons presented in this 
chapter must be interpreted with caution. The limited sample also resulted 
in the experiences and perspectives of victims, perpetrators, and bystanders 
being examined separately. Finally, although the current study examined 
whether young people had been shown or sent intimate images it did not 
distinguish between images that had been shown or sent consensually or non-
consensually. Consequently, it was not possible to examine the experiences 
and perspectives of bystanders of the non-consensual sharing of intimate 
images only. Further research is needed, therefore, to examine the range 
of intersectional contexts in which IBSA occurs, to unpack the interrelated 
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nature of the different forms of IBSA, and to examine the experiences and 
perspectives of bystanders of IBSA.

CONCLUSION

This chapter presented findings relating to the IBSA and intimate image shar-
ing experiences of 293 Australian youth, aged between 16 and 20 years, from 
victim, perpetrator, and bystander perspectives. Overall, 1 in 4 respondents had 
been victims of IBSA, 1 in 10 had been perpetrators of IBSA, and 1 in 2 had 
been bystanders of intimate image sharing. Importantly, these groups are not 
mutually exclusive and the same respondents may have been victims, perpetra-
tors, and/or bystanders. These findings highlight the need for evidence-based 
educational programs that promote the development of healthy intimate rela-
tionships and challenge the non-consensual taking and sharing (including threats 
to share) of intimate images. Further research is needed to develop a more com-
plete understanding of IBSA and intimate image sharing among young people to 
help prevent this form of abuse and the associated negative emotional responses.
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Bullying has been one of the top social and health issues for children and ado-
lescents worldwide (see Zych, Ortega-Ruiz, & Del Rey, 2015; also see stop-
bullying .o rg). The term bullying was initially interpreted as school violence, 
which is intentional and repetitive aggression against a student by his/her 
peer(s) at school environments. Since the term has been more broadly used, 
bullying has been referred to as not only school violence among peer groups 
but also some workplace violence among employees. Also, living in the cur-
rent internet and high-tech era, the place of bullying moves from a physical 
place to cyberspace. Due to the complications in defining the term, it was not 
until the early 2010s to have a consensus and commonly adopted bullying 
definition. Although the target subject has been expanded from schoolers to 
adults, the current study focuses on school bullying, especially cyberbullying 
and its social and psychological harms.

The initial school bullying was studied in Scandinavia in the 1970s 
(Heinemann, 1972; Olweus, 1973; cited in Zych et al., 2015). Since then, 
studies have been conducted on the bully (Li, 2006, 2007; Mishna, Cook, 
Gadalla, Daciuk, & Solomon, 2010; Slonje & Smith, 2008), bully-bullied 
(Mishna, Khoury-Kassabri, Gadalla, & Daciuk, 2012; Mishna et al., 2020; 
Vieno, Gini, & Santinello, 2011), the bullied (victims) (Chen et al., 2018; 
Fredrick & Demaray, 2018; Mishna, Cook, Gadalla, Daciuk, & Solomon, 
2010), and bystanders such as teachers, parents, caregivers, and/or social sup-
port groups who might control, prevent, and assist the bully and the bullied 
(Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Pozzoli & Gini, 2019). Those studies also have 
examined the effect of school and social systems on school bullying, includ-
ing physical security and safety systems, crime reporting systems, and school 

Chapter 5

Cyberbullying

Its Social and Psychological 
Harms among Schoolers1

Hyeyoung Lim2 and Hannarae Lee
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justice systems as well as social justice systems. In particular, the studies 
examined the bullied and their physical, social, and psychological damage 
and distress reveal that many peer victims internalize and/or externalize prob-
lems such as suicidal ideation and behavior, depression, drug and/or alcohol 
use, emotional and sleeping problem, and more. These symptoms were iden-
tified among the victims of both traditional and cyberbullying. Relatively few 
studies, however, have examined what treatments or assistance are effective 
for peer victims reducing and recovering from their suffering.

To bridge the research gap, the current study reviews the definitions of the 
term cyberbullying and operationalizes it for this study purposes. And then, 
using the datasets of the NCVS-SCS in 2011 and 2013, the present study 
examines the effects of adult and peer support for adolescent cyberbullying 
victims on social harm and psychological harm, where other variables are 
controlled. Discussions and policy implications are made based on the study 
findings.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Definitions of Cyberbullying

To defining the term cyberbullying, it is necessary to review how the term 
bullying has been defined (e.g., Beran, Rinaldi, Bickham, & Rich, 2012; 
Hinduja & Patchin, 2013; Inchley et al., 2016; Lessne & Cidade, 2016; Li, 
2006, 2007; Litwiller & Brausch, 2013; Rice et al., 2015; Slonje & Smith, 
2008; Slonje, Smith, & Frisén, 2013; Smith et al., 2008; Tokunaga, 2010; 
Watts, Wagner, Velasquez, & Behrens, 2017). In existing bullying litera-
ture, the term had been inconsistently defined for individual study purposes 
until the U.S. federal government agencies developed a uniform definition 
of bullying in 2014 (see Gladden Gladden, Vivolo-Kantor, Hamburger, & 
Lumpkin, 2014). Through a process of consulting with bullying experts and 
practitioners as well as the people from the federal partner agencies such as 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the National Center 
for Injury Prevention and Control, and the Department of Education (ED), the 
term bullying was defined as the following:

Any unwanted aggressive behavior(s) by another youth or group of youths who 
are not siblings or current dating partners that involves an observed or per-
ceived power imbalance and is repeated multiple times or is highly likely to be 
repeated. Bullying may inflict harm or distress on the targeted youth including 
physical, psychological, social, or educational harm. (see Gladden et al., 2014, 
p. 7)
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In this definition, youth are school-aged individuals 5 to 18 years of age; the 
term unwanted means the targeted youth want to stop perpetrator(s)’ intentional 
use of aggressive behavior to harm against him or her, regardless of threatened 
or actual; the term harm means any physical, psychological, social and/or edu-
cational negative experiences or injuries including physical pain, feelings of 
distress, social damage of self-reputation at school, and/or limits or damages 
to educational opportunities (see Gladden et al., 2014, p. 8). According to this 
definition, cyberbullying was not directly defined or considered as a different 
type of bullying, but a subcategory of bullying locations occurred in cyber-
space using electronic devices (see Gladden et al., 2014, p. 55).

In addition, the term bullying is somewhat differently defined in the three 
commonly used national surveys to measure the prevalence of bullying: (1) the 
Health Behaviors in School-age Children (HBSC), (2) the Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (YRBS), and (3) the SCS. For example, HBSC sees bullying as

a student is being bullied when another student, or a group of students, say or 
do nasty and unpleasant things to him or her. It is also bullying when a student 
is teased repeatedly in a way he or she does not like or when he or she is delib-
erately left out of things. But it is not bullying when two students of about the 
same strength or power argue or fight. It is also not bullying when a student is 
teased in a friendly and playful way. (Inchley et al., 2016, p. 197)

On the other hand, the YRBS defines bullying

when 1 or more students tease, threaten, spread rumors about, hit, shove, or hurt 
another student over and over again. It is not bullying when 2 students of about 
the same strength or power argue or fight or tease each other in a friendly way. 
(CDC, 2019, p. 7)

Finally, in the SCS, bullying happens

when one or more students tease, threaten, spread rumors about, hit, shove or 
hurt another student. It is not bullying when students of about the same strength 
or power argue or fight or tease each other in a friendly way. Bullies are usually 
stronger, or have more friends or more money, or some other power over the 
student being bullied. Usually, bullying happens over and over, or the student 
being bullied thinks it might happen over and over. (United States Department 
of Justice, 2013, p. 9)

Starting in 2015, the SCS started to include the follow-up questions on repeti-
tion and power imbalance to estimate the percentage of bullying experience 
as outlined in the CDC uniform definition (Lessne & Cidade, 2016).
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Instead of developing a new definition for cyberbullying, early studies 
placed space restriction from traditional bullying to cyberspace where one 
can access using electronic communication tools (Li, 2006, 2007; Slonje & 
Smith, 2008; Smith et al., 2008). Consequently, several bullying characteris-
tics have been adopted to the cyberbullying definition such as the repetition 
of the act, the power imbalance, and the intent of embarrassing or damaging 
other individuals (Beran et al., 2012; Hinduja & Patchin, 2013; Rice et al., 
2015; Slonje et al., 2013). In addition, cyberbullying most often involves 
abusive or hurtful texts, emails, posts, images, and videos, as well as deliber-
ately excluding others online and gossiping or spreading rumors in an attempt 
to imitate and humiliate targeted individuals (Tokunaga, 2010; Watts et al., 
2017).

Due to the unique characteristics of cyberspace, such as no space and time 
restriction and perceived anonymity (Kowalski, Morgan, & Limber, 2012), 
defining cyberbullying is a challenging task. At the same time, such charac-
teristics also led scholars to agree that cyberbullying can occur at any time in 
any place. Therefore, based on previous literature, the current study defines 
cyberbullying as any intentional harm delivered through electronic media, 
including emails, instant messaging or chat, texts, online gaming, and posts 
from social media, which may inflict psychological, social, educational, and/
or physical harm to the targeted youth.

Someone may wonder how cyberbullying can physically harm the youth. 
There might be no pushing, shoving, or tripping by others in cyberbullying 
cases, but victims can inflict self-harm as a response to their victimization. 
For example, from a large risk-behavior screening study with a sample of 
4,693 public high school students, Litwiller & Brausch (2013) found that 
both cyberbullying and traditional bullying victims showed problems with 
substance use, violence, and unsafe sexual behavior. More importantly, both 
bullying victims also showed suicidal behavior after victimization. Hinduja & 
Patchin (2010) also found that students who experienced both traditional and 
cyberbullying showed suicidal ideation or attempted to commit suicide. In 
cyberbullying cases, victims were almost twice more likely to have attempted 
suicide than those who were not cyberbullying victims.

Cyberbullying Literature since the Mid-2000s

Since its inception, many cyberbullying studies have compared the demo-
graphic characteristics of bullies and victims of both school bullying (a.k.a., 
traditional bullying) and cyberbullying (Baldry, Farrington, & Sorrentino, 
2017; Li, 2006, 2007; Erdur-Baker, 2010; Slonje & Smith, 2008; Vieno, 
Gini, & Santinello, 2011; Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 2015), while others 
focused on psychological characteristics of bullies and victims of both school  
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bullying and cyberbullying such as depression symptoms and suicidal ide-
ation (Bauman et al., 2013; Gradinger et al., 2009; Kubiszewski et al., 2015; 
Pabian & Vandebosch, 2016). Besides, physical characteristics such as 
aggression (Gradinger et al., 2009; Mishna et al., 2020) and presence of cop-
ing or preventive factors, including peer influence, adult influence, and school 
safety measures (Charalampous et al., 2018; Meter & Bauman, 2018), were 
also examined by scholars in various fields.

Cyberbullying literature tends to focus on children and adolescent popu-
lations, but some studies also utilized college populations to demonstrate 
the impacts and factors of cyberbullying (Francisco, Simão, Ferreira, & 
das Dores Martins, 2015; Gaffney, Ttofi, & Farrington, 2019; Goodboy & 
Martin, 2015; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). For example, according to the 
HBSC 2013/2014 data (Inchley et al., 2019), 10.6% out of 176,185 students 
experienced cyberbullying through messages (e.g., instant messages, emails, 
text messages) and unflattering or inappropriate pictures as well as by post-
ing them online without permission (8.4% out of 178,935 participants). 
Furthermore, since cyberbullying is not an issue that is confined to one coun-
try, scholars worldwide demonstrated their interests and examined factors, 
impact, and prevention mechanisms regarding cyberbullies and victims. Such 
a trend of focusing on cyberbullies and victims then expanded to include 
bully-victims who experienced both spectra of bullying (Del Rey, Elipe, & 
Ortega-Ruiz, 2012; Vieno, Gini, & Santinello, 2011; Wang et al., 2019).

Even though the majority of cyberbullying literature is focused on the 
characteristics and factors surrounding bullies and victims, two different 
areas have emerged. First, widespread use of social networking services 
and innovative techniques in automated prediction led scholars to develop 
cyberbullying prediction models using automated detection programs incor-
porating personality traits and psychological features (Balakrishnan, Khan & 
Arabnia, 2020; Del Rey, Mora-Merchán, Casas, Ortega-Ruiz, & Elipe, 2018; 
Fazil & Abulaish, 2018; Rosa et al., 2019). The use of a prediction model is 
a new area of research that requires rigorous and continuous development as 
well as evaluation. Second, there is also an emerging trend of focusing on the 
bystander effects of cyberbullying (Pazzoli & Gini, 2020; Song & Oh, 2018). 
Studies on bystander effects focus on psychological and situational factors 
surrounding the bystander. Findings from these two areas are still in their 
infancy to generalize and require further assessment.

Social and Psychological Harm

As defined by Gladden et al. (2014), it is obvious that the bullied suffer from 
social, educational, and psychological distress along with physical harms. 
Existing literature demonstrates how bullying inflicts harm or distress on 
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the victim as well as what mechanisms effectively assist victims in being 
recovered from such distresses. Several studies have found that bullying 
victimization is related to externalizing and/or internalizing problems (Cook 
et al., 2010; Reijntjes et al. 2011). For instance, bullying increases suicidal 
ideation and behavior (Holt et al., 2015; Kowalski et al., 2014; van Geel 
et al., 2014), depression (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Kowalski et al., 2014; 
Trofi et al., 2014), anxiety (Kowalski et al., 2014), psychotic/psychosomatic/
psychological symptoms (Albdour, Hong, Lewin, & Yarandi, 2019; 
Cunningham et al., 2015; Gini & Pozzoli, 2013; Van Dam et al., 2012), stress 
(Kowalski et al., 2014), drug and alcohol use (Kowalski et al., 2014; Trofi 
et al., 2011), emotional (Kowalski et al., 2014) and sleeping problems (van 
Geel et al., 2016). Additionally, bullying decreases self-esteem (Hawker & 
Boulton, 2000; Kowalski et al., 2014; Tsaousis, 2016), social esteem (Hawker &  
Boulton, 2000), and academic achievement (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2009).

Table 5.1 summarizes selected studies that test the impacts of emotional 
and psychological distresses on the victims of cyberbullying for the purpose 
of the current study. For example, Albdour, Hong, Lewin, & Yarandi (2019) 
examined a convenient sample of 150 Arab American adolescents on their 
cyberbullying experience and its impact on their health. Using the Children’s 
Somatization Inventory (CSI-24) and the Kassler Psychological Distress 
Scale (K10), they tested the severity of non-specific somatic symptoms, anxi-
ety levels, and depression symptoms experienced by the adolescents who had 
cyberbullied (perpetrators) and/or had been cyberbullied (victims). Albdour 
et al. (2019) found that both cyberbullying perpetration and victimization 
were positively correlated with both physical complaints and psychological 
distress. However, by controlling the demographic variables, physical com-
plaints were significantly related to cyberbullying perpetrators only (B = 
11.02, p<.001), and psychological distress was only significantly associated 
with victimization (B = 3.69, p<.05). Tsaousis (2016) also found that peer 
victimization was negatively significant with self-esteem through analyzing 
121 existing bullying studies published by June 2014. This study also found 
a significant relationship between bullying behavior and self-esteem, but the 
degree of association was very low. That is, the victims’ self-esteem is more 
lowered by peer aggression and bullying than the perpetrators’ self-esteem. 
With the fact that interpersonal and intrapersonal factors are more likely to 
influence self-esteem in its development, it is crucial to consider the robust 
study finding in the development of a victim assistance program for peer vic-
timizations and how other individual characteristics and qualities play a role 
in bullying and its victimization (Tsaousis, 2016).

To assess if the strength of the association between peer victimization (bul-
lying and peer aggression) and psychosomatic health problems relies on how 
to measure bullying or peer aggression, Hellström and her colleagues (2017)  
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analyzed 2,578 Swedish adolescents aged 13 to 15 years and found that 
adolescent victims have more significant psychosomatic problems than non-
victims. While the impacts on psychosomatic health problems with each 
measure (bullying, occasional peer aggression, and frequent peer aggression) 
were not significantly different, the adolescents victimized by both mea-
sures (bullying plus occasional peer aggression; and bullying plus frequent 
peer aggression) showed higher levels of psychosomatic health problems 
(Hellström et al., 2017).

Several studies on bullying treatment and assistance focus on coping 
mechanisms, including the effect of social or emotional support (Collins & 
Laursen, 2004; House, 1981; Moss, 1973). Moss (1973) defined the term 
social support as the subjective feelings of being cared for, accepted, loved, 
needed, and belonged. House (1981) described emotional support as the per-
ception of support conveyed to others, such as the provision of acceptance, 
reassurance, and encouragement in times of stress or difficulty. It is a widely 
known fact that positive parental supports and the perceptions of support-
ive relationships with parents are essential keys to adolescents’ well-being 
(Collins & Laursen, 2004). Parental support, however, may not be the most 
significant factor to prevent and reduce peer victimizations and to support 
adolescent victims because bullying and/or peer aggression most frequently 
occur in school settings. That is, other emotional and social support groups 
are needed for the victims in a school setting such as adult (e.g., teacher and 
school staff) and/or peer support groups.

A paucity of studies has examined the importance of emotional support 
groups for adolescent victims seeking help, particularly for the victims of 
cyberbullying. Yeung and Leadbeater (2010) examined the moderation effect 
of the three adult emotional support groups (father, mother, and teacher) 
on the relations between peer victimization and maladaptive outcomes 
(emotional and behavioral problems) with a total of 664 adolescents over 
a two-year period (N=664) in the first survey (2003, T1) and N=580 in the 
follow-up survey (2005, T2). The results showed that both physical and 
relational (i.e., peers tell lies about the victim) victimizations were positively 
significant on both emotional and behavioral problems among adolescents. 
And it was found that females were more emotionally and behaviorally 
distressed by victimizations than male adolescents (Yeung & Leadbeater, 
2010). Particularly, the behavioral problems among female adolescents were 
positively significant with the relational victimization in T2. In other words, 
the study found that behavioral problems are caused by relational bullying 
experiences in later years, especially among female victims. One interesting 
finding of the study was that the higher emotional support from father lowers 
adolescents’ emotional and behavioral problems both in T1 and T2, while 
their mothers’ emotional support significantly moderated their children’s 
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emotional problems only in T1. Moreover, teachers’ emotional support 
significantly lowered adolescents’ relational problems in T1 and T2, while 
its significant moderation effects on emotional problems were found in T2. 
Yeung and Leadbeater (2010) constructed the temporal ordering from bul-
lying to emotional and behavioral harms inflicted on adolescents. They also 
demonstrated moderated effect of fathers’ and teachers’ supports on reducing 
the harm caused by bullying.

Current Study

The current study extends previous research on cyberbullying victimization 
among youth by examining the impact of the presence of adult and peer sup-
port on the level of social and psychological harms. According to the NCVS-
SCS data between 2011 and 2013, cyberbullying victims experience social 
harm 1.5 times more than traditional bullying victims and experience twice 
more psychological harm compared to traditional bullying victims (NCVS-
SCS, 2011; 2013). The literature on causes and preventive methods on reduc-
ing both social and psychological harm, however, is limited. Therefore, under 
the assumption that adult and peer support can reduce the level of both social 
and psychological harm, the current study hypotheses the following:

Hypothesis 1: Cyberbullying victims are less likely to experience social 
harm with adult support. 

Hypothesis 2: Cyberbullying victims are less likely to experience social 
harm with peer support. 

Hypothesis 3: Cyberbullying victims are less likely to experience psy-
chological harm with adult support.

Hypothesis 4: Cyberbullying victims are less likely to experience psy-
chological harm with peer support.

Methods

Data

The data used in the current study are from the NCVS-SCS. Every year, 
NCVS interviews each household member who is aged 12 years and 
older. SCS, as a supplement to the annual NCVS, started collecting data in 
1989, then again in 1995. Beginning 1999, NCVS-SCS has been collected 
every two years. SCS interviews each household member aged 12 to 18 
who attends a primary or secondary education program (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 2015). The NCVS-SCS dataset first introduced questions regard-
ing cyberbullying in 2011. Starting in 2015, the NCVS-SCS removed eight 
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cyberbullying-related questions and included one question asking the place 
of bullying to capture whether the bullying occurred online or by text. Thus, 
we used the 2011 and 2013 data only for the current study purpose. To 
include students who experienced cyberbullying, the current study included 
respondents who indicated experiencing cyberbullying using the cyberbul-
lying-related questions. The questions include posting hurtful information 
about the victim; purposely sharing private information, photos, or videos on 
the internet or mobile phones; threatened or insulted victims through email, 
instant messaging, chat, text message, online gaming; or excluding victims 
from online communications. We also cross-referenced victims using one 
question asking the frequency of all these questions. This procedure clas-
sified 498 cyberbullying victims from 2011 and 325 cyberbullying victims 
from 2013 (N=823).

Dependent Variables

Social Harm

In the current study, social harm was measured through students’ answers on 
whether or not they were staying away from seven different places in school 
(e.g., school entrance, hallways and stairs, cafeteria, restrooms, parking lot, 
other school building, or other school ground) or route to school, as well as 
avoiding any online activities. Dichotomized response options for the nine 
items were summed across the items to reflect the severity of social harm as 
a count variable. An index reliability of Cronbach’s alpha is 0.78, and the 
higher numbers represent the higher severity of social harm.

Psychological Harm

Psychological harm was measured with four dichotomized questions (0 = 
no, 1 = yes) and three 4-point Likert scale questions (0 = never, 1 = almost 
never, 2 = sometimes, and 3 = most of the time). The dichotomized questions 
were the following: (1) Did you avoid any activities at your school because 
you thought someone might attack or harm you? (2) Did you avoid any class 
at your school because you thought someone might attack or harm you? (3) 
Did you stay home from school because you thought someone might attack or 
harm you? and (4) During the last four weeks, did you skip any classes? The 
three Likert scale questions were (1) How often are you afraid that someone 
will attack or harm you on a school building/property? (2) How often are you 
afraid that someone will attack or harm you on a school bus or on the way 
to and from school? and (3) Besides the times you are on school property or 
going to or from school, how often are you afraid that someone will harm you? 
Three Likert scale questions were re-coded to represent no experience (0 =  
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never and almost never) and experience of psychological harm (1 = some-
times and most of the time) prior to summing across seven items to reflect 
the severity of psychological harm as a count variable. An index reliability 
of Cronbach’s alpha is 0.73, and the higher number represents more severe 
psychological harm.

Independent Variables

Adult Support

Adult support was measured with six 5-point Likert scale questions that 
asked the support from adult figures in school, including teachers who cared, 
noticed, listened, told positive stuff, wished the best, and believed the stu-
dents (e.g., “There is an adult at school who believes that you will be . . .” or 
“Teachers care about students”; strongly negative = 0, negative = 1, neutral = 
2, positive=3, strongly positive = 4). All Likert scale questions were summed 
across six items and then divided by six to reflect the severity of adult sup-
ports from strongly negative (= 0) to strongly positive (= 4). An index reli-
ability of Cronbach’s alpha is 0.83, and the higher number represents more 
support from adult figures in school.

Peer Support

Peer support was measured with one 4-point Likert scale question that 
asked the presence of friends whom the respondent can talk to, cares about 
feelings, and what happened to the students (i.e., “Would you agree, at 
school, you have a friend you can talk to, who cares about your feelings 
and what happens to you”; strongly disagree = 0, disagree = 1, agree = 2, 
strongly agree = 3).

