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Abstract: The present study examined the relative and cumulative predictive 

power of parent–child, interparental, and community aggression on youths' 

perceptions of the acceptability of aggression between peers and siblings. The 

potential for mother–child attachment to buffer the effects of violence on 

aggressive attitudes was tested, as well as the link between aggressive 

attitudes and aggressive behaviors. A diverse sample of 148 children (ages 9–

14) completed measures of interparental, parent–child, and community 

aggression; a measure of mother–child attachment quality; and a measure of 

aggressive behaviors. Participants also rated the acceptability of aggressive 

interactions between two peers and two siblings in written vignettes. Mothers 

completed a measure of their child's aggressive behaviors. Youths' violence 

exposure was related to perceptions of aggression as more acceptable, with 
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parent–child aggression having the only unique association. Maternal 

attachment buffered the relation between exposure to community violence 

and perceived acceptability of aggression, which predicted decreased 

aggression. When exposed to high levels of community violence, youths with 

more secure maternal attachment perceived aggression as less acceptable 

than youths with less secure attachment and, in turn, displayed fewer 

aggressive behaviors. Interventions that focus on strengthening the 

caregiver–child relationship in children exposed to violence may reduce 
aggressive behaviors by interrupting the development of aggressive attitudes. 

Violence is a major threat to children's and adolescents' health 

and development. It has been estimated that 30%–50% of children 

are exposed to community violence in their lifetime and about 19% are 

exposed to violence in the home (Finkelhor, Turner, Ormrod, & 

Hamby, 2009). These youths are at increased risk for developing 

aggressive and antisocial behavior as well as other negative 

psychosocial outcomes (for reviews, see Fowler, Tompsett, 

Braciszewski, Jacques-Tiura, & Baltes, 2009; Kitzmann, Gaylord, Holt, 

& Kenny, 2003; Mazza & Overstreet, 2000). Considerable progress has 

been made in identifying factors that may mediate these effects (for a 

review, see Hamby & Grych, 2013). However, experiences with 

violence do not invariably lead to negative outcomes (e.g., DuMont, 

Widom, & Czaja, 2007; Grogan-Kaylor, Ruffolo, Ortega, & Clarke, 

2008; Herrenkohl, 2011; McGloin & Widom, 2001), and to more fully 

understand how exposure to violence affects children it is important to 

identify protective factors that serve to moderate or buffer its impact. 

Further, understanding the mechanisms by which protective factors 

operate has critical implications both for theory and for enhancing the 

effectiveness of prevention and intervention programs.  

One way that protective factors could function is by interrupting 

the mediating processes that lead to aggression. Few studies have 

investigated this possibility, but DeBoard-Lucas, Fosco, Raynor, and 

Grych (2010) showed that qualities of parent–child relationships 

reduced children's appraisals of self-blame for interparental conflict, 

which in turn mediated the association between conflict and child 

maladjustment. The purpose of the present study was to test whether 

a proposed protective factor—secure parent–child attachment—

reduced the association between witnessing violence and youths' 

beliefs about the justifiability of aggression and to test these beliefs as 

a mediator between violence exposure and aggressive behaviors. We 

focused on aggressive attitudes because conceptual models of the 
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effects of exposure to diverse forms of violence emphasize the role of 

cognitive processes, proposing that observing violence leads to the 

development of beliefs that aggression is acceptable, normative, or 

effective, which in turn facilitate aggressive behavior (e.g., Bandura, 

1986; Huesmann, 1988). Empirical studies consistently have 

supported these kinds of cognitions as mediators of the relationship 

between exposure to violence and aggressive behavior in childhood 

and adolescence (e.g., Bradshaw, Rodgers, Ghandour, & Garbarino, 

2009; Guerra, Huesmann, & Spindler, 2003; Kinsfogel & Grych, 2004). 

Identifying factors that influence children's aggressive attitudes thus 

may provide insight into the processes that lead to aggressive 

behavior and suggest strategies for reducing the adverse impact of 

exposure to violence on child adjustment. 

Perceptions of the justifiability of aggression are likely to be 

influenced by other kinds of experiences in addition to violent 

interactions. In particular, relationships with caregivers have pervasive 

effects on children's social development, including their perceptions, 

beliefs, and expectations about relationships. Attachment theory holds 

that sensitive, responsive, and reliable caregiving promotes secure 

attachment and provides a foundation for children's long-term social 

and emotional development (Bowlby, 1969). Securely attached 

children develop beliefs (working models) that others are trustworthy 

and caring, which in turn shape their expectations for relationships and 

promote empathy and concern for others. Youths with secure working 

models would be expected to value themselves and others and to 

perceive hurting other people as unacceptable. Thus, supportive 

relationships with caregivers may counteract the negative effects of 

observing and experiencing violence. 

