
Animal Abuse, Cruelty, and Welfare: An Australian 

Perspective

Introduction

Our major aim in writing this chapter is to provide a 
current review of the Australian environment in rela-
tion to animal cruelty and welfare attitudes, beliefs, and 
legislation. We begin with a general historical and cur-
rent description of the Australian continent, followed 
by a historical account of the formation of Australia’s 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. 
 Several important issues need to be considered in order 
to provide a comprehensive account that enables the 
Australian situation to be examined within the context 
of important research in the area emanating mostly 
from the United States and Canada, and to a lesser 
extent from Great Britain. These issues include consid-
eration of animal cruelty laws and their administration. 
We also review research relating to mandatory report-
ing of animal abuse. This is followed by a discussion of 
the important benefits of mandatory reporting of ani-
mal abuse, as well as welfare issues that arise, largely 
as a consequence of companion animal ownership. 
One of the major welfare issues for humans related 
to companion animal ownership is the dog bite issue. 
This is one particular area where Australia has led the 
way. Another important area of research concerns the 
co-occurrence of abuse, violence, and criminality. As 
with research in other countries, Australian research 
has  provided clear support for the documented links 
between animal abuse, family violence, and criminal 
behavior. This Australian research will be reviewed 
within the context of past research from other coun-
tries. While it is acknowledged that animal farming 
also has significant welfare issues, discussion of this 
latter area is beyond the scope of this chapter.

The Continent of Australia

Australia was once known as New Holland. This 
land is one of the world’s most ancient land masses, 

containing rocks that are over 4.5 million years old. 
The continent has a history of human occupation 
extending back at least 60,000 years. This history 
reveals a highly specialized people. It was not until 
1788 that Europeans settled in Australia. In 1993, 
Australia’s population was 18 million people, of 
whom only 265,000 could claim Australoid descent 
(i.e., have indigenous ancestry). It is predicted that 
by 2060, the population of Australia will have risen 
to 30 million, the vast majority of whom will live in 
cities of around 6 million people (Flannery, 1994).

Australia is a very large continent, a  federation 
comprising six sovereign states and two self-
governing territories. Several of its states are 
 considered to be wholly dependent on agriculture, 
including the Northern Territory, Queensland, and 
Western  Australia. Australia’s vast size can be elu-
cidated by the fact that it takes 6 hours to fly from 
east to west or north to south (RSCPA, 2000).

The Australian Royal Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals

Australia’s first Society for the Prevention of  Cruelty 
to Animals was formed in 1871 in Victoria. People’s 
concern regarding the welfare of horses was the main 
impetus driving its formation. By 1892, there were 
societies for the prevention of cruelty to animals 
in Tasmania, New South Wales, Queensland, and 
Western Australia. The establishment of  societies in 
the Australian Capital Territory and in the Northern 
Territory occurred much later—in 1955 and 1965, 
respectively. The societies received the Royal War-
rant in 1956 and formed a national organization in 
1980. The two major stated objectives of the Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
are firstly to give the movement a national presence 
and secondly to promote a commonality of purpose 
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and unity among the state and territory societies 
(RSCPA, 2000).

Australia’s Animal Abuse and Cruelty 

Legislation

Each of the six states and two territories has 
 jurisdiction over animal welfare through its own 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act (POCTAA). 
With the exception of New South Wales (NSW) 
these acts control all aspects of animal use including 
experimentation. In NSW animal experimentation is 
controlled through a separate act.

Definition of  “Animal”

Most of the acts define “animal” as a live member of the 
vertebrate species, which includes amphibians, reptiles, 
birds, and mammals. The Queensland, Western Austra-
lian, and Victorian acts include fish and  crustaceans in 
their definition of “animal” but the remaining states 
and territories do not. Some definitions also include 
varied categories of animals  depending on their use. 
For example, the Victorian POCTAA (1986) includes 
domesticated farm animals, animals used for recre-
ational purposes, and animals used in research and 
educational  institutions, in its definition of “animal.”

Definition of  Animal Cruelty

Animal cruelty is described through a list of acts 
of omission or commission rather than through a 
specific definition of cruelty (RSCPA, 2000). For 
example, the South Australian POCTAA (1985) 
defines cruelty as:

• deliberately or unreasonably causes the 
 animal unnecessary pain;

• fails to provide it appropriate and adequate, 
food, water, shelter, or exercise;

• fails to take reasonable steps to alleviate 
any pain suffered by the animal;

• abandons the animal;
• neglects the animal so as to cause it pain;
• releases the animal from captivity for the 

purpose of it then being hunted or killed by 
another animal;

• causes the animal to be killed or injured by 
another animal;

• organizes, participates in, or is present at an 
event at which the animal is encouraged to 
fight with another animal;

• having injured the animal, fails to take rea-
sonable steps to alleviate any pain suffered 
by the animal;

• kills the animal in a manner that causes the 
animal unnecessary pain;

• unless the animal is unconscious, kills the 
animal by a method that does not cause 
death to occur as rapidly as possible.

Enforcement of  the Acts

The responsibility for the administration of the 
POCTAAs rests with the ministers for Agricul-
ture in all states and territories with the exceptions 
of South Australia and Western Australia (WA 
POCTAA, 2002). Full-time officers of RSPCA, 
members of the police force, and designated offi-
cers of the Department of Agriculture have been 
vested with the legal authority to enforce the acts 
(RSPCA, 2000). In Western Australia, general 
inspectors have been appointed from the RSPCA, 
local governments, the Department of Agricul-
ture, and the Conservation and Land Management 
Department. In South  Australia, the Minister may 
appoint a person nominated by the South Austra-
lian branch of the RSPCA to be an inspector.

Penalties

Penalties that can be imposed under the POCTAAs 
vary quite substantially. For example, in South Aus-
tralia, the maximum penalty is $10,000 (at the current 
Australian dollar exchange rate of .76, this would equal 
7,600.00 USD) or imprisonment for 1 year. In NSW 
(POCTAA, 1979), the maximum penalty is $11,000 
(8,360.00 USD) or up to 2 years imprisonment, and in 
Western Australia, which has the most recently revised 
act, there is a higher maximum penalty of $50,000 
(38,000 USD) or up to 5 years imprisonment. However, 
 maximum penalties under the law are rarely enforced.

Sharman (2002) has raised concern about the leni-
ency with which anti-cruelty statutes are applied. In 
illustrating her position, Sharman gives examples of 
two particular cases of aggravated cruelty. The first 
occurred in October 2001 when Luke Park appeared 
in a New South Wales court for “allegedly putting his 
sister’s kitten in a freezer for 40 minutes, attempting 
to set fire to its whiskers, spraying it with an aerosol 
can and throwing steak knives at it before stoning 
it to death” (p. 333). The second case described by 
 Sharman is that of Trevor Duffy who was charged 
with beating his dog to death with an iron bar. Sharman 
describes “Duffy allegedly attacked his dog, ‘Tess,’ 
after he found her carrying a kitten in her mouth. 
Tess’ skull was cracked with the force of the initial 
blow from the iron bar and her eye was knocked out 
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of its socket but the beating continued until she died 
from massive head injuries” (p. 333). Although both 
Park and Duffy pleaded guilty to the charges, both 
men were released on good behavior bonds. Even 
if the maximum possible penalty had been imposed 
under the NSW POCTAA, as previously noted, this 
would only have amounted to $11,000 Australian 
dollars or 2 years imprisonment.

Such lenient sentencing is not unusual. Between 
January 1996 and December 2000, prison terms 
were handed down to only 3% of offenders who 
committed acts of animal cruelty. Further, for as 
many as 80% of these offenders, the prison terms 
were for 4 months or less. A total of 75% of offend-
ers were fined, most (98%) $1,000 or less. A further 
20% were dismissed and a further 2% received com-
munity service orders. Moreover, the differences 
in the harshness of sentencing did not adequately 
reflect the crime, with the bulk of aggravated cruelty 
cases being handed down a fine of $1,000 or less or 
a bond (Sharman, 2002).

Sharman concludes by arguing that the 
 maximum penalty must be imposed for the most 
serious cases if the anti-cruelty legislation is not 
to be rendered futile. However, she also acknowl-
edges that imprisonment is not the only way 
forward in  ending  animal cruelty. In particular, 
Sharman calls for the  introduction of cross-report-
ing requirements in legislation. Acknowledging the 
documented links between human violence, crimi-
nal behavior, and animal abuse, Sharman argues 
that such cross-reporting would require such law 
enforcers as child protection agencies, firefight-
ers, police officers, and animal cruelty inspectors, 
as well as ambulance officers, to report cases of 
suspected animal cruelty to relevant authority 
bodies. Such a position is consistent with that 
taken by many others (e.g., Green & Gullone, in 
press; Gullone, Johnson, & Volant, 2004;  Lawrie, 
2001). Also of relevance is the inconsistency of 
legislative requirements whereby, for example, 
professionals, including general practitioners and 
teachers, are required to report cases of child abuse 
but  veterinarians are not legally required to report 
cases of animal abuse.

Animal Welfare and Mandatory Reporting

In his review, Lawrie (2002) has called for greater 
awareness of animal abuse by veterinarians and the 
general public. Lawrie argues that veterinarians are 
well placed to both identify and deal with animal 
abuse. One of the primary rationales provided by 

Lawrie to support such a stance is the increasing 
evidence that there is a link between animal abuse 
and human violence. Thus, he argues that manda-
tory reporting of animal abuse has the potential to 
prevent both human and animal suffering and to 
save lives. Moreover, Lawrie has argued that veteri-
narians are seen as role models of humane treatment 
of animals. As such, they are in an ideal position to 
set standards of behavior that the general public will 
be in a position to emulate.

In a recently completed Australian study, Green 
and Gullone (2005) investigated Australian veteri-
narians’ exposure to animal abuse and human vio-
lence, as well as their beliefs about the link between 
the two, in addition to their perceived role in rela-
tion to both. A total of 185 veterinarians (with a 
response rate of 29%) participated in the study by 
completing a questionnaire that was either mailed 
out or hand delivered. The majority of respondents 
were male (58.8%) and there were about twice as 
many small animal veterinarians (66.3%) compared 
to mixed practice veterinarians (30.4%), with only 
a few (3.3%) large animal practitioners. The age of 
respondents ranged between 20 and 65 years with 
the majority of respondents being aged between 30 
and 50 years.

As many as 86% of respondents believed animal 
abuse to involve physical maltreatment and 58% 
believed that passive neglect also constitutes abuse. 
However, questionnaire responses were based upon 
a definition of abuse provided by the authors, which 
was based on previous studies, and was as follows: 
“deliberate, physical maltreatment or neglect result-
ing in symptoms requiring veterinary treatment.”

The results revealed that 0.12 cases of animal 
abuse were seen per veterinarian per 100 patients seen. 
The majority of veterinarians (76%) reported diagnos-
ing animal abuse infrequently (i.e., less than one case 
per year) or occasionally (i.e., one to three cases per 
year). Fifteen percent reported diagnosing cases of 
animal abuse regularly (between 4 and 11 cases per 
year) or frequently (i.e., more than 12 cases per year). 
Only 8.3% of respondents reported that they had not 
diagnosed animal abuse. With regard to species, dogs 
(89.8%) were by far the most commonly reported spe-
cies where abuse was seen, followed by cats (65.9%), 
horses (29.3%), and birds (25.1%). The remainder 
related mostly to cattle.