Control Variables

School Experience and Safety Features

To capture the impact of negative experiences in school, the current study 
utilized victimization report questions regarding hate-related words on race, 
religion, ethnicity, disability, gender, and sexual orientation (e.g., “Were any 
of the hate-related words related to you race?”). Those who reported any one 
of the above victimizations were coded as 1 and 0 otherwise. The physical 
atmosphere of the school can also influence students’ social and psychologi-
cal harm. Thus, the study utilized a dichotomized question regarding the pres-
ence of hate symbols in school (0 = no, 1 = yes). In a similar vein, the study 
also included the nine dichotomized safety features at school (e.g., the 
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presence of security guards or assigned police officers, metal detectors, 
visitor sign-in process, security cameras, and the code of student conduct) to 
represent none (0) to high (9) physical safety levels.

Demographic Features

The current study included three demographic variables as covariates: gender 
(0 = male, 1 = female), age (12–18), and ethnicity (0 = others, 1= Caucasian).

Analytical Strategies

The two dependent variables for the current study, social and psychologi-
cal harm, are the count variables. Although the Linear Regression Model 
(LRM) has often been applied to count outcomes, this can result in inefficient, 
inconsistent, and biased estimates. Even though there are situations in which 
the LRM provides reliable results, it is much safer to use models designed 
explicitly for count variable outcomes.

By utilizing count models, the current study assumed that every bullying 
victim has a positive probability of experiencing any given level of social 
and/or psychological harm. Depends on individual characteristics, the prob-
ability of being a victim may differ across victims, but all victims have some 
probability of experiencing harm. To run count models, the study began with 
the Poisson Regression Model (PRM). Both social harm and psychological 
harm variable, however, contained strong evidence of over-dispersion (social 
harm: G2 = 1275.79, p = 0.001; X2 = 2121.42, p = 0.001 and psychologi-
cal harm: G2 = 959.02, p = 0.001; X2 = 1555.81, p = 0.001). Thus, instead 
of applying the PRM, we ran the Negative Binomial Regression Model 
(NBRM) for both models. The NBRM improves upon the underprediction of 
zeros in the PRM by increasing the conditional variance without changing the 
conditional mean. The NBRM allows examining the over-dispersed portion 
of the count variable, which indicates that the variance exceeds the mean, and 
the distribution of outcomes is determined by both random and non-random 
(i.e., risk heterogeneity and/or event dependence) processes (Park & Eck, 
2013; Winkelmann, 2008).

Results

Table 5.2 presented the descriptive statistics of measures utilized in the 
current study. Among 823 cyberbullying victims aged 12 to 18 in public 
and private schools in the United States, approximately 24% of students 
expressed experiencing some level of social harm (26% of females; 20% of 
males), while approximately 19% experienced some level of psychological 
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harm (22% of females; 15% of males). The current data contained 66% of 
White students compared to other races, and most of the schools on the data 
showed at least one safety feature in school. The majority of cyberbullying 
victims in the current data did not experience hate words in school (70%), 
but approximately half of students (52%) saw hate-related words or symbols 
written in his or her school.

Social Harm

Table 5.3 showed the outcome of NBRM for cyberbullying victims with 
social harm.

Findings from table 5.3 supported hypothesis one, the presence of adult 
support reduces the level of social harm by cyberbullying victims. The 
results also supported hypothesis two—the presence of peer support reduced 
the level of social harm. When students felt substantial support from adult 
figures in school, their rate for social harm would be expected to decrease 
by a factor of 0.64 while holding all other variables in the mode constant. 
For example, when a student has no adult support, his/her/their social harm 
is equal to 100. If the student has some peer support (1 unit increases), that 
student’s social harm would down to 64 from 100, indicating a 36% decrease. 
When students felt the more substantial support by their peers, their rate for 
social harm would be expected to decrease by a factor of 0.73, while holding 
all other variables in the model constant. We further discussed this issue in 
the next section.

The current study also included measures of hate words and hate symbols 
because of the possibility for cyberbullying victims to experience social harm 
due to negative school experiences. The findings indicated that cyberbullying 
victims who heard hate-related words were 2.76 times more likely to experi-
ence social harm. Seeing signs of hate symbols in school also increased social 

Table 5.2 Descriptive Statistics

Variable N Mean St.d. Min Max

Social harm 823 0.51 1.25 0 9
Psychological harm 823 0.38 0.95 0 6
Adult support 823 3.27 0.55 1 4
Peer support 823 3.43 0.79 0 4
Hate words 823 0.30 0.46 0 1
Hate symbols in school 823 0.52 0.50 0 1
Presence of safety features 823 5.88 1.38 0 9
Caucasian 823 0.66 0.47 0 1
Gender (female=1, male=0) 823 0.61 0.49 0 1
Age 823 14.88 1.81 12 18

Note. St.d. = Standard Deviation.
Source: Data created by author study.
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harm by 1.54 times. The level of social harm by cyberbullying victims was 
reduced for every additional year in school by 13%. Unlike previous litera-
ture, we did not find any statistical significance between male and female 
cyberbullying victims’ level of social harm, as well as differences in race.

Psychological Harm

Table 5.4 indicated the outcome of PRM for cyberbullying victims with 
psychological harm. As shown in table 5.4, the presence of both adult and 
peer support reduced the level of psychological harm. Cyberbullying vic-
tims experienced less psychological harm by the presence of adult support 
(31%) and peer support (28%). These findings supported hypotheses three 
and four of the current study. Unlike social harm, cyberbullying victims with 

Table 5.3 Negative Binomial Regression Model for Cyberbullying Victims with 
Social Harm

 β (Std. Err) IRR (Std. Err)

Adult support −0.45** 0.14 0.64** 0.09
Peer support −0.32*** 0.10 0.73*** 0.07
Hate words 1.02*** 0.17 2.76*** 0.48
Hate symbols in school 0.43* 0.18 1.54* 0.27
Presence of safety features 0.03 0.06 1.03 0.07
Caucasian −0.20 0.17 0.82 0.14
Female −0.28 0.17 1.33 0.23
Age −0.14** 0.05 0.87** 0.04
Constant 2.97 0.91 19.49 3.78

Notes. Std. Err = Standard Error; IRR = Incident-Rate Ratios.
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.
Source: Data created by author study.

Table 5.4 Negative Binomial Regression Model for Cyberbullying Victims with Psy-
chological Harm

 β (Std. Err) IRR (Std. Err)

Adult Support −0.37* 0.16 0.69* 0.11
Peer Support −0.33** 0.11 0.72** 0.08
Hate Words 1.20*** 0.19 3.32*** 0.65
Hate Symbols in School 0.06 0.19 1.06 0.21
Presence of Safety Features −0.01 0.07 1.00 0.07
Caucasian −0.15 0.19 0.85 0.17
Female 0.58** 0.19 1.78** 0.35
Age −0.14** 0.05 0.87** 0.04
Constant 2.49 1.01 12.04 12.18

Notes. Std. Err = Standard Error; IRR = Incident-Rate Ratios.
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.
Source: Data created by author study.
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psychological harm were not significantly affected by negative school expe-
riences and environments, such as hearing hate words or seeing hate-related 
symbols on school property.

Besides, victims with psychological harm were 78% more likely to be 
female. Similar to social harm model, the finding also indicated that the level 
of psychological harm among cyberbullying victims was reduced for every 
additional year in school by 13%.

DISCUSSIONS

The current study examined the effects of adult and peer support on social and 
psychological harm among adolescent victims of cyberbullying aged 12 to 
18 using the NCVS-SCS data in 2011 and 2013. As found, almost all victims 
reported that they experienced certain degrees of social and psychological distress 
from their cyberbullying victimization. The results supported the four research 
hypotheses that assumed the negative relationship between two types of harms 
(social and psychological harm) and two emotional support groups (peer and 
adult). First, we found that peer support lowered not only the levels of social harm 
but also psychological harm among adolescent victims of cyberbullying. It is not 
surprising that most students have at least one close friend at school. Although we 
would like to capture a more versatile measure of peer support, we were unable 
to provide a more sophisticated measure of peer support due to the distribution 
of the measure and lack of peer support variables in the dataset. Several existing 
studies found that peer support has a positive impact on students’ experience at 
school by creating a socio-emotional climate and providing social and emotional 
support and functions as school bullying intervention and prevention (Cowie, 
2011; Naylor & Cowie, 1999; Cowie & Olafsson, 2000; Tzani-Pelpelasi et al., 
2019; Yin et al., 2017). Although these studies did not test peer support directly 
on cyberbullying victimization, it is clear that peers and fellow students play criti-
cal roles to the bullied to overcome their social and psychological damage and 
distress from the peer bullies. There is a common phrase used in South Korea: 
Wounds from people are eventually healed by people. In other words, social and 
psychological harms from peers at school are healed by peers. The current study 
clearly demonstrated such proverb.

Second, we found a positive effect of adult support on both social and psy-
chological harms among adolescent victims of cyberbullying. That is, adult 
support alleviates the levels of social and psychological distress suffering 
among peer victims. Yeung & Leadbeater (2010) found that adult emotional 
support moderates the association between peer victimization and emotional 
and behavioral problems among adolescents. In particular, the higher father 
and teacher’s emotional support, the lower the adolescent victims’ emotional 
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and behavioral problems caused by both physical and relational victimization 
concurrently and across time (Yeung & Leadbeater, 2010). Although Yeung 
& Leadbeater (2010) did not separately measure cybervictimization from 
physical and relational victimization, it was obvious that adult support mod-
erates emotional and behavioral maladaptive outcomes among adolescent 
victims of peer aggression and harassment.

According to Mitchell and her colleagues (2016), adolescent victims had 
the most emotional harm by mixed harassment incidents (in-person and 
technology involved) because of being victimized in multiple places such 
as school, home, and cyberspace. To our knowledge, the current study is the 
first study that empirically examined the effects of adult and peer support on 
social and psychological harm among adolescent victims of cyberbullying, as 
well as the first study finding the positive impacts of adult and peer support on 
cyber victimization. The result of the current study also supports the finding 
of Yeung and Leadbeater’s study (2010) that adult support makes a difference 
for peer-victimized adolescents.

Third, it was not our main focus but worth to mention the important find-
ing of the relationships between both hate words and hate symbols in school 
and the levels of social harm. It was not a surprising finding that adolescent 
victims were not only physically but also verbally abused by their peers, using 
hate words related to various personal factors. However, it is necessary to pay 
good attention to the positive relationship between hate symbols in school and 
social harm. Neutrality in the school environment has been highly emphasized 
by many scholars and teachers, especially in public schools, in order to provide 
a safer and better learning environment by eliminating any confusion or ani-
mosity for students on polarized opinions on any controversial topics in social 
justice (see Hart, 1964; Kelly, 2001; and Kyritsis & Tsakyrakis, 2013). The 
finding of the current study lets us rethink about the carelessness, negligence, 
or insensitivity on hate symbols among teachers and/or school administra-
tors as well as the pain of the adolescent victims caused by inattentive and/or 
unintentional hazardous school climates. Besides, it implies the importance of 
school justice systems and disciplines against any violations of human rights. 
As described earlier, however, both variables, hate words and the presence of 
hate symbols in school, were measured with one dichotomized item, so it is 
recommended for future studies to measure them with more sophisticated items 
to investigate the impacts of hate on perpetrators and victims.

There are several limitations to the current study concerning the data. 
Similar to many other self-reported survey data, the NCVS-SCS contains 
issues regarding sampling error. Even though the NCVS-SCS collects data 
from the nationally representative samples, any given NCVS-SCS student 
sample may differ from estimates that would have been produced from 
other student samples. In addition, the NCVS-SCS asks on an entire year 
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of school victimization in every two years. Thus, at the response process 
stage, students may forget an event or telescope forward or backward. 
Since 2011, there were a total of four NCVS-SCS datasets that include 
cyberbullying-related items. Starting in 2015, NCVS-SCS substituted the 
eight cyberbullying-related questions to one question that asks the place of 
bullying with an option to choose online or by text. For this reason, we used 
the 2011 and 2013 datasets only in the current study. It is recommended for 
future studies to examine the 2015 and 2017 datasets for the comparison 
purpose. The current study combined two NCVS-SCS data to demonstrate 
the relationship between peer and adult support on bullying victims. Due 
to the data limitation, we cannot control or examine the temporal ordering 
between bullying and support from adults and peer groups. Instead, this 
study assumed the more significant impact of adult and peer support on 
bullying victims. Therefore, future studies should address the issue of the 
temporal ordering between bullying and supports.

Another concern in this study is that there is no way to identify whether 
the findings of this study are the result of the adult and/or peer support pro-
grams already being effective. There is no such question indicating whether 
or not individual participants’ school has such programs in the NCVS-SCS 
questionnaire. As stated, we measured peer and adult support regardless of 
the existence of such support programs. Hence, the findings of this study 
should be cautiously interpreted, and it is also recommended for future 
studies to address and/or resolve the issue of a black-box approach, caused 
by the limitation of using secondary data. Furthermore, the current study 
only includes both adult and peer support at school. Since it is plausible to 
obtain both supports from outside school boundaries, expanding the scope 
to include support from other adults and peers is also encouraged for further 
assessment.

According to Yeung & Leadbeater (2010), teachers’ emotional sup-
port could reduce emotional and behavioral problems among adolescents. 
Unfortunately, the NCVS-SCS data did not allow us to differentiate the 
emotional support from teachers only. There were three items asking 
students’ experiences with teachers, but those items asked overall percep-
tions of teachers rather than personal experience with teachers. Therefore, 
the current study was unable to demonstrate the impact of teacher support 
separately from adult support. Lastly, due to the data restriction, we were 
unable to construct a robust measure that represents peer support. Unlike 
the adult support measure that draws from six items, the peer support 
measure came from one item. Aforementioned, there is no other nationally 
representative dataset containing cyberbullying victimization and various 
adult and peer support items to the authors’ knowledge, so we recommend 
adding more cyber victimization and peer support items on the NCVS-SCS 
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or constructing another nationally representative platform data that specify 
cyber victimization of students.

CONCLUSION

The important thing in human relations is consideration, respect, and concern 
for others. However, if these concerns and considerations are distorted and 
appear as violence, no one will want to engage. With the development of 
technological civilization, many people are changing to a society that places 
indirect contact over a face-to-face, personal work rather than collaboration, 
and anonymity rather than naming. As Aristotle said, however, humans are 
social animals (see Loard, 2013); we seek the meaning of our existence under 
constant relationships with others. Because of this, violence in relations forces 
to leave more profound and fatal wounds on the victim. In particular, bullying 
victimizations during the sensitive adolescence period may place unforgettable 
scars on the victim’s remaining life. This current study empirically demon-
strated the possibility that such wounds, social and psychological harms, can be 
alleviated and restored by the support of adults and peers. Moreover, the current 
study indicates that psychological harm is more prevalent among cyberbullying 
victims compared to social harm, which warrants intervention and prevention 
programs to mediate existing psychological harm and reduce future harm by 
cyberbullying. Even though the percentage of experiencing social harm is rela-
tively lower compared to psychological harm, the presence of social harm also 
cannot be ignored and warrants intervention and prevention. Based on these 
findings, we believe that developing new adult- and peer-supporting programs 
or enhancing existing assisting programs can be vital methods to help distressed 
students’ recovery process, while enhancing knowledge on cyberbullying: pre-
vention and danger. It is people who cause problems, and it is also people who 
solve the problems. Perhaps being wounded by a person and healed by another 
person is a way that we live in society. There is growing evidence of the effec-
tiveness of peer supporting programs across the literature (Adickes et al. 2013; 
Tzani-Pelpelasi et al., 2019. Williford et al., 2012; Yerger & Gehret 2011). The 
sustainability of such programs, however, needs to be carefully managed with 
surrounding factors within the school environment and students’ characteristics. 

NOTES

1. This article originally appreated in International Journal of 
Cybersecurity Intelligence & Cybercrime (IJCIC), 4(1), 2021, pp. 25-45. doi: 
10.52306/04010321KNSZ7360. Revised and reprinted with permission.

2. Corresponding author.
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Technology-facilitated crimes against children have become an increas-
ing area of concern for law enforcement. According to the United Nations 
(2019), online child sexual exploitation and the sale of children as commodi-
ties, both within and across national borders, has grown at an alarming rate. 
The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) reports 
that the CyberTipline, a central repository for online exploitation of children 
reports, has received more than 57 million reports of potential child exploi-
tation using the internet since its inception in 1998, including more than 
18.4 million in 2018 alone (NCMEC, 2020). Most of the reported incidents 
involve abusive images of children, online enticement, child sex trafficking, 
and child sexual molestation. In addition to increasing reports of child exploi-
tation, the number of offenders arrested for these crimes has also increased 
over time. Specifically, arrests for all types of technology-facilitated crimes 
against children nearly tripled from 2,577 in 2000 to 7,010 in 2006 and 
continued to increase to 8,144 in 2009 (Wolak et al., 2012a). In fiscal year 
2019, the ICAC task force network, a government-funded and collabora-
tive collection of law enforcement personnel tasked with investigating these 
crimes in the United States, carried out more than 9,500 arrests for various 
technology-facilitated crimes against children (Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention [OJJDP], 2019).

Rapid technological advancement in communication and information-
sharing online enables offenders to connect and more easily share encrypted 
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information with one another. Essentially, these technological developments 
help to increase efficiency while lowering the potential risks. By utilizing 
the “Dark Net,” these offenders also present increased challenges for law 
enforcement to stop them. Given these rapid changes in technology, the 
dynamics of the crimes change quickly, and the global, and often anonymous, 
context of the internet complicates efforts to apprehend offenders and protect 
children. Although many aspects of online crimes against children are new, 
these crimes have a great deal of overlap with traditional, in-person crimes, 
and law enforcement has also evolved to use new technology to collect evi-
dence and prosecute offenders.

This chapter aims to serve as an introduction to technology-facilitated 
crimes against children and the ways in which law enforcement responds 
to these crimes. A review of the research literature in these areas, coupled 
with publicly available documentation about these crimes and interventions 
for these crimes, is presented to serve as a foundation for understanding the 
current state of information related to technology-facilitated crimes against 
children. Information compiled through this chapter may serve as a useful 
resource for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to better understand 
the current state of the field, notable gaps in the research, and considerations 
from related fields that might be helpful in thinking about how to address 
this problem moving forward. We begin this chapter by defining technology-
facilitated crimes against children and narrowing our focus to briefly review 
what is known about technology-facilitated sexual exploitation of children. 
Next, we provide a description of offender typologies and current approaches 
to investigating and prosecuting these crimes, both within the United States 
and globally. We end the chapter with an overview about what is currently 
known regarding training to support those involved in technology-facilitated 
crimes investigation.

DEFINING TECHNOLOGY-FACILITATED 
CRIMES AGAINST CHILDREN

Although there may be stereotypical incidents that come to mind when using 
the term technology-facilitated crimes against children, defining this category 
of crimes can be difficult given that a large proportion of all crimes increas-
ingly has some element of online communication. Many crimes against 
children occur through a mix of both online and offline components, such 
as attempts at grooming victims and the production of child sexual abuse 
images (Wolak et al., 2012a). In some cases, the use of new technology to 
carry out the crime is minor compared to the in-person elements of the crime. 
An option for clarifying this definitional issue is to outline some distinctions 
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about how much technology involvement is required to label something as 
a technology-facilitated crime. It may be helpful, for example, to distinguish 
these crimes by organizing them around two types: (a) crimes in which the 
child and the offender met online or (b) crimes in which all or the major-
ity of the offense involved online interactions or activities. Although there 
may be multiple categories of crimes that meet this definition (e.g., internet 
fraud involving child victims), most of the concerns have focused on crimes 
involving technology-facilitated child sexual exploitation. Below, we focus 
our attention on reviewing what is known about the scope and dynamics 
of three of these categories: technology-facilitated sexual solicitation of 
children, child sex trafficking, and child sexual abuse image production and 
distribution.

Scope and Dynamics of Technology-
Facilitated Crimes against Children

Online Sexual Solicitation of Children

Public concern about technology-facilitated sexual solicitation of children is 
often generated by the scenario of a young child being unwittingly solicited 
by an adult sex offender while communicating on social media or playing 
online games. However, surveys of youth and law enforcement show the 
dynamics of most of these crimes to be somewhat at odds with widely held 
stereotypes (Bergen et al., 2014; Black et al., 2015; Winters et al., 2017; 
Wolak et al., 2008). In a survey of a national sample of 10- to 17-year-olds, 
approximately 2%–3% of youth described receiving aggressive or distress-
ing online sexual solicitations (Jones et al., 2012). Most of these youth, 
however, were older adolescents who had received unwanted sexual solici-
tations from peers and not adults. Law enforcement and perpetrator-focused 
data about online sexual solicitation crimes also suggest that older adoles-
cents are the most typical victim type. Studies of online sex crimes against 
children found that most of the victims were age 12 or older (Katz, 2013; 
Winters et al., 2017; Wolak et al., 2012a). Additionally, in these cases, most 
of the arrestees were not online strangers, but acquaintances from face-to-
face environments who used technology to further build relationships with 
youth and then used those relationships to facilitate the crime (Black et al., 
2015; Wolak & Finkelhor, 2013; Wolak et al., 2012a). There were few dif-
ferences in the dynamics comparing online-meeting and face-to-face/online 
perpetrators: the majority of cases for both involved statutory rape (i.e., 
non-forcible illegal sexual activity with underage youth) and noncontact 
offenses such as child pornography production or sexual solicitation of a 
minor.
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Generally, both youth and law enforcement surveys asking about adult 
online sexual solicitation of youth find that deceptions about identity and 
sexual motives are not the dominant offender strategies (Black et al., 2015; 
Winters et al., 2017). Rather, like in-person victimization, the typical vic-
tims are teens who are drawn into romantic and sexual relationships with 
older partners for various reasons, such as feeling flattered and thinking they 
had found someone who cared about them. Understanding these data helps 
illuminate discrepancies between stereotypes about these crimes and actual 
victimization experiences. Further, these findings suggest there is likely con-
siderable overlap and similarity between internet-mediated and more conven-
tional forms of child sexual abuse and statutory rape.

Technology-Facilitated Child Sex Trafficking

Child sex trafficking (or commercial sexual exploitation of children) has 
received increased attention in recent years by policymakers in the United 
States. There appears to be an assumption that all forms of formerly offline 
child sex trafficking and sex tourism have moved into the technology domain 
in recent years, but this has not been quantified (Latonero et al., 2012) and 
current data regarding the use of technology to facilitate sex trafficking are 
sparse. In 2006 law enforcement data for the United States, about a third 
of sex-trafficking arrests could be connected to some online facilitation 
(Mitchell et al., 2011). Thus, while child sex trafficking is a concern for 
those combating technology-facilitated crimes against children, the approach 
to investigating these crimes may overlap considerably with investigating 
child sex trafficking in general. Although guesstimates are widely cited, 
there are no accepted scientifically informed estimates of the extent of sex-
trafficking and sex-tourism problems (Finkelhor et al., 2017). In fact, most 
of the research done in this area has focused on reviewing offender behavior 
and describing subtypes of technology-facilitated child-trafficking cases 
(Gallagher et al., 2006; Hargreaves-Cormany et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 
2010). The literature primarily focuses on discussing child trafficking activ-
ity that is organized by pimps or facilitators with some distinction between 
organized commercial activity and more informal facilitator-managed crimes. 
Technology is often cited as facilitating the exploitation, but some emphasis 
is also given to the tools and opportunities that technology has created for law 
enforcement (Latonero et al., 2012).