Several studies have shown that parent–child and family 

relationships buffer the effects of different forms of violence on child 

functioning (e.g., Benhorin & McMahon, 2008; Collishaw et al., 2007; 

Gorman-Smith, Henry, & Tolan, 2004; Li, Nussbaum, & Richards, 

2007; Sousa et al., 2011). For example, Skopp, McDonald, Jouriles, 

and Rosenfield (2007) found that intimate partner violence was 

positively related to externalizing behaviors when mothers were low in 

warmth, but not at higher levels of maternal warmth, and adolescents 

exposed to community violence whose families were higher in 

emotional cohesion, structure, and effective parenting practices were 
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less likely to perpetrate violence than adolescents from families lower 

in these attributes (Gorman-Smith et al., 2004). These studies show 

that a supportive family can buffer the effects of violence exposure on 

aggressive behaviors but do not shed light on the mechanism 

underlying this protective process. The goal of the present study was 

to examine whether secure mother–child attachment predicts less 

accepting attitudes about aggression in the context of children's 

experiences with aggression in the home and in the community. We 

examined whether secure attachment uniquely predicted children's 

beliefs after accounting for their exposure to aggression, which Fergus 

and Zimmerman (2005) labeled a “compensatory effect” or moderated 

the association between exposure to aggression and their attitudes 

about the justifiability of aggressive behavior (a “protective effect”; 

Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). In addition, we tested a full moderated-

mediation model to determine if secure attachment buffered the 

effects of violence on attitudes and if aggressive attitudes mediated 

the relationship between exposure to violence and aggressive 

behaviors. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were drawn from a larger study and included 148 

children (38% male, 62% female) ages 9–14 years, with a mean age 

of 11.15 (SD = 1.39). We recruited through a grade school and limited 

the sample to children older than age 8, because by this age youth 

have developed the cognitive ability to report reliably on their own 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Fraser, 1996). The youth 

represented diverse ethnic backgrounds, including 50% Latino, 22% 

African American, 18% Caucasian, and 10% other, most of whom 

classified themselves as multi- or biracial. These participants were 

recruited from elementary and middle schools by sending letters home 

to parents that described the purpose of the study. Parents who 

expressed interest in participating in the study were contacted to 

schedule a time for their participation. 
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Procedure 

The majority of interviews were conducted at the end of the 

school day at the schools where the youth were recruited. When not 

feasible (e.g., due to parents' work schedule), participants were 

offered the option of completing the study in a university research 

laboratory. After the purpose of the study was described to mothers 

and children, mothers' informed consent and youths' assent was 

obtained. With their mother in a separate room, the children 

completed a series of questionnaires measuring interparental, parent–

child, and community aggression, as well as parent–child attachment, 

and read and answered questions regarding three vignettes portraying 

aggressive interactions between two peers and two siblings. In 

addition, both children and their mothers completed measures of 

aggressive behaviors. The research assistants who administered the 

measures were graduate students in clinical psychology and advanced 

undergraduate psychology students. Both graduate and undergraduate 

students received extensive training in interviewing, including 

interviewing victims of abuse. Mothers received $30 and youths 

received $10 for their participation. All research methods were 

approved by the Marquette University Institutional Review Board. 

Measures 

Acceptability of aggression 

Research on youths' attitudes about aggression typically uses 

questionnaires that inquire about the acceptability of aggressive 

behaviors without providing a context in which the behavior occurs 

(e.g., Huesmann & Guerra, 1997; Lim & Ang, 2009). However, the 

perceived justifiability of a behavior often depends on the context; in 

particular, the degree to which the individual is provoked is an 

important factor. For example, whereas hitting someone without 

reason generally is perceived as unacceptable, hitting someone in self-

defense is viewed by many as justifiable. Therefore we adapted a set 

of vignettes that had been created for a study of adult attitudes 

toward violence (Lane & Knowles, 2000) that describe situations in 

which an interaction escalates from verbal expressions of hostility or 

mild physical aggression to more severe acts of physical aggression 
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(see Table 1). The vignettes were adapted to portray situations more 

relevant to children, such as two classmates arguing after lunch. Two 

of the vignettes describe pairs of friends, and one vignette describes 

siblings. Eighty-nine percent of the participants had siblings, and those 

without siblings were included in all analyses (the results were 

fundamentally unchanged when participants without siblings were 

excluded from analyses). Participants were asked to rate how 

acceptable the act of aggression in each vignette was on a Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (not ok at all) to 7 (completely ok). Support for the 

validity of the vignettes used in this study is demonstrated by a 

significant correlation with a reliable and valid measure of more 

general views of acceptability of aggression (r = .63, p < .01; 

Normative Beliefs about Aggression Scale, Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). 