Providing support for the co-occurrence between 
human abuse and animal violence, as many as 24% 
reported known (6%) or suspected (18%) human 
abuse occurring in cases of animal abuse. As many 
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as 62% believed that co-morbidity between child 
abuse and animal abuse exists and 57% believed 
that such co-morbidity exists with spouse abuse. 
The level of perceived co-morbidity between ani-
mal and human abuse in the Australian study was 
found to be lower than that reported in Sharpe and 
Wittum’s (1999) U.S. study (86% agreement for 
child abuse and 77% for spouse abuse). The reason 
for this discrepancy may be the level of exposure 
of the two groups to the literature on the subject. 
Most of the data to date on the link between ani-
mal and human abuse have come from the United 
States, and both the U.S. and the Canadian Veteri-
nary Medical Associations have held seminars and 
released position papers on the subject (Green & 
Gullone, in press). In contrast, at the time that the 
Australian study was conducted, the only reference 
in the veterinary literature in Australia concerning 
the link between animal and human abuse was one 
article in one of the state Veterinary Board newslet-
ters (Lawrie, 2002).

On the whole, the Australian data provide sup-
port for previous investigations with British and 
U.S. veterinarians. However, several differences 
were also found. In particular, Green and Gullone’s 
finding that 91.7% of respondents reported diag-
nosing animal abuse is a much higher percentage 
than the 48.3% reported by Munro and Thrusfield 
(2001) in their survey of British veterinarians. This 
difference may be explained by the fact that the 
British data did not include neglect. Also, the actual 
reported incidence of animal abuse of 0.12% esti-
mated in the Australian study was lower than that 
reported in Sharp and Wittum’s (1999) U.S. study 
of 0.56%. Collectively, these findings refute com-
ments made by some Australian as well as British 
(Munro & Thrusfield, 2001) veterinary respondents 
that abused animals are unlikely to be taken to 
veterinarians.

Regarding their believed moral responsibility 
to act in cases of suspected abuse, as many as 96% 
of respondents reported that they should intervene 
in cases of suspected animal abuse compared to 
44.7% who believed they had such responsibility in 
relation to suspected family violence. Importantly, 
veterinarians’ volunteered reasons for not reporting 
animal abuse included concerns about confidential-
ity, fear of loss of business, and distrust of the rel-
evant authorities to handle the cases effectively. Also 
of interest was the finding that female veterinarians 
were more likely to recognize the co-morbidity of 
animal and human abuse and, along with younger 

respondents, felt less well equipped to deal with 
abuse if confronted with it in practice.

These findings have implications for the training 
of Australian veterinarians with regard to increasing 
awareness of co-occurrence of human violence and 
animal cruelty. They also indicate that veterinarians 
need to be trained in relation to appropriate avenues 
of responding to suspected or known animal abuse.

Given the findings of Green and Gullone’s 
study, it is somewhat reassuring that in March 
2004, the Australian Veterinary Association (AVA), 
as part of its annual conference, assigned a full day 
to papers discussing the co-occurrence of animal 
abuse and human violence as well as holding an 
afternoon forum to discuss mandatory reporting. 
This is reflective of the marked shift in veterinar-
ians’ attitudes to animal welfare in Australia over 
the past 3 years. Such a shift can be further seen 
in the AVA’s strong proactive role in campaigning 
taken against tail docking in dogs for cosmetic 
reasons (Bennett & Perini, 2003).

Bennett and Perini (2003) have provided a com-
prehensive review of the arguments for and against 
canine tail docking. At around the same time of the 
publication of this paper, which clearly detailed the 
animal welfare implications of tail docking, the Pri-
mary Industries Ministerial Council of Australia 
agreed to implement a nationally coordinated ban 
on routine tail docking for purely cosmetic reasons. 
The ban came into force nationally in April 2004. 
In addition to reflecting the stronger stance taken in 
relation to animal welfare by veterinarians, such leg-
islation reflects a stronger acceptance by the wider 
population to changes in previously unquestioned 
attitudes.

Such changes in beliefs and behaviors are reas-
suring given predicted increased rates of pet own-
ership in the 21st century, which will undoubtedly 
coincide with increased potential for animal cruelty 
(Wirth, 2000). Given such movements in thinking, 
the present seems to be an optimal time to call for 
mandatory reporting of animal abuse by veterinar-
ians. Further, legislating for mandatory reporting 
would bring Australia in line with several states in 
the United States and with Canada.

Companion Animal Ownership 

in Australia

As with other countries in the western world, the 
prevalence of pet or companion animal ownership in 
Australia is high. This is particularly true in relation 
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to cats and dogs. A national survey involving 1,011 
people aged 16 years and above (McHarg, Baldock, 
Headey, & Robinson, 1995) found that 68% of Aus-
tralian households cared for one or more dogs, 45% 
of Australian households cared for one or more cats, 
and 25% owned birds. The survey also found that 
pets were part of the family during childhood for 
more than four out of five Australians. The main rea-
sons identified for not owning pets included living 
in accommodations that were not suited to owning 
a pet (e.g., rental accommodation with no provision 
for pets) and the absence of someone at home who 
could care for the pet (McHarg et al., 1995). It was 
also found that more families than non-partnered 
individuals owned dogs and that about one in three 
dog owners also owned a cat. The survey results 
revealed that cat ownership was evenly spread across 
families and non-partnered individuals.

Reflecting increased consideration of pet welfare 
amongst pet owners, a total of 61% of dogs were 
reported to be de-sexed, with a lower percentage in 
lower income households. In relation to cats, it was 
found that 90% were de-sexed.

In a study examining attitudes toward cat and 
dog ownership, Mackay (1992) concluded that the 
emerging pattern in the Australian community was 
one favoring increased pet ownership and a stron-
ger commitment to the care of pets. According to 
Mackay, this trend can be explained by changes 
in lifestyle over the last 20 or so years including 
increased rates of divorce and family breakups as 
well as a trend toward smaller households, with 50% 
of Australian households now containing only one 
or two people. Also, Australia’s population is aging 
and the aged comprise a large portion of Australian 
adults living alone. With this increasing trend toward 
individuals rather than families becoming the most 
prevalent social unit, there is a growing sense of 
isolation and loneliness. Under such conditions, pet 
ownership is increasingly becoming recognized as a 
positive strategy to alleviate the pain of loneliness 
(Siegel, 1990).

Dog Attacks and Dog Bites

In addition to the documented positive aspects of pet 
ownership for both adults and children (Fawcett & 
Gullone, 2001), there are potential risks. This is par-
ticularly true with regard to dog attacks and dog bites, 
which constitute a major cause of injury, particularly 
for children (Chapman, Cornwall, Righetti, & Sung, 
2000; Thompson, 1997). Ashby (2003) reported 
that, in Australia, up to 2 deaths and approximately 

1,400 hospital admissions per year are recorded for 
dog bite. Children are more than twice as likely to be 
admitted to hospital for dog bite injuries compared to 
adults. Approximately 50% of dog bites to children 
are to the head and/or face, whereas for adults around 
50% are to the upper limbs. A steady frequency of 
0.004 per 100,000 cases or between 0 and 2 deaths 
from dog bite has been documented. This compares 
to a Canadian reported rate of 0.03 per 100,000 cases 
and a higher rate in the United States of 0.069 per 
100,000 cases (Sacks, Sattin, & Bonzo, 1989).

Ashby (2003) has reported that a detailed 
 examination of the distribution of dog bites by 
age clearly indicates that there is a marked peak 
in the 1–4 year age group, which decreases to a 
relatively level distribution by 15 to 19 years. The 
data reported by Thompson (1997) for Adelaide in 
South  Australia support the finding that children in 
the 0–4 year age range are at greatest risk and that 
the injuries sustained by children were more likely 
to require hospitalization compared to those sus-
tained by adults. Of note, Thompson also reported 
that males of all ages were more at risk of dog bite 
compared to females. Furthermore, over 50% of 
dog bites occur at a residential location as opposed 
to public places (Ashby, 2003).

In an innovative attempt to address this signifi-
cant problem, Chapman et al. (2000) conducted a 
randomized controlled trial to evaluate the efficacy 
of an educational intervention program designed to 
teach people how to avoid being attacked by a dog. 
Their program was particularly targeted at children. 
A total of 346 children aged between 7 and 8 years 
from eight primary schools in metropolitan Sydney 
were cluster randomized into intervention schools 
and non-intervention control schools. The “Dog 
Safe” intervention consisted of one 30-minute les-
son and was conducted by an accredited dog handler. 
The lesson involved the demonstration of a variety 
of interactions, classified as either do’s or don’ts, 
with dogs. For example, children were told how to 
approach owners and their dogs when they wanted 
to pat a dog. Children were also given the oppor-
tunity to practice the instructed interactions. For 
example, in patting a dog, children were instructed to 
ask permission, approach slowly, extend their hand 
palm down, and to pat the dog under the chin and 
on the chest while avoiding eye contact, and then 
to walk away slowly and quietly. Children were also 
instructed in the recognition of friendly, angry, or 
frightened dogs. In addition to the 30-minute lesson, 
a resource kit, including activities to be undertaken 
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before and after the demonstration, was provided for 
teachers.

Evaluation of the program took place between 
7 and 10 days post-intervention. A docile Labrador 
dog was tethered 5 meters away from its owner in 
the school yard and the intervention group chil-
dren were let out to play without any supervision. 
The owner was disguised as a tradesperson and the 
children were not told that they were being video-
taped. This procedure was also implemented for 
children in the control group. The results, which 
involved a comparison of the numbers of children 
who breached the proscribed behaviors across 
groups, clearly showed that the children who had 
received the intervention displayed significantly 
fewer breaches. The majority of the children in the 
control group patted the dog without hesitation, 
whereas the majority of the children in the inter-
vention group did so only after a period of careful 
assessment. While the authors recommended a fol-
low-up study to determine the long-term efficacy 
of the intervention, the findings of this study are 
encouraging in addressing what perhaps constitutes 
the most serious human well-being problem related 
to companion animal ownership. Given Wirth’s 
(2000) prediction of increased companion animal 
ownership in the future, the need to educate people 
about companion animal ownership and interac-
tions will only become more pressing.

Wirth (2000) has also argued that, given a pre-
dicted acceleration in the pace of change associ-
ated with modern living, the keeping of companion 
animals as an antidote to loneliness will undoubt-
edly become more popular in the 21st century. 
Increased rates of pet ownership are likely to result 
in many people new to pet ownership acquiring 
pets. Given the increased prevalence of single adult 
households, generally longer working hours, and 
living space restrictions, what will the impact on 
animal welfare be?

At present, community attitudes and beliefs are 
that pet ownership is a right that individuals are 
entitled to exercise with very little accountability. 
 However, according to Wirth (2000), in order to 
 prevent possible increases in animal cruelty and suf-
fering that are likely to coincide with increased rates 
of pet ownership in the future, animal welfare move-
ments must demand restrictions on the breeding of 
animals so that only sufficient numbers and species 
are bred to meet community requirements. Wirth 
has also argued that control laws need to address all 
of the principles of responsible pet ownership and 
that rehousing programs should be given maximum 
priority for dealing with relinquished or abandoned 
pets to minimize euthanasia rates.