Production and Distribution of Child Sex Abuse Images

According to estimates based on the volume of reports that ISP and the pub-
lic make to the CyberTipline, an estimated minimum of 1 million images or 
videos of child sexual abuse imagery were accessed or exchanged each month 
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globally in 2017 (Bursztein et al., 2019). Another systematic study looking 
at the peer-to-peer Gnutella network in 2011 observed 776,000 computers 
worldwide that shared known child sexual exploitation content, including 
245,000 in the United States (Wolak et al., 2014). This study also found 
evidence of 140,000 distinct files (related to the number of distinct different 
images) having been distributed.

Research that directly measures how child sexual abuse image production 
crimes are changing over time is limited, and updated studies are needed. 
The National Juvenile Online Victimization (NJOV) surveys collected data 
from law enforcement agencies in the United States in 2000, 2006, and 2009 
and found that over this timeframe there were increases in cases involving 
teenage victims and cases involving youth-produced sexual images (Wolak 
et al., 2011, 2012b). Police also increasingly used technology as a part of 
proactive tactics to combat child sexual abuse image possession and distribu-
tion, and close to 10% of such cases in 2009 identified offline child molesters 
who probably would not have otherwise been detected. A fourth NJOV study 
is currently underway that will collect data from 2020. Findings from the 
NJOV studies demonstrate the rapid changes that occur in these cases over 
a relatively short period of time and highlight the need for studies that track 
this volatile environment over shorter time periods in order to best inform law 
enforcement efforts to respond.

Consequences for Victims of Technology-
Facilitated Sexual Exploitation

Given the overlap between online and conventional sexual exploitation, 
the extremely large body of research confirming the extensive short- and 
long-term physical and emotional harm of child sexual abuse is relevant to 
understanding the impact of technology-facilitated sex crimes on children. 
Child sexual abuse images are generated, for the most part, by acts of adult 
sexual abuse of children (Seto, 2013). Because of these and other issues, 
victim harm, treatment, and prevention related to technology-facilitated 
crimes against children overlap considerably with findings and conclusions 
about sexual abuse in general. There is a voluminous literature base about 
the impact of childhood sexual abuse that shows it to be a major risk fac-
tor for later social, mental, and physical health problems (see for example 
reviews: Hailes et al., 2019; Maniglio, 2009; Sanci, 2019). Research has 
also shown that victims of sex trafficking are at high risk for multiple 
physical and mental health problems including substance use, sexually 
transmitted diseases, pregnancy, sexual and physical assault trauma, PTSD, 
depression, suicidality, aggression, and oppositional behavior (Greenbaum 
et al., 2015).
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However, there may be additional negative impacts for victims related 
to new technology. Some interviews with survivors and their therapists 
highlight the aggravating feature of having to constantly worry about the 
use and resurfacing of images (von Weiler et al., 2010). However, there are 
methodological and conceptual challenges in trying to disentangle the effects 
of the image production and circulation from those of the original abuse and 
its disclosure and management for child victims (Seto, 2013). Given the 
profound impacts that technology-facilitated crimes against children have 
on those who are victimized, like all child sexual victimization, a strong 
understanding of offenders, as well as how to prevent and investigate these 
crimes, is vital.

TECHNOLOGY-FACILITATED CRIMES AGAINST 
CHILDREN OFFENDER TYPOLOGY

Understanding offender typologies is important as typologies can be used 
to better understand offender strategies and motivations, which can be use-
ful when making decisions about investigations, sentencing, treatment, and 
supervision (Simons, 2015). Therefore, this section provides an overview of 
different typologies that have been proposed by various scholars.

Typology Based on Behaviors and Motivations of Offenders

Prior to the advent of the internet, Hartman et al. (1984) identified four behav-
ioral types of individuals who collect sexually abusive images of children: 
closet, isolated, cottage, and commercial collectors. Closet collectors are 
offenders who secretly collect abusive images of children without contact. 
Isolated collectors collect abusive images in conjunction with the contact 
offenses, while cottage collectors share their collection and experiences 
with like-minded others, primarily for the validation that the act provides. 
Commercial collectors are those who seek financial benefits from their 
collection.

Although the typology proposed by Hartman & colleagues (1984) pre-
dates the internet era, similar behavior and motivational drives are utilized 
to describe the offenders who commit technology-facilitated crimes against 
children. For example, Sullivan & Beech (2004) suggested three types of 
abusive image collection behaviors. Within their typology, type 1 offenders 
are those who collect images as a part of a larger pattern of sexual offending, 
which includes offline meetings for sexual offending, that is, contact offend-
ing. Type 2 offenders collect images to feed a developing sexual interest in 
children, which has potential to escalate and crossover to contact offending. 
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Type 3 offenders collect images out of curiosity and rarely engage in contact-
ing children for sexual relationships.

Based on the results from a collaborative program between the Australian 
Institute of Criminology and the Australian High-Tech Crime Centre, Krone 
(2004) demonstrated a more in-depth version of typology based on the seri-
ousness of three online behavioral factors. The three factors used to inform 
subtype assignment are (a) the nature of the abuse being either indirect or 
direct; (b) the level of networking by the offenders; and (c) the level of 
security offenders employ to avoid detection. Using these factors, Krone 
(2004) classified nine groups of offenders to examine offenders’ progression 
from the use of abusive online images to the crossover and the commission 
of offenses. These nine offender groups included browser, private fantasy, 
trawler, non-secure collector, secure collector, groomer, physical abuser, pro-
ducer, and distributor. According to Krone (2004), each offender type has a 
unique pattern of behaviors, with the groomer, physical abuser, and producer 
being involved in direct abuse as opposed to indirect abuse.

In the 2010s, several scholars provided more behavioral- and motivational-
based typologies developed using specific cases (Briggs et al., 2011), inter-
views with offenders (Webster et al., 2012), and official reports (DeHart, 
2017; Tener et al., 2015). Briggs & colleagues (2011) classified internet-
initiated sex offenders who used an internet chat room to either tempt or 
entice an adolescent into a sexual relationship. While studying the internet 
chat room, the authors identified two subgroups: a contact-driven group and 
a fantasy-driven group. As the name suggests, a contact-driven group is moti-
vated to engage in offline sexual behavior with minors. In contrast, a fantasy-
driven group engages in online cybersex without an expressed intent to meet 
offline. Webster & colleagues (2012) identified three types of offenders using 
a qualitative analysis of interviews with 36 men convicted of offenses in the 
United Kingdom: intimacy seeking, adaptable, and hyper-sexual. Unlike pre-
vious typologies, which mainly focused on sexual behavior or motivations of 
offenders, their classifications focused on not only offenders’ motivation but 
also the use of deception, indecent images of children, and the intention to 
meet child victims.

While Webster & colleagues (2012) conducted their study based on the 
interview with offenders, DeHart & colleagues (2017) identified different 
typologies by utilizing case files involving offender chat logs, email threads, 
and social networking posts gathered from state and local ICAC task forces. 
From a sample of 200 offenders, the study categorized the offenders into 
four groups: cybersex-only offenders, schedulers, cybersex/schedulers, and 
buyers. According to the authors (2017), cybersex-only offenders engaged 
in online abuse only (e.g., prolonged online interactions, sought sexually 
explicit photos), while schedulers, cybersex/schedulers, and buyers engaged 
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in or planned to engage in direct, in-person abuse. The offender character-
istics of each category (e.g., demographic information, common behaviors) 
were also introduced.

From 75 reports made by law enforcement officers, Tener et al. (2015) 
present 4 groups of offenders who utilize online communications to commit 
sex crimes against children: the expert, the cynical, the affection-focused, and 
the sex-focused. Each category of offenders is characterized by specific pat-
terns demonstrated in their online communications, offline and online iden-
tity, relationship dynamics with the victims, and level of sex crime expertise. 
By utilizing the official reports, the previous criminal history of similar cases 
and the victim-offender relationship information played a key role demon-
strating the typology.

Even though there are numerous ways that scholars have proposed to clas-
sify and understand the characteristics of online child sex offenders, many 
studies contain, either in part or in entirety, four criteria to delineate offenders 
into subgroups: (a) curiosity and impulse-based without physical contact; (b) 
fulfillment of sexual fantasies without contact; (c) grooming and facilitation 
of the contact; and (d) production and distribution of abusive images for the 
financial gain.

Examining the Criteria Commonly 
Used in Offender Typologies

There is always a first time for everything. A person may access abusive 
images of children out of curiosity or impulsivity. If the action stops there, 
and he or she reports the act to authorities, that action may not even qualify 
as one indicative of an online child sex offense. If the act persists even spo-
radically, and a person saves the file, however, they may be eligible to be 
included in an online child sex offenders’ typology. For example, Krone’s 
(2004) browser type who responded to spam or accidentally hit on suspected 
site material and knowingly saved the file would qualify for this criterion, 
along with Sullivan & Beech’s (2004) type 3 offenders. Because most of the 
typologies are based on interviews of offenders and law enforcement officers 
or reliant on secondary data from law enforcement agencies, not all the intro-
duced typologies described in the above section contain the first criterion.

However, with the exception of the typologies described by Webster et al. 
(2012) and Tener et al. (2015), all of the typologies include the second and 
third criteria (i.e., fulfillment of sexual fantasy without contact and the groom-
ing and facilitation of the contact). Those two typologies specifically targeted 
either online groomers or those convicted of internet-related child sexual 
exploitation crimes. Thus, they did not include the fantasy-driven offenders 
who do not engage in physical contact. For the second criterion, Krone’s 
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(2004) private fantasy, trawler, non-secure collector, and secure collector 
and Briggs & colleagues’ (2011) subgroup classification of a fantasy-driven 
group would qualify for the fulfillment of sexual fantasies without contact, as 
well as the cybersex offender group of DeHart & colleagues’ (2017) study. 
Due to the seriousness of the act and the impact on children, all of the above 
typologies included grooming behaviors or facilitation of physical contact as 
part of their classification.

The commercial aspects have also been noted in various typologies sepa-
rately (Krone, 2004) or in conjunction with other typologies (Clevenger et al., 
2016). Interestingly, Clevenger et al. (2016) explored differences among 
those who possessed child pornography, those who attempted or commit-
ted an offense of sexually exploiting a minor, and those who produced or 
distributed child pornography using the internet. Their findings indicate the 
differences among the three groups, which include but are not limited to the 
level of self-control, substance abuse, and history of violence. According to 
their findings, distributors and producers have the least amount of self-control 
compared to other groups. They were also more likely to have substance 
abuse issues and a history of violence compared to those who attempted or 
committed an offense of sexually exploiting a minor (Clevenger et al., 2016).

Other Typologies

While many scholars articulated various typologies based on the behavioral 
characteristics of offenders, other scholars classify offenders based on how 
offenders utilize the internet. Alexy et al. (2005) suggested three behavioral 
uses of the internet by online sex offenders: traders, travelers, and trader-
travelers. Traders are those who use the internet to supply the market with 
abusive images of children through collections and trafficking. Travelers are 
those who use the internet to lure children into an offline sexual relationship. 
Trader-travelers are those who use the internet for the collection and distribu-
tion of abusive images while manipulating children for the sexual relationship.

While the typology created by Alexy et al. (2005) focused on both the 
use of the internet and the intention of offenders, Beech et al. (2008) placed 
greater emphasis on the different uses of the internet and proposed three 
groups based on reviews of the literature up to 2006. Those three groups are 
(a) using the internet as a dissemination tool of sexually abusive images of 
children for personal and/or commercial reasons; (b) using the internet as 
a communication tool with other individuals who have a sexual interest in 
children; and (c) using the internet as a tool to maintain and develop online 
pedophilic networks.

This section covered a voluminous literature base and intended to pro-
vide an overview on the vast range of typologies available within the field. 
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Different authors developed different typologies based on distinct samples 
and collected data on crime types in different periods. Because this is an 
evolving area of study, determining the most valuable typology is not yet pos-
sible and future research is needed to examine the utility of these typologies 
in guiding successful investigations and interventions.

INTERVENTIONS FOR TECHNOLOGY-
FACILITATED CRIMES AGAINST CHILDREN

In efforts to prevent further technology-facilitated crimes against children 
and to identify and prosecute offenders, various intervention approaches 
have emerged. These approaches include those at global and national levels. 
Additionally, private organizations have joined the efforts to address the issue 
of technology-facilitated crimes against children. These interventions seek to 
provide those involved in this field with a deeper understanding of the issue, 
as well as the tools and expertise needed to prevent victimization and identify 
and prosecute offenders when victimization has occurred. Thus, the following 
section covers international, domestic (United States), and private approaches 
from the past to the current.

International Approaches

Historically, laws do not consider children as the bearers of rights who require 
legal protection. Over the course of the last century, however, many countries 
have recognized children as either a deserving party or a special protection 
party for legal codes. Furthermore, several international guidance documents 
require countries to implement strategies to protect children from abuse and 
exploitation while engaging in international cooperation in the investiga-
tion and prosecution of crimes against children (United Nations, 2015). For 
example, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), a 
nearly universally ratified human rights treaty, sets the minimum protection 
standard of harmful influences, abuse, and exploitation of children (United 
Nations, 1989, 2015).

While the CRC sets the standard, in 2002, the Optional Protocol to 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child 
Prostitution, and Child Pornography (OPSC) emphasized the importance of 
adopting and implementing criminal legislation on child sexual abuse and 
exploitation. This resolution requires countries that have ratified or acceded 
the OPSC to not only implement criminal code for crimes but also establish 
criminal, civil, or administrative accountability of legal persons with regard 
to child sexual abuse and exploitation (United Nations, 2002).
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In addition to the CRC and the OPSC, the United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime’s (UNODC) Convention Against Transitional Organized Crime 
considers penal matters and a range of provisions concerning international 
cooperation against transnational organized crime, including the use of 
information and communication technology (UNODC, 2003). The United 
Nations Economic and Social Council also adopted the Guidelines on Justice 
in Matters involving Child Victims and Witnesses of Crime (United Nations, 
2015) to ensure full respect for the rights of child victims and witnesses of 
crime. The ramifications of these international approaches to national legal 
implementations, however, vary among countries.

For example, the UNODC study (2013) on cybercrime indicated that while 
80% of countries in Europe report sufficient criminalization of cybercrime 
acts, 60% of countries in other regions of the world report insufficiency of 
criminal code regarding cybercrime. The issue is prevailing in the case of 
the production of child sexual abuse material. Many countries criminalized 
the crime; however, there is no gold standard on the definition of the term 
child, and the elements of the crime are not concrete (UNODC, 2013). In the 
United States, the legal term of child or minor varies by state between 16 and 
18. According to Beaulieu (2008), each country’s definition of child or minor 
in the case of sexual crime (i.e., the age of consent) varies from 13 years 
(Japan and Spain) to 18 years (El Salvador and Egypt). The elements of crime 
also suffer the same definitional issue raging from kissing to sexual inter-
course (Beaulieu, 2008). Furthermore, because many technology- facilitated 
crimes against children overlap with existing crimes (i.e., trafficking, cyber- 
grooming, cyber-solicitation, cyber-stalking, cyber-harassment, and exposure 
to harmful content), many countries apply more general criminal offenses 
rather than implementing cyber-specific criminal laws.

There is also an international task force composed of a select cadre of 53 
online child sexual exploitation investigators and law enforcement experts 
representing 48 countries. This task force is known as the Violent Crimes 
against Children International Task Force (VCACITF), which was formerly 
known as the Innocent Images International Task Force (FBI, 2019). The 
VCACITF serves as the largest task force of its kind in the world and is 
tasked with formulating and delivering a dynamic global response to online 
child exploitation. This coalition approach enables the task force to coordi-
nate and operate strategically through the extensive use of liaison and opera-
tional support (FBI, 2019).

U.S. Approaches

Within the United States, the ICAC task force program, the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI), and NCMEC jointly collaborate to identify, investigate, 
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prosecute, and prevent crimes against children online. The ICAC task force 
program, which is funded by the OJJDP within the United States Department 
of Justice (USDOJ), has funded ICAC task forces since the late 1990s. This 
funding stream represents a significant investment over the past two decades. 
The OJJDP currently supports 61 task forces across the United States repre-
senting over 4,500 federal, state, and local law enforcement and prosecutorial 
agencies focused on investigating and prosecuting persons involved in cyber-
crimes against children (OJJDP, 2019).

In general, the ICAC task forces and their affiliates initiate their investiga-
tion when the task forces receive complaints of technology-facilitated crimes 
against children through CyberTipline reports. The CyberTipline was created 
by the NCMEC, which is a private, non-profit organization designated by 
Congress to serve as a national clearinghouse on issues related to missing 
and exploited children and works in cooperation with the USDOJ and other 
federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies, as well as education and 
social service agencies, families, and the public (USDOJ, 2016).

The ICAC task force network has contributed to numerous investiga-
tions into, and arrests of, technology-facilitated crimes against children 
perpetrators. According to the USDOJ’s 2016 report to Congress regarding 
child exploitation prevention and interdiction, there were a total of 344,801 
complaints filed between the fiscal years of 2010 and 2015 across all ICAC 
task forces. Among the lead agencies for the task forces, ten agencies filed 
more than 10,000 complaints of potential technology-facilitated child sexual 
abuse during the six-year period examined. The highest number of com-
plaints was filed within the purview of the California-Los Angeles Police 
Department (15,208), followed by Ohio-Cuyahoga County Prosecutor’s office 
(13,772), Pennsylvania-Delaware County District Attorney’s Office (13,613), 
Michigan-Michigan State Police (11,423), Hawaii-Hawaii Department of 
Attorney General (11,176), and New York-State Police (11,102).

Once a complaint is filed through the CyberTipline, NCMEC staff review 
the case, analyze the content, add relevant publicly available information, 
and make the report available to law enforcement agencies for independent 
review and possible investigation (USDOJ, 2016). In fiscal year 2019, the 
ICAC task force network carried out more than 81,000 investigations (OJJDP, 
2019). According to Mitchell and Boyd (2014), who conducted a survey of 
144 investigators from ICAC task forces and affiliate agencies, the majority 
of respondents initiated investigations using the manual and human-centric 
nature of using technological tools, as opposed to more automated approaches. 
For instance, investigators start their investigation by tracking known websites 
such as online classifieds, niche websites, and search engines. They also moni-
tor specific characteristics of websites or advertisements that fit the character-
istics of a targeted crime such as using specific photos or buzzwords.
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Because the perpetrators of technology-facilitated child sexual exploita-
tion do not solely rely on one type of technology, investigators also utilize 
a variety of different technologies to identify the victim or the perpetrator. 
Investigators inspect a wide range of everyday communication platforms 
such as social networking sites, instant messaging, email, SMS or text mes-
saging, and underground communication channels like the Dark Net. Even 
though it was not the case for the majority, some investigators initiate their 
examination using more sophisticated technologies like face recognition pro-
grams (Mitchell & Boyd, 2014).

On top of the initial investigation, ICAC task forces and their affiliates also 
perform forensic examinations. Between the years of 2010 and 2014, ICAC 
investigators in all 50 states performed forensic examinations on 253,778 
cases (USDOJ, 2016) and in fiscal year 2019 alone the ICAC task force net-
work carried out more 85,700 forensic exams (OJJDP, 2019). Investigators 
also conducted in-person interviews with victims when it was necessary. 
According to Roby and Vincent (2017) the majority of the children and ado-
lescents who have been exploited in commercial sex acts have experienced 
prior abuse, neglect, or other forms of trauma. Therefore, investigators are 
also trained to work with the victims through various training opportunities, 
often provided by non-profit organizations.

After investigations by each agency, a total of 41,851 arrests were made 
between 2010 and 2015 and in fiscal year 2019 the ICAC task force network 
carried out more than 9,500 arrests (OJJDP, 2019). Once an arrest is made, 
ICAC task forces can refer these cases for further investigation to their state 
legal system or to the United States Attorneys’ Offices for prosecutions. 
Recently, the coordinated operation known as Broken Heart resulted in the 
arrest of more than 2,300 suspected online child sex  offenders between March 
and May in 2018, and more than 1,700 suspected online child sex offenders 
between April and May in 2019. According to the USDOJ (2018, 2019), the 
operation targeted suspects who

• produce, distribute, receive, and possess child pornography;
• engage in online enticement of children for sexual purposes;
• engage in the sex trafficking of children; or
• travel across state lines or to foreign countries and sexually abuse children. 

During the two iterations of this operation, the ICAC task forces investigated 
more than 25,200 and 18,500 complaints, respectively. Considering the 
highest number of filed complaints between 2010 and 2015 was 86,390 com-
plaints in 2015, the Broken Heart operation also represents a drastic increase 
in the use of the CyberTipline and a higher number of arrests within a short 
time frame of the operation periods.
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Private Sector Approaches

Given that regulating the flow of content on the internet is impractical to 
any government, assistance from the private sector is critical to combat 
 technology-facilitated child sexual exploitation. In order to offend, these 
perpetrators require internet access to commit any sort of crime involving a 
child. Therefore, participation of internet service providers (ISP) in preven-
tion and regulation approaches is crucial. Though several countries, includ-
ing the United States, mandate ISPs to report any identified sites that contain 
child sexual abuse materials to the police within a reasonable period of time, 
many countries do not have the policies that help to regulate ISPs’ behavior 
(UNODC, 2015). The UNODC (2015) also revealed that the ISP industry 
itself is moving toward drafting a formal code of conduct that requires mem-
bers to refrain from “knowingly accepting illegal content on their sites and 
to expediently remove content when they are alerted to its existence” (p.50).

Other private sector organizations also willingly install specific types of 
programs that aim to disrupt the spread of known child sexual abuse images 
online, such as PhotoDNA technology. Microsoft donated PhotoDNA tech-
nology to help online service providers and others disrupt the spread of 
known child sexual abuse images online in 2009 (USDOJ, 2016). The tech-
nology works by creating a unique signature, like a fingerprint, for a digital 
photograph. Once a signature, also known as a hash, is created, the signature 
will contain the essential characteristics of the image. Generally, a hash can 
be altered once a simple change like resizing of the file occurs. The hash 
created by PhotoDNA, however, can consistently match the signature across 
extensive datasets regardless of alternations. Currently, NCMEC has the legal 
rights to sublicense the technology for free to domestic and foreign email 
service providers who are interested in taking proactive steps to identify and 
eliminate child pornography from their servers.

In addition, there are several international coalitions of private sector 
partners that aim to disrupt and dismantle technology-facilitated child sexual 
exploitation. The International Center for Missing and Exploited Children’s 
(ICMEC) Technology Collections is a voluntary collaboration of nine major 
internet companies in a bid to develop and execute plans for technology-based 
solutions to identify, disrupt, and possibly dismantle child exploitation crimi-
nal enterprises (UNODC, 2015). Similarly, ICMEC’s Financial Coalitions 
against Child Sexual Exploitation (2020) consists of numerous leading banks, 
credit card companies, electronic payment networks, third-party payment 
companies, and internet service companies to identify, disrupt, and curb the 
economics of commercial child sexual abuse materials. Furthermore, accord-
ing to the UNODC (2015), many private sector organizations implemented a 
wide range of internal policies and external obligations concerning domestic 
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and foreign law enforcement data requests. For instance, to protect the pri-
vacy of consumers while cooperating with investigations, most of the major 
social media companies enable public access to law enforcement guidelines, 
which specify procedures to request information regarding a target of the 
investigation (Choi, 2015).