Youths' responses on the peer and sibling vignettes were highly 

correlated (average r = .63, p < .01), indicating consistency in 

attitudes across the vignettes, and so responses were summed across 

vignettes to create a single score for perceived aggression.  

TABLE 1 Acceptability of Aggression Vignettes 

1. Peers Carl and John are classmates. John brought his new soccer ball to 

school one day, and was practicing with it at recess. Carl asked John 
if he could play with him and John said no. Carl said that John was 
being selfish, and John told him to get his own ball and walked away. 
When John was practicing, the ball went near Carl and he kicked it 

over the fence and into the street. John ran over to him and knocked 
him down to the ground. 

2. Peers Rosy and Becky are classmates. One day they were talking together 

after lunch, and started arguing and yelling at each other. Becky 
started to walk away and Rosy cursed at her and yelled something 
insulting. Becky turned around and hit Rosy. Rosy hit her back. They 
started fighting and other kids had to pull them apart. Both had cuts 
and bruises. 

3. Siblings Jack and Matt are brothers. One day after school, they were both 

playing in their neighborhood. After a few minutes of playing, Jack 
started teasing Matt and calling him mean names. Matt punched Jack 
in the stomach. Jack fell to the ground and started crying. 

Exposure to aggression 

Because different forms of violence tend to co-occur (Hamby & 

Grych, 2013), we assessed children's direct experience of parent–child 

aggression, observations of verbal and physical aggression in the 

family, and exposure to community violence. 
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The Parent–Child Conflict Tactics Scale (CTSPC; Straus et al., 

1998) was used to assess youths' exposure to verbal and physical 

aggression from their parents. Participants responded to 15 questions 

regarding both their mothers and fathers, answering how often they 

experienced an act of verbal or physical aggression in the past year, 

such as how often their mom or dad “hit him/her with a fist.” Their 

options included “once,” “twice,” “3–5 times,” “6–10 times,” “11–20 

times,” and “more than 20 times.” The CTSPC has also demonstrated 

acceptable levels of reliability in previous studies (α = .88; Straus et 

al., 1998) and in the current sample (α = .88). This measure also has 

displayed both construct and discriminant validity (Straus et al., 

1998). 

The Children's Perceptions of Interparental Conflict Scale (CPIC; 

Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992) is a 48-item measure that assesses 

youth self-reports of exposure to interparental aggression. Participants 

answer “true,” “sort of true,” or “false” on the questions. Three factor-

analytically derived subscales are included in the CPIC: Conflict 

Properties, Threat, and Self-Blame. Only the Conflict Properties 

subscale was used in this study, because it assesses the frequency, 

intensity, and resolution of interparental conflict and includes 

questions such as “My parents have pushed or shoved each other 

during an argument.” Higher scores on this measure indicate that 

conflict is more frequent, intense, and poorly resolved. This subscale 

has been shown to display good internal consistency, test–retest 

reliability, and convergent validity (Grych et al., 1992). Internal 

consistency of the CPIC in the present study was also strong (α = .90). 

Exposure to community violence was assessed using nine items 

from the Chicago Youth Development Study Stress Measure (Tolan & 

Gorman-Smith, 1991). Children indicated how many times in the 

previous year they experienced each of a series of violent events, such 

as “I witnessed a violent crime.” Internal reliability for this measure 

has been found acceptable (α = .67; Tolan & Gorman-Smith, 1991) 

and was acceptable in the present sample (α = .68). 

Parent–child attachment 

Children's reports of parent–child attachment were assessed 

with the Security Scale (Kerns, Klepac, & Cole, 1996). Designed for 
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elementary school and middle school aged children, this 15-item 

measure assesses the belief that an attachment figure is responsive 

and available and the tendency to rely on and communicate with the 

attachment figure in times of stress (Granot & Mayseless, 2001). 