Australian Animal Abandonment, 

Relinquishment, and Abuse Statistics

In the period covering 2001 to 2002, the RSPCA 
received a total of 132,702 animals across Australia. 
This included 61,692 dogs and 49,754 cats. Among 
the other animals received were horses and livestock 
as well as wildlife including bandicoots, echidnas, 
blue-tongue lizards, sea lions, ferrets, and a large vari-
ety of native birds. In addition to the animals received 
by the RSPCA, there are a large number of welfare 
shelters in Australia that receive animals, including 
dog pounds, wildlife shelters, and cat shelters. Num-
bers of animals are therefore significantly greater than 
those reported by the RSPCA alone. As an example 
of the numbers received by a large dog shelter, for the 
2003 calendar year the Lost Dog’s Home received a 
total of 10,708 dogs and 8,876 cats in Victoria alone. A 
total of 4,648 (43.4%) dogs were reclaimed and 1,299 
(12%) were re-homed. In relation to cats, 329 (3.7%) 
were reclaimed and 407 (4.6%) were re-homed.

In contrast to the Lost Dog’s Home figures 
(Lost Dog’s Home Newsletter, 2004), the RSPCA 
 percentage for dogs reclaimed is substantially 
lower but that for cats is comparable (see Table 1, 

Table 1 Total animals received by the RSPCA Australia-wide during 2001 to 2002, by outcome

Animal Species Received Reclaimed Re-homed Euthanized

  No.   %  No.  %  No.  %  No.  %

Dogs 61,692 46.5 15,019 24.0 20,696 34.0 23,608 38.0

Cats 49,754  7.7  1,423  3.0 15,413 31.0 31,009 62.0

Other Species  20,608   6.0             

Notes: 1.  The percent of animals received is a proportion of the total number. For all other categories, the percentage is 
calculated from the total for the particular animal species.

2. No statistics regarding outcomes are provided by the RSPCA for species other than cats and dogs.
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which provides a breakdown of the numbers and 
 percentages of dogs and cats received, reclaimed, 
re-homed, and euthanized during the 2001 to 2002 
period) (RSPCA, 2004). The re-homing rates for 
the Lost Dog’s Home, for both cats and dogs, are 
substantially lower than those reported by the 
RSPCA.

When compared to RSPCA statistics provided 
for the previous 5 years, the statistics reported in 
Table 1 indicate that there has been a small but steady 
decrease in the numbers of animals received from 
160,128 in the 1997–1998 period to 132,054 in the 
2001–2002 period. While reclaiming and re-homing 
rates appear to have fluctuated somewhat over the 
5-year period, most particularly for dogs, the eutha-
nasia rates have shown a steady trend downwards 
for both cats (from 43,375 in 1997–1998 to 31,009 
in 2001–2002) and dogs (from 36,037 in 1997–1998 
to 23,608 in 2001–2002).

Given that other organizations apart from the 
RSPCA receive and re-home animals, the RSPCA 
statistics are limited with regard to comprehensive-
ness. Nevertheless, they provide a relatively good 
indication of the scope of the problem. This is 
particularly true regarding the number of success-
ful prosecutions relative to the number of cruelty 
complaints.

During the 2001 to 2002 period, the RSPCA 
received a total of 51,216 cruelty complaints, of 
which 51,205 were investigated. A total of 925 
charges were laid (1.81% of all complaints) and a 
total of 339 prosecutions were instigated (36.7% of 
charges laid), eventuating in 290 successful convic-
tions (85.5% of prosecutions) (RSPCA, 2004).

The greatest number of complaints related to 
dogs (49%), followed by livestock (15%), horses 
or donkeys (11%), and cats (10%). The remainder 
of complaints related to birds, wildlife, or animals 
not otherwise specified (RSPCA, 2004).

The number of recorded prosecutions compared 
to the number of charges laid is disappointingly 
low (36.7%). This low prosecution rate is largely 
due to RSPCA’s reluctance to follow through with 
cases unless there is a very high degree of certainty 
that the charges laid will be upheld. Given that the 
RSPCA is primarily funded as a charity organiza-
tion, the prudence shown in this regard is defensible. 
However, this remains a cause of serious concern, 
particularly given the increased evidence for a link 
between animal abuse, human violence, and crimi-
nal behavior as will be discussed in the following 
section.

Co-occurrence of Human Violence, 

Criminal Behavior, and Animal Abuse

Over the last decade professionals have become 
increasingly aware of a link between violence 
toward humans and animal cruelty (e.g., Ascione, 
1998; Flynn, 2000a, 2000b). Although existent data 
do not constitute empirical evidence that  animal 
abuse leads to or causes interpersonal violence 
(Beirne, 2004), there is sufficient evidence to sug-
gest that the two types of violence are strongly 
associated.

That the presence of one type of violence may 
predict the increased likelihood of another type is 
supported by Pelcovitz, Kaplan, DeRosa, Mandel, 
and Salzinger (2000), who have noted that as the fre-
quency of marital violence in the family increases, 
the likelihood that child abuse will also be present 
increases dramatically. The statistics they provide 
indicate that one incident of marital violence pre-
dicts a 5% probability of child abuse while 50 or 
more such incidents predict almost certainly that 
child abuse will occur.

Given the co-morbidity across different types 
of violence, it may be that identification of the 
 presence of animal abuse and determination of its 
severity may play a role in making predictions about 
other types of violent behavior. There have been 
several proposals put forth in an attempt to better 
explain and understand the link. In particular, an 
effort has been made to better understand the factors 
that underlie the abuse of animals.

Proposed Explanatory Factors 

for the Abuse of  Animals

A significant amount of anecdotal and some 
 empirical data show that animals are killed or 
harmed in an effort to intimidate, frighten, or control 
others including battered women or abused children 
(Arkow, 1996; Ascione, 2001a; Ascione & Arkow, 
1999; Boat, 1995). As reported by battered women 
themselves, in an effort to assert their control or 
continue their campaign of terror, perpetrators have 
stabbed, shot, hanged, and otherwise mutilated the 
family pets. In some cases, the animals disappear or 
die mysteriously.

It has also been proposed that a central  common 
explanatory factor for animal abuse may be an 
underdeveloped or compromised level of empathy. 
As argued by Ascione (1999), abusing animals may 
represent the perpetrator’s reduced capacity to empa-
thize with a potential victim (human or  animal). Such 
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a claim is supported by the  demonstrated inverse 
relationship between callousness and empathy, with 
high callousness and low empathy revealing low 
levels of concern for others (Lahey, Waldman, & 
McBurnett, 1999).

Family Violence and Animal Abuse

A particular focus on research examining the 
co-occurrence of animal abuse and human-directed 
violence has been in the area of family violence. 
Indeed, over the past decade there has been an 
increase in the number of studies that have demon-
strated a co-occurrence of animal abuse and family 
violence. One of the earliest was a study conducted 
by Arkow (1994) in which 24% of 122 women 
seeking refuge from domestic violence and 11% of 
1,175 women seeking restraining orders or support 
services reported observing animal cruelty by the 
 perpetrator. In 1997, Ascione, Weber, and Wood 
(1997) published a study reporting the findings 
of a U.S. national survey of shelters. One shelter 
from nearly every U.S. state was selected for par-
ticipation. All shelter staff were surveyed about the 
coexistence of animal abuse and domestic violence 
and children’s cruelty toward animals. The results 
showed that as many as 85% of staff who were 
interviewed reported that they were aware of inci-
dents of pet abuse. A total of 63% of the staff also 
reported hearing children talk about animal abuse. 
Eighty-three percent of workers answered “yes” to 
the  question “have you observed the coexistence of 
domestic violence and pet abuse?”

In a subsequent study, 38 women who sought 
shelter for domestic violence were directly inter-
viewed (Ascione, 1998). The author reported that 
74% (68% owned more than one pet) owned a pet. Of 
these women, 71% reported that threats of harming, 
actual harming, or killing of pets by the perpetrators 
had occurred. Also, approximately 30% of children 
exposed to violence were themselves reported to be 
abusive toward animals. Ascione also found that a 
significant proportion (18%) of women delayed 
seeking shelter for themselves and their children for 
fear of their companion animal being harmed.

Quinlisk (1999) reported the findings of another 
survey conducted as part of the Domestic Violence 
Intervention Project. The study involved 72 female 
victims of domestic violence of whom 58 had pets. 
Of these women, 68% reported violence directed 
toward their companion animals. In other cases, 
women reported experiencing threats to kill or to 
give away their pets. In 88% of cases the abuse was 

committed in their presence and in 76% of cases, 
children had been witness to the abuse. The study 
found that 54% of child witnesses copied the behav-
iors they had observed. Of particular note is the fact 
that Quinlisk (1999) reported almost identical results 
for an additional survey involving 32 women.

In another similar investigation, Daniell (2001) 
reported the findings of a survey conducted by the 
Ontario Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
 Animals (Ontario SPCA). More than 100 women’s 
shelters throughout Ontario were contacted and a 
total of 21 agreed to participate. This resulted in 130 
women being surveyed, 80 of whom owned pets at 
the time of entering the women’s refuge and a further 
31 had owned a pet some time in the past 12 months. 
The results were largely consistent with past studies. 
Of the 111 women owning pets, 44% stated that their 
partner had previously abused or killed one or more 
of their pets and 42% stated that their partner had 
threatened to hurt or kill one of their pets. Finally, as 
many as 43% of respondents indicated that concern 
over their pet’s welfare had caused them not to leave 
their abusive situation sooner.

Flynn’s (2000b) study attempted to replicate 
and also extend upon previous research examining 
the human–animal violence link. Specifically, four 
questions were asked. These related to the nature 
and extent of pet abuse suffered by physically 
abused women, the importance of the pets as sources 
of  emotional support for the women, whether they 
worried about their pet’s welfare after seeking shel-
ter, and whether their concern for the pet’s welfare 
delayed their seeking refuge. One hundred and seven 
women from a South Carolina shelter were involved 
in the study, of whom 43 had pets. Of the pet own-
ers, 47% reported that they had experienced threat of 
harm or actual harm to their pet(s) by the perpetra-
tor of the domestic violence. In contrast to previous 
research, only two instances of pet abuse by children 
were reported. Regarding emotional importance, 
almost half (46%) of the women reported their pet 
to be a very important source of emotional support. 
Not surprisingly, almost as many (40%) reported 
being worried about their pet’s safety and 19% of 
the women reported delaying seeking shelter.

In a more recently reported investigation, 
Ascione etal. (2005) included a comparison com-
munity sample. The study involved a convenience 
sample of 101 women recruited through five differ-
ent domestic violence programs. The community 
sample included 120 women who were recruited 
through newspaper advertisements and flyers in 
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local businesses. A recruitment requirement of the 
 comparison sample included the criterion that the 
women did not self report experiencing intimate 
 partner abuse. All women currently owned pets 
or had owned pets in the past year. This study 
 constitutes one of very few incorporating a com-
parison community sample of women. The  findings 
included that shelter women were more likely to 
report that their partners had threatened to hurt or 
kill their pets (52.5%) and that their partners had 
actually hurt or killed their pet (54%). This com-
pared with 12.5% and 5%, respectively, in the 
 community sample of women.

The shelter women’s reports included multiple 
incidents of killing or hurting pets. This contrasts 
with the reports of community sample for whom 
incidents were typically isolated and were more 
likely to occur within the context of disciplining 
the animal for bad behavior (e.g., biting). The most 
horrific incidents of animal abuse were reported by 
the shelter women who reported, among other acts 
of violence, nailing a pet to the woman’s bedroom 
door, drowning a pet, and poisoning a pet.