TRAINING TO SUPPORT THE INVESTIGATION 
AND PROSECUTION OF TECHNOLOGY-

FACILITATED CRIMES AGAINST CHILDREN

Given the frequency and impact of technology-facilitated crimes against 
children, investigating these crimes has been, and continues to be, a great 
area of focus for law enforcement. However, investigating technology-facil-
itated crimes against children can present unique challenges. For example, 
although personal victimization (occurring offline) presents its own chal-
lenges, police usually have a single event, a perpetrator and victim in a 
unique time and space to investigate, discrete evidentiary clues to assess, and 
training in traditional law enforcement strategies that can be used to pursue 
the perpetrator. In the case of technology-facilitated crimes against children, 
the perpetrators can “hide” in cyberspace with their identity disguised, can be 
located anywhere in the world, can victimize hundreds of youth simultane-
ously and the “cyber clues” represent a different kind of evidence for which 
traditional law enforcement may not have training or experience (Wolak 
et al., 2006). These challenges can be compounded when law enforcement 
agencies have limited resources and technical capacity as investigators work 
to keep up with new means of offending. The complexity of these cases 
necessitates high-quality, ongoing training to ensure investigators have the 
knowledge, skills, and resources required to conduct thorough and appropri-
ate investigations.

One way to support the delivery of training for technology-facilitated 
crimes against children investigators within the United States is through the 
ICAC task force program. In addition to funding the task forces, this fund-
ing stream also provides resources and access to relevant training for task 
force affiliates. Since the ICAC program began in 1998, over 732,000 law 
enforcement officers, prosecutors, and other professionals have received 
training related to technology-facilitated crimes against children (OJJDP, 
2019). In fiscal year 2019 alone, more than 39,570 law enforcement per-
sonnel, 3,770 prosecutors, and 13,120 other professionals received training 
through the ICAC program (OJJDP, 2019). Although the ICAC task force 
program provides training to many individuals, training may also occur 
through other channels such as other government-funded training programs 
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(e.g., grant-funded training on internet crime prevention), private organiza-
tions, or universities or technical schools.

Although training on the investigation and prosecution of technology-
facilitated crimes against children is crucial to ensure law enforcement have 
the required knowledge and skills to be successful and it is clear that training 
is currently being delivered (e.g., through the ICAC task force program), very 
little is currently known about what training entails or the utility of training 
activities. Given the scarcity of information on this topic, this section aims to 
compile what is currently known about training for law enforcement investi-
gating these crimes, as well as information from the broader learning litera-
ture to unpack what high-quality training in this area might look like. Because 
little is known about training content or quality, this section does not draw 
conclusions about the quality or impact of training activities, nor how train-
ing content aligns with information about offender typologies. However, this 
section provides an overview of what is known that may be a helpful starting 
point for researchers interested in studying training for technology-facilitated 
crimes against children investigators or training developers interested in cre-
ating content to support this field.

Technology-facilitated Crimes against Children Training

Training for law enforcement around technology-facilitated crimes against 
children is important due to the complex nature of investigating and prosecut-
ing these types of crime, but little is known about the content or quality of 
these trainings. Like all law enforcement training, training for technology-
facilitated crimes against children investigators is sensitive. Publicly sharing 
the strategies and techniques to investigate these crimes may provide offend-
ers with information that allows them to evade law enforcement or develop 
new ways to exploit children without detection. Given the sensitive nature of 
this topic and the significant implications of making training content public, 
it is not surprising that there is little information publicly available about the 
content of these trainings.

Despite the limited availability of information on training content, sev-
eral publicly available resources are helpful to better understand the range 
of topics that may be covered in these trainings. For example, a conference 
paper focused on technology-facilitated crimes against children in the state 
of Florida sheds some light on the types of information that were shared 
within one training offered to law enforcement in the state. Topics included 
providing a basic understanding of investigation competencies; an introduc-
tion to technology-facilitated crimes against children and child exploitation 
investigation; an orientation to computer technology, including hardware and 
software; and an overview of legal issues surrounding investigations such 
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as judicial subpoenas, search warrants, and recent court rulings (Breeden & 
Mulholland, 2006). Additionally, the OJJDP currently funds five organiza-
tions to provide training and technical assistance to ICAC task forces and 
examining the description of their offerings highlights major topics covered 
in training for task force participants. These training providers focus on top-
ics such as investigative techniques, undercover operations, use of different 
technological platforms and approaches (e.g., social-networking sites, cell 
phone technology, peer-to-peer file sharing), other issues related to missing 
and exploited children, and mental health and wellness for those working in 
the field (OJJDP, 2019).

Given the sensitivity of these topics and limited availability of information 
on training content, the lack of information on the quality and impacts of these 
trainings is not unsurprising. However, the limited research on the impact of 
training for individuals working on these cases suggests that training matters. 
For example, a 2011 survey of 59 ICAC task forces across the United States 
found that the number of trained personnel in each task force was positively 
correlated with the number of computer forensic examinations conducted by 
the task force in the past year (Marcum & Higgins, 2011). Training may be 
especially important when the characteristics of those receiving training are 
considered. Holt & Bossler (2012) conducted a study to identify the charac-
teristics of law enforcement personnel most interested in cybercrime training 
broadly. This study did not identify any demographic correlates to officer 
interest in cybercrime training and found that previous computer training 
was not associated with interest in future cybercrime training. Rather, law 
enforcement personnel most likely to indicate interest in cybercrime training 
showed attitudinal differences from the survey population: they had higher 
self-reported computer skills than their colleagues and believed that cyber-
crime investigations were valuable (Holt & Bossler, 2012). Thus, although 
those who engage in training may be interested in the topic, they may not 
bring expertise from formal training, which may contribute to diverse levels 
of expertise that must be addressed in training environments.

Learning from Related Fields to Develop 
High-Quality Training Experiences

In the face of such limited research directly examining the content, qual-
ity, and impact of training related to technology-facilitated crimes against 
children, it is helpful to draw on insights from related fields and domains to 
identify topics that should be covered and strategies that should be utilized 
in high-quality trainings. The purpose of this section is to provide those who 
develop and deliver training with insight into how to best design trainings to 
support those who investigate these crimes.
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Training Topics

Literature suggests that training for law enforcement should focus on useful 
tactics and digital forensics, with an emphasis on strategies to investigate 
offenders who present the greatest danger to children. Given how quickly 
technology evolves it is clear that any training content for technology-facil-
itated crimes against children investigators must be constantly updated and 
investigators must engage in ongoing training experiences to stay up to date 
(Mitchell et al., 2010). Valuable non-technical training topics may include an 
introduction to technology-facilitated crimes against children and offender 
characteristics and/or typologies, legal issues related to these types of inves-
tigations, and specific investigative strategies to investigate these crimes. In 
addition to research aimed at categorizing offenders discussed previously, 
researchers have also attempted to examine the constellation of offender and 
crime characteristics, coupled with online behaviors, to provide law enforce-
ment with guidance to prioritize cases (Dwyer et al., 2016). In particular, 
Dwyer & colleagues (2016) argue that cases should be prioritized when 
they involve the (a) production rather than possession/distribution of child 
pornography, (b) online luring for the purpose of meeting the minor versus 
offenders who exclusively seek online sexual contact, and (c) cases involving 
offenders with a known history of committing contact sexual offenses against 
children rather than those with no known history. Learning to prioritize cases 
that cause the most harm may be especially important given that the scale 
of technology-facilitated crimes against children and number of offenders 
far exceeds the amount of resources law enforcement authorities are able to 
expend on investigations. Further, different investigative strategies might be 
more appropriate for specific offender subgroups. For example, one common 
strategy that may be appropriate in some situations involves law enforce-
ment personnel posing as juveniles online. Mitchell & colleagues’ (2005) 
study of such investigations suggested that this was an effective strategy in 
terms of apprehension: arrests following such tactics represented 25% of all 
technology-facilitated crimes against children arrests and produced high rates 
of guilty pleas. In addition, such tactics allowed law enforcement to inter-
vene before a youth was victimized. Legal issues that investigators should 
be aware of include topics such as the applicable laws surrounding rules 
of evidence for computer-generated and computer-stored information, the 
applicable legal challenges to obtaining and utilizing cyber data, and privacy 
and liability issues relating to cloud computing and suspension of networked 
computing services respectively (Brown, 2015).

In considering necessary training regarding digital forensics, Brown (2015) 
provides an overview of the technical competencies and digital forensic skills 
required to effectively investigate online crime, much of which is applicable 
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to technology-facilitated crimes against children. In addition to possessing 
hard skills such as the ability to conduct research, investigators should also 
possess an awareness of developments in information security, maintain 
strict compliance with established processes for demonstrating chain of 
custody when handling electronically stored information, have a practical 
understanding of the Open System Interconnection model, and comprehend 
the function of communication technologies in the storage and transmission 
of data. In addition, they should be able to conduct forensic imaging; struc-
tured, unstructured, and semi-structured data analysis; reverse engineering; 
programming and scripting; virtualization; and technical reporting. Personnel 
should also be knowledgeable about hardware and file systems.

Beyond the technical training topics to support this work, the vast literature 
on offender typologies may be valuable to help law enforcement understand 
offender behaviors and motivations, as well as prioritize cases. Understanding 
which offenders fit into specific typologies may facilitate law enforcement 
understanding about which offenders are most likely to carry out in-person 
abuse or to share child abuse imagery with a large volume of individuals. 
Given the incredible volume of technology-facilitated crimes against children 
tips and cases, being able to evaluate which offenders are likely to cause the 
greatest harm is vital for determining which investigations are most urgent.

Finally, there has been some discussion in the literature regarding second-
ary traumatic stress among personnel working in the field of technology- 
facilitated crimes against children. Bourke & Craun (2014) suggest that 
because seeing an abused child ranks as one of the top stressors found in 
policing. Investigators for these cases are particularly at risk for negative 
outcomes associated with working in this field if they are regularly exposed 
to disturbing images of child sexual exploitation. A survey of 600 ICAC 
investigators found that about one-quarter of respondents faced significant 
secondary traumatic stress, although slightly over half of respondents seemed 
to cope well, citing strong social support as an important coping mechanism 
(Bourke & Craun, 2014). These findings suggest that officer wellness should 
be an integral component of training for these investigators

Approach to Training

Regardless of the training topic, engaging adult learners may require different 
strategies than those commonly used with children. Advanced by Malcolm 
Knowles in the 1970s and 1980s, the theory of andragogy proposes five 
assumptions vital to adult learning (Knowles, 1984). First, adult learners 
should play a prominent role in directing their own learning. Second, adult 
learners bring personal and professional experience with them that should be 
used throughout the learning experience. Third, instruction should be relevant 
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to their current experience. Fourth, adult learners should focus on solving 
problems rather than just absorbing content. Fifth, adult learners should be 
motivated to learn by internal rather than external factors. These assump-
tions are supported by neuroscientific findings of neural networks related 
to memory and cognition (Hagen & Park, 2016) and are commonly imple-
mented across disciplines such as criminal justice, medicine, education, and 
management (Bedi, 2004; Birzer, 2004; Bolton, 2006; Chan, 2010; Forrest & 
Peterson, 2006). Given adult learners’ preference for active involvement in 
the learning process (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013), this offers direct implica-
tions for training related to technology-facilitated crimes against children, 
in that trainings that are more hands-on and self-directed are preferable. In 
addition to the implications of adult learning principles, insights from digital 
forensics instruction in university settings are helpful to further understand 
the most effective approaches when teaching digital forensics to adult learn-
ers. Studies evaluating digital forensics courses in university settings suggest 
that introducing students to useful resources, ensuring content is current, 
fostering collaborative learning environments through group exercises, and 
utilizing problem-based assignments focused on real-world problems are 
valuable for adult learners navigating digital forensics content (Kessler & 
Haggerty, 2010).

CONCLUSION

Since the mid-1990s, changing technology has posed challenges for law 
enforcement agencies requiring them to confront situations not anticipated 
in existing criminal statutes, master new technical capabilities, and develop 
new investigative techniques. Child sexual abuse image possession and 
transmission is considered criminal in most countries but not everywhere 
globally. Many countries have had to enact new statutes to cover some of the 
digital solicitation and communication behaviors that are key elements when 
technology is used in sexual exploitation (Bulger et al., 2017). Legislators 
in the United States have created new statutes that encompass technology-
facilitated offenses, including enhanced penalties, and chartered a clearing-
house for reports about technology-facilitated crimes against children—the 
CyberTipline operated by the NCMEC. Additionally, ICAC task forces, 
developed to identify, investigate, and prosecute online offenders, grew from 
30 agencies to 61 between 2000 and 2015, with over 4,500 affiliated federal, 
state, and local law enforcement and prosecutorial agencies to date (OJJDP, 
2019). ICAC task forces are now present in all 50 states (USDOJ, 2007).

Beyond the policy shifts that have occurred, considerable efforts character-
ized by international and private-public agency collaboration have also been 
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undertaken. These efforts have focused on categorizing sexual abuse image 
materials and offender activities and examining their relevance to legal issues 
of criminality and dangerousness (Quayle, 2008; Seto, 2013; Taylor et al., 
2001). There is an international review of legal responses with recommen-
dations for harmonization of approaches (Akdeniz, 2016). The most widely 
implemented strategies involve laws and websites that promote the reporting 
of images when detected by ISPs and other users, combined with intensive 
policing, prosecution, and publicity to deter users.

A growing research base on technology-facilitated crimes against children 
has been developing over this time as well, but definitional ambiguity and 
rapid changes in both the nature of the crimes and policymakers’ attention 
to them have limited the impact of existing research on policy and investiga-
tion practices. Although strategies to prevent and address in-person sexual 
abuse of children can be used to inform the investigation and prosecution of 
technology-facilitated crimes against children, new policies and investigation 
strategies are also needed to reduce and prevent accessing and disseminating 
of child sexual abuse images (Wortley & Smallbone, 2012).

The shifting nature of online child exploitation cases and the challenge 
they pose to investigative resources make it particularly important to monitor 
trends and developments in the nature of offenses investigated and methods 
used by offenders. Yet, the cost of failing to improve the response to these 
crimes is even higher. The cost of child sexual exploitation is substantial 
(Letourneau et al., 2018) and ineffective responses impose additional costs 
when untrained and underresourced investigators exacerbate victims’ distress 
through repeated or insensitive interviewing, or poor investigative practices 
fail to bring perpetrators to justice and thus endanger other children. Taken 
together, the need for continued and current information driven by sound 
research methodology is critical for informing existing training opportuni-
ties for law enforcement and others working with this highly vulnerable 
population.

Increasing numbers of law enforcement personnel have received training 
to investigate technology-facilitated child sexual exploitation crimes (OJJDP, 
2019). Unfortunately, resource constraints among law enforcement personnel 
drive an ongoing and unmet training and technical assistance need to combat 
technology-facilitated crimes against children. In a recent law enforcement 
survey, funding and manpower constraints were cited as limiting access to 
training to address these pressing issues (International Association of Chiefs 
of Police, 2011).

Due to an exponential rate of evolution in technology and the rise of 
technological availability to children, efforts to effectively and comprehen-
sively combat technology-facilitated crimes against children will require a 
collective approach. As Merdian, Perkins, Webster, and McCashin (2019) 
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suggested, it is also critical to invest in resources that can help to address 
the knowledge gaps that are currently limiting the ability for individuals 
associated with online or transnational child sexual abuse. The process of 
combating such crimes requires the active involvement of children, families, 
communities, governments, members of civil society, and private sectors. 
As we learn more about technology-facilitated crimes against children and 
how to investigate and prevent these crimes, training for law enforcement is 
critical. Developing and sustaining high-quality training that is up to date and 
prepares law enforcement to identify, investigate, and prosecute perpetrators 
requires ongoing monitoring and feedback, making evaluation of these train-
ings a key component in ensuring law enforcement receive the knowledge 
and skills they need to be successful.
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A defining characteristic of police work is the discretion that officers have 
available to them in making decisions about the proper course of action when 
interacting with the public. It has become increasingly common, through 
the implementation of new technologies, that a larger audience now has the 
opportunity to review these interactions after the fact. Of these actions, the 
ones that garner the greatest attention are those that involved the use of force 
by the officer. It is clear that the ability to use force allows the police to do 
their work, but questions arise when the citizens in these types of encounters 
are seen as particularly vulnerable.

Ava Ellis (age 4) 2015, Aiyana Jones (age 7) 2010, Tamir Rice (age 12) 
2014, Andy Lopez Cruz (age 13) 2013, Michael Brown (age 18) 2014, 
Cameron Tillman (age 14) 2014, and Laquan McDonald (age 17) 2014 are 
just a few examples of incidents where juveniles were shot by the police 
during an encounter. Despite the relatively rare nature of these events, they 
do raise concerns about the police and whether these actions are the result of 
too much discretion, too little training, or some other factor. What cannot be 
overlooked is the assumption, by many, that extra-legal factors are playing a 
formal part of the decision-making process by the police during these encoun-
ters. In short, that particular characteristics of sex, race, and ethnicity result in 
greater force being used against citizens that are Hispanic/Latino, male, and 
Black/African-American.

This study seeks to address this issue by testing several hypotheses about 
the relationship between these extra-legal factors and whether the citizen in 
the encounter is a juvenile versus an adult. A series of logistic regression 
models are presented using six years of self-reported use-of-force data from 
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a major metropolitan city in Texas. Due to the infrequency of incidents with 
a juvenile citizen (6.3%), propensity score matching was utilized to develop 
a one-to-one comparison of juvenile and adult incidents. This allows for a 
comparative analysis where concerns of a particular event being rare or over-
shadowed by a large N can be addressed.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The body of research around the topic of police use of force and the discre-
tion attributed to this decision-making process is extraordinarily diverse. 
Research studies in the field of sociology, criminology, criminal justice, 
public health, and geography have applied different approaches to under-
standing these rare events. Broadly speaking, many of the potential vari-
ables of interest, or potential explanators, can be broken down into three 
broad areas: individual, situational, and contextual. However, while this 
makes perfect sense when we are examining an adult population where 
research in this area has been well documented, the same cannot be said for 
studying a juvenile population. To that end, prior to the traditional break-
down of factors associated with police use of force, it is important to briefly 
touch on some of the relevant literature about the interaction between the 
police and juveniles.

Policing Juveniles

While the police are responsible for serving all members of society there has 
been evidence to suggest that the juveniles are overrepresented in regard to 
contact with the police and being subject to arrest (Leiber et al., 1998). The 
end result of this, particularly in regard to minority juveniles, is a body of 
research indicating that juveniles report a more negative perspective of the 
police than adults (Brunson & Miller, 2006; Brunson, 2007; Hurst & Frank, 
2000; Taylor et al., 2001; to name only a few). The overwhelming cause 
seems focused on the juveniles’ perspective that the police were targeting 
them for harassment both as juveniles and as racial minorities (Browning 
et al., 1994; Hurst et al., 2000).

Our earlier understanding of the interactions between the police and 
juveniles were reframed through the introduction of Tom Tyler’s focus on 
procedural justice. Research comparing juveniles to adults found that adults 
are much more likely to comply with demands during an encounter with the 
police (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). That finding could be partially explained 
by the frequency and opportunities which result in an interaction between 
the police and juveniles. Juveniles are more susceptible to police control and 
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oversight as their behavior as a juvenile could be seen as an act of authority 
dispute, such as being active in public or congregating in large groups (Flood-
Page et al., 2000; Aye-Maung, 1995).

Tyler’s (1990) work suggests that when the legitimacy of the police 
increases, or seems evident, then citizens are more likely to be responsive 
to the police or police demands. Several authors have specifically looked at 
whether this same process is evident in the interactions between the police 
and juveniles. Fagan & Tyler (2005) found that juveniles indicated a higher 
legitimacy of the police when they felt that their interactions between them 
had been procedurally just; this finding was also present in the work of 
Piquero et al. (2005) and Reisig & Lloyd (2008).

While these findings demonstrated a link between perceptions of the police 
and procedural justice, most research in this area has not examined how this 
perception impacts cooperation between the juveniles and the police during 
interactions. Hinds (2009) found a link between juveniles’ perception of the 
legitimacy of the police and the juveniles’ willingness to assist the police, 
measured on a five-point scale. The results of these studies may suggest that 
while the interactions may be different between the police and juveniles, as 
compared to the police and adults, many of the same key factors are playing 
similar roles.

Explanations of Force

The topic of police use of force has garnered attention across numerous dis-
ciplines. One commonality across a body of this work is the breakdown of 
factors associated with incidents of police use of force being broken down into 
individual, situational, and contextual characteristics. Individual characteristics 
often refer to extra-legal factors of the encounter including information about 
the officer and the citizen. Similarly, contextual factors are generally extra-
legal factors at various levels of aggregation such as the neighborhood and 
the Census Tract. Finally, the situational factors are the characteristics of the 
encounter such as the type of crime, the actions of the citizen, or their resistance 
to the authority of the police. Provided below is a brief literature of variables 
used in the presented analyses.

Individual

The discussion of race has dominated much of the literature around the topic of 
police use of force. This perspective has raised questions on whether officers 
are acting in a biased manner, or whether racial minorities are more at risk for 
having force used against them based on their actions, or their presence, in high-
crime areas. While race, both officers’ and citizens’, has garnered this attention, 
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the findings around it are mixed. There is ample evidence that racial minorities 
are over-represented in arrests (National Research Council, 2013), particularly 
among juveniles, the findings around force are less clear. While these findings 
are significant at the aggregate, they are not often sustained when a multivariate 
examination of the data is undertaken.

Lee et al. (2014) failed to find an impact of either officer or citizen race, 
while Shane et al. (2016) found that White citizens had a higher base rate 
for shootings than Black citizens. Klahm & Tillyer’s (2010) content analysis 
of data on police use of force reported that neither officer nor citizen race 
impacted the use-of-force incident. Garner et al. (2002) found that the preva-
lence of force was associated with Black citizens, Hispanic officers, and both 
male citizens and officers. However, once resistance was controlled for, the 
impact of the citizen being Black was no longer significant. Bolger’s (2015) 
meta-analysis of use-of-force decisions found evidence that citizen’s race 
(effect size [ES]=.31), sex (ES=.37), and officer’s sex (ES=.24) impacted 
whether the citizen had force used against them. This meta-analysis found no 
support that age of the citizen impacted the use of force.

Situational

Perhaps the most relevant situational variable to a discussion of police use 
of force is the measure of resistance on the part of the citizen. While there 
has been some debate on the operationalization of this measure, like the 
measure of force this is limited to the availability of information on the 
incident. Klinger (1994) makes a compelling argument for the separation 
of the concepts of resistance and demeanor, emphasizing the distinction 
between demeanor (legally permissible) and resistance (criminal behav-
ior). While Klinger’s works were emphasizing the impact on the decision 
to make an arrest, it’s clear that this is equally relevant in regards to the 
use of force.

It’s no surprise that citizen’s resistance is consistently a predictor of the level 
of force used by the police because it is one of the legal factors that the police 
use force—responding to resistance. Bolger (2015) found that citizen resistance 
was not only significant in his meta-analysis of police use-of-force research, but 
that it had the highest ES of 1.46. One challenge of this type of research is that 
the reliance on secondary data often precludes understanding the escalation of 
the encounter, and we are limited to only the final summary of events.