Respondents read a statement, such as “Some kids find it easy to trust 

their mom BUT other kids are not sure if they can trust their mom” 

and chose which statement was most characteristic of them. The 4-

point items were summed to form an attachment security score, with 

higher scores indicating more secure relationships. Fathers were 

invited to participate in the study; however, due to the small number 

of father participants, father–child attachment was not included in the 

analyses. The Security Scale has displayed strong internal consistency 

(Cronbach's α = 0.84), as well as strong convergent and divergent 

validity (Kerns et al., 1996). Strong internal consistency was found in 

the current sample as well, with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.82. 

Aggressive behaviors 

Mother- and child-report of aggressive behaviors were assessed 

with the Achenbach (1991) Child Behavior Checklist for Ages 6–18 and 

Youth Self-Report Form, Aggressive Behaviors subscale. These 17-item 

(for children) and 18-item (for mothers) measures are widely used and 

demonstrate strong reliability and validity (for a review, see 

Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). In the current sample, the Child 

Behavior Checklist for Ages 6–18 and Youth Self-Report Form 

displayed good internal reliability (α = 0.89 and α = 0.85, 

respectively). To utilize both respondents' reports of aggressive 

behaviors, z scores were created for child- and mother-report and 

combined for an overall aggression score; higher scores represent 

more aggressive behaviors. 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Analyses 

Means and standard deviations for the exposure to violence, 

perceived acceptability of aggression, attachment, and aggressive 

behaviors variables, along with the correlations among them, are 

presented in Table 2. Youths' experiences of interparental aggression 
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(CPIC) and parent–child aggression (CTSPC) were significantly related, 

as were parent–child aggression and exposure to community violence, 

but interparental aggression and community violence were not 

correlated. Both mother–child aggression and community violence 

were significantly related to youths' perceived acceptability of 

aggression in peer and sibling interactions, but interparental 

aggression was not. Maternal attachment was significantly related to 

parent–child aggression, community violence, and perceived 

acceptability of aggression, but its association with interparental 

aggression was marginally significant. Aggressive behaviors were 

positively related to exposure to aggression and aggressive beliefs and 

were negatively associated with maternal attachment.  

Relations Among Different Forms of Violence and 

Aggressive Attitudes 

To test whether participants exposed to more aggression in the 

home and community would view aggression as more acceptable, a 

hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted. Age and 

gender were correlated with aggressive beliefs such that males 

reported more accepting attitudes toward aggression than females, 

and older youths indicated more accepting attitudes toward aggression 

than younger children. Thus, age and gender were included as 

covariates in the first step of the regression analysis. Youths' reported 

levels of exposure to different forms of aggression were included as 

the predictor variables, and their perceptions of the acceptability of 

aggression in the vignettes was the dependent variable. Together, 

reports of parent–child, interparental, and community aggression 

significantly predicted higher levels of perceived acceptability of 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2014.987380
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aggression. The total variance of youths' perceptions of the peer and 

sibling vignettes explained by the model was 12.1%. Youth reports of 

parent–child aggression were the only unique predictor of aggressive 

attitudes. Results are displayed in Table 3.  

 

Testing Maternal Attachment as a Moderator 

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were used to test the 

hypotheses that youths' attachment to a caregiver would uniquely 

predict and/or moderate the relationship between their exposure to 

violence and attitudes about aggression (Table 4). To preserve power, 

each type of aggression and its interaction with attachment were 

entered in a separate hierarchical regression analysis. Youths' age and 

gender were entered as covariates in the first step and participants' 

exposure to each type of aggression (parent–child, interparental, or 

community) and maternal attachment in a second. An interaction 

term, created by centering and then multiplying scores of the predictor 

variables, was entered in the third step of the regression analyses.  
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For the analysis involving interparental aggression, youths with 

more secure attachment to their mothers reported significantly less 

accepting attitudes toward aggression, but neither interparental 

aggression nor the interaction of attachment security and interparental 

aggression were significantly related to aggressive attitudes. For the 

analysis involving parent–child aggression, attachment was a 

marginally significant predictor, but neither parent–child aggression 

nor the interaction of attachment security and parent–child aggression 

accounted for significant unique variance. For the analysis of 

community violence, neither maternal attachment nor community 

violence were significant predictors, but the interaction of maternal 

attachment and community violence was significant, indicating 
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maternal attachment moderated the association between community 

violence and youths' beliefs about aggression. This interaction, 

portrayed graphically in Figure 1, was explored by dividing participants 

into high- and low-attachment security groups (defined as 1 standard 

deviation above and below the mean) and conducting two multiple 

regression analyses in which exposure to community violence 

predicted attitudes about aggression with each of these groups (Aiken 

& West, 1991). This analysis revealed that for youths with less secure 

attachment, exposure to greater community violence was related to 

more accepting attitudes about violence. In contrast, for youths with 

more secure attachment, exposure to greater community violence was 

unrelated to acceptance of peer and sibling violence.  