Overall, 22.8% of the shelter women reported that 
concern for the welfare of their pet had kept them from 
seeking refuge sooner. This percentage was markedly 
higher for those women whose pets had already been 
hurt (34.3%). There was also a difference between 
women who delayed leaving and had children (19.5%) 
and those without children (33.3%).

Ascione et al. (2005) also assessed the experi-
ences and behaviors of children and found that over 
61.5% of the shelter women reported that their chil-
dren had witnessed pet abuse. This contrasted with 
only 2.9% for the community sample. A total of 
38 shelter group children were also directly inter-
viewed. Nearly two-thirds of these children (61.5%) 
reported that they had witnessed pet abuse incidents 
as perpetrated by their father, stepfather, or women’s 
boyfriend. As many as 51% of the children said that 
they had protected one of their pets to save it from 
being hurt.

In the only Australian investigation carried out 
to date to determine the extent of co-occurrence 
between animal abuse and human-directed violence, 
Gullone et al. (2004) surveyed 102 women recruited 
through family violence refuge or outreach services 
and a comparison community sample of 102 women 
from neighborhood houses and community centers. 
The inclusion criterion for participating women was 
that they owned at least one pet during their cur-
rent or most recent relationship. For the community 

sample, an additional criterion required that there 
be no current or past experience of family violence. 
The findings were highly comparable to those of 
past similar studies as reported above. Specifically, it 
was found that 46% of women in the family violence 
sample reported that their partner had threatened to 
hurt or kill their pet compared with 6% of women in 
the community sample. Similarly, a markedly larger 
percentage of family violence group women (53%) 
reported that their partner had hurt or killed their pet 
compared to 0% of women in the community sample. 
Out of the 102 family violence cases, 17.3% reported 
that their pet(s) had been killed.

A total of 33 women in the family violence sam-
ple were living in a refuge, crisis accommodation, 
or transitional housing (as opposed to outreach ser-
vices). Of these 33 women, a total of 33% reported 
that they had delayed leaving: 3% reported that they 
delayed leaving for one week, 3% delayed leaving 
for between 3 and 4 weeks, 21% delayed leaving for 
8 weeks, and a further 6% were unable to quantify 
their period of delayed leaving.

Also, consistent with past similar studies,  Gullone 
et al. (2004) asked the women in the family violence 
sample about their children’s experiences. The com-
parison sample percentages are given in parentheses. In 
29% (1%) of cases, children were reported to witness 
threats of abuse and 29% (0%) were reported to wit-
ness actual abuse. A total of 19% (1%) of the women 
reported that their child had abused their pet. Further, 
a total of 5% (1%) of the children were reported to 
have threatened to hurt or kill their pet(s). The differ-
ences were all found to be statistically significant.

The outcomes of the research reviewed above 
leave little room for doubt that a relationship between 
human violence and animal cruelty exists. At the 
very least, this research suggests that the detection 
of animal abuse should be of significant concern 
to professionals and researchers. The research out-
comes also suggest that when children are found to 
be abusing animals, there is a significant probability 
that they have witnessed and/or experienced abuse. 
Ideally, children’s abuse of animals should be taken 
very seriously as it may well be a marker of other 
sinister crimes. Also of importance are research out-
comes suggesting that animal abuse is predictive of 
other types of criminal behaviors.

Criminal Behavior and Animal Abuse

Arluke, Levin, Luke, and Ascione (1999) conducted 
an investigation into the relationship between ani-
mal abuse and other forms of anti-social  behavior 
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 including violence. To overcome many of the 
 limitations of past research (e.g., retrospective 
reports, potentially biased self-reports from incar-
cerated adults), they obtained their data from official 
records of criminality rather than through self-dis-
closure of criminals. They also included a compari-
son group. Specifically, they identified people who 
had been prosecuted for at least one form of ani-
mal cruelty from the records of the Massachusetts 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
(MSPCA) between 1975 and 1986.

They operationalized cruelty as cases “where 
an animal has been intentionally harmed physi-
cally (e.g., beaten, stabbed, shot, hanged, drowned, 
stoned, burned, strangled, driven over, or thrown).” 
(Arluke et al., 1999, p. 966). This resulted in a group 
of 153 participants of whom 146 were male. The 
sample had a mean age of 31 years, 58% of whom 
were aged younger than 21. The largest proportion 
of abused animals was dogs (69%) compared with 
cats (22%) and the remaining were birds, wildlife, 
horses, or farm animals. The control group was con-
stituted from individuals matched to the abuse group 
on gender, socioeconomic status, age, and street of 
residence in the same year as the cruelty incident. 
The assumption for including this last variable was 
that people who reside in the same neighbourhood 
tend to form homogenous groups on variables such 
as socioeconomic status and related  characteristics. 
The control group details were obtained from 
municipal voting lists.

Following this, computerized criminal records 
were used to track criminal cases from the state’s 
criminal justice records system. This was done for 
both the control and abuse group. Criminal offenses 
were classified into five groups as violent, property-
related, drug-related, public disorder, and other.

The study results indicated that animal abusers 
were significantly more likely than control par-
ticipants to be involved in some form of criminal 
behavior, including violent offenses. Specifically, 
70% of those who abused animals also committed 
at least one other offense compared with 22% of the 
control group participants. The differences ranged 
from 11% for the control group and 44% for the 
abusive group on property-related crimes to 12% for 
the control group and 37% for the abusive group on 
public disorder–related crimes. For violent crimes, 
the two groups differed substantially (7% and 37% 
for the control and abusive groups, respectively).

Based on their findings, the authors concluded 
that animal abuse appears to be one of many  antisocial 

behaviors displayed by individuals in society rang-
ing from property to personal crimes. Of signifi-
cance is the fact that Arluke et al.’s (1999) research 
included a non-institutionalized sample of people 
who were cruel to animals. Thus, their finding that a 
single known act of animal abuse was significantly 
predictive of increased participation in other crimi-
nal offenses when compared to a matched sample 
of adults who did not abuse animals is particularly 
compelling. This is further reinforced by the fact 
that, in many cases, the animal abuse identified 
was far less torturous and sadistic than has been the 
case in past related studies (e.g., Kellert & Felthous, 
1985).

Providing strong support for Arluke et al.’s con-
clusion that animal abuse may provide an important 
marker for antisocial behaviors are the findings 
of a recent investigation carried out by Gleyzer, 
 Felthous, and Holzer (2002) in which 48 criminal 
defendants with a history of substantial animal cru-
elty were matched with a sample of defendants who 
did not have a history of animal cruelty in order to 
investigate whether a history of animal abuse was 
associated with a diagnosis of Antisocial Personal-
ity Disorder (APD) in adulthood. Support for the 
proposal was found with a statistically significant 
correlation between a history of cruelty to animals 
in childhood and a diagnosis of APD in adulthood. 
Specifically, a diagnosis of APD and also antisocial 
personality traits were significantly more frequent 
in the animal cruelty group.

The aforementioned research findings indicate 
that animal cruelty can constitute an important 
marker of antisocial or criminal behavior. There-
fore, it appears that the same underlying factors 
that predict or increase the likelihood an individual 
 engaging in animal abuse may also increase the 
likelihood that the same individual will engage in 
other types of criminal behavior. Providing further 
support for this proposition are Australian Victoria 
Police data. These data are considered next.

Criminal Offenses and Animal Abuse 

Offenses: Victorian Data

Data were obtained from the Statistical Services 
Division of Victoria Police for all recorded offenses 
in Victoria, Australia, for the years 1994 to 2001 
(inclusive). Out of four categories of offense (see 
Tables 2 and 3) for all alleged offenders, the data 
clearly show that the largest proportion of offenses 
was consistently that against property, rang-
ing between 79.52%  (number = 344,905) of total 
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offenses in 1998 and 80.85% (number = 354,785) in 
1999. As shown in Tables 2 and 3, over the  8-year 
period offenses against property constituted 80.8% 
of the total 3,364,078 crimes committed in Victoria. 
Drug offenses consistently constituted the smallest 
proportion and ranged between 2.84% (n = 12,838) 
in 2001 and 4.23% (n = 18,354) of total offenses 
in 1998. Of note, offenses against the person also 
 constituted a relatively small proportion of the total 
number of crimes at an average of 7.71% of all crimes 
over the 8-year period with the lowest percentage of 
7.98 recorded in 2000 and the  highest  percentage 
of 8.01 recorded in 2001.

The equivalent statistics relating to criminal 
offenses, classified in the same way as depicted 
in Tables 2 and 3, for alleged animal abuse 
offenders only are shown in Tables 4 and 5. What 
is immediately apparent upon examination of 
Table 5 is that, for animal abuse offenders, the 
 average  percentage of offenses committed against 
the person is  substantially higher compared to the 
 percentage for all alleged offenders (25% com-
pared to 8%). The category of offenses against 

the person included such crimes as homicide, 
rape, assault, abduction/kidnap, and harassment. 
Importantly, these statistics are remarkably  similar 
to those reported by Arluke et al. (1999) as previ-
ously described.

The other marked difference found was that 
for offenses against property, which were found, 
on average, to be substantially lower for animal 
abuse  offenders compared to all alleged  offenders 
(48.5% compared to 80.8%). Offenses against 
property included such crimes as robbery, arson, 
property  damage, and theft from motor vehicle. 
Thus, there appears to be a greater likelihood that 
people alleged to have abused animals will engage 
in offenses against the person, including violent 
crimes, when compared to all alleged offenders.

A breakdown into age categories by sex for each 
of the classifications provided in Tables 2 and 3 is 
provided in Tables 6 (number of offenses) and 7 (per-
centage of offenses). These data show that alleged 
offenders (all alleged offenders, not only animal 
abuse offenders), across crime categories, are char-
acteristically male across all categories of offense, 

Table 3 Offense as percentage of all offenses recorded per year, 1994 to 2001

  1994  1995  1996  1997  1998  1999  2000  2001  
All years 

1994–2001

Offenses against 
the person

7.88 7.98 7.57 7.96 7.88 7.33 7.08 8.01 7.71

Offenses against 
property

80.64 79.62 81.07 80.44 79.52 80.85 82.32 81.59 80.76

Drug offenses 4.20 4.12 3.72 3.91 4.23 3.99 3.59 2.84 3.82

Other offenses 7.28 8.29 7.64 7.68 8.37 7.83 6.99 7.56 7.71

Total  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00

Table 2 Numbers of offenses recorded per year, 1994 to 2001

 
  1994  1 995  1996  1997  1998  1999  2000  2001  

All years 
1994–2001

Offenses against 
the person

 30,251  31,449  30,667  32,871  34,181  32,151  31,389  36,271   259,230

Offenses against 
property

309,447 313,790 328,246 332,003 344,905 354,785 364,976 369,355 2,717,507

Drug offenses  16,105  16,220  15,048  16,153  18,354  17,487  15,946  12,838   128,151

Other offenses   27,927   32,666   30,932    31,716   36,303   34,372   31,028   34,246    259,190

Total  383,730  394,125  404,893  412,743  433,743  438,795  443,339  452,710   3,364,078

Note: Animal abuse offenses are not counted in this table.
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Table 4 Numbers of offenses recorded per year between 1994 to 2001 for alleged animal offenders only

 
 

 
1994  1995

 
1996

 
1997

 
1998

 
1999

 
2000

 
2001

 All years 
1994–2001

Offenses against the 
person

176 214 251 611 320 358 203 353 2,486

Offenses against 
property

423 434 549 610 627 686 758 556 4,643

Drug offenses 57 60 94 87 103 100 93 46 640

Other offenses 113 165 216 317 321 342 272 226 1,972

Total  769  873  1,110  1,625  1,371  1,486  1,326  1,181  9,741

Note: Animal abuse offenses are not counted in this table.