Contextual

Unsurprising, there is mixed support for the impact that contextual factors 
have on police use of force. Bolger’s (2015) meta-analysis failed to find 
support for the relationship between crime rate and associated force. (2014) 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



169Controlling Minors

found that neighborhood violent crime was positively correlated with higher 
levels of force. Terrill & Reisig (2003) found officers using higher levels of 
force in more disadvantaged neighborhoods with high homicide rates. Lawton 
(2007) found only marginal support for measures of violent crime and racial 
heterogeneity. In their recent study, Fridell & Lim (2016) found selective 
moderation effects of neighborhood crime on the relationship between citizen 
race and police use of force.  For example, the impact of race on the decision 
to use electronic control devices (stungun) was significant in neighborhoods 
with high rates of violent crime

This literature review was not intended to be exhaustive but was only 
meant to highlight the findings and emphasize those where our results are 
somewhat mixed. One additional piece that is necessary to highlight here is 
the work by Morrow et al. (2018) which at the time of this writing is the only 
article to focus on reported use of force against juveniles from a sample of 
juvenile arrestee population. Their results found that male juveniles and those 
arrested for misdemeanors were the only significant factors associated with 
the use of force against them. However, even these differences were found 
to be non-significant when situational-level characteristics such as resistance, 
demeanor and being disrespectful were taken into account.

Due to the limited amount of research in this area, the following hypoth-
eses were defined assuming that the police would respond to adults and juve-
niles in a similar way. In short, the following hypotheses apply findings from 
adult populations to test against a juvenile population.

H
1
: Male juveniles are more likely to have a higher level of force used against them.

H
2
: Black/African-American juveniles are more likely to have a higher level of 
force used against them.

H
3
: Hispanic/Latino juveniles are more likely to have a higher level of force 
used against them.

METHODOLOGY

Data for these analyses were obtained from a police department serving a major 
metropolitan city in the state of Texas. The city’s primary police force was 
responsible for most day-to-day interactions between the police and the public 
and required that all use-of-force incidents were documented by submitting 
an official use-of-force report. The agency requires individual submission per 
incident. For example, if there were two officers and one citizen in an encoun-
ter and both officers used police force against the citizen, then there would be 
two reports submitted for one encounter. The data presented here include all 
reported incidents from January 1, 2009, through December 31, 2014. Over 
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this six-year period, a total of 16,676 use-of-force reports were filed, for an 
average of 2,779 a year. All data reported here are secondary in nature.

As with any agency, the data suffers from issues of missing data across a num-
ber of key variables included in this study. To that end, 1,502 cases were removed 
from the analyses (9%), resulting in a database of 15,174 reports. Summary statis-
tics (results not shown here) were run to test for some potential bias to the missing 
data, and results found no indication that this was the case. Variables most fre-
quently missing were associated with officer characteristics such as race and sex.

Dependent Variable

The agency defines the term, force, as

• An officer pointing a firearm at a citizen.
• Any physical contact between an officer and citizen where the officer uses 

a weapon, or device, against the citizen.
• Any encounter where the citizen complains of having been injured, or when 

the citizen is in any pain, with the exception of minor pain.
• This excludes situations where the officer uses handcuffs on a citizen, or 

escorts them.1

The agency’s use-of-force report form includes eight types of force: firearm, 
canine, impact weapon, taser, OC spray, weaponless, other, and none. The none 
category means that subject complained of pain but no force was used during the 
incident, and the other category represents the action that isn’t categorized in any 
specific use-of-force category. Incidents where “none” was indicated were not 
included in the analyses, and other incidents were included.

The dependent variable was a measure of the level of force that the office 
reported using during their encounter with a citizen. Of those interactions 
where a police officer reported using force against a citizen, approximately 
three-quarters of them resulted in an arrest (75.8%). Due to the relatively rare 
nature of more extreme levels of force, the level of force was dichotomized as 
any impact weapon, firearm, canine, or action resulting in serious bodily harm 
or death (1) and OC spray, conducted energy devices, or weaponless technique 
(0). Despite the collapsing of these categories, the dichotomous distribution 
was still heavily weighted toward the low-end level of force with less than a 
fifth (16.5%) of the reports designating the more serious category of force. In 
other words, most reports (83.5%) indicated the use of OC spray or less-severe 
techniques being used against the citizen.

Independent Variables

As mentioned previously, there are three categories of potential correlates of 
the level of force used by the police during a police-citizen encounter. These 
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are individual, situational, and contextual. The independent variables used in 
the models include officer characteristics such as race, sex, and ethnicity, as 
well as citizen’s race, sex, and ethnicity. The situational variable included in 
the models is suspect resistance, measured with three categories: (1) passive 
or verbal resistance as well as other, (2) empty hand resistance or aggression, 
and (3) the use of a weapon or firearm. While no further information was pro-
vided on the citizen’s actions which were labeled as “other,” it was decided 
to treat them as a minimal display of force. It should also be clear that in 
situations where a citizen was reported as using multiple levels of resistance, 
only the highest is reported here.

Matching Variables

While the independent variables included measures at the individual and 
situational levels, the analyses here required the use of propensity score 
matching. To that end, a series of contextual measures were included, not 
in the model, but as matching variables for the propensity score match-
ing analysis. The five-year average of the American Community Survey 
(2012–2016) at the Census Tract level where the incident occurred was 
used to match between adult and juvenile cases. This included measures 
of percent below the poverty line, percent Hispanic, percent Black, 
percent with less than a high school diploma, percent female-headed 
households with children, the five-year averaged violent crime rate, 
the five-year averaged property crime rate, and at the individual level, 
whether the police officer’s rank was that of an officer, and whether the 
suspect was arrested.

Propensity scores were calculated using Stata 15.0’s psmatch2 command. 
This command allows for the calculation of the average treatment effect on 
the treated (ATT) which is used to pair a “treated” subject with a comparable 
“non-treated” subject. In this case, pairing juvenile and adult cases to allow 
for an analysis of the force employed, despite the majority of cases involv-
ing officer’s using force against adults. To this end, the matching was limited 
to a one-to-one match for the simple comparison of police encounters with 
juveniles and adults. While propensity score matching has some limitations, 
it allows for the matching of treated and untreated cases to be reduced to a 
single measure.

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Table 7.1 reports the simple descriptive statistics of the full data file. In short, 
the citizens were primarily adults (93.7%) and male (83.3%); approximately 
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a third of the cases were Hispanic (34.2%) or Black (29.1%) and were most 
likely to use some form of empty hand resistance or aggression (76.9%). 
Officers were male (95.6%), less frequently Hispanic (20.2%) or Black 
(6.2%) than the population they interacted with, and reported using some 
form of weapon less frequently (16.5%).

In order to examine the association between the key variables of interest 
and whether the higher level of force was used, a series of logistic regression 
models were conducted with the dependent variable of officer’s reported level 
of force. Several models were conducted to parse out the difference between 
force reported when the citizen was a juvenile (17 or younger) and as an 
adult. Table 7.2 reported the results of the initial full model. Here the variable 
of juvenile was included in the model as a dichotomous measure of whether 
the citizen was a juvenile. This key variable was significant (p < .001) with an 
odds ratio below 1, suggesting that juveniles are less likely to have a higher 
level of force used against them.

Most other individual variables are also statistically significant, with 
male officers less likely to use the higher level of force (OR= .729, p < 
.01), while male citizens were much more likely to have the higher level 
of force used against them (OR = 4.464, p < .001). In terms of race, Black 
officers were likely to use the higher level of force (OR = .768, p < .05), 
while Black citizens were more likely to have force used against them (OR 
= 1.336, p < .001). Ethnicity was only significant in regards to the citizen, 
with Hispanic citizens almost twice as likely to have the higher level of 
force used against them (OR=1.910, p < .01). The variable of resistance 
on the part of the citizen had mixed findings with the highest resistance on 

Table 7.1 Descriptive Statistics of the Full Sample (N=15,174)

Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Juvenile 15,174 .063 .244 0 1
Officer gender (M) 15,174 .956 .206 0 1
Citizen gender (M) 15,174 .833 .373 0 1
Officer race (Black) 15,174 .062 .242 0 1
Citizen race (Black) 15,174 .291 .454 0 1
Officer ethnicity (Hispanic) 15,174 .202 .402 0 1
Citizen ethnicity (Hispanic) 15,174 .342 .474 0 1
Citizen resistance 15,168 1.808 .440 1 3

C. resistance (verbal) 3,209 21.16    
C. resistance (aggressive) 11,665 76.91    
C. resistance (weapon) 294 1.94    

Officer force 15,174 .165 .371 0 1

Source: Data created by author study.
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the part of the citizen being almost four times as likely to be associated 
with the higher level of force (3.787, p < .001) as compared to the pas-
sive baseline measure, while the middle level of resistance was associated 
with less probability of the higher level of force being used against them 
(OR=.423, p < .001).

While this initial model has some surprising findings from prior studies on 
factors associated with the level of force employed, the primary question of 
whether the level of force used against juveniles was significantly different 
from that used against adults was confirmed. For that reason, two additional 
models (tables 7.3 and 7.4) report on logistic regression models that intended 
to parse out the difference between interactions between the police and adults 
versus juveniles.

Table 7.2 also reports the findings from an examination of the full juvenile 
sample. Here only two variables are statistically significant with the measure 
of the citizen’s sex indicating that male juveniles were over eight times more 
likely to have a higher level of force used against them than female citizens 
(OR=8.416, p < .001); the only other variable of statistical significance was 
the measure of citizen’s resistance where the second level was associated 
with a decreased likelihood of officer’s using higher levels of force.

The same analysis was conducted for the adult population shown in table 
7.2. Here the variable of citizen’s sex is still significant (OR = 4.317, p < 
.001), although not to the extent that was present in the juvenile population. 
Measures of officer’s sex (OR =.711, p < .01) and race (OR =.785, p < .05) 
follow a similar pattern to the full model. The citizen’s measures of race 

Table 7.2 Logistic Regression

 
Full

(N=15,168)
Juvenile
(n=936)

Adult
(n=14,205)

Variable OR SE OR SE OR SE

Juvenile .638*** .070     
Officer gender (M) .729** .078 1.186 .599 .711** .078
Citizen gender (M) 4.464*** .430 8.416*** 3.935 4.317*** .426
Officer race (Black) .768** .078 .424 .265 .785* .081
Citizen race (Black) 1.336*** .075 1.109 .453 1.349*** .077
Officer ethnicity (Hispanic) 1.097 .610 .928 .257 1.103 .063
Citizen ethnicity (Hispanic) 1.91** .065 1.313 .483 1.184** .066
Citizen resistance       

C. resistance (aggressive) .423*** .021 .265*** .059 .433*** .022
C. resistance (weapon) 3.787*** .486 .995 .613 4.068*** .539

Pseudo R2 .0699 .1193 .0667
BIC −133271.922 −5948.563 −123676.442

* = p < .05, ** = p < .01, *** = p < .001.
Source: Data created by author study.
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follow the same pattern (OR=1.349, p < .001), however, in regards to citizen 
ethnicity we now see that this is statistically significant as well (OR=1.184, 
p < .01). Citizen resistance follows the same pattern as we saw in the full 
model with the highest level of resistance being more positively associated 
with a higher level of force (OR=4.068, p < .001) as compared to the base-
line, while the medium level of resistance is negatively associated with the 
baseline (OR=.433, p < .001).

While the results are mixed in regards to prior research in this area, further 
analyses were conducted to try to control for possible factors that might be 
affecting the results of the comparative analyses. One concern was that the 
larger number of adults in the sample was resulting in more factors being 
found to be statistically significant. To that end a propensity score matching 
approach was used to identify a one-to-one match of juveniles to adults using 
primarily contextual measures gathered from the American Community 
Survey (2012–2016). Table 7.3 reports the average treatment effect on the 
treated (ATT) estimates provided by the psmatch2 command calculated 
using Stata 15.0.

The command attempts to define a paired sample match of juveniles to 
adults using the key variables listed. Initial analyses suggested that almost 
all variables’ means were statistically different (p < .05) between the 
juvenile and adult samples. Using the psmatch2 command, the one-to-one 
selection was used to select adults that more closely resembled the juvenile 
population. Table 7.3A reports the means of the treated group (juveniles) 
and the means of the one-to-one ATT Control match (adults). While there 
is no perfect match, nor should one be expected, the means are relatively 
similar with the only statistically significant difference occurring with the 
variable of property crime, where the control group (adults) is approxi-
mately twice that of the juvenile’s sample. It is worth noting while this dif-
ference is significant, the initial difference between the means was fourfold.

With this process completed a subset of the full data was identified with 
961 juveniles and 961 adults. Descriptive statistics of this subset of the 
full data is reported in table 7.3B. The comparison between table 1 and 
table 3B demonstrates two important differences. First, there is a drop of 
approximately 11% in the presence of male officers in these incidents, and an 
increase of about 13% in citizen’s ethnicity being Hispanic.

This new subset of data suggests that several of the relationships found 
with the full dataset are no longer present. Table 7.4 reports the logistic 
regression results for the combined matched sample (N=1,921).2 The vari-
able of juvenile continues to be significant here (OR=.736, p < .05) in the 
full model, however, referring back to table 7.2, it’s clear that this impact 
has decreased both in terms of significance, as well as odds ratio. The vari-
able of officer race continues to be significant (OR=.316, p < .05), however, 
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officer sex is no longer significant, and ethnicity continues to be non-
significant. Citizen sex continues to be significant (OR=5.257, p < .001), 
while both citizen race and ethnicity are no longer significant. Of course, 
citizen resistance does continue to be significant both for the more extreme 
level of resistance (OR=6.029, p < .001) and the middle level of resistance 
(OR=.414, p < .001).

In terms of the matched juvenile model (n=961), it should come as no sur-
prise that the results here mimic the results from table 7.2, which reported on 
the full juvenile sample (n=963). In short, citizen sex (OR = 8.480, p < .001) 
and middle level of resistance (OR=.260, p < .001) are the only variables that 
obtain statistical significance.

The final analysis produced examines the relationship between these same 
variables and the matched adult sample. As shown in the last column of table 
7.4, we see that the only variables that obtain statistical significance are citi-
zen sex (OR 4.439, p < .001) and citizen resistance both at the middle level 
(OR=.619, p < .05) and the high level (OR=14.762, p < .001).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The idea that drove this research was a simple one. We recognize that the 
police have an enormous amount of discretion in their day-to-day interac-
tions with the public. We would anticipate that certain types of encounters, 
particularly those that might require a more extreme response by the police, 

Table 7.4 Logistic Regression of the Matched Samples

 
Matched Full

(N=1,921)
Matched Juvenile

(n=961)
Matched Adult

(n=960)

Variable OR SE OR SE OR SE

Juvenile .736* .112     
Officer gender (M) 1.101 .385 1.194 .603 1.115 .550
Citizen gender (M) 5.257*** 1.301 8.480*** 3.966 4.439*** 1.376
Officer race (Black) .316* .154 .420 .262 .240 .186
Officer ethnicity (Hispanic) 1.062 .186 .918 .255 1.074 .252
Citizen race (Black) 1.051 .212 1.107 .452 1.096 .265
Citizen ethnicity (Hispanic) 1.116 .208 1.325 .488 1.014 .236
Citizen resistance       

C. resistance (aggressive) .414*** .063 .260*** .058 .619* .132
C. resistance (weapon) 6.029*** 1.885 .975 .601 14.762*** 6.163

Pseudo R2 .1225 .1209 .1416
BIC −13117.387 −5941.253 −5812.185

* = p < .05, ** = p < .01, *** = p < .001.
Source: Data created by author study.
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might limit the discretion that the officers can reasonably employ. In short, 
there is an expectation that juveniles are not going to be treated in the same 
way as adults. However, in police use-of-force encounters, particularly when 
the citizen resists, the officer may have limited latitude in treating juveniles 
differently from adults. To that end, these analyses were conducted to try and 
identify whether or not these differences occurred.

Initial results indicated that juveniles, overall, were less likely to have 
more serious levels of force used against them than adults. However, results 
demonstrated mixed support of other prior conclusions about the relation-
ship between individual and situational factors related to the level of force 
employed by the police. One concern here was that the sample size, or over-
whelming presence of adults, might be masking some variation unique to 
encounters between the police and the public. To that end, propensity score 
matching was employed to identify a one-to-one matched sample primarily 
using contextual indicators.

These results found two points of interest when comparing the juvenile and 
adult samples. First, extreme resistance on the part of the citizen was only 
a significant indicator of higher levels of force when conducted by adults. 
For juveniles, this higher level of resistance was not a significant indicator 
of police use of force. Second, while citizens’ sex was significant for both 
juveniles and adults the odds ratio for juveniles was almost twice that of 
adults (4.4 vs. 8.4). Of course, this finding could also be interpreted not as 
an increased willingness to use force against male juveniles, but instead as 
resistance to using force against female juveniles.

The finding concerning the level of resistance could be explained by juve-
niles not using that more extreme level of resistance or police choosing not to 
report them using that level. A review of the data finds, however, that while 
within the matched sample there are more instances of adults using this most 
extreme level of resistance (n=41), there are instances of juveniles using this 
as well (n=17). This finding then might lend support to the idea that even in 
situations where citizens are employing higher levels of resistance, the fact 
that the citizen is a juvenile results in a less-severe response by the police.

The second finding that juvenile males are almost twice as likely to have 
higher levels of force used against them than the matched sample of adults 
might easily be explained by a greater contact between the police and juvenile 
males, as compared to the police and the adult population. In fact, looking 
at the data, there is no evidence to support that conclusion. In the matched 
sample, the police interact with the same proportion of juvenile females (.39) 
as they do adult females (.38) suggesting that when the police do use force 
against juvenile males, they are much more likely to employ higher levels of 
force than when interacting with juvenile females.
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In regard to our initial proposed hypotheses, we failed to find support for 
either concerning race or ethnicity of the citizen or, for that matter, the offi-
cers’. As mentioned previously, only H

1
 pertaining to the sex of the juvenile 

garnered any support.
There are some limitations in the current study. The primary limitation of 

the preceding analysis is a self-imposed one. Despite there being a database 
of almost 16,000 police use-of-force incidents, this research focuses on only 
a subset of approximately 2,000 to better separate out the key differences 
between adults and juveniles. Ideally, these analyses could be done with a 
larger sample, allowing for greater variation of the dependent variable as well 
as the measure of citizen resistance.

Further, the current study examines only the data from a single agency 
in Texas. For a variety of reasons, this results in some key differences in 
results from studies in cities due to large differences in the race and ethnic-
ity of the location. A second site was not included in these analyses for two 
reasons: (1) it can be difficult to compare agencies with dissimilar training 
and rules around police use of force, as well as the data being measured 
differently, and (2) it is extremely difficult to find agencies that report 
this level of detail for interactions between the police and their juvenile 
population.

An additional limitation of the data is the inability to separate out the con-
cepts of demeanor and resistance. This is a key point made by Klinger (1994) 
as a potential pitfall of using resistance as a correlate of the force used by 
the officer. It could be argued that the second level of resistance, which was 
continuously significant, but in the opposite predicted direction, might have 
been an indicator of demeanor as it touched only on passive resistance, but 
we are not comfortable making such an assumption.

The final limitation here is one common to much research that relies on 
self-report forms. These forms are completed following the event and pro-
vide no way of examining the interaction and potential escalation between 
the police and the citizen. It’s not clear, for example, that the police didn’t 
make a greater effort to interact with either age group, and further without 
a baseline of interactions we cannot be confident that in this jurisdiction the 
officers’ discretion has not already excluded less serious events that the police 
may overlook from juveniles.

It needs to be emphasized that these analyses are looking at the actions of 
officers in a single municipality, so these findings should not be considered 
generalizable. Additional research should be conducted in this area, in par-
ticular, allowing for the perspective of police officers to discuss their own 
decision-making process to better illustrate and interpret these findings. A 
greater distinction of age, as compared to the current dichotomous measure 
of adult versus juvenile presented here, should also be addressed.
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NOTES

1. The citation is not added to keep the agency anonymous.
2. In the matched adult sample, one of the adults was missing data on subject resis-

tance. This resulted in a decrease in sample size formed 961 to 960 for this sample.
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As a guarantee of life, death can come at any time and from a range of causes. 
The individuals who are tasked with investigating deaths include a variety of 
professions ranging from law enforcement to medicine. A medicolegal death 
investigation serves to collect and preserve evidence while determining the 
cause of unexpected deaths, whether explained or unexplained. Offices spe-
cializing in death investigation are associated with a myriad of governmental 
hierarchy within state and local jurisdictions. This type of system began cen-
turies ago and for many across the globe looks similar as it did in its incep-
tion. In the United States, the majority of investigative responsibility belongs 
to the coroner and/or medical examiner. Many states observe laws set forth 
decades ago outlining the electoral guidelines for coroners either within state 
governments or county governments. Other states have updated laws to rec-
ognize a medical examiner as the authoritative body of death investigation.

Death investigations are critical for many aspects of public health, criminal 
justice, and estate settlement. Investigation of unexpected deaths can have 
important legal implications, especially when tasked with providing evidence 
for use in a court of law prosecuting murder, child neglect or maltreatment, 
or other forms of interpersonal violence. The medicolegal death investiga-
tion is also paramount to the progression of public health practices including 
epidemiologic research, population health statistics, institution of injury, and 
death prevention programs, as well as impacting the overall quality of health-
care. The process of medicolegal death investigation involves collaboration 
among many groups with sometimes overlapping roles. This intermix comes 

Chapter 8

Medicolegal Death Investigation 
Systems and the Challenges 
in Child Death Investigation 

in the United States
Brandi C. McCleskey and Lily Mahler
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with many challenges and can present a complex and confusing process to 
individuals unfamiliar with the medicolegal death investigation.

With the variety of death investigation systems in place within the United 
States and the lack of a unified database, research, and policies based on 
mortality data is dependent upon a death certificate. These are typically 
completed by a variety of individuals ranging from a county coroner to a 
palliative care physician. They not only outline the cause of death, which 
may fall within any range of ambiguity, but also the manner of death. The 
cause of death is the specific insult or injury that directly results in a per-
son’s death which usually falls into one of five categories: homicide, suicide, 
natural, accident, or undetermined. Certifiers are tasked with evaluating the 
history and circumstances of death to help assign a manner. The data from a 
death certificate are used for vital statistics at a national (and international) 
level. Information from the cause of death is coded using the International 
Classification of Disease (ICD) coding system to assist individuals in access-
ing mortality data and establishing causes of death statistics.

Many medical examiners and/or coroner offices around the country face 
a number of challenges related to staffing, resources, and ever-increasing 
case volumes related to epidemics of drugs, violence, and poor overall 
health. Many are understaffed and underresourced providing a host of issues 
including adherence to quality standards and investigative guidelines. The 
American Board of Medicolegal Death Investigation sets forth standards 
for death investigators, but not all have to obtain certification. The National 
Association of Medical Examiners awards accreditation based on forensic 
standards, but not all offices seek accreditation. Standardization of guidelines 
at a national level is lacking in consistency and, therefore, many jurisdic-
tions function in isolation making the acquisition of accurate mortality data 
difficult.

THE HISTORY OF DEATH INVESTIGATION

Origination of the Coroner System

The Western culture’s responsibility for investigating death is deeply rooted 
in history and has been documented as far back as the medieval period. 
Coroner-based systems put in place by Great Britain, and subsequently 
brought by colonists to the New World, are still widely in practice today in 
the United States. The tradition of the coroner system began in England dur-
ing the eighth and ninth centuries and was eventually legitimized by King 
Richard I after the official election of “coroners” to office in 1194 (Spitz 
et al., 2006). The term “coroner” is derived from the Latin phrase Custom 
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Plactorium Coronae, which translates to Supervisor of the Crown’s Pleas 
(Spitz et al., 2006).

