
Animal Cruelty’s Link to Other Forms of Violence
When humans or animals in a home are abused or neglected, it creates a warning signal that others in the 
household may not be safe. Numerous studies document multifaceted links between acts of cruelty to animals 
and violence toward others, including domestic violence, child abuse, elder abuse, and other antisocial behavior. 
This complex web is commonly referred to as “The Link.”
 

Despite popular perception, it is not always the case that a person will first 
commit animal abuse and then graduate to violence against humans. Instead, 
most research suggests that animal cruelty is one of several antisocial or 
deviant behaviors that a person may engage in concurrently or over the course 
of their life.1 Put simply, violence is violence; and those who commit violence 
rarely limit their victim pool to a single species. This means that animal abuse 
can be an indicator of other forms of deviant behavior and conversely, familial 
violence may also be an indicator that animals in the home are in danger.2

 
Too often, The Link is presented as just a means to an end, a way to compel an indifferent public to care about 
animal cruelty crimes. Such framing is problematic because animal cruelty crimes ought to be taken seriously 
in their own right—not just for their links to interpersonal violence—because animals who are victims of crime 
deserve justice. However, it is still important for people, particularly those working within the criminal justice 
system, to understand The Link because it can and should inform intervention and rehabilitation strategies.

•  The Link demonstrates the need for cross-training and cross-reporting between humane agencies and social services agencies.

•  The Link shows the need for intersectional services to help both animal cruelty victims and human domestic violence victims.

•  Perpetrators may abuse both humans and animals as a result of the same underlying cause. Therefore treatment and 
rehabilitation for certain underlying issues common to domestic violence and other abuses may be useful in the animal 
cruelty context.
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Research on “The Link” has shifted the way the 
public perceives animal cruelty, and has motivated 
states to enact laws in response.

•  Animal crimes are being taken more seriously.  
All 50 states and four territories have enacted felony 
animal cruelty provisions for first-time offenses, up  
from just six jurisdictions in 1990.

•  36 states and D.C. have statutes allowing animals to 
be included in protective orders.3 This means that a 
person can take their companion animal with them when 
escaping an abusive home, and the restraining order that 
protects the person can protect the animal as well.  

•  12 states and DC mandate or permit child protection and 
social work officials to report suspected animal abuse;4  
11 states and DC have laws requiring or explicitly 
permitting humane and animal control officers to report 
suspected child maltreatment or elder abuse.5 

•  In 10 states, animal fighting can be an underlying offense 
giving rise to racketeering charges.6 This is due to the 
high incidence of other crimes, such as drug trafficking 
and gambling, that are so often present at animal fights. 

 

Animal abuse often coincides with domestic violence, 
including intimate partner abuse and child abuse.

•  In homes where serious animal abuse has occurred,  
there is an increased probability that some other type  
of family violence is also happening. According to one 
study, women in domestic violence shelters were  
11 times more likely to report that their partner hurt or 
killed a pet, as compared with women who have not 
suffered domestic abuse.7 In another study, 89% of 
women who had companion animals during an abusive 
relationship reported their animals were threatened, 
harmed, or killed by their abuser.8

•  Abuse of a companion animal is one of the four most 
significant risk factors associated with someone 
committing domestic abuse,9 and is an indicator of the 
use of controlling and violent behaviors.10

 
Threats or actual abuse of a companion animal 
may be used to control women11 and children, 
forcing them to remain in an abusive situation out of 
concern for the safety of their animal.  

•      In homes with domestic violence, 50% of children reported 
that the abuser threatened to harm or kill a beloved animal 
in order to maintain control over their human victims.12  

•  Studies have also shown that approximately one-third of 
battered women have delayed their escape out of fear for 
their animals.13

 
Animals play a crucial role in providing comfort and 
solace for domestic violence victims.  

•  99% of people who share their lives with companion 
animals consider their animals to be “companions” or 
“family members.”14 

•  Children often interfere to protect their animals from 
violence. This willingness to insert themselves in a 
potentially dangerous situation demonstrates the 
important role companion animals play in children’s 
lives—particularly children raised in abusive households 
who may crave companionship and comfort.15  

All 50 states 
now have felony provisions  
for first-time animal offenses.



Witnessing animal cruelty can be a form of trauma, 
particularly for children.   

•  Between 62-76% of animal cruelty in the home occurs in 
the presence of a child,16 which is a form of psychological 
trauma and negatively impacts children’s development.17 

•  Witnessing animal cruelty may cause desensitization, 
decreased empathy, learned maladaptive coping 
mechanisms and other negative behaviors, and 
unresolved feelings of anger, fear, and resentment—which 
may, in turn, lead to perpetrating violence.18  

•  Children who witness both animal cruelty and family 
violence are more likely to experience depression  
and anxiety.19  

 
When children or teenagers abuse animals, it could 
be a sign that the child has been abused. 

•  If a child is cruel to animals, then it may be a sign that the 
child has experienced serious abuse or neglect. Children 
who exhibit cruelty towards animals are more than twice 
as likely to have suffered maltreatment themselves.20  

•  In particular, several studies have examined the link 
between children who have been sexually abused and 
children who then go on to harm animals.21  

•  Children may engage in animal cruelty because it is a 
learned behavior modeled by a parent or guardian.22 

 
Childhood animal cruelty may indicate a conduct 
disorder and is linked to other antisocial behaviors, 
particularly bullying of peers. 

•  Animal cruelty was first classified as a symptom of 
conduct disorder in 1987 in the American Psychiatric 
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-III).23 

•  A study conducted in Australia found that teenage boys 
who bullied their peers were more likely to have abused 
an animal. The same study also found that both bullying 
and animal abuse often coincided with a need for egoistic 
power and a lack of cognitive empathy.24 

•  Both animal cruelty and bullying perpetrated by children 
or adolescents have been linked to fearlessness and 
moral disengagement—the process by which someone 
convinces themselves ethical principles do not apply to 
them in a particular situation.25

 

A large number of Adult Protection Workers report 
that their clients’ animals suffer abuse and neglect, 
either at the hands of another caregiver or the 
owners themselves. 

•  Many seniors and disabled adults are vulnerable to abuse 
at the hands of caregivers. This puts the companion 
animals of elderly persons at risk as well. More than 35% 
of adult protective services workers report that their clients 
have talked about their companion animals have being 
threatened, injured, killed, or denied care by a caregiver.26

•  Elderly people sometimes neglect their animals because 
they are physically, mentally, or financially unable to provide 
proper care.27 45% of adult protective services workers 
reported that their clients either purposefully or negligently 
neglected a companion animal. In the vast majority of 
those cases, the neglect of the animal coincided with self-
neglect, causing the elderly person to suffer as well.28

 
Animal cruelty is closely related to other types of 
crimes and human violence. 

•  Researchers have found that 43% of school shooters in 
the United States between 1988 and 2012 had histories 
of animal abuse. The majority of those histories include 
close-up and personal violence against neighborhood 
companion animals, such as dogs or cats.29 

•  A study undertaken by the MSPCA and Northeastern 
University found that 70% of people who committed 
violent crimes against animals also had records for other 
crimes. Compared with a control group of their neighbors, 
animal abusers were five times more likely to commit 
violent crimes against people, four times more likely to 
commit property crimes, and three times more likely to 
have a record for drug or disorderly-conduct offenses.30 

Children who exhibit cruelty towards animals are more than 

twice as likely to have suffered maltreatment themselves.

In homes with  
domestic violence, 

50% of children 
reported that the 
abuser threatened to 
harm or kill a beloved 
animal in order to 
maintain control over 
their human victims.
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