Table 5 Offense as percentage of all offenses recorded per year between 1994 to 2001 for alleged animal 
abuse offenders only

 
 

1994
 

1995
 

1996
 

1997
 

1998
 

1999
 

2000
 

2001
 All years 

1994–2001

Offenses against 
the person

22.89 24.51 22.61 37.60 23.34 24.09 15.31 29.89 25.03

Offenses against 
property

55.01 49.71 49.46 37.54 45.73 46.16 57.16 47.08 48.48

Drug offenses 7.41 6.87 8.47 5.35 7.51 6.73 7.01 3.90 6.66

Other offenses 14.69 18.90 19.46 19.51 23.41 23.01 20.51 19.14 19.83

Total  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00  100.00

Note: Animal abuse offenses are not counted in this table.

with an average percentage difference across age 
categories of 7.55% in favor of males. From years 
26 to 35 onward, there is a steady decrease in the 
overrepresentation of males compared to females so 
that by 66 years and over, the male to female ratio is 
almost 2 to 1. In general, for the Victorian popula-
tion, the prevalence of alleged offenses appears to be 
highest between the ages of 12 and 35 years for both 
males and females but particularly for males, with a 
peak for both males and females between the ages of 
18 and 25 years.

When examining age and sex trends for alleged 
animal abuse offenders and animal abuse offenses 
only (see Tables 8 and 9), there again appears to 
be a peak in frequency between the ages of 18 and 
25 years for both males and females. There are 
also comparatively high frequencies of alleged 
offenses for age groups 12 to 17 years, 26 to 
35 years, and to less extent for age categories 36 to 45 
years and 46 to 55 years. Again, males are overrep-

resented across all age categories. Of the various 
categories of animal abuse, by far the most fre-
quently occurring offense type is “inflict physical 
pain/suffering.”

Thus, as depicted in Tables 7 and 9, males are 
overrepresented for both general alleged offenses 
and alleged animal abuse offenses. Males are also 
overrepresented across all age categories for both 
general alleged offenses and for specifically animal 
abuse offenses, with very few exceptions. Further, 
there appears to be a peak of offending between the 
ages of 18 to 25 years that decreases steadily beyond 
these years.

The particular importance of these statistics 
lies in their indication that there are clear sex dif-
ferences in the frequency of criminal behaviors 
and that there are identifiable age trends. Thus, 
it appears that people most at risk of offending 
are male and aged between the ages of 12 and 35, 
but particularly between 18 and 25 years.  Ideally, 
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prevention and interventions efforts should focus 
on individuals that meet these criteria. Also of 
particular importance are the data suggesting 
that people who abuse animals are more likely 
than alleged offenders who do not abuse animals 
to engage in offenses classified as being those 
against the person. That this category of offenses 
includes violent crimes such as homicide and rape 
further supports the claim made by other research-
ers that animal abuse is an important marker of 
violent criminal behavior (Arluke et al., 1999; 
Dadds, Turner, & McAloon, 2002; Felthous & 
Kellert, 1986; 1987).

Criminal Offenses and Animal Abuse: 

New South Wales Data

In 2002 the New South Wales Police Service 
Forensic Services Group commissioned research 
to investigate the links between animal  cruelty 
and other criminal offenses in an Australian 
context (Clarke, 2002). While the research did 
 investigate links between animal cruelty and other 
 criminal behaviors, it differed from previous 
 studies because some aims were directly related to 
how effectively law enforcement agencies can use 
 animal cruelty information in the  investigation of 
crime.

More specifically, the research had three main 
aims: (1) to investigate whether the link reported 
between animal cruelty and other criminal behaviors 
by international researchers would be observed in an 
Australian context, (2) to investigate whether inci-
dents of animal cruelty investigated by bodies such 
as the Australian RSPCA and Australian Animal 
Welfare League were recorded on the NSW Police 
Computerized Operational Policing System (COPS), 
and (3) to identify any benefits to  investigations 
looking at major serial and violent crime that could 
result from the NSW police capturing and/or tak-
ing action on information relating to animal cruelty 
incidents.

The methodology used in the following three 
studies, comprising the NSW Police Service Animal 
Cruelty Research Project, involved both qualita-
tive case study and quantitative techniques. Study 
1reported five cases of animal cruelty that demon-
strated different motivations underlying a variety 
of animal cruelty offenses. Study 2 examined fre-
quency and type of criminal behaviors performed 
by 200 persons convicted of animal cruelty in New 
South Wales. Participants in study two were ran-
domly selected from a total of 947 cases recorded 

on the COPS database. Study 3 examined links 
between animal cruelty offenses (both convictions 
for and self-reported animal cruelty) in a randomly 
selected sample of homicide and sexual homicide 
offenders.

Study 1: Case Study Analyses.  Five case stud-
ies were reported in Study 1. Each case study was 
 reviewed with the aim of identifying different moti-
vations  underlying acts of animal cruelty. The case 
studies were also used to explore potential links 
between animal cruelty and other types of criminal 
behaviors for the subsequent quantitative studies. 
These are reported below.

Case Study 1:  The victim Ms. X and the defendant 
Mr. Y met in 2000 and commenced a domestic re-
lationship. They have lived together for the past 
month with the victim’s 15-year-old daughter. 
About 7.00 PM on Thursday the victim and defen-
dant went to a local club with friends. While at the 
club all parties consumed full-strength beer with 
the defendant  consuming almost double that of the 
victim. The victim and defendant returned home 
by taxi when the club closed. They both resumed 
drinking full-strength beer in the lounge room of 
the home, then started to argue about a Doberman 
dog that the victim was minding for her friend only 
known as Ms. Z. The defendant stood up and walked 
out of the lounge only to return a short time later. 
He sat near the victim and said, “The dog’s dead, I 
cut its throat. It’s fuckin dead.” The victim ran out-
side to the rear yard where she found the dog in the 
shed. The dog was lying on its side gasping for air. 
The victim tried to stop the bleeding coming from the 
dog’s neck. Realizing the dog was dead she returned 
to the house where an argument escalated between 
the victim and the defendant.

The victim attempted to make a phone call, when 
the defendant grabbed the phone and threw the 
 victim against the wall. The victim landed on a chair 
nearby. The defendant then started to punch the wall, 
causing his fist to smash through the gyprock lining. 
The victim ran out of the house to alert a neighbor 
who contacted the police. Police arrived a short time 
later and spoke with the victim. The victim was con-
cerned for her safety and that of her daughter who 
had run off for help when the incident started. The 
victim returned to the premises while police accom-
panied her. She started to cry as she discovered the 
amount of damage that had occurred whilst she was 
at her neighbors asking for help. The lounge room 
had been completely overturned with a smashed 
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coffee table in the middle of the room. Broken glass 
could be seen all over the floor of the lounge room. 
The kitchen had holes in the gyprock-lined walls and 
the telephone was on the floor. A 30-cm knife was 
discovered sticking into the architrave of the kitchen 
window.

Case Study 1 represents a “typical” descrip-
tion of animal cruelty in the context of domestic 
violence as recorded on the NSW Police COPS 
database. The offender described in the event had 
an extensive list of prior criminal charges, includ-
ing resisting arrest (7 times), assault (12 times), 
breach of apprehended violence order (14 times), 
malicious damaging (4 times), placing child/young 
person at risk (6 times), animal cruelty (3 times); 
assaulting a police officer (2x), street offenses 
(2x), breach of bail (7 times), stalking (1 time), 
sexual assault (domestic violence related) (1 time), 
and stealing (4 times).

It is also of interest that the female victim was 
more upset about the property damage caused by the 
defendant than the suffering and death of the animal 
described in the event. It is plausible that the victim, 
a repeat victim of domestic violence, had become 
habituated to acts of animal cruelty as a result of 
other incidents recorded in the defendant’s criminal 
record history.

Case Study 2: Mr. A repeatedly shot a dog for no 
reason other than that it was “annoying him.” When 
police searched his premises (after being notified 
by the RSPCA) he was found to be in possession 
of a number of illegal firearms (in NSW it is ille-
gal to possess any  firearm unless a firearms licence 
is held), in addition to drug-growing equipment 
and a large amount of  marijuana. This individual 
expressed no remorse for his behavior and was a 
known marijuana dealer with a prior criminal his-
tory for drug dealing, possessing/cultivating pro-
hibited plants, assault,  domestic violence, motor 
vehicle theft, theft from motor vehicle, and armed 
robbery. The offender was also known to associate 
with violent criminal gangs.

Case Study 2 illustrates that drug, firearm, 
 robbery, and other violent and property offenses 
may also be present in the criminal histories of 
 individuals who perform acts of animal cruelty. 
Previous research has largely focused upon the link 
between violent behaviors and animal cruelty. Case 
Study 2 suggests it may be valid to examine the 
extent to which individuals who are cruel to ani-
mals also display nonviolent criminal behaviors. 

Moreover,  anecdotal evidence provided by RSPCA 
inspectors and NSW police investigators suggests 
that individuals who are involved in organized ani-
mal  cruelty (e.g., dog fighting, cock fighting rings) 
may be involved in large-scale fraud offenses, 
firearms trafficking, and drug manufacture. Anec-
dotal  evidence also suggests that offenders who 
are involved with organized animal cruelty are 
not infrequently  members of organized criminal 
gangs.

Case Study 3:  An offender who was convicted of 
two sexual  homicides reported that as a child he was 
exposed to animal cruelty by parental figures. The 
offender reported that he was given kittens by his 
 grandmother when he visited and both he and his 
grandmother would torture and mutilate the animals 
until they died. This mutilation involved dismember-
ing the animals.

It is of note that the offender in Case Study 3 
 dismembered one of his two victims, and the 
forensic pathologist commented that the cuts were 
of a very precise, skillful nature. The offender also 
admitted that he was cruel to a variety of native 
animals including water-dragon lizards, and also 
to cats and dogs. This animal cruelty took place in 
the same location as one of his sexual  homicide 
offenses. The offender had also been charged with 
drug offenses and stealing prior to his  conviction 
for the sexual homicides. Of particular interest to 
the NSW police and law enforcement investiga-
tors, in terms of investigation strategy in serial 
sexual homicide investigations, was the offender’s 
verified self-report that he was cruel to animals 
in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Impli-
cations are that if animal cruelty offenses and 
offenders are reported to police, investigators 
could focus on these  offenders as part of the sus-
pect pool in the investigation of serious violent 
crimes. At present animal cruelty is not given 
 priority in the investigation of serious  violent 
crime by other Australian or international law 
enforcement agencies because too few animal 
cruelty cases are recorded on law enforcement 
 databases (Clarke, 2003).

Case Study 4:  This case study represents an un-
solved series of animal cruelty incidents. It appears 
an unknown offender is nailing cats to crucifixes 
in the inner western suburbs of Sydney, New South 
Wales. The crucified animal is then displayed in a 
prominent position to be found by the cat’s owner. No 
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further information is available about the  offender at 
the time of writing as the series remains unsolved.