Coroners, usually men of noble blood, were elected to enforce the Crown’s 
rule of law as well as collect dues (Houston, 2014; Spitz et al., 2006). In the 
time of Medieval England, the King was privy to all property and possessions 
of his subjects. Coroners were sent to enforce the King’s rule by collecting 
money and belongings from deceased individuals or individuals who had 
been accused of committing crimes (Spitz et al., 2006). With the primary 
responsibility of a coroner being to maintain the Crown’s best interests, 
they were typically tasked with overseeing all aspects of death investigation. 
When the coroner was alerted of accidental or suspicious death, he would 
then interview all witnesses and potential suspects until ultimately making 
sole judgment on the manner and motive of the death (Spitz et al., 2006). 
Those individuals charged with homicide were taken into custody by the 
sheriff and the coroner confiscated their belongings for presentation to the 
king. The coroner also had the power to seize the property of individuals who 
committed suicide in addition to those who were simply accused of commit-
ting crimes, irrespective of sufficient evidence (Thorwald, 1965).

Death Investigation in the New World

English colonists brought the coroner system as they settled in North America 
and the first official death investigations were conducted as early as 1635 in 
the colony of New Plymouth (Hanzlick, 2007; Tilstone et al., 2006). In the 
early days of the British colonies, coroners had a relatively low reputation 
(Spitz et al., 2006). A death investigation was overseen by the coroner and 
the final verdict was given by a jury—the contribution of expertise from a 
physician was rare. The role of the coroner eventually merged with that of 
the sheriff, and only cases of severe and overt bodily injury were investigated 
typically without an autopsy (Spitz et al., 2006). Internal examination by 
autopsy was not permitted due to religious objection, and therefore, the cause 
of death was determined by examining the external surfaces of the body and 
compiling witness statements (Spitz et al., 2006).

The first official constitutional mention of coroners was documented in the 
state of Georgia’s 1777 state constitution although very little detail is men-
tioned regarding the scope of the coroner’s duties (Hanzlick, 2007; Thorpe, 
1906). Other colonies followed suit and began to describe the official duties 
of a coroner, which mainly consisted of providing investigation over deaths 
deemed suspicious or unnatural in the case that a physician was not pres-
ent (Choo & Choi, 2012). Coroners were most often lay-people elected by 
the popular vote and the training to become a coroner varied from intensive 
programs lasting weeks to none at all. If individuals did receive training, it 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



184 Brandi C. McCleskey and Lily Mahler

primarily focused on determining whether a death was accidental or resulted 
from criminal means (Choo & Choi, 2012).

In 1811, Dr. Benjamin Rush, a well-known original member of Congress 
and a signer of the Declaration of Independence, published a work titled On 
the Study of Medical Jurisprudence, which served as one of the first texts 
addressing issues of medicolegal death investigation (Spitz et al., 2006). His 
watershed work began the movement to involve medically trained profession-
als in the process of death investigation. It was becoming more accepted for 
students of medicine to be taught the study of anatomy; however, the internal 
examination of the human body was still considered taboo by many in the 
early nineteenth century often resulting in protests outside of medical schools 
(Spitz et al., 2006).

Death Investigation since the Nineteenth Century

The transition from elected lay-person coroner death investigation became 
official in Maryland in 1860 when the first legislation was enacted requiring 
a physician to be present during an investigation (Hanzlick, 2015; National 
Research Council, 2009). Eight years later, the city of Baltimore appointed 
a physician as the sole coroner rather than relying on a democratic process 
to elect one. Over the next decade, Massachusetts replaced all coroners with 
physicians, a specialized group that would later be known as medical exam-
iners (National Research Council, 2009). By the early twentieth century, 
medical examiners, a group that would eventually be comprised mostly of 
subspecialized forensic pathologists, were initially composed of physicians 
who received additional focused training in death investigation.

Baltimore, again at the forefront during the nineteenth century, appointed 
two forensic pathologists to perform all autopsies required by the coroner 
and state’s attorney (Hanzlick, 2007). As early as 1918, both New York City 
and the state of Massachusetts had completely adopted the medical exam-
iner system. Early adoption fueled the 1928 National Research Council’s 
Committee on Medical Legal Problems to denounce the office of the coroner 
and went on to describe coroners incapable of adequately performing their 
duties (National Research Council, 2009). They went on to recommend 
transferring those duties to a medical examiner’s office—an office that should 
be provided with adequate staff, facilities, and resources (National Research 
Council, 2009).

Later in the twentieth century, the New York City Medical Examiner’s 
Office focused on pioneering the future by advocating for the training of 
future forensic pathologists under the leadership of Drs. Norris, Gonzales, 
and Helpern (Spitz et al., 2006). Dr. Milton Helpern was the third chief 
medical examiner of New York City and was also the founder of the National 
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Association of Medical Examiners (NAME) in 1977, which is still in opera-
tion today (Spitz et al., 2006). The NAME functions as a national organization 
for medical examiners as well as an accrediting body focused on maintaining 
quality standards for death investigation.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF DEATH 
INVESTIGATION SYSTEMS

Although more than a century has passed since state governments recognized 
the benefit of having a specialized physician at the helm of death investiga-
tion, a myriad of systems still exists in the United States. Most medicolegal 
death investigation operations are instituted at the state, regional or district, 
or county level and each organization may be led by a coroner, medical 
examiner, or appointed individual such as a sheriff or state official. Less than 
half of the states have a state-wide death investigation system (Hanzlick & 
Fudenberg, 2014). The majority of the country’s deaths are investigated 
within the confines of counties or regions, which occurs when multiple coun-
ties are covered by the same office (Hanzlick, 2015). The scope of the inves-
tigative jurisdiction within death investigation offices is typically outlined by 
state code (National Research Council, 2009).

Further complicating the quality of death investigation at a national level 
is that the individual offices may be led by individuals with a wide array of 
backgrounds—ranging from an elected lay-coroner to an elected physician-
coroner to a medical examiner or a combination of both coroner and medical 
examiner. It is of paramount importance that the death investigation office 
(whether coroner- or medical examiner-led) remains an independent entity 
that reports to a commission or governing body rather than a law enforcement 
agency (National Research Council, 2009).

Transitioning to Medical Examiner–based Systems

Since the origins of the American death investigation system began with 
the English tradition of coroners in the 1700s, the majority of the country’s 
death investigative systems began with coroners at the helm, and the trend 
to replace coroners with medical examiners has been a slow process. The 
need for this transition was brought to the forefront on a national platform 
in 1954 when the National Conference of Commissions on Uniform State 
Law initiated the Model Post-Mortem Examinations Act, “The Model 
Act,” that recommended “each state have an office headed by a trained 
pathologist” (National Research Council, 2009). Throughout the remainder 
of the twentieth century, 15 states complied and implemented state-wide 
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medical examiner systems, removing all elected coroner positions (National 
Research Council, 2009). During that same timeframe, primarily during the 
1960s–1980s, 98 county-based medical examiner systems were established 
(Hanzlick, 2007).

The development of medical examiner systems has stalled since that initial 
push that ended in the 1980s. Currently, coroner jurisdictions far outnumber 
those that are overseen by medical examiners, but generally speaking, a 
little over half of the U.S. population are served by medical examiner based 
offices. This is typically related to the fact that more populous areas (cities or 
counties) dictate that death investigation be carried out by a medical exam-
iner rather than a coroner, leaving the more rural, less populous areas to be 
served by an elected coroner (Hanzlick & Fudenberg, 2014). Some coroner/
medical examiner jurisdictions utilize a “referral” system wherein a death can 
be referred to as a forensic pathologist for an autopsy to assist in a complete 
death investigation (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015a). 
Most recent data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(2015b) illustrate that nearly half of the United States have state-wide medi-
cal examiner systems while the remaining half is a mixture of coroners and 
medical examiners covering states, counties, districts, or parishes (see figure 
8.1). A lack of standardization and slow conversion to medical examiner 
death investigation systems has led to a multitude of issues including dif-
ficulties in acquiring, training, credentialing, and retaining staff to ensure the 
quality of death investigation and certification (Hanzlick, 2007).

Challenges for Medical Examiner–based Systems

The transition to a medical examiner–led system overall has many impli-
cations and the slow progress can be considered a multifactorial issue. 
Legislative, political, financial, geographical, and availability of personnel 
represent a number of hurdles that must be overcome when establishing a 
medical examiner system.

Many constitutional documents governing states and/or counties often 
contain laws designating the duties of a coroner and to construct an amend-
ment to these laws is a lengthy and complex process (National Research 
Council, 2009). The position of a coroner is often a political office, elected 
by the popular vote, and therefore, firmly seated in the governing office. This 
same governing office would be responsible for rewriting the law, removing 
the coroner, and overcoming a significant conflict of interest, albeit for the 
betterment of the constituents. On the other hand, jurisdictions with limited 
resources could find having a locally seated coroner to be of benefit. These 
individuals are typically readily available throughout the investigation, 
invested in the community, and more equipped to respond in rural or sparsely 
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populated areas where reliance on a state or regional medical examiner may 
present delays throughout the process.

The typical requirements to become a coroner vary greatly among all 
jurisdictions throughout the United States. The majority are considered local 
government–elected officials with terms of varying lengths. No distinction 
for prior medical training or sole dedication to death investigation is required, 
although a few states designate a physician-coroner rather than lay-coroner. 
The training guidelines are highly variable ranging from no specifications 
to an initial week-long course to requiring annual continuing education 
(Frontline, 2011). For example, to be eligible to become a coroner in the 
state of Georgia one must (1) be at least 25 years of age, (2) have earned a 
high school diploma or GED, (3) be a registered voter, (4) lack any felony 
conviction, and (5) attend a week-long training session annually (Frontline, 
2011; Hanzlick, 2007).

Perhaps the two largest factors limiting the transition to medical examiner 
systems are financial and availability of personnel (National Commission on 
Forensic Science, 2013). Medical examiners are almost always physicians 

Figure 8.1  Map of Investigation Systems in the United States. Source: Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (2015b).
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who are appointed to the position rather than elected (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2015a). Physician salaries can cause significant 
stress on the budgetary demands of a governmental office. Some states, 
counties, and cities do utilize a physician-medical examiner system, but the 
recruitment of interested physicians to fulfill this role in addition to clinical 
responsibilities may prove difficult. Like lay-coroners, physician-based medi-
cal examiners have the capacity to certify deaths based on scene investiga-
tion and external examination but must refer cases to a specialized forensic 
pathologist if an autopsy is necessary.

If the budgetary constraints are a nonissue, identifying a qualified candi-
date to serve as a medical examiner for a jurisdiction can often prove difficult. 
There is a shortage of well-trained and experienced forensic pathologists due 
to a number of factors such as limited training programs, low salaries, and 
underfunded systems (National Commission on Forensic Science, 2013). The 
shortage is exacerbated in areas with small populations, deficient tax base, 
and inadequate physician distribution.

Forensic Pathologists

Although general physicians may serve medical examiners, a forensic pathol-
ogist is a specialized physician in the field of death investigation. Becoming 
a physician, including a forensic pathologist, requires a lifelong dedication 
to learning and service to the community. Forensic pathology has its basis in 
Latin as “forensis” and “pathos,” but has evolved to encompass the study of 
deaths related to injury or disease that may be of interest to the legal “forum” 
or public (National Research Council, 2009). The forensic pathologist’s career 
journey begins after graduating high school, earning at least a four-year bach-
elor’s degree, matriculation from medical school (typically after another four 
years), and being accepted into a pathology residency training program. The 
typical pathology residency is four years followed by a one-year fellowship in 
forensic pathology. Each step beyond college requires successful completion 
of board examinations culminating in certification by the American Board of 
Pathology along with maintenance of that certification throughout the dura-
tion of their professional career. After this tenuous 13-year, at a minimum, 
journey, individuals are commonly well into their fourth decade of life when 
they begin practicing as a full-time medical examiner.

THE TEAM APPROACH TO DEATH INVESTIGATION

Regardless of the individual at the helm of death investigation, it is impor-
tant to understand the interplay among investigating agencies during these 
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often tense and emotional events. It is expected that sudden, unexpected, 
suspicious, or violent deaths be investigated thoroughly; this expectation also 
extends to deaths related to an injury, occurring during certain activities (such 
as at a workplace or during incarceration), occurring with a certain timeframe 
(such as after recent presentation to a hospital), or when there is a lack of 
physician presence (National Research Council, 2009).

The investigation at the scene of a deceased individual is of paramount 
importance and requires expertise from all involved. This typically includes 
law enforcement agencies as well as representatives from the coroner/medical 
examiner office. Competent medicolegal death investigators, often certified 
by the American Board of Medicolegal Death Investigators, are tasked with 
responding to the scene as a representative of the coroner/medical examiner’s 
office (U.S. National Medicolegal Review Panel, 1999).

Both law enforcement officers and medicolegal death investigators 
approach the scene with integrity and caution, but the goal of a law enforce-
ment officer is often to determine if a crime has been committed (Institute of 
Medicine, 2003). Once a lack of criminality is established, the law enforce-
ment officer’s involvement is usually limited. Conversely, the coroner/medi-
cal examiner’s office is primarily focused on the patient-care aspect, mainly 
of the decedent, and determining how and why they died. This may include 
interviewing individuals at the scene, speaking with family, preserving evi-
dence at the scene, and preparing the body for transport. The coroner/medical 
examiner’s office works in parallel but independent of the law enforcement 
agency, and each has different tasks to accomplish (Holder et al., 2011). The 
coroner/medical examiner’s office ultimately bears the responsibility for 
releasing a scene at which a deceased individual is found/removed (Holder 
et al., 2011).

Death Investigation’s Role in the Legal System

A death investigation is often performed in a team-based atmosphere with 
qualified medicolegal death investigators, morgue personnel, transportation 
services, and the coroner/medical examiner. The goal of the team is unified—
to collect, preserve, and process all physical information from the decedent. 
This physical evidence is collected in a manner that enables it to be used in 
a court of law, and the coroner/medical examiner serves as an agent of the 
criminal justice system if, in fact, the death is suspicious in nature (National 
Research Council, 2009). This simple fact further illustrates the importance 
of having a standardized approach to death investigation.

The American legal system is often reliant on the evidence presented and 
expert testimony educating the jury so that they may render the appropriate 
verdict. Expert witnesses are granted permission to testify based on their 
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knowledge or expertise in a specific area relevant to the case being tried 
(Cornell Law School). Specific to forensic pathologists, they are asked to 
present their opinions in addition to facts established by an autopsy. This 
helps clarify how and why the individual is deceased, which is often too com-
plex and technical for a nonexpert jury to determine on their own (Institute 
of Medicine, 2003).

The legal system in America is similar to that in Australia, Canada, and 
England in that the focus of achieving justice is based on revealing the truth 
which is accomplished in an adversarial manner (Iacobucci & Hamilton, 
2010). This adversarial system relies on evidence being presented to an 
impartial decision-maker and helps ensure that all parties are treated fairly 
(Iacobucci & Hamilton, 2010). Expert witnesses often serve a vital role in this 
type of system as a provider of information so that the truth may be revealed 
and a decision reached.

The Family Physician after Death

The intricacies of determining if an autopsy is necessary to collect evidence 
or to help determine the cause of death is yet another benefit of having spe-
cialized training in forensic pathology (Institute of Medicine, 2003). This 
decision-making expertise allows for appropriate utilization of resources, 
death certification with accuracy and specificity, as well as complete end-
of-life care by a physician. This patient-care aspect of death investigation 
cannot be overlooked and is often of immeasurable service to the families of 
decedents.

Family members are often left confused and emotional during times of 
unexpected death, and being informed of the process as well as knowing their 
loved one was being cared for by a physician even in their death provides a 
level of comfort. The medical examiner may very well be the only medical 
care provider the individual has encountered, and information derived from 
the autopsy could have a significant impact on living relatives. At the conclu-
sion of the medicolegal death investigation, family members may be provided 
a report describing findings from the examination, but universally, they are 
provided a death certificate.

DEATH CERTIFICATION AND MORTALITY DATA

A death certificate is an official document that specifically states the cause of 
death for a deceased individual. The death certificate is completed by persons 
who are given the legal authority to do so. Generally, this is a licensed physi-
cian, medical examiner, forensic pathologist, or coroner and the responsible 
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party varies by state. The United States has a Standard Certificate of Death, 
put forth by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (National 
Center for Health Statistics, 2003). Each state has adopted this form although 
adjustments are made according to state laws.

Causes and Manners of Death

Information about the decedent, the decedent’s family, and the cause of 
death are necessary details found on every death certificate. The immediate 
and any underlying causes of death should be recorded with specificity and 
accuracy. A separate section for significant contributing illnesses or factors is 
also available. The immediate cause of death is the final injury or insult that 
directly lead to death. The underlying cause(s) of death refers to any insult 
or disease that began the chain of events leading to the immediate cause of 
death. Other significant conditions (i.e., contributing factors) may include 
chronic diseases, risk factors, or other insults that may be associated with the 
death, but not directly related to the immediate cause of death.

The death certificate also serves as an official record of the manner of 
death. A determination often made by utilizing information from the scene 
and history, referred to as the circumstances surrounding the death, as well as 
information obtained from the autopsy (National Center for Health Statistics, 
2003). The Standard Certificate of Death includes five main categories for 
the manner of death designation: natural, accident, suicide, homicide, and 
undetermined. The majority of cases that are assumed (accepted) by coroner/
medical examiner offices are typically found to be due to a natural disease 
process or illness, that is, a “natural death.” Natural deaths also compose 
nearly the entirety of cases that are declined (not accepted) for further death 
investigation by a coroner/medical examiner office. An accidental manner of 
death is indicated in cases of non-intentional injury (such as motor vehicle 
collision, fall, and most cases of drug overdose). Although it is dependent on 
the jurisdiction, accidents make up the second-largest category of deaths at a 
coroner/medical examiner office (National Research Council, 2009). Suicide 
and homicide typically refer to deaths related to some sort of violence either 
initiated by the decedent themselves or another person. If a death remains 
undetermined at the conclusion of a thorough death investigation that often 
indicates the certifier has conflicting or missing information that renders them 
unable to conclusively determine the manner of death.

The Utility of Death Certificates

Death certificates serve a variety of functions within society. Personal legal 
matters including insurance allocation, distribution of assets, and closing of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



192 Brandi C. McCleskey and Lily Mahler

financial accounts are some of the tasks for which family members will need 
to show an official certificate of death. On a more public health platform, 
death certificates are the primary source of population-based mortality data 
statistics. Therefore, completion of death certificates often fulfills yet another 
role that coroner/medical examiners have which is that of a public health 
officer (Hanzlick, 2006; National Research Council, 2009).

Information derived from death certificates helps educate public officials 
and organizations on the overall health of the country and also aids in epi-
demiological investigations. Although access to death certification databases 
varies by state, some allow anyone to view the information and some restrict 
access to particular relatives. Completion of death certificates is often regu-
lated by the state and is processed by central registration administrations. 
These state agencies send information to the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention’s National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS). The NCHS com-
piles population-based statistics from death certificates gathered by each state 
to both publish and provide ideas for future ways to improve the population’s 
overall health. One of the systems it uses to monitor health statistics is the 
National Vital Statistics System (NVSS). In addition to monitoring health 
statistics, NCHS also serves to assist in the regulation of death reporting 
(Connolly et al., 2016).

Establishing Mortality Data

The NVSS is a decentralized, collaborative system of 57 regions (the 50 
U.S. states, the District of Columbia, New York City, and 5 territories: 
Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, Guam, American Samoa, and the Northern 
Marianas). The system was first instituted in 1946 under the jurisdiction of 
the Federal Security Administration and began working with federal and 
state health agencies to collect birth and death records (Ventura, 2018). Other 
statistics were included over time such as marriage, divorce, infant birth 
and death, terminated pregnancies, surveys of hospitalizations, diagnoses, 
health insurance, smoking habits, demographics, educational attainment, and 
religion. States submit their vital statistics data electronically through the 
STEVE (Ventura, 2018).

The data collected by the NVSS is integral to study various public health 
indicators at the local, state, and national levels as well as health disparities 
by age, sex, race, ethnicity, and geography. Infant mortality, prenatal care, 
maternal risk factors, teen birth rates, trends in causes of death and rankings 
of said causes, and patterns of life expectancy are other important indicators 
reported by the vital statistics system. This wealth of data can reveal popula-
tions at risk and be used in planning programs and initiatives aimed at reduc-
ing health disparities. The NVSS is also a useful tool in predicting current and 
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future population growth estimates at the national, state, and local levels. The 
NVSS is an extremely important source of rich data for public health efforts 
that benefit the entirety of the United States (Ventura, 2018).

Maintaining the integrity of the data output of the NVSS is of utmost 
importance. However, mortality data derived from death certificates poses 
more of a challenge than the reporting of birth data primarily because mul-
tiple sources are inputting the data (i.e., certifying deaths). Individuals who 
are responsible for completing death certificates may be physicians, funeral 
directors, coroners, or medical examiners. Data collection and standardiza-
tion can be difficult owing to the vast variability in training and experi-
ences among certifiers and the degrees of complexity in the cause of death 
statements.

Research has shown that death certificates are wrought with errors and 
these errors can have a significant impact on the vital statistics of a nation 
(Connolly et al., 2016; McGivern et al., 2017; Pritt et al., 2005). General phy-
sicians are rarely taught how to actually complete a death certificate during 
medical school or postgraduate training (Lakkireddy et al., 2004). The lack of 
a postmortem examination to augment clinical data or provide specificity to 
the cause of death statement is often a source of many errors as well.

Electronic Reporting and ICD Coding

Since 2003, states have been using revised versions of the United States 
standard birth certificate and death certificate along with electronic reporting 
systems for both. One proposed benefit of electronic reporting is the standard-
ization of mortality data collection (Ventura, 2018). The NVSS developed 
a software program named the Mortality, Medical Indexing, Classification, 
and Retrieval (MICAR) system to process and code death records based on 
the ICD code. ICD coding is a familiar system to physicians and healthcare 
providers who use ICD codes to classify diagnoses, symptoms, injuries, and 
procedures during clinical care. This practice is common in the United States 
and in many countries worldwide. ICD codes were initially developed centu-
ries ago for mortality data, but over many reiterations now serve the overall 
healthcare system (World Health Organization, 2019).

In theory, translating cause of death statements from death certificates 
into ICD codes should serve to standardize mortality data and help make 
it comparable throughout the United States and internationally. In reality, 
however, approximately 20% of death records cannot be processed by the 
MICAR system due to incomplete or incomprehensible information requiring 
the electronic system to be bypassed and an ICD code to be entered manually 
(Ventura, 2018). Records may also be wrought with errors that are miscoded 
by the MICAR system.
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Analysis of the ICD code groupings helps develop the CDC’s Rankable 
Causes of Death, the Leading Causes of Death, and The Selected 113 Causes 
of Death among other vital statistics tabulations (National Center for Health 
Statistics, 2020). Clearly, thorough and accurate reporting of mortality data 
has important implications for public health and improving the health of the 
nation as a whole; however, use of death certificates as the sole data source 
for mortality data is less clear (Kircher et al., 1985; Ventura, 2018). Primary 
data acquired from coroner/medical examiner offices is of infinite value but is 
often kept in a variety of formats some of which are inaccessible by research-
ers. A centralized database for standardized coroner/medical examiner data is 
definitely a goal for the future.