FIGURE 1 Moderation of maternal attachment security on community 

violence predicting youths' perceptions of the acceptability of aggression. 

 

Testing the Full Moderated-Mediation Model 

Expanding on the regression analyses, the significant 

moderation effect of maternal attachment was explored in a 

moderated-mediation model, with aggressive attitudes mediating the 

effect of community violence on aggressive behaviors. The moderated-

mediation model was computed using the maximum likelihood 

approach in Amos 6.0 (Arbuckle, 2005). Consistent with T. J. B. Kline 

and Dunn's (2000) recommendations, the interaction term for 

community aggression and maternal attachment was created by 
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multiplying these centered predictor variables; however, when testing 

the model, uncentered main effect variables were used. Community 

violence, maternal attachment, and the interaction term were included 

as predictors of aggressive attitudes. After accounting for the 

relationship between community violence and aggressive behaviors, a 

path between aggressive attitudes and aggressive behaviors was 

included in the model. Age and gender also were added as predictors 

of aggressive behaviors to account for variation in these individual 

characteristics. Model fit was assessed using several indices, including 

nonsignificant chi-square tests, χ2/df ratios of less than 3 (Arbuckle, 

2005), Comparative fit index (CFI) values of greater than .90, and root 

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) values less than .08 (R. 

B. Kline, 2005). 

The moderated-mediation model displayed good fit, 

χ2(10) = 16.73, p > .05; χ2/df = 1.67; CFI = .90; RMSEA = .07. More 

important, maternal attachment significantly moderated the relation 

between exposure to community violence and aggressive attitudes 

(β = −.37, p < .001). Aggressive attitudes, in turn, predicted 

aggressive behaviors (β = .68, p < .01). Using Baron and Kenny's 

(1986) approach to determining mediation effects, a significant 

mediation was supported in the model. The initial significant effect of 

community violence on aggressive behaviors (β = .22, p = .01) 

became nonsignificant when the mediator (aggressive attitudes) was 

added to the model (β = .07, p > .05); thus, aggressive attitudes 

mediated the effect of community violence on aggressive behaviors. 

The moderated mediation model is portrayed in Figure 2.  

FIGURE 2 Path model testing attachment security in a moderated mediated 

relationship, including aggressive attitudes as the mediator between community 
violence and aggressive behaviors. Note: The aggressive behaviors outcome variable 
was created by combining z-scores for mother- and child-reported aggressive 
behaviors. Paths represented by solid lines are statistically significant at p < .05. 
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Discussion 

The present study examined how experiences in and outside of 

the home may shape children's attitudes about the acceptability of 

aggression and how aggressive attitudes impact aggressive behaviors 

in violence-exposed children. Given that aggressive attitudes have 

been established as a mediator of the association between exposure to 

violence and perpetrating aggressive and violent behavior, both in 

previous studies (e.g., Guerra et al., 2003; McMahon, Felix, Halpert, & 

Petropoulos, 2009) and in the current study, identifying factors that 

can reduce the impact of violence on youths' attitudes is an important 

step in understanding and reducing the effects of violence. This study 

focused on attachment security because the working models 

associated with secure attachment may counteract the tendency for 

witnesses of aggression to view it as normative or acceptable. 

Individuals with secure working models view the self and others as 

worthy and valuable and thus may be less likely to believe that 

engaging in aggression is justifiable. 

We examined the relative predictive power of aggression 

occurring in three contexts (between parents, between parents and 

children, and in the community) and found that exposure to parent–

child aggression contributed uniquely to perceiving aggression in 

sibling and peer interactions as more acceptable. In contrast, children 

with more secure attachment to their mothers reported less accepting 

attitudes toward aggression. The importance of parent–child 

relationships in shaping children's attitudes about aggression was 

demonstrated in analyses showing that the significant association 
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between parent–child aggression and aggressive attitudes became 

nonsignificant when attachment quality was added to the equation, 

whereas attachment quality continued to uniquely predict attitudes. 

These results support a “compensatory effect” for attachment on the 

association of exposure to aggression and aggressive attitudes. 

Further, parents who engage in more aggression are unlikely to 

consistently engage in the kind of interactions that promote empathy 

and concern for others, which can consequently undermine the 

potential benefits of attachment quality. 