The offender’s display of the crucified animals 
is argued to be important for a number of reasons. 
First, the fact that the offender wants to distress 
individuals who find their pet dead may indicate a 
deviant or abnormal psychological need on the part 
of the offender. Second, the perpetrator’s indiffer-
ence to (or perhaps even enjoyment of) the obvious 
suffering caused to the animal during crucifixion 
suggests he/she is desensitized to the pain of a liv-
ing organism. It is plausible that an individual who 
displays these types of characteristics may not stop 
at inflicting suffering on animals. Habituation to the 
emotional gratification experienced from killing or 
torturing animals may occur, in which case novel 
stimuli upon which to target the violence are needed 
by the offender. Research is needed to address 
whether this need is generalized to humans, and if 
so, in what ways this psychological need manifests 
itself behaviorally.

Case Study 4 also has important implications 
for the investigation of incidents involving  violent 
behavior directed toward humans. In particular, 
 sexual assault, domestic violence, and homicide 
have been identified by previous researchers as 
relevant (Flynn, 2000a; Giannopolous, 1994; 
 Hazelwood & Burgess, 1995). If individuals who 
had performed the types of animal cruelty observed 
in Case Study 4 were recorded on a database, these 
records could facilitate the prioritization of suspects 
in  investigations of violent and serial crime.

Case Study 5:  This case study involves a neighbor-
hood dispute in which the offender beheaded his 
neighbor’s dog and left the animal’s head on the 
victim’s barbeque as a symbolic message. There is 
very little information available about this case from 
the RSPCA, and no data were recorded on the COPS 
system.

Perhaps the most important aspect of Case 
Study 5 concerns not the circumstances surround-
ing the case, but the fact that they could not be found 
on the COPS database. It seems that the suspect, 
with an extensive criminal history for other matters, 
has not come under police notice in relation to this 
animal cruelty  incident. Case Study 5 is included to 
illustrate that  serious  matters of animal cruelty are 
not necessarily being recorded on a law enforce-
ment database.  Perhaps a more centralized reposi-
tory of animal cruelty incidents could go some way 
to  solving this problem.

Study 2: Animal Cruelty as a Predictor of Crimi-
nal Behavior.  As previously noted, animal cruelty 
has been  highlighted in the literature as a potential 
 indicator of subsequent or simultaneous violent 
criminal  behavior. The possibility of such a link in 
Australia has been supported by anecdotal evidence 
of  notorious violent adult offenders. For example, 
mass murderer Martin Bryant was known to  RSPCA 
officers in Tasmania in relation to animal cruelty 
 offenses.  Similarly, serial killer Ivan Milat was 
known for being cruel to animals prior to murdering 
seven victims in New South Wales. Concern has also 
been increasingly focused on the pain and suffering 
experienced by animal victims of abuse. Study 2 
 attempted to elucidate first the descriptive charac-
teristics of persons who perform animal cruelty, and 
second, what if any other types of criminal behaviors 
are performed by animal cruelty offenders.

Instances of animal cruelty are increasingly being 
seen as grounds for investigation into the welfare of 
children and their families, and more generally, as 
a sign of concurrent or impending violence toward 
humans (Dadds et al., 2002). A number of research-
ers have attempted to clarify the behavior of animal 
cruelty in childhood and its possible contribution to 
the development of aggressive or violent tendencies 
into adulthood. Research focusing on family dynam-
ics, as discussed earlier in this chapter, suggests that 
animal cruelty may be a symptom of something in a 
child’s life that requires clinical intervention.

Ascione and Arkow (1999) have suggested a 
 possible association between witnessing a parent 
being cruel toward animals and childhood animal 
cruelty. This has obvious implications in terms of 
social learning theory. Giannopolous (1994) has 
stated that the child may be desensitized toward 
 animal suffering, in addition to imitating animal 
cruelty exhibited by the parent. It is plausible that 
the adverse vicarious learning situation may lead 
to increased levels of both adult interpersonal and 
animal abuse. As noted earlier, childhood animal 
cruelty, independent of context, may interfere with 
the development of empathy in children, a process 
that could affect attitudes along with vulnerabilities 
toward violence in adulthood (Clarke & Shea, 2003). 
This absence of empathy concurs with findings 
reported by Ressler, Burgess, and Douglas (1988), 
who have suggested that childhood animal cruelty 
is a “powerful indicator of violence elsewhere in a 
sexual homicide offender’s life” (p. 40).

In light of existing research, the NSW Police 
 Service Forensic Service Group considered it would 
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be valuable to investigate the types of criminal 
 behaviors that are observed in the backgrounds of 
individuals who had been recorded on the COPS data-
base as having a record of animal cruelty offenses. 
It should be noted that the research was approached 
from a law enforcement rather than  psychological 
or criminological standpoint. Therefore it primarily 
focused on the implications of animal cruelty for 
law enforcement agencies (Clarke, 2002).

A total of 200 participants in Study 2 were 
 randomly selected from a database containing 947 
persons involved in animal cruelty incidents in 
which police were involved. The definition of  animal 
 cruelty used was consistent with that outlined earlier 
in the chapter (RSPCA, 2000). The sample included 
38 female (M = 32.8 years, SD = 12.6 years) and 
162 male (M = 28.4 years, SD = 8.7 years) partici-
pants. Of the male offenders, 62.9% (n = 102) resided 
in urban areas, whereas 73.7% (n = 28) of the female 
offenders lived in urban areas.

Participants in Study 2 were located using the 
NSW Police Service COPS data collection system. 
This data system allowed for searches to be con-
ducted across all animal cruelty offenders who have 
come to police attention since 1994. Records for 
all individuals convicted of animal cruelty between 
1994 and 2002 were downloaded from the COPS 
database using a variety of criterion search models 
to ensure that a maximum number of offenders was 
identified from this database. Upon examination of 
the records of the 200 offenders, it was decided that 
each individual was suitable for the study based upon 
their being involved in the animal cruelty incidents 
recorded. The records of each offender, including 
all criminal charges and events noted on the system, 
were then examined individually, and a cumulative 
total of historical criminal events was compiled.

As is clear from Figure 1, the results indicated 
that offenders who reported incidents of cruelty to 
animals had also committed a number of  additional 
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offenses. These offenses were characterized by 
assaults, stealing, and driving offenses. While 
 normal comparative data were not available (for 
NSW police operational reasons), it is plausible that 
out of a sample of 200 participants who had per-
formed animal abuse, the fact that 61.5% had also 
committed an assault could be considered higher 
than what would be observed in a non-animal  cruelty 
 comparison sample.

Also, more than half of the individuals who had 
a history of animal abuse also had convictions for 
driving offenses, domestic violence, and stealing 
(See Figure 1). Other offenses observed included 
drug and firearms offenses, sexual assaults, mali-
cious damage, assaulting police, and street offenses. 
It is noteworthy that 17% of offenders who had per-
formed animal cruelty had also performed  sexual 
abuse. Importantly, animal abuse was a better 
 predictor of sexual assault than previous convictions 
for homicide, arson, or firearms offenses. Finally, 
individuals with a conviction for animal cruelty dis-
played low frequencies for homicide, stalking, and 
trespassing convictions (See Figure 1), although it 
can be argued that such crimes are of lower  incidence 
anyway.

Correlational analyses, performed within 
the  animal cruelty offender group, revealed that 
 offenders who had a history of animal cruelty were 
also more likely to perform assaults, sexual assault, 
stealing, and street offenses. Domestic violence 
offenses also featured prominently in their criminal 
histories.

Among those individuals who had performed 
 animal cruelty, a number of more specific associa-
tions were observed. First, animal cruelty offenders 
who had a record for domestic violence were also 
more likely to engage in stealing, drug offenses, 
assaults, and sexual assaults. Animal cruelty 
offenders who had a conviction for sexual assault 
were more likely to have been convicted for drug 
offenses, whereas animal cruelty offenders who had 
convictions for assault were more likely to also have 
convictions for stealing.

In relation to the total number of criminal 
offense categories that offenders with a record 
of animal abuse could be classified into, the 
 average was 4.03 (SD = 2.64). The total number 
of actual offenses committed by offenders would 
undoubtedly be  significantly higher than this 
 figure.  Importantly, the 4.03 figure indicates that 
 individuals with a record for animal cruelty are 
likely to commit a variety of other crimes.  Overall, 

the number of criminal offense categories that 
the crimes performed by animal cruelty offenders 
could be classified into ranged from 0 to 10. Only 
1% (n = 2) of animal cruelty offenders exclusively 
had conviction for animal cruelty.

Overall, the results revealed support for the 
prediction that animal cruelty offenders would 
also have convictions for other types of  criminal 
offenses, though unexpected findings were 
observed for stalking and homicide  convictions. 
Perhaps the most salient finding was that 
 individuals with a history of animal cruelty were 
highly likely to be involved in other types of crimi-
nal behaviors  including, but not limited to, assault, 
domestic violence, and stealing. The range of 
criminal behaviors performed by individuals with 
a history of animal cruelty was also quite large, 
averaging four  different types of criminal offense. 
This finding is important because it suggests that 
not only do individuals with a record of animal cru-
elty perform violent offenses (e.g., sexual assault, 
domestic violence, and assault), they also appear 
to perform nonviolent offenses such as drink driv-
ing,  stealing, malicious damage, fraud, and drug 
offenses. This generalization across different 
types of  criminal activity has not been observed in 
 previous research.

Animal abusers were highly unlikely to have a 
conviction for homicide. This was contradictory to 
both previous research findings and expectations. 
This result may have occurred for two reasons. 
First, it may be that animal cruelty offenders gen-
erally do not engage in homicide. It is more likely, 
however, that homicide offenders are not detected 
by police for animal cruelty offenses. This issue was 
addressed in Study 3 which specifically examined 
homicide offenders and animal cruelty.

Similarly, low rates of stalking convictions were 
observed for offenders convicted of animal cruelty. 
In the absence of other research, no definitive con-
clusions can be made about this finding, other than 
to emphasize the need for more in-depth research 
to be conducted in a stalker population using struc-
tured interviews specifically asking about animal 
cruelty. This may clarify whether animal cruelty is 
not being performed by stalkers versus the more 
likely explanation that animal cruelty is not being 
detected by police.

Sexual assault, domestic violence, and firearms 
offenses all featured relatively prominently in the 
animal cruelty offenders’ criminal histories. Arson 
convictions were recorded for 8% of animal  cruelty 
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offenders. These conviction rates may be compar-
atively high when compared with the rest of the 
offender population, which has been documented 
to be between 1% and 3% (Clarke, 2002). Further 
research comparing animal cruelty with non-animal 
cruelty offenders is required before the research 
findings can be applied to investigative frameworks 
and decision process models used by police.

In light of the observed associations between 
 animal abuse and subsequent criminal  behavior, 
a number of implications are apparent for law 
enforcement. The results of Study 2 could aid law 
 enforcement agencies in three main ways.

1. In terms of criminal investigations, knowl-
edge of previous criminal behaviors that are 
statistically infrequent (such as  deliberate 
animal cruelty) could narrow lists of 
 persons of interest in suspect prioritization 
plans for serious violent crime.

2. Risk assessment frameworks could be estab-
lished based upon known information about 
animal cruelty. This could take the form of 
a matrix in which all known information is 
entered relating to criminal offenses, and 
a mathematical calculation (based upon 
regression analyses) could estimate a pre-
dicted level of future dangerousness taking 
into account the presence or absence of pre-
vious animal cruelty. The present research 
suggests that individuals with a history of 
animal cruelty are more likely to engage in 
criminal behaviors, and therefore should be 
monitored by law enforcement and other rel-
evant agencies. This is particularly relevant 
for assault, domestic violence, fraud, and 
sexual assault.