Research with Mortality Data

Perhaps the less immediately obvious impact of inaccurate mortality data 
is a financial one. Multiple funding organizations, including the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), utilize the NVSS system to assist in resource allo-
cation for research (National Institutes of Health; Star Metrics, 2019). The 
field of forensic pathology and medicolegal death investigation generates an 
abundance of useful primary data regarding epidemiology and surveillance of 
violent deaths, substance abuse, unintentional injury, hazardous environmen-
tal exposures, and infectious disease. Population-based epidemiological data 
generated by medical examiners can play a key role in public health research 
and intervention programs, optimizing trauma care, pharmacogenomics, and 
disease pathogenesis. However, if the ultimate source of this data is the death 
certificate its value is drastically diminished.

Despite the ubiquity of data generated in medical examiner offices, research 
efforts in medicolegal death investigation are quite limited. Although the data 
is limited in recent years, in the early twenty-first century only 11% of the 
United States’ 125 medical schools had full-time faculty members that were 
forensic pathologists and only 38% of forensic pathology training programs 
had research opportunities for resident trainees (Nolte, 2004). Since then, 
the number of U.S. medical schools has increased substantially, while the 
number of forensic pathologists has not. Academic-based forensic patholo-
gists are even scarcer in the United States and those associated with resident 
training programs do not always participate in research efforts.

Funding opportunities for forensic pathologists and projects related to 
medicolegal death investigation are available through the NIH, Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, National Institute of Justice, and the 
Department of Defense, as well as the American Academy of Forensic 
Sciences. Regardless of funding availability, reported barriers to the foren-
sic pathologist pursuing research include time constraints with increased 
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caseloads, a lack of protected research time, a lack of institutional support, 
issues of patient (decedent and relatives) confidentiality, and data acquisition, 
utilization, and storage (Nolte, 2004).

ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES TO QUALITY 
MEDICOLEGAL DEATH INVESTIGATION

Forensic Pathology Training

A subject already touched on in an earlier section, the lack of availability of 
forensic pathologists is an immense threat to the medicolegal death inves-
tigation system both in the United States and worldwide. As of 2013, there 
were only 500 board-certified forensic pathologists practicing full time in 
the United States. In order to provide adequate coverage to the population, 
estimates extrapolate that approximately 1,100 to 1,200 forensic pathologists 
are needed (resulting in nearly 3.7 forensic pathologists per 1 million people). 
So, this section briefly explains the reasons why there is such a shortage of 
forensic pathologists.

To begin, there are only 43 ACGME-accredited forensic pathology fellow-
ship training programs available in the United States (Accreditation Council 
for Graduate Medical Education, 2020). Most programs are allowed to train 
one fellow per year. Some programs are accredited for additional spots, but 
these positions are often left unfunded. Approximately 42 of the 78 available 
positions were filled in 2014, and this percentage was relatively unchanged 
from data published nearly a decade earlier (National Research Council, 
2009). Using historical data, it is estimated that out of the total forensic 
pathologists completing fellowship, two-thirds will become board certified 
and less than that will practice forensic pathology full time.

To further illustrate the desperate need for forensic pathologists: If we 
assume that 21 forensic pathologists are entering the workforce annually in 
addition to the ~500 currently in practice, it would take twenty-five years to cre-
ate a workforce that would adequately serve the U.S. population! However, this 
figure utilizes unrealistic assumptions such as an absence of population growth 
during this time and that no current forensic pathologists will die or retire. In 
order to cease perpetuating this dire situation, the field of forensic pathology 
must become innovative in regard to recruitment, retention, and regulation.

Forensic Pathology Compensation

Some potential reasons for this shortage of forensic pathologists include a 
lack of exposure to pathology during the first two years of medical school, 
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low salaries compared to other medical specialties, and the ever-growing 
amount of student debt following undergraduate collegiate and medical 
education. On average new physicians have greater than $170,000 (USD) 
of debt after completing the training. According to a survey conducted by 
the College of American Pathologists, the average salary of a pathologist is 
around $335,000 per year. In contrast, subspecialized forensic pathologists 
that are medical examiners, typically based in civil servant offices, make 
closer to $185,000 on average. Chief medical examiners, a promotion usually 
requiring many years of experience, net slightly better with annual incomes 
ranging between $190,000–$220,000 (National Commission on Forensic 
Science, 2013).

Considering medical examiner salaries are often tied to the state, county 
commission, or municipality budgets, this funding is quite variable and 
depends on the region served as well as the workload of each jurisdiction. 
On average, county systems receive more funding with a mean of $2.16 USD 
per capita, while state systems receive less (a mean of $1.41 USD per capita) 
(Hanzlick, 2007). The National Associate of Medical Examiners conducted 
a survey in 2001 that revealed the annual funding ranged from $30,000 to 
$16 million USD per office. Most offices spent between $2,000 and $3,000 
USD for each autopsy, and the overall average expenditures totaled between 
$1,000,000 and $2,000,000 per year.

The survey also found a wide variation in workload between offices 
(Institute of Medicine, 2003). The number of autopsies performed annu-
ally, on a per capita basis, differed by a factor of 40. Over half of the offices 
reported performing more than the recommended 250 autopsies per patholo-
gist annually, a factor that threatens the maintenance of accreditation for 
offices (Institute of Medicine, 2003). In addition to heavy workloads, many 
offices had inadequate facilities and a lack of ancillary resources necessary 
to perform autopsies. The average medical examiner facility was at least 20 
years old (some over 50 years old) and lacked adequate space and storage. 
Most offices had body transport and radiology, but only 37% had in-house 
toxicology laboratories (Institute of Medicine, 2003).

Inadequate Resources

Facilities and Toxicology

Lacking access to adequate facilities for autopsy and capabilities of toxico-
logical analysis has a disastrous impact on the quality of death investigation 
performed. Antiquated processes and guidelines can be quickly overrun by 
the ever-changing epidemics that plague the United States and beyond. One 
example that illustrates this quite well is the “opioid epidemic.”
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The past two decades of the “opioid epidemic” have put significant strain 
on medical examiner productivity and wellness as well as resources for 
all coroner/medical examiner offices (and healthcare in general). The rate 
of death related to opioid intoxication has quadrupled in the United States 
during that time frame reaching far over 16,000 deaths per year (Schiller & 
Mechanic, 2018). The term “opioid” encompasses natural and synthetic sub-
stances that stimulate the body’s opioid receptors, resulting in a blockade of 
the body’s pain signals (Schiller & Mechanic, 2018).

The NAME recently issued a position paper strongly urging medical exam-
iners to continue to autopsy individuals suspected to have died from appar-
ent intoxication (Davis & National Association of Medical Examiners and 
American College of Medical Toxicology Expert Panel on Evaluating and 
Reporting Opioid, 2014). With the recent surge of drug-related deaths, many 
offices have lost accreditation, medical examiners, and an ability to maintain 
a quality work product within a reasonable time frame (Davis & NAME and 
American College of Medical Toxicology Expert Panel on Evaluating and 
Reporting Opioid, 2014). Without overarching policies and appropriate fund-
ing in place, this strain will continue to greatly hinder the death investigation 
system’s ability to adequately respond to any death including those of violent 
means. The judicial system and public health agencies are of course within 
the zone of impact from these ever-increasing challenges.

Sophisticated Testing Platforms

Diagnostic medicine is becoming more reliant on sophisticated methodolo-
gies such as advanced imaging solutions and molecular diagnostics. Most 
medical examiner offices in the country are utilizing digital radiology in 
the form of x-rays (plain radiographs), while rare offices are afforded the 
opportunity to have computed topography (CT) images to aid the postmortem 
examination.

Although “virtopsy” or postmortem examination by imaging has been 
discussed for years and has been established in other countries, research has 
demonstrated that imaging alone is not equivalent or superior to autopsy 
(Leth, 2007). However, having access to both radiology and autopsy data is 
of great importance to the medical examiner when determining the cause of 
death.

Data acquired through molecular diagnostics can also assist the medi-
cal examiner with specificity on the death certificate. A number of sudden 
cardiac deaths may be driven by a genetic mutation that would otherwise 
not be detectable without additional genetic testing. Having access to both 
radiologic and molecular diagnostic tools may soon become a basic necessity 
of death investigation systems worldwide.
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CONCLUSION

The investigation of deaths in the medicolegal setting will always serve a 
vital role within a nation as it has done for centuries. Data generated by death 
certificates and the examination of how and why individuals die help inform 
the overall health of a nation and the world. Establishing a system of death 
investigation that is based on adequate training with adequate resources and 
functions within a standardized set of guidelines and expectations will con-
tinue to be a goal of this modern era and the centuries to come.

This chapter has limitations based on the availability of current studies and 
publications in the area of medicolegal death investigation. Although vital 
statistics and death investigation are integral in understanding why people 
die, these topics do not often generate interest among the general public, 
funding agencies, or policymakers. In current times, the global pandemic of 
COVID-19 infection has brought these deficiencies to the forefront as many 
are looking at mortality data to help understand the scope of the infection. 
Future studies should aim to educate the public on the value of forensic 
pathology, accurate death reporting, and policies for standardization of 
practice among coroners and medical examiners to obtain mortality data that 
adequately reflects the health of a nation.
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According to the World Health Organization, childhood is defined as an age 
younger than or equal to 19 years, but the upper limit of 19 years can be 
lowered by any applicable legal definition in a particular jurisdiction (WHO, 
2019). Groups are further classified by age such that an adolescent refers to 
individuals between 10 and 19 years of age, an infant as those less than 1 year 
of age, and a neonate as less than or equal to an age of 1 month.

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) defined pediatrics as the 
specialty of medicine that deals with the physical, mental, and social health 
of children from birth to young adulthood (AAP, 2015). Pediatrics consists 
of a broad spectrum of health services that range from preventive healthcare 
to the diagnosis and treatment of acute and chronic diseases (AAP, 2015). 
There is marked variation in the common causes of death in the various 
subcategories of the pediatric age range, and given this marked variation, 
mortality statistics are reported according to these subcategories rather than 
as a single category. Based on this, pediatric mortality is reported according 
to pediatric age subcategory as neonatal, infancy, death under age 5 years, 
and adolescence (AAP, 2015).

Remarkable progress in child survival has occurred in the past three 
decades with millions of children now having better chances of survival than 
in 1990 (United Nations Children Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2020). One 
in 27 children died before age 5 years in 2019, compared to 1 in 11 in 1990 
(UNICEF, 2020). Progress in reducing child mortality rates has been accel-
erated in the 2000–2019 period compared with the 1990s, with the annual 
rate of reduction in the global under-five mortality rate increasing from 1.9 
per cent in 1990–1999 to 3.7% in 2000–2019. Despite the global progress 
in reducing child mortality rates over the past few decades, an estimated 5.2 
million children under age five died in 2019 (UNICEF, 2020).

Chapter 9

International Approaches to Pediatric 
Medicolegal Death Investigation
Alfredo E. Walker and Brandi C. McCleskey
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The global under age 5 years mortality rate declined by 59% between 1990 
and 2019, having moved from 93 deaths per 1,000 live births in 1990 to 38 per 
1,000 live births in 2019 (UNICEF, 2020). However, despite this consider-
able progress, improving child survival remains a matter of urgent concern; 
in 2019 alone, approximately 14,000 deaths under age 5 years occurred daily 
(UNICEF, 2020). This is considered an intolerably high number of deaths 
which are largely preventable. Additionally, the overall burden of child and 
youth deaths remains high; in 2019, 7.4 million children, adolescents, and 
youth (0–14 years) died from mostly preventable or treatable causes.

The period of adolescence is associated with increasing amounts of time 
in an ever-expanding social environment within and beyond their immediate 
networks with interaction with a wider array of people (UNICEF, 2017). As 
children enter the second decade of life, their mortality rates from violence 
double more than those of their first 10 years of life (UNICEF, 2017). In 2015 
alone, violence was responsible for the deaths of 82,000 adolescents world-
wide (UNICEF, 2017). Every 7 minutes an adolescent is killed by an act of 
violence somewhere in the world (UNICEF, 2017). Those aged 15 to 19 years 
are particularly vulnerable, being three times more likely to die violently 
than younger adolescents who are aged 10 to 14 years (UNICEF, 2017). 
More adolescent deaths result from interpersonal than collective violence 
(UNICEF, 2017). In 2015, nearly two out of three victims died of homicide, 
while the rest were killed by conflicts (UNICEF, 2017).

It is imperative that pediatric deaths are investigated thoroughly and cat-
egorized appropriately in a standardized fashion utilizing expert input and 
collaboration. However, there is no single standardized international protocol 
for the investigation of these challenging deaths. Most developed medico-
legal jurisdictions share similarities in their investigative approach, which 
typically involves concepts of a multidisciplinary team approach, collabora-
tion, and centralization of information. Because it is not possible to cover 
the investigative protocols that exist in every medicolegal jurisdiction across 
the globe, this chapter presents an overview of the pediatric medicolegal 
death investigation practices in the Province of Ontario, Canada, the United 
States of America, the United Kingdom of Great Britain, Australia, and the 
Caribbean region.

MULTIDISCIPLINARY TEAMS IN 
MEDICOLEGAL DEATH INVESTIGATION

A multidisciplinary team (MDT) is a group of professionals who work 
together in a coordinated and collaborative manner (USDOJ, 2000). These 
types of teams are utilized in many fields including healthcare. In medicolegal 
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death investigation, the MDT works to ensure an effective response to reports 
of suspected child abuse and neglect (USDOJ, 2000). No single profes-
sion or state agency can independently respond to these challenging cases 
adequately, and it is now well accepted that the best investigative response is 
through an MDT approach (USDOJ, 2000). This includes (and often extends 
beyond) joint investigations and inter-agency coordination that inform deci-
sion making (USDOJ, 2000). An MDT investigation requires the full partici-
pation and collaboration of team members by sharing their knowledge, skills, 
and expertise (USDOJ, 2000). Each member fulfills his/her professional role 
whilst taking the roles and responsibilities of the other members into con-
sideration (USDOJ, 2000). The members of the MDT represent the govern-
ment agencies and private practitioners who are responsible for investigating 
crimes against children and protecting and treating children (USDOJ, 2000). 
An MDT may focus on any combination of investigations, policy issues, and 
treatment of victims, their relatives, and perpetrators (USDOJ, 2000).

The MDT Approach

The MDT approach promotes well-coordinated child abuse investigations 
that benefit from the input and contribution of many stakeholders, especially 
law enforcement, coroners/medical examiners, prosecution agencies, and 
child protection services to ensure the successful conclusion of an investiga-
tion (USDOJ, 2000). It encourages and facilitates the sharing of key investi-
gative details that allows each agency to acquire all the information it needs 
to effectively perform its duties. Some of the primary goals of this team 
include arriving at valid conclusions as to the circumstances of death, medi-
cal cause of death, manner of death; assisting with the prevention of deaths 
in similar circumstances in the future; determining whether or not there is a 
criminal liability; and, identifying any public health implications that may 
arise (Collins, 2019). The MDT approach minimizes the risk of dissemination 
of inaccurate information, the duplication of efforts, and inadvertent interfer-
ence in the investigation of one agency by another agency, although investi-
gations by various agencies will occur simultaneously and may complement 
each other (Collins, 2019).

Components of a Pediatric MDT 
Medicolegal Death Investigation

Broadly speaking, the shared similarities of the better pediatric medicolegal 
death investigation frameworks outline a defined protocol for multi-agency 
involvement that consists of the following:
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• Pediatric death reporting guidelines,
• Investigative protocols for the police,
• Care of the family,
• Activation of child protection concerns,
• Investigation by medical examiner or coroner,
• Death scene examination (with or without doll re-enactments),
• Minimum standards for the performance of postmortem examinations 

(inclusive of the nature and extent of ancillary investigations),
• Templates for reporting on the results of the postmortem examination,
• Case review by a pediatric multidisciplinary death investigation committee.

Each of the above components generates a varying amount of data of dif-
ferent types. Therefore, a vital portion of this process must involve the cen-
tralization of case data (Collins, 2019). The centralization of case data can 
take any form, but typically there is a Pediatric Death Review Team (PDRT) 
that acts as the central repository for collating, reporting, and sharing of 
information (Collins, 2019). This team coordinates the periodic review and 
evaluation of the investigative process, and provides feedback and updates on 
the progress and resolution of individual cases with the various stakeholder 
agencies (Collins, 2019). The role of the PDRT is most important when the 
outcome of the investigation of pediatric deaths can result in legal proceed-
ings, particularly those that can disrupt family units through the removal of 
surviving siblings from the home and their subsequent placement into the 
hands of children’s services, other childcare agencies, or foster care (Collins, 
2019).

The starting point of the multidisciplinary medicolegal death investigative 
approach must be the mandatory reporting of every child death to a central 
hub by all participants using defined criteria (Collins, 2019). The local laws of 
a particular jurisdiction will define (a) what types of death must be reported, 
(b) who has an obligation to report such deaths, and (c) to which agency or 
organization. Depending on the jurisdiction, the police services, medical 
examiner’s office, and/or coroner’s office are usually the first agencies to be 
notified about any death of medicolegal concern. Once the circumstances of 
the death are established, the coroner or medical examiner will assume juris-
diction of the case if it falls under their legally defined authority to do so. If 
the death does not fall under their legal authority, then the case will not be 
accepted for investigation.

The mandatory nature for reporting certain categories of death must be part 
of the policy in a pediatric medicolegal death investigation (USDOJ, 2000). 
The relevant legislation in individual jurisdictions will mandate what types of 
pediatric deaths are reportable and to which oversight organizations (USDOJ, 
2000; Collins, 2019). This is dependent on the nature of the medicolegal 
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death investigation system that exists in that jurisdiction, whether it is a 
coroner’s system or U.S.-style medical examiner’s system, and the definition 
of the pediatric age range. Universally, medical personnel, law enforcement 
officers, medical examiners, and coroners can all report deaths. This approach 
will guarantee that every reportable death is captured, a file opened, and all 
investigative information pertinent to the case can be collected and collated 
(Collins, 2019). In most instances in pediatric medicolegal death investiga-
tion, the central hub for the collection and collation of information related to 
the death of a child is a child protection agency or a department of family 
services (Collins, 2019).

The collaborative investigative approach must begin shortly after the death 
of a child to ensure that appropriate information is gathered and shared in a 
timely manner (Collins, 2019). The collaborative intervention of the various 
partners during the investigation of a pediatric death will address the legal, 
medical, and/or social determinants of the cause of death (Collins, 2019). The 
ultimate aims are to (a) accurately determine and document the cause and 
manner of death, (b) identify risk factors that will inform prevention strate-
gies aimed at protecting the health and well-being of other siblings and family 
members, and (c) facilitate criminal proceedings and the judicial process if 
indicated (Collins, 2019). As such there must be intersection of the functions 
of the major stakeholder organizations that feed into the process of centraliza-
tion of information (figure 9.1) (Collins, 2019).

Utilizing Standardized Investigative Tools

With every report of a pediatric death that falls under the umbrella of medi-
colegal death investigation, information on the circumstances of death can 
be obtained from a variety of sources. Sources may include the police and 
coroner’s investigative reports with details of the decedent’s medical, birth 
and gestational history, the agonal illness, and description of the final sleep 
(if applicable) for babies and infants (Walker, 2019). In some jurisdictions, 
a standardized infant death investigation questionnaire is completed by the 
investigating coroner, police investigator, or pediatrician and is provided to 
the pathologist (Walker, 2019). In 1996, the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) developed and issued a Sudden Unexpected Infant Death 
Investigation Reporting Form (SUIDIRF) as a voluntary tool and template 
for the United States (CDC, 2021). Revisions of this form were issued in 
2006, 2017, and 2020 prior to the most up to date version (CDC, 2021). The 
SUIDIRF serves to

• standardize data collection to help improve classification of sleep-related 
infant deaths.
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• assist in determining accurate cause of death by strengthening information 
about the circumstances of the death available before an autopsy.

• guide investigators through the steps involved in an investigation.
• allow investigators to document their findings easily and consistently.
• produce information that researchers can use to recognize new risk fac-

tors for sudden unexpected infant death and sudden infant death syndrome 
(SIDS).

In the United Kingdom, the equivalent form is called the Sudden 
Unexpected Death in Infancy (SUDI) questionnaire which was developed 
jointly in 2016 by the Royal College of Pathologists and the Royal College 
of Pediatrics and Child Health (Kennedy, 2016). In Ontario, Canada, the 
equivalent questionnaire was developed by the Office of the Chief Coroner 
for Ontario as the Investigation Questionnaire for Sudden Unexpected Deaths 
in Infants (DU1) (OCCO, 2013).

Figure 9.1 Diagrammatic Representation of the Centralization of Information. Source: 
Collins, 2019.
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CHILD DEATH REVIEW TEAMS

The publication “A Program Manual for Child Death Review” produced by 
the National Center for Child Death Review (NCCDR) in 2005 states that the 
death of a child is a sentinel event and community responsibility that should 
urge communities to identify other children at risk for illness or injury. Death 
review requires multidisciplinary participation from the community and the 
review of case information should be comprehensive and broad (NCCDR, 
2005). A review should lead to an understanding of risk factors and a focus 
on prevention by offering effective recommendations and actions to pre-
vent deaths and keep children healthy, safe, and protected (NCCDR, 2005). 
Through comprehensive and multidisciplinary reviews of child deaths, a 
better understanding of how and why children die can be gleaned. The find-
ings can be used to prevent other deaths and improve the health and safety of 
children (NCCDR, 2005). The objectives of the Child Death Review (CDR) 
are multifaceted as listed below:

• Ensure the accurate identification and uniform consistent reporting of the 
cause and manner of every child death.

• Improve communication and linkages among local and state agencies and 
enhance coordination of efforts.

• Improve agency responses in the investigation of child deaths.
• Improve agency responses to protect siblings and other children in the 

homes of deceased children.
• Improve criminal investigations and the prosecution of child homicides.
• Improve delivery of services to children, families, providers, and commu-

nity members.
• Identify specific barriers and system issues involved in the deaths of 

children.
• Identify significant risk factors and trends in child deaths.
• Identify and advocate for needed changes in legislation, policy, and prac-

tices and expanded efforts in child health and safety to prevent child deaths.
• Increase public awareness and advocacy for the issues that affect the health 

and safety of children.

A CDR team should always have representatives from law enforcement, 
child protective services, prosecutor/district attorney, medical examiner/
coroner, public health, pediatrician or other family health provider, and 
emergency medical services (NCCDR, 2005). Additional and ad hoc 
members from other agencies and professions should be considered for 
membership and provisions should be made for their inclusion on a case-
appropriate basis (NCCDR, 2005). The purpose and objectives of CDR 
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are consistent across the United States, but variations do exist on how the 
process is implemented by states and local communities (NCCDR, 2005). 
A CDR program can include a case review team, an advisory team, and/
or program administration team and follow one of four different models 
(NCCDR, 2005).

The Case Review Team

A Case Review Team conducts comprehensive reviews of individual cases 
(NCCDR, 2005). These reviews should be performed in a timely manner and 
share comprehensive information compiled from multiple sources associ-
ated with the child’s death (NCCDR, 2005). The process should identify and 
review system problems, work to improve communication and coordina-
tion among agencies involved, and examine any local trends and/or issues 
(NCCDR, 2005). Regular and repetitive iterations of this process help to 
improve investigative protocols and develop interagency agreements to 
improve reporting and procedures (NCCDR, 2005). Overall, the Case Review 
Team should enable systems to maintain integrity, accountability, and public 
health initiatives including community education, awareness, and prevention 
strategies (NCCDR, 2005).

