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Why are adolescents violent?

Por que os adolescentes são violentos?

Resumo  O artigo discute como adolescentes tor-
nam-se violentos a partir de uma perspectiva do de-
senvolvimento humano na qual o processo de for-
mação da criança e do jovem depende de diversas
variáveis biológicas, psicológicas e sociais que con-
stituem o contexto de vida desses indivíduos. A pers-
pectiva ecológica do desenvolvimento humano con-
traria simples relações de causa-efeito entre adversi-
dades e comportamentos anti-sociais e acredita que
fatores como gênero, temperamento, competência
cognitiva, idade, família, entorno social e cultura
combinam-se de forma complexa, influenciando o
comportamento da criança e do adolescente. Algu-
mas conclusões apontam para o fato de que a violên-
cia na adolescência usualmente começa a partir de
uma combinação de dificuldades precoces nos relacio-
namentos, associadas a uma combinação de dificul-
dades temperamentais. Além disso, coloca-se que os
jovens parecem ser tão maus quanto é o seu entorno
social.
Palavras-chave  Adolescente, Comportamento vio-
lento, Perspectiva ecológica

Abstract  This article discusses how adolescents be-
come violent from the perspective of human devel-
opment, in which the process of formation of the
child and the youth depends on diverse biological,
psychological e social variables that constitute the
context of life of these individuals. The ecological
perspective of human development opposes simple
cause-effect relations between antisocial adversities
and behaviors and believes that factors such as gen-
der, temperament, cognitive ability, age, family, so-
cial environment and culture combine in a complex
way influencing the behavior of the child and the
adolescent. Some conclusions point to the fact that
violence in adolescence usually starts from a combi-
nation of early difficulties in relationships associat-
ed with a combination of temperamental difficul-
ties. It is concluded that the young seem to be as bad
as the social environment surrounding them.
Key words  Adolescent, Violent behavior, Ecologi-
cal perspective
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How can we best approach the question, “why are
adolescents violent?” To do so effectively, we need a
perspective on human development that begins with
the realization that there are few hard and fast sim-
ple rules about how human beings develop; com-
plexity is the rule rather than the exception. Rarely,
if ever, is there a simple cause-effect relationship
that works the same way with all people in every
situation. Rather, we find that the process of cause
and effect depends upon the child as a set of bio-
logical and psychological systems set within the
various social, cultural, political, and economic
systems that constitute the context in which devel-
opmental phenomena are occurring.

This insight is the essence of an “ecological per-
spective” on human development as articulated by
scholars such as Urie Bronfenbrenner1. It is cap-
tured in these words: If we ask, does X cause Y?”
the best scientific answer is almost always “it de-
pends.” It depends upon all the constituent elements
of child and context2:

. . . . . gender (for example, the amount of infant bab-
bling predicts childhood IQ in girls but not in boys);

. . . . . temperament (for example, about 10% of chil-
dren are born with a temperamental proneness to
becoming “shy,” but this predisposition can be over-
come in most children with strong, supportive and
long term intervention) ;

. . . . . cognitive competence (for example, abused
children who exhibit a pattern of negative social
cognition were found to be eight times more likely
to develop problems with anti-social aggressive
behavior than were abused children who exhibited
positive social cognition);

.....     age (for example, on average, “unconditional
maternal responsiveness” at three months of age
predicts “obedience” at 12 months of age, but such
unconditional maternal responsiveness at nine
months of age does not);

. . . . . family (for example, while nurse home visit-
ing that began prenatally was effective in reducing
child abuse in first time births to single mothers
from 19% to 4% among a high risk sample, this
effect did not occur when there was an abusive
man in the mother’s household);

. . . . . neighborhood  (for example, the correlation
between poverty and infant mortality is conditioned
by neighborhood factors, being “higher that would
be predicted” in some areas and “lower than would
be predicted” in others, as a function of the degree
to which prenatal services are accessible);

. . . . . society (for example, a study comparing the
United States and Canada found that the correla-
tion between low income and child maltreatment
was higher in the United States than in Canada);

. . . . . culture (for example, native Hawaiians see
the goal of child rearing as producing an interde-
pendent person while most Americas are seeking
to create rugged individualists, and as a result, Ha-
waiian mothers place a high value on infants sleep-
ing with parents and Americans discourage the
practice).