In addition, attachment moderated the association between 

exposure to community violence and aggressive attitudes: Whereas 

youths with less secure maternal attachments showed increasingly 

accepting attitudes toward aggression when exposed to more 

community violence, and for children with more secure attachment, 

exposure to community violence was not associated with more 

accepting attitudes of aggression. This effect also was observed the 

full moderated-mediation model, in which attachment security buffered 

the effect of community violence on perceived acceptability of 

aggression, and these aggressive attitudes mediated the effect of 

community violence on aggressive behaviors. The model fit well and 

supported the conclusion that having a secure attachment generally 

decreased children's belief that aggression is acceptable, which in turn 

decreased aggressive behaviors in youths exposed to community 

violence. Thus, having a close and supportive relationship with a 

caregiver appears to interrupt or reduce the tendency for children who 

witness violence in the community to develop beliefs that aggressing 

against others is justifiable, suggesting a “protective effect,” and these 

less aggressive attitudes decrease engaging in aggressive behaviors. 

These results are consistent with previous studies supporting the 

quality of the mother–child relationship as a protective factor for youth 

exposed to community violence and suggest a mechanism by which 

the protective effect occurs (Gorman-Smith et al., 2004; Skopp et al., 

2007). Secure parent–child relationships provide an alternative to 

violent interactions witnessed in the community, and the working 

models that arise from a secure attachment relationship may 

counteract the effects of witnessing violence outside of the home on 

children's beliefs about the acceptability or justifiability of aggressive 

behavior and on their aggressive behaviors. 
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However, the mother–child attachment did not act as a buffer 

when aggression occurred in the home. Whereas a secure parent–child 

relationship provides an alternative model for relationships than 

violent interactions witnessed in the community, when parents act 

aggressively or abusively toward their children or each other they are 

unlikely to consistently engage in the kind of interactions that promote 

empathy and concern for others. Indeed, attachment security was 

negatively correlated with parent–child and interparental aggression. 

The importance of parent–child relationships in shaping children's 

attitudes about aggression also was demonstrated in the analyses 

showing that the significant association between parent–child 

aggression and aggressive attitudes became nonsignificant when 

attachment quality was added to the equation. 

Limitations 

The cross-sectional design of the study limits the ability to draw 

causal inferences; future research should utilize longitudinal methods 

to establish a causal relationship between exposure to violence, 

attachment, and attitudes about aggression. Also, the majority of the 

sample consisted of children from racial/ethnic minority groups, and 

the results may not generalize to nonminority populations; examining 

youths from diverse backgrounds could offer insights into the 

generalizability of the results to different populations. The measure of 

attachment used in this study focused primarily on children having a 

secure base. It is unclear whether the results of this study are specific 

to the parent–child attachment or can be generalized to the parent–

child relationship more broadly. The current study also focused solely 

on mother–child attachment security, and the protective function of 

the father–child relationship is less understood. Research on how 

children's relationship with their fathers affects their attitudes about 

aggression could further inform intervention and treatment for 

violence-exposed youth. Finally, the present sample reported relatively 

low levels of parent–child and interparental aggression, and it is 

possible that attachment quality may not offset the impact of 

witnessing violence in highly aggressive families. 
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Implications 

Models of resilience (i.e., Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Howard, 

Budge, & McKay, 2010) highlight the importance of identifying factors 

that buffer or reduce the effects of risk factors on children. This study 

supports the role of the mother–child relationship as a protective 

factor that may reduce aggressive beliefs, which mediate the link 

between exposure to violence and aggressive behavior. It also 

suggests that strengthening this relationship could be effective in 

changing aggressive attitudes, which highlights the value of family-

focused interventions for children exposed to violence. Several 

treatments and interventions for children exposed to violence focus on 

the parent–child relationship, such as Child-Parent Psychotherapy 

(Lieberman, 2004) and Parent–Child Interaction Therapy (Chaffin et 

al., 2004). The results of the current study also support interventions 

that directly address youths' attitudes. For instance, in Trauma-

Focused Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (Cohen & Mannarino, 1993), 

children and their parents are taught to challenge maladaptive 

attitudes. This could be an important aspect to any treatment for 

youths exposed to violence. Given that not all children are fortunate 

enough to have warm and accepting caregivers, it may be that forming 

a supportive relationship with other important adults (e.g., teachers, 

coaches, neighbors) could also act to interrupt the development of 

aggressive attitudes and promote more adaptive functioning in 

violence-exposed youth. These kinds of interventions would be further 

strengthened by school-level and community-level interventions that 

target school climate and community violence. 
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