The Advisory Team

The Advisory Team assesses the Case Review Team’s findings and child 
mortality trends to inform recommendations and/or action plans (NCCDR, 
2005). This team is responsible for identifying best practices, developing 
policies, and advocating for prevention programs (NCCDR, 2005). The 
Advisory Team would also serve to promote better communication among 
agencies both, local and larger (state, territory, country levels) (NCCDR, 
2005). With this oversight, the Advisory Team can also advocate for the 
enhancement of the review process at the case level (NCCDR, 2005).

The Program Administration Team

The Program Administration Team will manage and/or support the Case 
Review Teams by promoting the development of local teams and provid-
ing training and technical assistance to the review teams (NCCDR, 2005). 
Collation of case review reports and child mortality data typically occurs at 
this level. The Program Administration Team prepares annual reports and 
links the review teams to prevention resources. As with the other teams, pro-
moting multi-agency participation is a goal of the Program Administration 
Team (NCCDR, 2005).
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Models of CDR Programs

Model 1: Local-only Reviews of Individual Cases, State Reviews 
of Local Findings, and State and Local Responses to Findings

In this model, a state agency provides oversight and coordination for a net-
work of local review teams. Protocols or guidelines for local reviews are pro-
vided by the state with varying degrees of authority. Training and technical 
assistance are also provided to members of the local teams by the state who 
will also have a staffed state CDR coordinator position. Most reviews will be 
conducted at the local level with recommendations made for improvements 
to local policies and practices. Prevention initiatives will be implemented 
locally.

A local review team can serve a county, city, and/or regional jurisdic-
tion. The agency coordinating the local teams can vary. The local review 
team will usually submit case review reports to a state agency or state CDR 
program office. Following this, a state advisory team will review the aggre-
gate or individual findings of local teams and makes recommendations for 
improvements to state policies and practices. Most states that use this method 
will produce an annual report with child mortality data, CDR findings, and 
recommendations and may focus on child abuse deaths or all preventable 
deaths.

States vary as to whether local teams receive funding for reviews but 
except for a few states, they do not. States also vary in whether local reviews 
are mandated or are voluntary. Teams may also have sub-committees that 
review specific causes of deaths and report on these findings to their local 
or state CDR team. Most review meetings are held as retrospective reviews 
which usually take place after the investigation is mostly completed and all 
the gathered case information is readily available.

However, some teams have immediate response reviews that typically 
occur shortly after a death, usually for those deaths which are unexpected or 
unexplained. Applying this method allows the team to discuss case informa-
tion immediately, thereby influencing the processes and procedures to be used 
during the active investigation of a child death. This type of review may also 
assist the child protective services in their efforts to protect other children 
involved. Immediate response review meetings are typically unscheduled, 
and the team coordinator usually contacts each team member to arrange these 
reviews as necessary. It is the responsibility of each team to establish criteria 
to identify deaths that require immediate response reviews and often only a 
select subgroup of the full death review team will participate in these types 
of reviews. If a team chooses an immediate response review but has standing 
meeting dates for retrospective reviews as well, then it is likely that the case 
will go through both types of review. In this way, the CDR process acts as a 
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tool for coordinating death investigations and the delivery of services as well 
as a source of information for the identification of risk factors and prevention 
of other deaths in the future.

Model 2: State and Local Review of Individual Cases 
and State and Local Response to Findings

In this second model, a state-level committee reviews certain types of 
deaths or a representative sample of cases, while local teams review cases 
independently from the state team. There may be little or no coordina-
tion between the local and state reviews or the state may review the local 
findings. The local review teams may or may not operate under mandated 
or suggested state guidelines. Local teams rarely receive state funds for 
their reviews. As with the other approaches, the agency lead varies by 
jurisdiction.

Model 3: State-only Reviews of Individual Cases 
and State-level Responses to Findings

In this third model, no community reviews occur. Rather, a state-level CDR 
committee reviews child death cases and issues a state-level report of find-
ings. These review panels usually involve state agency representatives. Most 
state-level reviews started as child abuse reviews, but some have expanded 
into other preventable causes of death. In several states, comprehensive 
case records are made available to an abstractor who prepares the case for 
the review team. In other states, agencies bring their own records to the 
review. The types and numbers of deaths reviewed usually represent only a 
proportion of all deaths in the state. A variation of this model is that a state 
agency may have an internal review team comprised of their own agency 
representatives. In this model, the deaths reviewed are usually of children 
who were in the care and custody of that agency (e.g., deaths of children 
in foster care). The state committee may also serve as the state-mandated 
review panel and conduct case reviews or review local case reviews of child 
abuse deaths.

Model 4: Local-only Review of Individual Cases 
and Local Response to Findings

In this fourth model, reviews are conducted in city or county jurisdictions 
only. These teams operate independently of the state although in some cases 
a state-level person may assist in bringing some of the teams together for 
training and/or technical assistance.
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MEDICOLEGAL DEATH INVESTIGATION 
IN SELECTED COUNTRIES

In order for a comprehensive review to occur after the death of a child, 
an examination is necessary by a physician, coroner, or medical examiner 
depending on the jurisdiction type. To understand how these deaths are 
investigated and examined in many mature systems, the process is outlined 
in the following sections. Much of the information is derived from personal 
knowledge and experiences of the author (AEW).

Canada

The geographical makeup of Canada is such that it consists of provinces and 
territories. Each province or territory possesses one of two medicolegal death 
investigation systems, either the traditional coroner’s system or the U.S.-style 
medical examiner’s system. The coroner’s system is used in the majority of 
provinces and territories (like Ontario) and the medical examiner’s system is 
used only in Alberta, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland and Labrador.

Ontario

The Province of Ontario has the largest population (14.57 million) in Canada 
and operates the single largest medicolegal death investigation system in the 
world utilizing medical doctors as coroners. The coroner’s system is overseen 
by the Office of the Chief Coroner for Ontario (OCCO), which supervises the 
death investigation process through Investigating and Regional Supervising 
coroners. Coroners investigate cases of sudden deaths and order postmortem 
examinations accordingly. Under the 2009 amendment of the Coroners Act of 
Ontario, only pathologists who are appropriately credentialed and registered 
by the Ontario Forensic Pathology Service (OFPS) may perform medicole-
gal postmortem examinations. The OFPS also includes the Chief Forensic 
Pathologist for the Province of Ontario who serves as one of three Deputy 
Chief Coroners. The OCCO and OFPS conduct medicolegal death investiga-
tions in a very collaborative manner.

The OFPS manages the pathologists that perform postmortem examina-
tions therefore establishing a centralized protocol and repository for infor-
mation related to the death. The pathologists are credentialed based on three 
categories:

Category A: Pathologists with recognized training and certification in forensic 
pathology which allows them to perform all types of medicolegal postmortem 
examinations, inclusive of homicides and criminally suspicious deaths, in 
both adults and the pediatric age groups.
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Category B: Pathologists who are trained and certified in anatomical pathology 
which allows them to perform routine medicolegal postmortem examination 
on adults only in non-criminally suspicious cases.

Category C: Pathologists who are trained and certified in pediatric pathology 
and are only permitted to perform postmortem examinations in cases of non-
criminally suspicious (i.e. natural) pediatric deaths that did not occur in a 
community-based setting.

The OFPS adheres to scientifically informed guidelines that its pathologists 
must follow when performing and reporting on medicolegal postmortem 
examinations. All postmortem examination findings are documented in 
a manner that will permit review by other pathologists (known as “peer 
review”) as a quality assurance measure as necessary. All unnatural child 
deaths must be reviewed by a newly established committee known as the 
Child Injury Interpretation Committee (OFPS, 2017).

The OCCO is notified of all reportable pediatric deaths for medicolegal 
investigation. The investigating coroner will attend the scene of death or 
discovery of the body and gather all information pertinent to the decedent 
and the circumstances of the death. This activity is performed in conjunc-
tion with the police and will include an examination of the scene of death 
or discovery of the body. At his/her discretion, a Coroner’s Warrant for 
Postmortem Examination is completed by the Investigating Coroner. The 
Coroner’s Warrant for Postmortem Examination is the authoritative legal 
request for the performance of a medicolegal postmortem examination by a 
pathologist in Ontario. In a given geographical region of coverage, it is the 
Category A Pathologist who determines whether a postmortem examination 
can be performed by a Category C Pathologist or not; this decision being 
based on the known circumstances of death. This approach ensures that 
pediatric cases that require a forensic pathology eye at postmortem examina-
tion receive it, and minimizes the risk of a criminally suspicious death being 
missed.

As part of the completeness of the information gathering process, the 
investigating coroner will also complete a rather detailed Death Under of Age 
5 years (DU5) Questionnaire as applicable. The DU5 Questionnaire consists 
of 28 pages that cover comprehensive questions about the demographics of 
the decedent, details of the person who discovered the body, specific details 
about the death, the circumstances of the final sleep and beddings, the sleep 
environment and ambient temperature, description of the body position when 
found, resuscitative attempts, mother’s pregnancy (including obstetric his-
tory, the decedent’s birth, postnatal history, immunization status, and other 
medical histories), death scene examination, and the medical and social histo-
ries of the birth parents. The child protection services, known as the Children 
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Aid Societies, will also be contacted, informed of the death, and asked if the 
child or family has a file with the agency and the nature of the matter.

Once the final postmortem examination report has been issued, the OCCO 
death investigation procedures may mandate a review of the case by the 
relevant expert death committee in certain circumstances. Seven expert 
death review committees were established for this purpose and these com-
mittees report to the Chief Coroner for Ontario. The Pediatric Death Review 
Committee (PDRC) and Child Injury Interpretation Committee (CIIC) are 
two of those committees. The CIIC serves to review only unnatural deaths.

United States

In the United States, the individual medicolegal death investigation system 
of each state can be a coroner’s system, medical examiner’s system, or a 
mixed  coroner/medical examiner system. As such, the investigative approach 
adopted in a particular state can have slight variations depending on the law 
of the State. In most U.S. states, however, a multidisciplinary approach is 
utilized (Collins, 2019).

Again, the advantage of this approach is the creation of a centralized means 
for the collection of information and its sharing among the various investigat-
ing stakeholder agencies. The recipients of the information are responsible 
for disseminating relevant details to the other agencies while remaining 
objective and not directly involved in the activities of the other agencies. 
Periodic reviews are conducted, and they provide external quality assurance 
and ensure that the respective agencies are following best practice guidelines.

The standards for the performance of postmortem examinations are set by 
the National Association of Medical Examiners (NAME) (Peterson & Clark, 
2006) with several additional position papers having been published over the 
years on the specialized assessments of injury (Case et al., 2001; Gill et al., 
2013). The correct certification of both the cause and manner of death is 
dependent upon evaluation of all available data which includes information 
derived from the investigation, scene examination, postmortem examination, 
and ancillary studies. The 2013 NAME Position Paper provided recommen-
dations on what constitutes the dataset to be produced during the postmortem 
examination of infants who died or are believed to have died of inflicted head 
trauma (Gill et al., 2013). In a similar manner to Ontario, it was stated that the 
evaluation and  documentation of such infant deaths involve the production 
of a detail-oriented and thoroughly documented examination that is indepen-
dently reviewable to support the multitude of inquiries that may follow from 
the public and the criminal justice system.

Dependent on the U.S. state laws, the nature of the medicolegal death 
investigation system and local and local quality assurance practices, CDR 
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programs and CDR teams as outlined previously, may be employed accord-
ingly (NCCDR, 2005).

United Kingdom

Individual professionals and agencies possess a statutory duty to investigate 
all sudden and unexpected deaths in infancy and childhood with due thor-
oughness, care, and compassion as stated in the 2015 interagency guidance 
document of the Department of Education on working together to safeguard 
and protect the welfare of children (Department of Education, 2015). This 
guidance is based around the regulatory structures in England, but the prin-
ciples of the guidelines can also be applied in areas in which other systems 
are in place. Although it focuses primarily on SUDI, the principles broadly 
relate to all unexpected deaths in children from birth to age 18 years with the 
exclusion of stillbirths (Department of Education, 2015). Therefore, unex-
pected deaths in the early neonatal period, unexpected deaths for which a 
natural cause is not immediately apparent, and deaths from external causes, 
including accidents, suicides, and possible homicides are all included.

A report, typically referred to as the Kennedy Report, created by a collab-
orative committee, provides guidelines on the minimum expected standard 
of practice by specialist pediatric pathologists who are asked to perform 
investigations in both non-criminally and criminally suspicious deaths (Royal 
College of Pathologists [RCPath], 2016). Additional guidelines for the 
examination of suspicious infant deaths have also been established (RCPath, 
2016). Unique to the United Kingdom, a “double-doctor” approach may be 
utilized in violent (i.e., homicide) deaths with joint efforts by a pediatric 
pathologist working alongside a forensic pathologist, whereas other countries 
would typically only use a forensic pathologist (RCPath, 2016). Requests for 
specialist pediatric pathology consultation opinions (cardiac pathology, neu-
ropathology, ophthalmic pathology, and bone pathology) are made if needed.

On completion of the postmortem examination, the coroner should be 
immediately informed of the initial findings. These findings may also be 
discussed with the lead health professional and lead police investigator as 
required, with the coroner’s permission (RCPath, 2016). If the initial find-
ings of the postmortem examination suggest evidence of neglect or abuse, 
the police investigative team and children’s social care should be informed 
immediately, and further investigations set in process (RCPath, 2016).

The UK government has established Child Death Overview Panels 
(CDOP), which have a statutory responsibility to systematically gather 
comprehensive data on children’s deaths, to identify notable and potentially 
remediable factors, and to learn lessons and make recommendations to reduce 
the risk of future child deaths (Department of Education, 2015). The CDOP is 
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a multi-agency panel that meets on a regular basis to review all child deaths. 
Each CDOP has the statutory duty to review the deaths of all children, irre-
spective of place of death (Department of Education, 2015). Cases of sudden 
unexpected deaths are scheduled for discussion at the CDOP after the conclu-
sion of the full joint agency response, including the final case discussion and 
the coroner’s inquiry (Department of Education, 2015).

The local CDOP manager should be notified whenever an infant dies and 
the responsibility to notify rests with the lead health professional following 
presentation (Department of Education, 2015). A copy of the report of the 
final case discussion should be sent to the CDOP manager for inclusion in the 
documentation compiled for the CDOP meeting. The CDOP manager should 
also be provided with other relevant documentation, including, where appro-
priate, completed forms and the initial report to the coroner and pathologist.

The CDOP should review all relevant information provided on the case 
from the different agencies involved and consider any relevant contributory 
factors in each domain (factors intrinsic to the infant, parenting capacity, 
family and environment, and service delivery) and form an opinion as to the 
relevance of such factors. The CDOP should form an opinion on the cause 
and category of the infant’s death, and on whether they consider the death 
to have been preventable according to the definition of such (Department of 
Education, 2015). Learning points that arise from the review will be consid-
ered and used to inform appropriate recommendations.

Australia

South Australia

A Child Death and Serious Injury Review Committee has been responsible 
for reviewing the circumstances and causes of all child deaths in the state of 
South Australia since 2005 (Duncan & Byard, 2018). The committee consists 
of an MDT of experts who are drawn from pediatrics, education, disability, 
psychology, social work, child protection, public health, and justice. These 
experts come together to consider all information gathered about an infant’s 
death. Their broad base of knowledge and experience facilitates a compre-
hensive overview of the circumstances of the death and identification of 
systemic issues that may have contributed to the quality-of-service provision 
to that infant and their family.

Apart from identifying events that actively contributed to the death, the 
review process can also identify the absence or omissions of services or regu-
latory/legislative mechanisms which could have created a different outcome. 
On conclusion of a death review, the committee can make recommendations 
to the government about changes to legislation, policy, or practice which 
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could potentially lead to a reduction in the risk of deaths occurring under 
similar circumstances. Additionally, the committee also monitors the trends 
and patterns of all child deaths in its jurisdiction.

New South Wales

In New South Wales, the state government has produced guidelines on the 
roles and responsibilities of each agency (health, police, ambulance, foren-
sic medicine, and the coroner), which is involved in the multidisciplinary 
approach to pediatric medicolegal death investigation, specifically in the 
relation of cases of SUDI (New South Wales Health Policy Directive, 2019). 
The roles and responsibilities of each of the participants and stakeholders 
in the death investigation process are detailed in the document. The process 
outlined in this document reflects that of the UK Kennedy Report.

Victoria

In Victoria, although a multidisciplinary approach does exist in practice, there 
is no single document that captures the roles and responsibilities that occur in 
New South Wales and elsewhere (Iles, 2020). A coroner’s system of medico-
legal death investigation exists with roles for the coroner, police, and forensic 
pathology services that include minimum standards for the performance of 
postmortem examinations and ancillary investigations. On the conclusion of 
the postmortem examination report, each death undergoes a multidisciplinary 
infant mortality case review by a board.

Caribbean

Despite the well-established protocols for interagency investigative col-
laboration that exist in many international jurisdictions, unfortunately, many 
of the island-state jurisdictions in the Caribbean region do not have similar 
structures in place and this situation exists for a variety of reasons that reflect 
limitations of both financial and appropriate human resource personnel to 
investigate pediatric medicolegal death investigation (Obenson, 2016). The 
medicolegal death investigation system in the English-speaking Caribbean 
(and indeed the wider Caribbean) cannot be neatly classified into either of 
the two traditional medicolegal death investigation systems (U.S. medical 
examiner system and the English coroner’s system) (Obenson, 2016). They 
are probably more similar to the systems that exist in continental Europe, 
given the absence of an official equivalent to the medical examiner or coroner 
(Obenson, 2016).

Forensic pathologists exist to assist the police in their investigation and 
their services are only engaged when requested by police or magistrate acting 
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as coroner (Obenson, 2016). Unlike the U.S. medical examiner’s system, 
forensic pathologists in the Caribbean do not have any independent powers 
to initiate medicolegal death investigations and can only get involved in cases 
referred to them for postmortem examination (Obenson, 2016).

Typically, the process of medicolegal death investigation only starts 
when the police are notified of a sudden, unexpected, or suspicious death. A 
forensic postmortem examination will then be performed by either a quali-
fied forensic pathologist or an anatomical pathologist without formal sub-
specialty training or qualifications in forensic pathology (Obenson, 2016). 
Most Caribbean jurisdictions do not possess a qualified forensic pathologist 
and most medicolegal postmortem examinations are performed by general 
anatomical pathologists (Obenson, 2016). The subspecialty services of pedi-
atric, perinatal, cardiac, and neuropathologists generally do not exist (Walker 
& Breland, 2018, 2020). As such, there are no uniformly applied criteria for 
the medicolegal investigation and classification of both cause and manner of 
death in pediatric medicolegal death investigation which obviously affects 
data collection and analysis (Walker & Breland, 2018, 2020). Additionally, 
on a national level, there is no central repository for the standardized collec-
tion and analysis of such data (Walker & Breland, 2018, 2020)

In the Caribbean jurisdictions, the notification of death is usually straight-
forward in all cases when the death occurred and is certified outside of a 
medical facility, but death notification for medicolegal investigation can be 
problematic when the death is certified within a hospital, especially after 
a period of survival following inflicted injuries (Obenson, 2016). In most 
English-speaking jurisdictions in the Caribbean, deaths that occur outside of a 
hospital are reported to a government-employed, non-specialist medical doctor 
who is known as the District Medical Officer (DMO) (Obenson, 2016; Walker 
& Breland, 2018, 2020). DMOs are not required to possess any postgraduate 
training or qualifications in medicolegal death investigation or clinical forensic 
medicine to fulfill their role in medicolegal death investigation; however, they 
are the medical professionals who are tasked with viewing a body at the scene 
of death or discovery, the declaration of death, and ordering the removal of the 
body from the scene for postmortem examination at their request, most times 
without the involvement of forensic pathology at the scene (Obenson, 2016; 
Walker & Breland, 2018, 2020). It is not beyond the scope of imagination to 
predict the inherent medicolegal issues that have arisen in criminally suspi-
cious deaths in this situation (Obenson, 2016; Walker & Breland, 2018, 2020).

Jamaica

In Jamaica, the Institute of Forensic Science and Legal Medicine (IFSLM) is 
the governmental agency that is charged with providing forensic pathology 
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services for the island nation. It operates under the auspices of the Ministry of 
National Security and is headed by a non-medical director. Forensic patholo-
gists are employed by the state and report to the director. These forensic 
pathologists play an important role in the pathological investigation of crimi-
nally suspicious/homicidal deaths to establish the medical cause of death 
and advise on the manner of death, but as already stated, they do not have 
the expansive executive powers to initiate medicolegal death investigations 
that a typical chief medical examiner or coroner would have in the respective 
alternative jurisdictions.

CONCLUSION

It has been established and accepted that the best investigative response 
to allegations of abuse and neglect is the MDT approach since no single 
profession or state agency possesses the ability to deal with these matters 
adequately. The stakeholder agencies can consist of the police or other law 
enforcement body child protection service, coroner/medical examiner’s 
office, and the judicial system.

It has been demonstrated that the MDT approach promotes well-coordi-
nated child abuse investigations that benefit from the input and contribution 
of many stakeholders, especially law enforcement, prosecution, and child 
protection services to ensure successful conclusion of an investigation with 
the correct determinations. It minimizes the risk of dissemination of inaccu-
rate information, the duplication of efforts, and the inadvertent interference 
in the investigation of one agency by another agency, although investigations 
by various agencies will occur simultaneously. As such, the MDT approach 
encourages and facilitates the sharing of key investigative details which 
allows each stakeholder agency to acquire all the information needed to effec-
tively perform its duties to arrive at valid conclusions on the circumstances 
of death, medical cause of death, manner of death, recommendations for the 
prevention of similar deaths in the future, the determination of criminal liabil-
ity for a death, and the public health implications.

Despite this fact, no standardized international protocol exists for the 
medicolegal investigation of pediatric deaths but in most mature medicolegal 
jurisdictions, there is similarity in the individual investigative frameworks 
which have been developed and implemented. The main similarity of the 
investigative approaches involves the adoption of the concept of the MDT 
approach to pediatric medicolegal death investigation.

The pervasive common threads of pediatric medicolegal death investiga-
tion that run through the systems in the more mature medicolegal jurisdic-
tions include centralization of the pediatric death investigation process, 
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adoption of a multi-agency approach, review of the death investigation 
process, and review of the determinations and conclusions in each case, to 
ensure the accuracy and validity. This approach has provided the most con-
sistent and best results thus far but can only be utilized if there are adequate 
resources and personnel to support it. Resource rich jurisdictions such as 
Ontario, Canada, the United States of America, the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain, and Australia can be said to all share these common threads 
of approach, whereas jurisdictions with limited resources and inadequate 
numbers of appropriately trained personnel (such as the Island States of the 
Caribbean region) tend to have suboptimal and inconsistent approaches to 
pediatric medicolegal death investigation.

Since no standardized international protocol exists for the medicolegal 
investigation of pediatric deaths, it is highly recommended that such a 
protocol be developed and implemented to ensure consistency across all 
jurisdictions. However, given the diverse nature of the medicolegal death 
investigation systems that exist worldwide, the legal systems in which they 
operate and the marked variability in available resources (both financial and 
personnel), it is recognized that the establishment and implementation of a 
standardized protocol will be extremely challenging, although it is the desir-
able ideal that should be strived for. The framework for a standardized proto-
col can be easily developed by utilizing the principles of the MDT approach 
as practiced in the more medicolegally mature jurisdictions. Therefore, it 
is recommended that scholars, researchers, and practitioners in the relevant 
fields be careful when comparing global children mortalities, especially the 
statistics of pediatric death investigation and death classification.
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