This ecological perspective is frustrating: we all
would prefer a simple “yes or no” to the question
“does X cause Y?” But reality is not obliging on this
score. One important corollary of our ecological
perspective is the fact that generally it is the accu-
mulation of risks and assets in a child’s life that
tells the story about developmental progress, not
the presence of absence of any one negative or pos-
itive influence. For example, Arnold Sameroff ’s3

classic study included eight risk factors (both pa-
rental characteristics— educational level, mental
health status, absence, substance abuse— and fam-
ily characteristics— economic status, race, mal-
treatment, and number of children).

The results indicated that the average IQ scores
of children were not jeopardized by the presence of
one or two risk factors. Since research indicates
that what matters for resilience is that children reach
an “average” level of cognitive competence, (about
100), it is highly significant that children with zero,
one or two risk factors averaged 119, 116 and 113,
respectively. But IQ scores declined significantly into
the dangerous range with the presence of four or
more (averaging 90 with four risk factors and 85
with five). In Sameroff ’s3 research each risk factor
weighed equally in the effect; it was the accumula-
tion of risk factors that accounted for the differ-
ences. The same is true of developmental assets.
Standing against the accumulation of risk are the
number of developmental assets in a child’s life
and the components of resilience. Research con-
ducted by the Search Institute4 has identified 40
developmental assets — positive characteristics of
family, school, neighborhood, peers, culture, and
belief systems. As these assets accumulate, the like-
lihood that a child or adolescent will be engaged in
anti-social violence declines—from 61% for kids
with 0-10 assets to 6% for kids with 31-40, for
example. Asset accumulation predicts resilient re-
sponse to stress and challenge.

For example, if we ask, “does absence of a par-
ent produce long lasting negative effects?” the an-
swer is, as it always is, “it depends.” That’s always
the answer in general, but once we know what else
a particular child is facing— poverty? drug abuse
in a parent? child abuse? racism? too many sib-
lings? We can move closer to “yes, probably” or
“no, probably not.” And one important influence
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on the developmental impact of these contingen-
cies is always the temperament of the child.

Each child offers a distinctive emotional pack-
age, a temperament. Each child shows up in the
world with a different package of characteristics.
Some are more sensitive; others are less so. Some
are very active; some are lethargic. Why are these
differences important?  For one thing, they affect
how much and in what direction the world around
them will influence how they think and feel about
things.

What one child can tolerate, another will expe-
rience as highly destructive. What will be over-
whelming to one child will be a minor inconve-
nience to another. Knowing a child’s temperament
goes a long way towards knowing how vulnerable
that child will be in the world, particularly in ex-
treme situations. Thomas and Chess5 classic re-
search on temperament in the United States report-
ed that while about 70% of “difficult” babies evi-
denced serious adjustment problems by the time
they entered elementary school, for “easy” babies
the figure was 10%.

Most children can live with one major risk fac-
tor; few can handle an accumulation of them. Get-
ting from a generalized “it depends” to a more spe-
cific assessment of the likely fate of any child lies in
accounting for all the elements of accumulated risk
factors, developmental assets, and temperament
to determine the odds of success or failure.

Although it is defined in numerous ways, resil-
ience generally refers to an individual’s ability to
stand up to adverse experiences, to avoid long term
negative effects, or otherwise to overcome devel-
opmental threats. Many of us know a child whose
life is a testament to resilience. The concept of resil-
ience rests on the research finding that while there
is a positive correlation between specific negative
experiences and specific negative outcomes, in most
situations a majority (perhaps 60%-80%) of chil-
dren will not display that negative outcome. All
children have some capacity to deal with adversity,
but some have more than others and are thus more
“resilient”, while others are more “vulnerable” in
difficult times. But some children face relatively easy
lives while others face mountains of difficulty with
few allies and resources.