3. Law enforcement agencies should work 
with other government agencies to identify 
and address individuals abusing animals as 
children prior to their potentially commit-
ting more serious violent offenses against 
people. This long-term “proactive strategy” 
may lead to a reduction in serious violent 
crime. Also, the judiciary could be  provided 
with the research findings to ensure proper 
consideration of animal cruelty is taken 
into account in sentencing and bail deter-
mination hearings.

It should be noted that Study 2 was not designed 
to examine the psychological factors underlying 

 animal cruelty or abuse, therefore these factors were 
not examined in detail. Nevertheless, the findings 
of Study 2 identified animal cruelty as one factor 
that may be useful in terms of both investigation 
of specific types of crime, as well as an area that 
may identify early offenders with a view to clinical 
intervention before any potential cycle of violence 
commences.

Study 3: Animal Cruelty and Homicide in New 
South Wales.  A multiplicity of reasons underlie the 
act of killing another human being. These range from 
greed to revenge, jealousy to pleasure, and a diverse 
array of factors in between. There is an abundance 
of anecdotal evidence to suggest that the develop-
mental histories of many homicide offenders are 
characterized by behaviors and cognitions directed 
against society. In particular, cruelty to animals has 
been identified as one behavior that may be present 
in offender developmental histories (Britton, 1997; 
MacDonald, 1963; Prentky & Carter, 1984; Ressler 
et al., 1988; Skrapec, 1996).

However, there is a relative paucity of  systematic 
empirical studies that examine the developmental 
characteristics of homicide offenders (Clarke & 
Shea, 2003). In particular, there is a notable absence 
of research examining animal cruelty as a factor 
specifically in the histories of homicide offenders. 
Instead, studies have focused on more broad issues 
of adult violence, including domestic violence, 
assault, aggressive behavior, and child abuse. Until 
credible, scientifically sound research begins to 
examine whether such a link between animal cru-
elty and homicide exists, policy and decision makers 
have no way of knowing the significance of existing 
anecdotal accounts of such links.

Moreover, for research to be of value in  providing 
information about a phenomenon, there must be a 
context by which to make an evaluation about the 
meaning of specific results. The context in psycho-
logical research is usually obtained by using norma-
tive data, in particular a comparison group, from 
which observations can be made about  deviations 
observed in a group of interest. To date, this has not 
occurred in research investigating the phenomenon 
of animal cruelty in the developmental history of 
homicide offenders. To give a contextual framework 
to the second part of Study 3, it is necessary to review 
behavioral indicators associated with a  specific form 
of homicide, namely sexual homicide.

A range of behavioral indicators may be  important 
in identifying and clarifying the  difference between 
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sexual homicide offenders and non-offenders. Pat-
terns of antisocial behavior in childhood and adoles-
cence have been  identified among sexual homicide 
offenders (Arrigo & Purcell, 2001; Canter, 1994; 
Dietz, Hazelwood & Warren, 1990; Folino, 2000; 
Giannopolous, 1994; Hickey, 1997; Keppel & Wal-
ter, 1999; Skrapec, 1996). These behaviors have 
been argued by the aforementioned researchers to 
indicate future  sexual homicide behavior. A sum-
mary of these behavioral indicators is presented in 
Table 10.

It is evident from Table 10 that such factors as 
cruelty to animals and children, enuresis, compul-
sive masturbation, frequent daydreaming, chronic 
lying, rebelliousness, and fire setting feature with 
a large degree of prominence in the  behavioral 
 repertoire of sexual homicide offenders in child-
hood, adolescence, and adulthood. In the litera-
ture on sexual homicide, behavioral indicators are 
important for three reasons. First, they show that 
the socialization experiences of offenders are trans-
lated into negative behavioral expressions (Arrigo & 
Purcell, 2001; Giannopolous, 1994; Ressler et al., 
1988). Second, these behavioral indicators are 
inextricably linked with the development of vio-
lent sexual fantasies (Hazelwood & Burgess, 1995; 

Hickey, 1997; Skrapec, 1996). Third, they provide 
a potential means by which to predict future sexual 
 homicide behavior using objective, observable mea-
sures (Canter, 1994; Dietz et al., 1990; Folino, 2000; 
Keppel & Walter, 1999).

Study 3, therefore, had two main aims. First, to 
examine to what extent sexual and nonsexual homi-
cide offenders displayed a history of animal cruelty 
as either children or adults. Second, to establish 
whether a history of animal cruelty was unique to a 
subset of the homicide sample who had performed 
sexual homicides in comparison to a matched non-
offender comparison group. Implications for law 
enforcement in the area of homicide investigation 
are also discussed.

Study 3 was made up of two parts. Part 1 examined 
criminal histories of sexual and nonsexual  homicide 
offenders. Part 2 was designed as a  comparison 
between two participant groups: a sexual homicide 
offender group and a control group.

Part 1 of the present study comprised a group of 
49 randomly selected homicide offenders from the 
COPS law enforcement database. Types of homicide 
offense included, but were not limited to, domestic 
homicide, homicide for profit, sexual homicide, 
group cause homicide, and excitement homicide. 

Table 10 Frequency of reported behavioral indicators in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood for 
sexual homicide offenders as reported in the Ressler et al. (1988) study

Frequency

Behavior Childhood Adolescence Adulthood

  n  %  n  %  n  %

Daydreaming 28 82 27 82 27 81

Compulsive masturbation 28 82 28 82 27 81

Isolation 28 71 26 77 26 73

Chronic lying 28 71 28 75 28 68

Enuresis 22 68 20 60 20 15

Rebelliousness 27 67 25.5 84 25 72

Nightmares 24 67 22 68 21 52

Destroying property 26 58 26 62 23 35

Fire setting 25 56 25 52 25 28

Cruelty to children 28 54 28 64 27 44

Running away 28 36 26 46 26 11

** Cruelty to animals ** 28 36 26 46 25 36

Destroying possessions 25 28 23 35 23 35

Self-mutilation  26  19  24  21  25  32
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Two of the participants were female and 47 were 
male. Part 2 of the study examined two groups: 
(1) 20 incarcerated adult male sexual homicide 
offenders, and (2) 20 adult male students enrolled in 
an introductory Psychology course for adult educa-
tion students at The University of Sydney. The stu-
dents were matched with the offenders for gender, 
age, and ethnicity. This was to control for both dif-
ferential experience levels and variation in cultural 
factors hypothesized to influence developmental 
characteristics of sexual homicide offenders (Canter; 
1994; Keppel & Walter, 1999; Ressler et al., 1988).

Participants were found using the New South 
Wales Police Service COPS data collection sys-
tem. This data system allowed for searches to be 
conducted across all records of offenders who have 
come to police attention since 1994. Participants’ 
criminal records were examined and coded in Part 
1 of Study 3.

With regard to part 2 of Study 3, the sexual homi-
cide offender and non-offender comparison groups 
indicated on a structured interview questionnaire the 
degree to which they had performed animal cruelty 
as a child, adolescent, and adult. Responses were 
coded on a Likert-type scale, and included never, 
rarely, sometimes, often, and always. Three separate 
questions were asked for childhood, adolescence, 
and/or adulthood. The question specifically asked 
“Did you ever deliberately injure or kill an ani-
mal?” (Note—animals do not include insects, fish, 
or reptiles).” Participation in Part 2 of Study 3 was 
 voluntary for participants in each group.

Records for all individuals convicted of a homi-
cide between 1994 and 2002 were downloaded 
from the COPS database using a variety of criterion 
search models to ensure that a maximum number of 
offenders were identified. From this pool of offend-
ers, 49 were randomly selected for inclusion in the 
present study. Upon examination of the records of 
all 49 offenders, it was decided that each  individual 
was suitable for inclusion in the study based upon 
their being tried and convicted for the homicides 
described in the database. The records of each 
offender, including all criminal charges and events 
noted on the system, were then examined individu-
ally, and a cumulative total of historical criminal 
events were compiled.

With regard to Part 2 of the study, the sexual 
 homicide offender and non-offender  comparison 
groups were asked three separate questions as 
described in the methods section for Study 3 
above.

Homicide Offender Group (n = 49).  Only one of the 
participants examined with a record for homicide also 
had a record for animal cruelty. Analysis of criminal 
behaviors present in the homicide offenders’ crimi-
nal records indicated a high prevalence of stealing 
and assault among this participant group. Driving 
and drug offenses also featured prominently, as did 
firearms offenses. The lowest frequency of criminal 
convictions recorded for homicide offenders was for 
animal cruelty offenses. All criminal history percent-
ages for the homicide offender participant group are 
presented in Figure 2.

Comparison Between Sexual Homicide  Offenders 
and Control Group.  Of the sexual homicide  offender 
group, none of the 20 offenders  reported never 
being cruel to an animal as a child, only one reported 
never being cruel to an animal as an adolescent, and 
three reported never being cruel to an animal as an 
adult. None of the sexual homicide offender sample 
reported never being cruel to animals in childhood, 
adolescence, and adulthood. In other words, all 20 
sexual homicide offenders reported being cruel to 
animals at some stage in their life.

The reported amount of animal cruelty at each 
developmental stage was compared between sexual 
homicide offenders and non-offenders. The sexual 
homicide offender sample reported significantly 
higher frequencies of cruelty to animals than the 
control group as measured on a five point Likert 
Type scale where a score of 1 equalled ‘never’ cruel 
to animals and a score of five indicated ‘always’ 
cruel to animals. (M = 3.05, SD = 0.94) were more 
likely to be cruel to animals than non-offenders 
(M = 1.40, SD = 0.82)(t

38
 = −5.897, p < 0.001). A sim-

ilar result was observed for sexual homicide offend-
ers (M = 3.45, SD = 1.31) when compared with 
non-offenders (M = 1.65, SD = 1.13) during adoles-
cence (t

38
 = −4.627, p < 0.001). In adulthood  sexual 

homicide offenders (M = 4.15, SD = 1.22) were 
also more likely to report being cruel to animals 
when compared with controls (M = 2.05, SD = 1.43) 
(t

38
 = −4.983, p < 0.001).
These findings were congruent with previous 

research findings examining an American sample of 
sexual homicide offenders (Ressler et al., 1988) (see 
Table 10). Importantly, only one of the 20  sexual 
homicide offenders who reported being cruel to 
animals had any conviction on the law enforcement 
database for animal cruelty offenses.

Thus, the results of Study 3 revealed only  partial 
support for each of the predictions put forth. In 
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relation to the first aim, the criminal behaviors of 
homicide offenders obtained from the criminal 
records database did not lend support to any link 
between animal cruelty and homicide. This find-
ing is significant because, at first glance, it suggests 
that  findings of a link between homicide and ani-
mal cruelty observed by previous researchers may 
not represent the situation in an Australian homicide 
offender sample.

A number of explanations are possible for the low 
rate of animal cruelty convictions in the homicide 
offender sample. First, the fact that research exam-
ined all types of homicide, rather than a  specific form 
such as sexual homicide, may have obscured the rel-
evance of animal cruelty as an associated  factor. It is 
possible that animal cruelty is only observed in the 
developmental histories of specific types of homi-
cide offenders. Second, similar to Study 2, it is plau-
sible that any animal cruelty  performed by homicide 

offenders has not been detected by or reported to 
police.