Resilience is not absolute. Virtually every child
has a “breaking point” or an upper limit on “stress
absorption capacity”. Kids are “malleable” rather
than “resilient”, in the sense that each threat costs
them something — and if the demands are too
heavy the child may experience a kind of psycho-
logical bankruptcy. What is more, in some envi-
ronments virtually all children demonstrate nega-

tive effects of highly stressful and threatening envi-
ronments.  For example, in his Chicago data psy-
chologist Patrick Tolan6 reports that none of the
minority, adolescent males facing the combination
of highly dangerous and threatening low income
neighborhoods coupled with low resource/high
stress families was resilient at age 15 when mea-
sured by continuing for a two year period as nei-
ther being more than one grade level behind in
school nor having sufficient mental health prob-
lems so as to warrant professional intervention.

What is more, resilience in gross terms may
obscure real costs to the individual. Some children
manage to avoid succumbing to the risk of social
failure as defined by poverty and criminality but
nonetheless experiences real harm in the form of
diminished capacity for successful intimate rela-
tionships. Even apparent social success - perform-
ing well in the job market, avoiding criminal activ-
ity, and creating a family- may obscure some of
the costs of being resilient in a socially toxic envi-
ronment such as if faced by millions of children.
The inner lives of these children may be fraught
with emotional damage - to self-esteem and inti-
macy, for example. Though resilient in social terms,
these kids may be severely wounded souls.

Why are adolescents violent? The simplest an-
swer is this: they are violent because children they
did not learn to succeed in non-violent strategies
for meeting their needs and responding to emo-
tions like anger, frustration and fear. Of course most
adolescents —indeed most human beings of any
age — are capable of violent behavior. The success
of military training in producing soldiers who are
capable of lethal violence “on command” is evi-
dence of that. But the main story when it comes to
adolescent violence starts in childhood.

Virtually all children express aggressive behav-
ior in infancy and early childhood, so the real issue
is not “how do children become aggressive?” but
rather “why do some children continue to be ag-
gressive and thus set the stage for becoming vio-
lent teenagers?” Research reveals that the two prin-
cipal processes that control the developmental path-
way for aggression in childhood are the ideas a
child learns about aggression (“cognitive structur-
ing”) and  the experiences a child has in situations
where aggressive behavior is modeled and rein-
forced (“behavioral rehearsal”).  Some children
receive consistent messages about that reduce the
legitimacy of aggression (“don’t hit”), while others
receive messages that legitimatize aggression (“fight
back when attacked” and “aggression is success-
ful”). Similarly, some children observe parents, sib-
lings and peers resolving conflict non-aggressively
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while others observe abuse and fighting. Just map-
ping patterns of cognitive structuring and behav-
ioral rehearsal goes a long way towards under-
standing why some kids arrive at adolescence with
a high level of aggressive behavior while others
don’t. We must always remember that virtually
everyone who commits an act of violence believes
it is justified — at least at the time of committing
the act. All this helps explain why boys have tradi-
tionally engaged in more physical aggression than
girls. Girls have been taught “girls don’t hit” and
were generally excluded from situations where they
could practice being physically aggressive, while
boys were taught “boys do hit — it’s just a matter
of learning who, when and where to hit” and were
welcomed into situations where physical aggres-
sion is normal (most notably competitive sports).
And these same processes help explain why the gap
between boys and girls in the matter of physical
aggression is narrowing as girls are told and shown
that “girls do hit” and have a chance to participate
in settings where they can practice being physically
aggressive. The ratio of girls’ to boys’ participation
in high school sports changed in the past 30 years
changed from 1: 32 to 1: 1.5. All this may help
explain findings like these: The ratio of male to
female arrests for assaults changed in the last 20
years from 10:1 to 4:1, and research on the effects
of televised violence on aggressive behavior in chil-
dren shows that in the 1960s girls were immune to
the effect and now show the same effects as boys2.

The kids most at risk from bringing a pattern
of serious childhood aggression into adolescence
are those who have developed a chronic pattern of
bad behavior and violating the rights of others,
kids who might be described as meeting the criteria
for what mental health professionals call “conduct
disorder”. Research on the links between “risky
thinking” reveals that the odds that a child will de-
velop conduct disorder reflect the intersection of
being abused and having lower levels of social in-
formation processing (being hypersensitive to neg-
ative social information and oblivious to positive
social information as well as having very limited
ideas of alternatives to physical aggression as a
social tactic and also carrying around the belief
that aggression is a successful social tactic).

Knowing all this, what conclusions can parents
draw?2

The first of these conclusions is that no matter
how effective, motivated, and attentive any of us is
as a parent, our children go to school with kids
who are prone to behavior violently—some of
whom have access to lethal weapons.   There are
kids — mostly boys — in every school who have

developed a pattern of aggressive behavior, who
have established an internal state in which they see
themselves as victimized by peers and society,  and
whose emotions and moral judgments have be-
come harnessed to their aggressive rage. These
youth can make the transition to murder readily if
weapons are available and they reach a crisis state.
Knowing how these kids reach this point and what
we can do reclaim them empowers us to reduce the
odds that they will commit acts of lethal violence.

My second conclusion is that the problem of
lethal youth violence usually starts from a combi-
nation of early difficulties in relationships that are
linked to a combination of difficult “temperament”
and negative experience. Every parent who knows
children knows that children come equipped with
different temperaments. Some are sunny and easy;
others are stormy and difficult. Some children are
easy to parent; others are very challenging. Some
are so difficult that no “normal, average” parent
will be able to succeed without expert professional
advice and support. When it comes to developing
patterns of aggression, some of the difficulties lie
in being impulsive, emotionally insensitive, having
a high activity level, being of less than average intel-
ligence, and being relatively fearless.

These temperamental problems do not spell
doom, however. What matters is how well the
parenting and educational experiences of these chil-
dren meet the challenges posed by their difficult
temperaments. Of special concern are two patterns.
The first is a pattern of escalating conflict in the
parent-child relationship, in which parent and
young child get caught up in mutually coercive and
aversive interactions. The second is a gradual pro-
cess of emotional detachment arising when par-
ents and teachers abandon these children by with-
drawing from them in the face of their negative
behavior.

These patterns of response increase the odds
that these vulnerable children will become increas-
ingly frustrated and out of sync as they meet up
with the challenges of paying attention in school.
In a culture likes ours, in which there is such in-
tense cultural imagery that legitimizes and models
violence, this emotional abandonment is particu-
larly dangerous. Parent education starting before
children are born and continuing through until
adolescence is crucial for preventing violence.

Once they are “lost” this way they tend to form
into aggressive and anti-social peer groups that
build negative momentum throughout childhood
and into adolescence. This can be avoided. For ex-
ample, research by Sheppard Kellam7 and his col-
leagues demonstrates that if the first grade class-
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room is well organized and provides clear messag-
es about behavior, aggressive kids are reclaimed
and their aggressive behavior tamed. If the class-
room is chaotic these boys form negative peer
groups and their problems with aggression inten-
sify. My own effort — “Let’s Talk About Living in a
World With Violence”8 — has demonstrated its
ability to reduce aggression among third graders
when used by a teacher who is comfortable dealing
with issues of aggression and who integrates these
concerns (and the program materials) into the gen-
eral classroom curriculum.

Children whose difficult temperament  and ex-
perience put them on track for problems with ag-
gressive behavior need help from parents and teach-
ers to learn to manage their behavior. Teachers need
special skills and a high level of motivation to cre-
ate classroom environments that prevent violence.

Research shows that patterns of aggression
start to become stable and predictable by the time
a child is eight years old: unless we do something
to intervene, children identified as aggressive at this
age will tend to be aggressive 30 years later (be-
coming adults who are violent in their families, get
involved in fights in the community, and drive their
cars aggressively).

My third conclusion is that the most common
pathway to this pattern of aggression at age eight
is for temperamentally vulnerable children to be
the victims of abuse and neglect at home and as a
result to develop a negative pattern of relating to
the world in general. This maltreatment can be
both physical abuse (beatings) and psychological
abuse (rejection).