The important issue raised by these  observations 
is whether a method of analysis based upon  routine 
and systematic comparison of criminal history 
records for homicide offenders could reveal the 
extent to which animal cruelty was a regular fea-
ture in the developmental histories of such offend-
ers. This potential inadequacy in the record system, 
or indeed low rates of detection of animal cruelty 
offenses, was addressed by examining self-reported 
animal cruelty in a sample of sexual homicide 
offenders in greater detail through the use of a 
structured interview questionnaire. This led to Part 
2 of Study 3, which attempted to establish whether 
a history of animal cruelty would be reported by a 
subset of homicide offenders who had performed 
sexual homicides. It was observed that not only 
were the sexual homicide offenders in Part 2 of 
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this study more likely to abuse animals as both 
children, adolescents, and adults, but they also 
reported abusing animals more frequently than a 
matched non-offender comparison group. The high 
incidence of animal cruelty in  sexual homicide 
offenders, which is congruent with the observa-
tions of previous researchers (e.g., Giannopolous, 
1994; Keppel & Walter, 1999; Ressler et al, 1988), 
suggests that, at least for sexual homicide offend-
ers, there may be a link between animal cruelty and 
subsequent homicide behavior. Equally important, 
the animal cruelty reported by offenders was not 
recorded on a law enforcement database in 95% of 
cases. This suggests that rather than no link being 
present between homicide and animal cruelty as 
observed in Part 1 of Study 3, it is more likely that 
homicide offenders are not being identified by law 
enforcement agencies for performing animal cru-
elty offenses (Clarke, 2002, 2003).

Interestingly, this research demonstrated that 
homicide offenders had criminal records for a diverse 
array of offenses. Upon more detailed examination, 
these offenses can be grouped according to a num-
ber of common themes. The most common offenses 
display a lack of long-term planning and a willing-
ness to profit at other individuals’ expense. Stealing, 
assault, and driving offenses all indicate spontane-
ous types of criminal behavior, as do drug offenses 
which may have been linked to the commission of 
a number of the homicides. It also seems that these 
individuals were not hesitant to assault police, or to 
illegally use firearms. It could be argued that these 
high-frequency offenses are indicative of a more gen-
eral trend toward impulsive behaviors, in which poor 
behavioral controls are displayed. These characteris-
tics have been associated with a lack of responsibility 
and early behavioral problems (such as animal abuse) 
by Hare (1991). These findings further highlight the 
surprising lack of  documented animal cruelty in the 
offenders’ criminal histories, suggesting that this is 
an element of these individuals’ behaviors that goes 
unnoticed by law enforcement.

The implications of these research findings 
are potentially far reaching for law enforcement 
 agencies. First, in light of the discrepant findings 
between Parts 1 and 2 of Study 3, it would appear 
that detection and/or prosecution of animal cruelty 
instances when homicide offenders are children, 
adolescents, and adults is not occurring. This is 
supported by the observation that only one sexual 
 homicide offender had a record of animal cruelty, 
yet all sexual homicide offenders, when surveyed, 

reported being cruel to animals. This suggests that 
detection procedures used at present in relation to 
animal cruelty are inadequate.

Implications of the Present Findings for the 
 Investigation of Violent Crime.  The NSW Police 
Animal Cruelty Research Project has a number of 
implications for both the prevention and investiga-
tion of both serial and violent crime. Specifically, of-
fender profiling of such offenses as homicide, sexual 
assault, arson, stalking, and child abuse, to name but 
a few, would benefit a great deal from law enforce-
ment agencies having more information about ani-
mal cruelty.

Offender profiling involves inferring personality 
characteristics from crime scene behaviors. Given 
the research findings that people who are cruel to 
animals are also more likely to be involved in a vari-
ety of serious and serial violent crimes, a database of 
animal cruelty offenders would be highly useful.

One aim of offender profiling is to prioritize a large 
number of suspects identified by police as potentially 
being responsible for a particular crime. Prioritiza-
tion of suspects ensures that the actual offender is 
identified as quickly as possible from the list of pos-
sible suspects identified by criminal intelligence and 
other law enforcement techniques. Given that animal 
cruelty is statistically infrequent in most populations 
when compared with violent offender populations, 
it provides a useful marker to identify high-priority 
suspects in violent crime investigations.

Offender profiling research (e.g., Clarke, 2003; 
Clarke & Shea, 2003; Keppel & Walter, 1999) 
also suggests that individuals who perform sexual 
 homicide and sexual assault crimes, for example, 
are also likely to display convictions for trespassing, 
peeping, fetishistic burglary, telecommunications 
offenses (telephone scatologia), and other sexual 
paraphilia–related convictions. These sexual para-
philia–related convictions are not statistically infre-
quent in offender populations. However, individuals 
with a combination of animal cruelty and these sex-
ual paraphilia–related convictions are  statistically 
infrequent. Therefore, these individuals may be 
identified by an offender profiler as high-priority 
suspects in the investigation of sexual assault and 
sexual homicide crimes, for example (see Bestiality 
and Zoophilia by Beetz, this text).

Unfortunately the operational usefulness of this 
offender profile characteristic is reduced because it 
is often the case that very few or no animal cruelty 
convictions are recorded on the law enforcement 
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database being used. Certainly the NSW Police 
Research Project suggests that animal cruelty con-
victions recorded on one law enforcement database 
do not represent the true rate of animal cruelty in 
one group of sexual homicide offenders. While 
further research is necessary to establish whether 
similar underreporting is occurring for other types 
of crime (which one suspects is highly likely given 
clinical research findings discussed in this and other 
chapters), law enforcement databases need to cap-
ture all instances where people display cruelty to 
animals for use in subsequent investigation of crime. 
An example of an investigation where the recording 
of an animal cruelty conviction aided in the timely 
identification and arrest of a serial rapist is provided 
below.

Offender Profiling Case Study.  In 2001 a violent 
sexual assault took place in  Sydney, New South 
Wales. An offender profile was developed, and the 
profile stated that the offender was an anger-hostility 
type offender who would most likely display animal 
cruelty, and have convictions for domestic violence, 
assault, drunk and disorderly, as well as minor sex 
offense convictions. Investigators prioritized all 
identified suspects based on the profile information, 
and a very small number of suspects emerged at the 
top of the suspect list with convictions for animal 
cruelty offenses and sexual paraphilia–related of-
fenses, in addition to convictions for assault and 
domestic violence. After extensive investigation of 
each “high priority” suspect, DNA evidence indi-
cated that one of the high-priority suspects may be 
responsible for the sexual assault. What is important 
from the point of view of animal cruelty is that the 
few offenders identified as “high priority” were dif-
ferentiated from the remainder of the suspects based 
on their history of animal cruelty. It could arguably 
be said that it was good fortune rather than good 
management that the identified offender had a re-
corded conviction for animal cruelty. The fact that 
he did resulted in him being identified, arrested, and 
charged much more quickly than would otherwise 
have been the case. Ultimately the swift arrest of the 
offender may have prevented another victim from 
being sexually assaulted, in addition to providing 
some closure for his victim when he was convicted 
for the offense.

As a result of both the offender profiling  experience 
and the issues identified in the NSW Police Animal 
Cruelty Research Project, a  number of recommenda-
tions were made. First, it was  recommended that a 

national database be  established to record all animal 
cruelty incidents. Contributors to this database should 
be veterinarians, the  Department of  Agriculture, 
RSPCA, Health Department, Child Welfare  agencies, 
Department of  Community  Services (government 
child welfare protection agency in NSW), National 
Parks and Wildlife Service, the Department of Edu-
cation, and other relevant agencies. This database 
would ensure the maximum possible number of 
animal cruelty incidents are recorded and therefore 
available to investigators.

Second, the research identified that effective 
 liaison systems could be implemented to allow 
 better communication between various departments 
who deal with animal cruelty so that no information 
is lost between “bureaucratic cracks.”

Third, it was recommended the judiciary be 
informed about links between animal cruelty and 
other forms of criminal behavior. This was to ensure 
that any bail hearings, sentencing hearings, etc., 
adequately reflect the potential dangerousness of 
offenders.

Fourth, it was recommended that all police 
 officers be educated about the links between  animal 
cruelty and other forms of criminal behavior  during 
their initial training. This recommendation was 
based on anecdotal evidence that some police offi-
cers see animal cruelty as a “minor” crime that is 
more a matter for the RSPCA than the police.

Fifth, it was recommended that a decision 
 process model be developed for police officers 
who may encounter different types of animal 
cruelty. Officers could use the decision process 
model to categorize the type of animal cruelty, 
and then  evaluate offender dangerousness level 
both for  officer risk assessments (given the high 
rate of resisting arrest and assaults on police offi-
cers performed by animal cruelty offenders) as 
well as other potential crimes (domestic violence, 
firearms, drugs, sexual assault, homicide). It is 
important that future research  investigate whether 
different types of animal cruelty are associated 
with  different types of crimes.

Finally, in the interests of early intervention, 
it was recommended that joint teams be set up 
between police, Departments of Health, Depart-
ments of Community Services, and animal welfare 
 organizations to evaluate the cognitions of chil-
dren and adolescents who have been identified as 
animal cruelty offenders. This evaluation could 
involve detailed, structured interviews  investigating 
such facets as children’s escape mechanisms 
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from reality (i.e., fantasy and play patterns), and 
 symptomatology of such psychopathologies as con-
duct disorder and  oppositional defiant disorder. A 
risk assessment matrix could identify children for 
whom early intervention may be valuable in pos-
sibly preventing  subsequent violent or antisocial 
behavior.

Summary and Conclusions

In this chapter, we have reviewed a breadth of 
research relating to animal welfare and cruelty 
issues as they relate to the Australian context. In 
recent years, several trends have been  apparent. 
First, it is increasingly being recognized by 
 proponents of animal welfare that animal cruelty 
is not given the recognition that it deserves by leg-
islators or the judiciary. This has brought about a 
call for more serious sentencing of animal abuse 
crimes and for mandatory reporting of animal 
abuse by veterinarians. It appears, however, that 
there is still some way to go before mandatory 
reporting is accepted by Australian veterinarians. 
Certainly, incorporation into the Australian veteri-
nary  training curriculum of specific information 
regarding the diagnosis of cruelty and appropri-
ate responses to its identification is essential if 
 mandatory reporting is to be perceived as a viable 
requirement. We have also reviewed Australian 
research that provides additional empirical sup-
port for the proposed link between animal abuse 
and human violence and criminal behavior. The 
Australian data  demonstrating a high degree of 
co-occurrence between family violence and ani-
mal abuse are concordant with data from interna-
tional studies. More importantly, however, we have 
reported data derived from police records in two 
Australian states (namely Victoria and New South 
Wales). These data demonstrate that animal abuse 
is predictive of other criminal behaviors including 
violent crimes. On the basis of the reported out-
comes of the Australian research reviewed, we echo 
the calls made by others (e.g., Arkow, 2001; Arluke 
et al., 1999; Ascione, 2001b; Flynn, 2000a) for a 
coordinated response to identified animal cruelty. 
There also needs to be increased attention given 
to  developing profiles of animal abusers across 
 developmental stages. More thorough understand-
ing of the role played by  animal abuse within 
families is also needed. In line with the  general 
emphasis, in recent times, on the promotion of 
mental health through primary  prevention, devel-
oping a comprehensive  knowledge of important 

screening variables is essential to any successful 
prevention effort.
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