The negative pattern that results has four parts:
1) being hypervigilant to the negatives (such as
threatening gestures) in the social environment
around them; 2) being oblivious to the positives
(such as smiles); 3) developing a tendency to re-
spond aggressively when frustrated; and, 4) draw-
ing the conclusion that aggression is successful in
the world. According to research by psychologist
Kenneth Dodge9 and his colleagues, this negative
pattern is the most potent link between a child be-
ing the victim of maltreatment and developing a
pattern of chronic bad behavior and aggression
(what will be diagnosed by mental health profes-
sionals as “conduct disorder”). Being abused pro-
duces a seven fold increase in the odds of develop-
ing conduct disorder. About a third of these chil-
dren with conduct disorder will eventually become
violent, delinquent youth (and about 90% will go
on to demonstrate some serious problem in adult-
hood). In juvenile prisons, typically about 80% will
have shown this negative pattern. Child abuse pre-

vention is the cornerstone of preventing lethal youth
violence.

My fourth conclusion is that troubled kids will
be as bad as the social environment around them.
I have identified this as the issue of “social toxicity”,
the presence of social and cultural “poisons” in the
world of children and youth, to which troubled
kids — boys and girls — are especially susceptible.
Just as asthmatic children are most affected by air
pollution, so “psychologically asthmatic” children
are most affected by social toxicity.

The glorification of violence on television, in
the movies, and in video games is part of this social
toxicity, and it affects aggressive kids more than
others. The same is true for the size of high schools.
Academically marginal students are particularly
affected in a negative way by being in big schools
(with more than 500 students grades 9-12). The
availability of drugs and guns is another example.
Mobilizing community leaders, parents, profes-
sionals, and youth themselves can provide a rally-
ing point for improving the social environment.
Where gangs operate and vulnerable kids live in a
“war zone” the social environment can draw many
kids into patterns of severe — even lethal — vio-
lence. Detoxifying the social environment of chil-
dren and youth is essential to protect children and
youth from the problem of lethal violence.

My fifth conclusion is that at the core of the
youth violence problem is a spiritual crisis.  Human
beings are not simply animals with complicated
brains. Rather, we are spiritual beings having a phys-
ical experience. This recognition directs our atten-
tion to the multiple spiritual crises in the lives of
violent adolescents. They often have a sense of
“meaninglessness,” in which they are cut off a sense
of life having a higher purpose. By the same token,
they often have difficulty envisioning themselves in
the future. This “terminal thinking” undermines
their motivation to contribute to their community
and to invest their time and energy in schooling and
healthy lifestyles. Finally, they often have lost confi-
dence in the ability and motivation of the adults in
their world to protect and care for them. This leads
them to adopt the orientation of “juvenile vigilan-
tism”. A teenager says, “If I join a gang I am 50%
safe; if I don’t join a gang I am 0% safe”. The point
is that adults don’t enter into the equation.

Non-punitive, love-oriented religion institution-
alizes spirituality and functions as a buffer against
social pathology, according to research reviewed by
psychologist Laura Andrew Weaver10. On the other
hand, the shallow materialist culture in which we
live undermines spirituality and exacerbates these
problems. One way to deal with these issues is to
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have schools join with community leaders to em-
brace the national character education campaign,
as developed, for example, by psychologist Tho-
mas Lickona11. Character education offers all pos-
itive elements within a community a focal point for
their actions.  It provides a framework in which to
pursue an agenda that nourishes spirituality.

Over the past 25 years there has been a dou-
bling of the percentage of children and youth who
have mental health and developmental adjustment

problems severe and chronic enough to warrant
professional intervention, according to the research
of psychologist Tom Achenbach12. The spreading
problem of youth violence is related to this larger
development. Dealing with it will require both a
broadly-based prevention perspective on commu-
nity life, and a conscious focusing of attention of
dealing humanely and effectively with troubled ag-
gression children in childhood lest they fall in line to
proceed down the pathway to youth violence.
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